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I TIMELINE


TRACING THE PATH OF AN AMERICAN MASTERPIECE


“Keep in mind always the present you are constructing. It should be the future you want.”

—Alice Walker, The Temple of My Familiar









1944

[image: Image]
Alice Malsenior Walker is born in Wards Chapel, Georgia, a rural community on the outskirts of Eatonton, on February 9. Alice is the youngest of eight children born to Willie Lee and Minnie Tallulah Grant Walker, who work as sharecroppers on a 600-acre cotton farm. Alice’s older brother Bill recognizes Alice’s fearlessness and independence early on, when she’s “just an itty-bitty little girl.”1



1952

While playing a game of Cowboys and Indians with her brothers, eight-year-old Alice Walker is shot in her right eye with a BB gun. The scarred, blinded eye that results turns the formerly outgoing child inward. She finds refuge in books and begins writing poetry. Six years later, Alice’s older brother Bill, who lives with his wife and baby in Boston, invites Alice to spend the summer with his family. Unbeknownst to her, he and his wife, Gaynell, have arranged eye surgery for her. Though Alice’s sight cannot be restored, the surgeon removes her unsightly cataract, liberating Alice from an acute self-consciousness. According to Bill, the first thing Alice does after surgery is to attend a Johnny Mathis concert. Alice later writes that the surgery restored her confidence, allowing her to “raise her head”2 once again.


1961

[image: Image]
Alice enrolls in Atlanta’s famed all-women HBCU, Spelman College, having been awarded a scholarship for the “handicapped,”3 which was linked to her injured eye. Alice is sent off by her mother with three essential tools: a suitcase, a sewing machine, and a typewriter. At Spelman, she finds two mentors in social action, professors Howard Zinn (above, in 1991) and Staughton Lynd. When Zinn dies half a century later, she writes this tribute: “I was Howard’s student for only a semester, but in fact, I have learned from him all my life. His way with resistance: steady, persistent, impersonal, often with humor, is a teaching I cherish. Whenever I’ve been arrested, I’ve thought of him. I see policemen as victims of the very system they’re hired to defend, as I know he did. I see soldiers in the same way.”4




1963

[image: Image]
Alice transfers to Sarah Lawrence College, in Bronxville, New York, where she will complete her undergraduate education. She arrives “in the middle of winter, without a warm coat or shoes.”5 A professor, the writer Muriel Rukeyser, shows Alice’s poems to her own literary agent.




1966

[image: Image]
Alice begins to weave a life of social activism and writing. She heads to Jackson, Mississippi, where she meets law school student Melvyn Leventhal. Both work for the NAACP, taking depositions from disenfranchised Black citizens.




1967

[image: Image]
Alice marries Melvyn, now a civil rights attorney, despite the disapproval of family members (his object to Alice being Black, hers object to Mel being white and Jewish). “I loved Mel because he was passionate about justice and he was genuinely passionate about me,”6 Alice said.




1967

[image: Image]
Langston Hughes presents Alice’s first published short story, “To Hell with Dying,” in his collection The Best Short Stories by Negro Writers: An Anthology from 1899 to the Present. In his introduction, Hughes writes, “Neither you nor I have ever read a story like [it] before.”




1968

[image: Image]
Alice’s first book, a collection of poetry titled Once, is published.




1969

[image: Image]
Alice and Melvyn have a daughter, Rebecca Leventhal Walker, on November 17. Rebecca grows up to become a novelist, editor, artist, and activist.




1970s

[image: Image]
Alice co-founds a New York–based group of Black women writers who call themselves The Sisterhood. They periodically gather, as seen here in June Jordan’s Brooklyn apartment in February 1977, where, literary scholar Courtney Thorsson notes, they would share work, discuss politics, and eat gumbo. Members included Nana Maynard, Ntozake Shange, Louise Meriwether, Margo Jefferson, Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor, Audrey Edwards, and Toni Morrison, among others.




1973

[image: Image]
Alice locates the unmarked grave of writer Zora Neale Hurston in Fort Pierce, Florida, and places a marker there. “Her work had a sense of Black people as complete, complex, undiminished human beings, and that was crucial to me as a writer. I wanted people to pay attention. I realized that unless I came out with everything I had supporting her, there was every chance she would slip back into obscurity.”7 The headstone reads:

ZORA NEALE HURSTON

“A Genius of the South”

1901–1960 Novelist, Folklorist Anthropologist




1974

[image: Image]
Alice signs on as a contributing editor to Ms. magazine, cementing what will become a lifelong friendship with its founder, Gloria Steinem. Forty years later, Steinem would say of Alice, “Her writing is activism, and her activism is writing. Of anybody I’ve ever known or could possibly imagine, she’s the most true.”8




1982

[image: Image]
Alice’s third novel, The Color Purple, is published, having been preceded by The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970) and Meridian (1976). Purple’s story, which chronicles the life of a Black woman in the American South between 1909 and 1949 and which draws inspiration from Alice’s own family history, wins the Pulitzer Prize, making Alice the first African American woman to win the prize for fiction (Gwendolyn Brooks won for poetry in 1950). The Color Purple also wins the National Book Award.




1983

[image: Image]
Hollywood producer Peter Guber (above, left, with former business partner Jon Peters) secures film rights to The Color Purple. Guber promises Alice he’ll hire “the best people in all categories.”9




1983

[image: Image]
Alice coins the term womanist to mean “a Black feminist or feminist of color.”




1983

[image: Image]
Actor and standup comedian Whoopi Goldberg is driving through Berkeley, California, with her daughter when they hear Alice reading from The Color Purple on the radio. “We pulled the car over to listen because it was so extraordinary,” Goldberg recalled. On hearing that it’s to be made into a film, she writes Alice a letter, professing her desire to be involved. Goldberg goes to New York, where she performs The Spook Show, her one-woman multi-character play. Director Mike Nichols sees the show and convinces Goldberg to let him produce it on Broadway, where it has a successful run. “A letter from Alice is waiting for me in New York,” Goldberg recalls, “saying, ‘Dear Whoopi, I already know about you. I live in San Francisco. I’ve been to all your shows. I know what you do. I already sent your stuff.’ She said, ‘When they know what they’re doing, someone will reach out so you can audition.’ Because I had said to her, ‘I’ll play the dirt on the floor.’ ”10




1984

[image: Image]
In February, director Steven Spielberg and producer Quincy Jones fly from Los Angeles to San Francisco to meet with Alice, in what Spielberg later calls his “audition.” Alice is apprehensive at first, as she notes in her journal: “Quincy had talked so positively about [Steven] I was almost dreading his appearance—but then, after a moment of near I don’t know what, uneasiness, he came in & sat down & started right in showing how closely he has read the book. And making really intelligent comments. Amazing. And Quincy beamed.”11




[image: Image]
In March, Quincy Jones flies Alice to Los Angeles to see Whoopi Goldberg audition for Celie at Spielberg’s studio. Goldberg enlists some of the characters she developed for The Spook Show. Years later, Spielberg tells Goldberg that her performance instantly convinced him. “I knew you were Celie probably before you took your fifteenth breath,”12 he says in 2016.




1984

[image: Image]
Groups around the U.S., mostly parent-led, propose banning the novel from school libraries and reading lists. They charge that the book contains “troubling ideas about race relations, man’s relationship to God, African history, and human sexuality.”13 For decades to come, The Color Purple will make the American Library Association’s top 100 list of banned and challenged books.




[image: Image]
Alice launches Wild Trees Press. Ex-partner Robert Allen (above) and friend Belvie Rooks join her, and they publish six books over the next four years, including Black writer and playwright J. California Cooper’s story collection A Piece of Mine.




1985

[image: Image]
Spielberg’s film is released to both acclaim and protest. As film historian Donald Bogle noted in 1986: “For Black viewers there is a schizophrenic reaction. You’re torn in two. On the one hand you see the character of Mister and you’re disturbed by the stereotype. Yet, on the other hand, and this is the basis of the appeal of that film for so many people, is that the women you see in the movie, you have never seen Black women like this put on the screen before. I’m not talking about what happens to them in the film, I’m talking about the visual statement itself. When you see Whoopi Goldberg in close-up, a loving close-up, you look at this woman, you know that in American films in the past, in the 1930s, 1940s, she would have played a maid. She would have been a comic maid. Suddenly, the camera is focusing on her, and we say ‘I’ve seen this woman some place, I know her.’ ”14




1986

[image: Image]
Whoopi Goldberg wins a Golden Globe award for Best Actress in a Film Drama for her portrayal of Celie in The Color Purple.




[image: Image]
The Color Purple receives eleven Academy Award nominations. Notably, Best Director is not among them. Critic Roger Ebert credits Whoopi Goldberg wtih giving one of the most amazing debut performances in movie history and predicts, “Here is this year’s winner of the Academy Award for best actress.”




1986

[image: Image]
Critic Gene Siskel tells Oprah Winfrey, who plays Sofia in the film, she should bronze the roll from the Oscar nominee luncheon, since there’s no way she’ll win against fellow nominee Anjelica Huston (Prizzi’s Honor). Oprah bronzes the roll.




[image: Image]
The Director’s Guild of America names Steven Spielberg the year’s best director for The Color Purple, the first (but not last) time he will win this award.




1986

[image: Image]
Whoopi Goldberg brings actor Michael J. Fox as her plus-one to the Oscar awards ceremony. The film wins no awards. Out of Africa, which Alice condemns as reactionary and racist, wins seven. “It patronizes Black people shockingly, and its sly gratuitous denigration of the Black woman is insufferable,” she later writes. “But it is a worldview the Academy understood and upheld.”15




1994

[image: Image]
Alice changes her middle name from Malsenior to Tallulah-Kate, honoring her mother (pictured above with Alice’s father) and paternal grandmother.




1996

[image: Image]
Alice publishes 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. She includes the screenplay treatment she wrote for the 1985 film, which was not used, as well as reflections on the mixed experience of having her novel adapted for the screen.




1997

[image: Image]
American singer Erykah Badu releases her album Baduizm. In the music video for its Grammy Award–winning hit single, “On and On,” Badu portrays a character that borrows heavily from both Celie and Shug as they were portrayed in the 1985 film.



1997

Producer Scott Sanders approaches Alice with the concept of a Broadway adaptation. He makes his pitch, to which she responds, “Well, you seem like a very nice young man, but no.”16 Months later, he flies her to New York to see Broadway shows and speak further about adapting the novel to a musical for the stage. Reassured and encouraged, Alice gives him the go-ahead.


1998

[image: Image]
Alice visits Sesame Street and helps The Count count raindrops.




2002

[image: Image]
Alice is inducted into the Georgia Writers Hall of Fame.




2004

[image: Image]
Alice Walker: A Life is published. Written by journalist Evelyn C. White (above), with the cooperation of Alice and over the course of ten years, the biography is hailed by the New York Times Book Review as “never less than fascinating.”




[image: Image]
In September, Sanders and his fellow producers preview The Color Purple musical outside of New York, at the Alliance Theatre in Atlanta, a mere 80 miles from Alice’s hometown of Eatonton. The month-long preview draws sold-out audiences and breaks the Alliance’s box-office record.




2005

[image: Image]
Sanders’s creative team includes songwriters Allee Willis, Brenda Russell, and Stephen Bray (above), as well as director Gary Griffin and playwright Marsha Norman. Roy Furman and Quincy Jones sign on as producers. In July, they produce a pre-Broadway workshop of the musical’s book, choreography, and score, which is staged in New York. O Magazine Editor-at-Large Gayle King attends.




[image: Image]
In September, Sanders’s cell phone rings. It’s Oprah Winfrey. “How can I help?”17 she asks, and they agree that she’ll sign on as a producer. “It’s been a secret dream of mine to be part of Broadway,” she will later tell The New York Times. “I hope to be able to do for this production some of what I’ve been able to do for books—that is, to open the door to the possibilities for a world of people who have never been or even thought of going to a Broadway show.”




2005

[image: Image]
In addition to making a financial investment, Winfrey lends her name to the marquee above the show’s title. That November, she features The Color Purple cast on her television show. Ticket sales skyrocket.




[image: Image]
The show premieres December 1st at the Broadway Theater, featuring LaChanze (Celie), Felicia P. Fields (Sofia), Kingsley Leggs (Mister), Elisabeth Withers (Shug), Brandon Victor Dixon (Harpo), and Renée Elise Goldsberry (Nettie). Stars and celebrities flood the red carpet, from Sidney Poitier to Cicely Tyson, Angela Bassett, and David Bowie.




2006

[image: Image]
In June, the show garners eleven Tony nominations (a number eerily reminiscent of the film’s 1986 Oscar nominations). The Leading Actress in a Musical award goes to LaChanze, who begins her acceptance speech by acknowledging Alice. “Thank you for allowing these characters to come through you and grace us all with this human, powerful story, that I get to experience every single night.”18




2012

[image: Image]
Northwest School of the Arts in Charlotte, North Carolina, is one of the first high schools in the country to mount a production of The Color Purple. Under the tutelage of drama teacher Corey Mitchell, the show wins a spot at Nebraska’s International Thespian Festival in 2013.




2013

[image: Image]
British director John Doyle refashions the stage show into a shorter, sparer production. The revival features Cynthia Erivo as Celie and debuts at the Menier Chocolate Factory in London in July.




[image: Image]
Beauty in Truth, a documentary about Alice and directed by Pratibha Parmar, is released. Filmmaker Ava DuVernay describes the film as “an intimate, exquisitely rendered portrait.”19




2015

[image: Image]
Northwest School of the Arts drama teacher Corey Mitchell is awarded the inaugural Excellence in Theatre Education Award by Carnegie Mellon University and the Tony Awards.




[image: Image]
American rapper Kendrick Lamar opens his song “Alright” with a line from Sofia’s character: “Alls my life I had to fight.” In response, Alice says, “I think he’s understanding that this is the truth of it. Especially for poor people and people of color in this country. We’ve had to fight all of our lives. And it’s a good thing that we can talk to each other across generations.”20




2015

[image: Image]
The revival, still under John Doyle’s direction, opens on Broadway in December and features Cynthia Erivo (Celie), Danielle Brooks (Sofia), Jennifer Hudson (Shug), Isaiah Johnson (Mister), Joaquina Kalukango (Nettie), and Kyle Scatliffe (Harpo).




2016

[image: Image]
The revival wins two Tony Awards: Leading Actress in a Musical (Cynthia Erivo) and Best Revival of a Musical.




2018

[image: Image]
In January, The Color Purple musical opens in Johannesburg, South Africa, with an all-South African cast.



Scott Sanders meets with Warner Bros.’ Niija Kuykendall, executive vice president of film production, to pitch the idea of adapting the musical into a feature film. “I’d never met Scott before,” Kuykendall says, “and I immediately loved the notion, because doing the musical for screen felt like new news.”


[image: Image]
Alice records an audiobook version of the novel.




2020

[image: Image]
Actor Samira Wiley (Orange Is the New Black, The Handmaid’s Tale) records an audiobook version of the novel. “I honestly feel like, sometimes, that Miss Alice Walker was writing just for me,” Wiley says of the book.21



2021

Scholar, cultural critic, and activist Salamishah Tillet’s book In Search of The Color Purple: The Story of an American Masterpiece, is published. Elle magazine calls it “a love letter to The Color Purple and the Black women who came before us.”


2022

[image: Image]
The musical film begins its shoot on location throughout Georgia.




2022

[image: Image]
Gathering Blossoms Under Fire: The Journals of Alice Walker, 1965–2000, edited by Valerie Boyd, is released. “I want the journals to be used so that people can see this working through of disappointment, anger, sorrow, regret,” Alice says. “So in that sense, it’s a medicine book.”




2023

[image: Image]
In December, the musical film is released.







II THE 1982 NOVEL


TAKING IT TO THE PAGE


If it is true that it is what we run from that chases us, then The Color Purple (this color that is always a surprise but is everywhere in nature) is the book that ran me down while I sat with my back to it in a field.

—Alice Walker, preface to the 1992 edition of The Color Purple
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[image: Image]
An excerpt from the original The Color Purple manuscript, handwritten by Alice Walker








LISTENING TO THE ANCESTORS

ALICE WALKER (author of The Color Purple, 1982): I completely changed my life to find a place where this story could be born. That meant leaving a marriage, New York City, my job as an editor at Ms. magazine, as well as a lovely home I had created in the Park Slope section of Brooklyn and that I had assumed I could coax my characters to visit me in. No luck. My characters basically wanted to live somewhere like the Georgia they were born in, but one where a Black creative person could relax. So I moved a few hours north of San Francisco, to a valley flanked by modest mountains, close to a river and redwoods. Twenty minutes from the coast.

EVELYN C. WHITE (journalist and author of Alice Walker: A Life): In 1982, I was living in Seattle and working as an advocate for battered women with the city attorney’s office. I was among a staff of four or five women who would accompany women to court who had filed charges against their abusers. I read The Color Purple because everybody was talking about it. I read it almost in one sitting. I just went right through it. I knew immediately that it was historic because it was written in the epistolary style, the letter form, and because it dealt with a Black girl from the South [Celie] who had been sexually abused. It was written in Black dialect, or what people back then might have called Ebonics. It was so vivid, so heartfelt, so personal. And at the same time, very, very large.


[image: Image]
Alice Walker as a young girl, 1950



There was beginning to be more public talk about childhood sexual abuse. That topic was beginning to come out of the closet. I had read Alice’s novel The Third Life of Grange Copeland as part of the research I was doing for a book on battered Black women. So this whole notion of the abuse that Black women and girls were suffering at the hands of their mirror reflection was coming to the fore.

When this novel appeared, it captured the attention of all good people who were reading literature. It was artistic, it was political, it was breaking a silence. The craft of it was magnificent. It was groundbreaking on every level. I had no trouble entering the language, the—as Alice would call it—Black folk language. I understood every word of it. Coming from the spiritual slice of Black life, this girl writing to God, I got it. And I was so grateful to be on planet Earth at the same time as when this novel was published.

SALAMISHAH TILLET (scholar, critic, and author of In Search of the Color Purple: The Story of an American Masterpiece): I first read the book when I was fifteen years old, in the summer of 1991. As a lover of literature, it gave me access to a world that was foreign to me because it was so long ago. At the same time, the novel creates a Black world on so many different levels. Alice creates it on the level of structure, with Celie writing to God, or Nettie [Celie’s sister] and Celie writing to each other. And then the use of Celie’s voice and African American Southern vernacular as the primary language in which we understand this story. And then also, while white characters are present—and in a disturbing way—the majority of characters in this book are Black. I grew up in Boston and then Trinidad and Tobago, but I grew up in predominantly Black communities. This idea of being enveloped in this Black world was familiar to me.


[image: Image]
Alice Walker (center) and her parents, Minnie Tallulah Grant and Willie Lee Walker, 1963



Then there are parts of it that really woke me up and helped develop my Black feminist consciousness. Because there had been domestic violence with my mother and my stepfather, this idea that Black women and girls could be vulnerable was familiar to me. My mother was also a sexual assault survivor. Alice Walker’s clear-eyed depiction of violence against Black women, and the vulnerability of Black women and girls, articulated that and also provided an alternative at the same time.

EVELYN C. WHITE: When I started work on the biography, Alice did not suggest to me that I go to Hollywood and talk to Steven Spielberg or that I go to Chicago and interview Oprah Winfrey. She sent me immediately to interview her brother Bill, who had been instrumental in having the scar tissue removed from her eye [following a childhood accident], and her sister Ruth. I stayed with Ruth for maybe ten days. She was an incredible storyteller, and I think she appreciated having the opportunity to tell me about Alice’s step-grandmother, Rachel, who was basically Celie, and Shug Perry, who was the woman Shug Avery is based on. Shug Perry was the woman that Alice’s grandfather, Henry Clay Walker, really wanted to marry, but his father, Albert Walker, who would become Old Mister, thought that Shug Perry was a loose woman.

According to Ruth, Albert Walker, who was fairly wealthy and owned land, basically forbade his son to marry Shug Perry, real name Estella Perry, because she was lowlife. Albert insisted that Henry marry a woman named Kate, who was from an upstanding family. Henry did, but he never loved her. He always maintained a relationship with Shug Perry, who had moved to Cleveland but would come back and visit. And apparently, whenever she came back to town, Henry would begin his relationship with her.

As Ruth told me the story, Kate decided that two could play at this game, so she had an affair of her own with a man in the town. This upstanding, Sunday school–teaching woman apparently began to feel guilty about it, so she wanted to end it. One day, sometime in the 1920s, she and her son Willie Lee Walker, Alice’s father, were heading home from a Fourth of July gathering. This man Kate was having an affair with came out of the bushes, and she told him, “I don’t want to do this anymore.” Apparently, he didn’t want her to quit him. He put a pistol in her chest, it went off, and she was shot. Alice’s father witnessed that, unloosing her corset as he sat with his dying mother. Ruth told me he was traumatized by it forever.

As a result, Henry, who was basically Mister, was left with five kids, so he was not so much looking for a wife as he was looking for someone to take care of the children. Henry went to a neighbor wanting to hire his daughter, Rachel Little, a young Black girl about Willie Lee Walker’s age. This man said, “You can’t have her as a nanny or a housekeeper, but I’ll let you marry her.” Apparently, he was concerned about the propriety of his daughter going to the household of a known womanizer. So that’s why Henry married Rachel, who was Alice’s step-grandmother and who became the model for Celie in The Color Purple.

And so Old Mister is Albert Walker. Mister is Henry Clay Walker. Willie Lee Walker is Alice’s father and is more or less depicted in the character Harpo. Sofia is based on Alice’s mother, Minnie Lou Walker. And Nettie takes the name of Alice’s maternal grandmother. Minnie Lou Walker’s mother was named Nettie and apparently took some abuse from her husband.

ALICE WALKER: In writing The Color Purple, I was dealing with some skeletons in the closet in the family, wanting to bring light to very murky corners, wanting to have my grandmother back who had been murdered, and wanting to understand what had happened to my father, who was required to basically try to raise some wild sisters as a boy because his mother had been murdered in the road. Also, the grandfather that I adored was a horrible person when he was younger because he was a drunkard, a wife-batterer, a philanderer, you name it. He was also someone suffering very much from the botched job of Reconstruction. That was a piece that it took me even more years to struggle with, because of course, nobody was going to tell us why we were sharecropping the same land in which we’d been enslaved.

Unlike my older siblings, I knew our grandfather when he was old and had quit drinking, or, as he used to say, drinking quit him. He had a sense of humor. Without being an alcoholic and the damage that wrought to his body, his spirit, his psyche, he was a sweet old man, and he really loved me. He wasn’t abusive; you just felt that solid presence of someone old, who deeply cared, and who was just going to be there for you. I sense that we were very similar in our love of quiet nature.

I was actually in Greece when he died. I had gotten a divorce that almost killed me, and I just took off and left the country, so I wasn’t there at the funeral. I knew I should have been. In a way, out of that realization that I had missed saying goodbye to this person in person, was part of why I wanted to write about his transformation. I really suffered from not being there. I don’t go to funerals much now because I went to so many as a child. I mean, just funeral after funeral. I should have been there.

EVELYN C. WHITE: Ruth told Alice the story about one time when Shug Perry returned to Eatonton [Georgia]. Whenever she would come, she would hang out with Henry Clay, her lover, and Rachel accepted it because, as Ruth said, he was nicer when Shug was around. The conversations were better. They had better food. He was totally in love with her. And so Rachel accepted it.

Shug Perry had come there one summer, and they all had come from church. Ruth was five years old, and they were cutting across the field to go to the outhouse. Ruth witnessed Shug Perry sitting in the outhouse toilet with her panties dropped and Rachel saying to her, “Oh, give me those pretty pink panties.” Shug Perry kicked the panties off and handed them to Rachel, who was basically her lover’s wife. And Ruth told me that she shared this story with Alice, and Alice later said she’d kept that in mind, that her family history had one Black woman giving another Black woman her underwear. That became the nugget of the relationship between Shug and Celie.


[image: Image]
Members of Alice’s family, including her step-grandmother, Rachel (second from right), who inspired the character of Celie



ALICE WALKER: Well, imagine that your husband has a lover he’s just crazy about, and there you are, this homely—well, to quote them, “homely” mainly because she was thin—drudge. The woman he adores wears panties like these. Now, there you are in bloomers. I don’t know a whole lot about bloomers, but some of the old people still referred to panties as bloomers. There you are in your homemade bloomers that sag down the side and to the knee almost, and his lover is wearing these frilly, satin, probably hot pink, scandalous panties that obviously were driving him crazy. And then Shug gives her a pair. She says, “Here.” There’s so much wonderful solidarity in the way they both approached their common fate as women. One was adored, but not really supported—children gone to the wherever—and the other a drudge with no agency whatsoever.




A DIFFERENT ENDING

EVELYN C. WHITE: Alice’s work in The Color Purple, as well as in Meridian and The Third Life of Grange Copeland, is about Blacks in relation to each other. Of course, there’s always the backdrop of white oppression, but Alice is saying, “Let’s look at how we deal with each other. Just because the white man is dogging us doesn’t mean that we go and disrespect and disparage each other.” And people were not ready to hear that message.

AISHA HARRIS (co-host/reporter, National Public Radio’s “Pop Culture Happy Hour”): In 1982, when the book came out, there was already this robust literary movement happening within Black feminist thought. All these Black female artists were reckoning with their position in society and how that position both aligned with and diverged from the Black men in their lives. Michele Wallace really homed in on that with her book Black Macho and the Myth of the Superwoman. She laid out how the idea had been festering since slavery that patriarchy in many ways rules over everything, even racism. And this was how we saw Black men adopting this idea of Black liberation that often excluded Black women or put them to the side.

SALAMISHAH TILLET: Walker was exploring and exposing these issues of gender-based violence in the ’80s. These were taboo topics, and she paid a cost for exposing what she understood to be the fragile condition of Black women’s lives. Something I learned only from the process of writing my book was that these weren’t just characters in The Color Purple, these are actually her family members. And so when Walker encounters attacks in the media and in the Black community from people who claim that she is reproducing stereotypes of Black men, she’s like, “But this is real life. These are the lived conditions of the women I know.” In a sense, it’s not a fantasy that she was creating; she was actually trying to give her grandmother a different ending.

Learning about Rachel Little humanized Celie in a way that I didn’t know was possible. If you’re thinking of these people simply as characters, that’s one thing. But if you think of them as a wish fulfillment for a Black woman growing up in the South in the early to mid-twentieth century whose life is filled with drudgery, it’s different. Then you really are cheering Celie on. She’s speaking for all Black women, and that’s why it resonates with people, because you don’t have to know about Rachel Little to appreciate Celie’s revelatory song at the end of the musical. But knowing it gave me a deeper appreciation for what was at stake in Celie’s arc.

NIIJA KUYKENDALL (former production executive, Warner Bros.): I’m in the movie business, and I love it. I feel very blessed. But my road to being in the movies really started with being a bookworm from third grade on. And so my first experience with Color Purple was the book when I was probably eleven, twelve. All throughout [my] preteens and then into college, I was leaning into Alice Walker and Ntozake Shange. I was in this space of becoming a woman and gravitating toward Black female authors. I remember being struck by it, being like, “OK, this is one that I need to keep and that I’m going to revisit.” There were a few like that. There was this. There was Sassafrass, Cypress & Indigo from Ntozake Shange. There was the autobiography of Assata Shakur. I was in this phase of consuming and reading these books that opened my eyes to both empowerment and to the challenges and the history of being a Black woman in this world. And then also, of course, the relatability of certain awakenings with these women. I remember reading it for the first time and thinking, “I’ve got to reread this. I don’t know if I understood everything, but going forward, this is one that’s going to go with me.”
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Alice Walker with the quilt she worked on while writing The Color Purple, 1980s








“The Color Purple was what church should have been, what honest familial reckoning could have been, and it is still the only art object in the world by which all three generations of Black artists in my family judge American art.”

—KIESE LAYMON

Award-winning author



From his foreword to the 40th anniversary edition of The Color Purple, 2022
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Left to right: Alice Walker, Barbara Christian, Mary Helen Washington, and Paule Marshall, members of the Black female writers’ group the Sisterhood, 1984



EVELYN C. WHITE: The editor on The Color Purple was a man named John Ferrone, who basically told me that Alice had submitted a manuscript no one believed was going anywhere. He told me they were astounded by it: Black English, epistolary, about a Black girl who’d been sexually abused in the South. He said they couldn’t wait for the novel to vanish so Alice could go into the next thing. He had no faith, no belief in it whatsoever. They wanted it to drop and to vanish. They saw potential in Alice, but this Color Purple thing, they were not feeling it at all.

There was this surge of Black woman writers they wanted to be in on because they perceived it as being commercially profitable. At the time The Color Purple emerged, Toni Morrison had done Song of Solomon. Toni had been on the cover of Newsweek. Ntozake had done For Colored Girls Who Have Considered Suicide/When the Rainbow Is Enuf, which had been a huge success. There was this atmosphere of wanting to get in on the Black women writers thing.

I think everybody was completely blindsided by the Pulitzer Prize. We might not have the Alice Walker we have today if The Color Purple had not won the Pulitzer, had not been made into a film. I believe, as Alice believes and Ruth and others believe, that it was this divine story that Alice was determined to write, no matter what the publishing world said, and she did. She was dead set on telling the story and organized her life so that she could listen to Shug and Celie and Mister and Nettie. She moved purposely out of New York City to the countryside of California to write that novel. She gave herself five years to do it, and she did it in a year, and she wept when it was over.

ALICE WALKER: When I finished writing the book, I was in tears, but they were tears of just such deliverance, because I felt I had really sussed this out, the whole rigamarole of the lives of these people that I loved, and that I mostly made up, really, based on something that was fragmentary, to say the least. So, I was free.

QUINCY JONES (executive producer and composer, 1985 film; producer, 2005 Broadway musical, 2015 Broadway revival, 2023 film): I first became aware of Alice Walker and the novel when the book was published in 1982. The book was a sensation and deservedly catapulted Alice into that rarefied air of being one of the country’s most important literary voices.

I’ve stayed connected to it over all these years because, simply put, Alice penned a brilliant and “real” novel. She carefully painted the lives of the characters in such a beautiful way that it was something I couldn’t turn away from. It’s heavy, but it matters, because it forces you to face it head-on. It is our truth. And that truth needs to be passed down.

YUMIKO YANAGISAWA (Japanese literary translator, 1982 novel): The book came out in 1982, and in 1983 I traveled to the United States for the first time. I went to meet with people I knew in the women’s movement. I traveled from San Francisco to New York, and almost everybody I met was talking about The Color Purple. I bought the book, and on my flight home to Tokyo, I read it. I was so impressed, and I was moved, and I thought, “I have to translate this.” I had been translating books from Swedish into Japanese since 1979, but I had never translated English.

I had a connection with Shueisha, a big publishing company. I went to them and said, “I would like to translate this.” They said they had the translation rights and I think they had somebody in mind, but I came there with such eagerness that they gave me the chance. I translated in one stretch, in four months, which is very short. Very short. I tried to insist that they keep the title of the book, that it should be the Romanized words for “color purple” in Japanese. That original title is so striking and should not be changed. But the publishing company said no. They chose Tremblance of Purple. I didn’t like that, the sense of shivering when it should be more direct. But I was too weak against the giant publishing company. So I lost. I was so unhappy and disappointed. And then Steven Spielberg made the film, and the publisher at last understood. In less than six months, which is highly unusual, they came out with the pocket edition and changed the title to The Color Purple. So I am pleased. And it’s now in its forty-first printing.

STEPHEN BRAY (music and lyrics, 2005 Broadway musical, 2015 Broadway revival, 2023 film): I love words, and I love the written word. I love anybody who has that facility with creating characters and telling a really, really, powerfully disturbing story in some regards and then still somehow managing to make the whole thing end up being uplifting and life-affirming and love-affirming and forgiveness-affirming. I can’t think of another book that does that. I would like to think it helped cement my belief in those things.

OPRAH WINFREY (Sofia, 1985 film; producer, 2005 Broadway musical, 2015 Broadway revival, 2023 film): I was obsessed from the moment in 1982 when I read the New York Times review of the novel. I got out of bed, went to get the book at the bookstore around the corner from me, came home, and read it straight through. When I read those first lines, “Dear God, I am fourteen years old,” I thought, “How does Alice Walker know about my life?” Obviously, I was moved by the story because at fourteen years old, I became pregnant and had to hide it and the baby died. But I also knew that if I had been so moved by the story, at least a million other people would also have this feeling.
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Atlanta Daily World announces Alice Walker’s Pulitzer Prize for Fiction, 1983



I was still in Baltimore then, doing a talk show. We probably tried to have her on, but Alice Walker wasn’t coming to Baltimore for a local talk show. There was no way of having that conversation. Instead, I was trying to force the conversation with other people one-on-one, literally one-on-one: “You need to read this.” If I could have put on a sandwich board and gone out into the street, I would’ve.

I used to carry a backpack to and from work, just to give out the book. I would empty out the bookstore every week, buying all their stock. I would walk down the street with at least ten or twelve books, until I’d lightened my load, and then I’d go back and buy more. I’d open a conversation with, “How are you today? Have you read The Color Purple?” and give the person a book. They’d be like, “Huh? What is this?”

I have never done that with anything before or since. I was buying books and handing them out on the street. I was telling people I worked with, “If you don’t read it, then you can’t be my friend.” I was going to beauty salons I didn’t know on Saturdays and handing out the books. I’d be looking at people under the dryers and thinking, “I wonder, does she read? Even if she doesn’t, she can give it to somebody else.” At the time, I didn’t have any kind of platform or way of having that conversation about what Celie was saying. I didn’t have a way of having the conversation about Black women’s empowerment in a way that I felt comfortable.





COVERS ACROSS THE WORLD

Book jacket designs for Alice Walker’s novel, which has been translated into more than two dozen languages, speak not only to design trends but also to how each culture aims to capture the book’s core message.
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1. Penguin Random House, 40th anniversary edition, 2022
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2. ىدملا راد, Arabic transaltion, 2018
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3. বাতি ঘর, Bengali translation, 2023
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4. Samlerens Bogklub, Danish translation, 1985
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5. Maartin Muntinga, Dutch translation, 1987
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6. Ecco Verlag, German translation, 2021
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7. Robert Laffont, French translation, 2022
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8. Frassinelli, Italian translation, 1984
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9. Shueisha, Japanese translation, 1986
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10. Suma de Letras, Portuguese translation, 2018









III THE 1985 FILM


TAKING IT TO THE SCREEN


For me the filming of my book was a journey to the imagined and vastly re-arranged 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.

—Alice Walker, The Same River Twice
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Swain (Laurence Fishburne, left) and Harpo (Willard E. Pugh, right) take Shug (Margaret Avery, center) to see the juke joint, 1985 film





PUTTING TOGETHER THE PEOPLE AND THE PIECES

SALAMISHAH TILLET (scholar, critic, and author of In Search of the Color Purple: The Story of an American Masterpiece): This story has such a weird lineage. The number of people who have become obsessed with The Color Purple and who want to do something with it and who have the power to do something with it is interesting, starting with Peter Guber, the Hollywood producer. He’s a key person because he’s the one who first optioned the film rights. Then he found Quincy Jones. Jones then brought on Steven Spielberg.

Years later, Scott Sanders worked for Peter Guber doing TV. After a time, Scott went off on his own, and he came up with the idea of the musical. He went back to Guber to ask for the rights; Guber no longer owned them, but he introduced Scott to the people who did.

ALICE WALKER (author of The Color Purple, 1982): I was very taken by Quincy and Steven when they came to meet me at my house, and if I had not been, the answer would’ve been no. But I really liked them. In fact, I loved them. If I don’t feel it, I just will never miss you. “It’s nice seeing you, and no, and goodbye.” But they were so down-to-earth and warm and fun, and even more than that, they had read the book.

My characters knew nothing of Hollywood, nor did I. I don’t think of either Steven or Quincy as being especially Hollywood, and that’s probably because I am still innocent in a way about that world. They just seemed really alive and creatively thoughtful about producing a movie we might all enjoy. Our evening together plotting what Purple might become made us, all three, bubbly with joy. It was quite a miracle, really, that these two men whom I’d never met and barely heard of—I’d never heard even of Steven; [my daughter] Rebecca took me to see ET, which I adored—just completely met my own enthusiasm about the loveliness of Shug and Celie and Sofia and other characters. What were the odds? But since this is the way I live—from wonder to wonder—it seemed perfectly right. I was very happy.

QUINCY JONES (executive producer and composer, 1985 film; producer, 2005 Broadway musical, 2015 Broadway revival, 2023 film): My production deal at the time was at Time-Warner, and Steve Ross—one of my business mentors and the chairman of the company—loved the idea of The Color Purple and that Steven Spielberg and I would be teaming up together on it. So he was kind of our guardian angel throughout the entire filmmaking process, from production all the way through to the release of the film.


[image: Image]
Quincy Jones and Alice Walker on the set of the 1985 film



REUBEN CANNON (casting director, 1985 film): When I first read The Color Purple, I thought, “What an amazing piece of work.” At the time, Reuben Cannon & Associates was the largest and most successful casting office in Hollywood, and it wasn’t just with Black projects. Because of the success of my company, I never had to pick up a phone and ask for a job. My attitude was that if you want to buy a Rolls-Royce or a diamond, you know where to go. Quality sells itself.

I heard that Quincy Jones was producing Color Purple, and I thought, “Well, they’ll call me.” But the phone didn’t ring. I loved the book, and I believed wholeheartedly that no one in Hollywood could do a better job than me. No other casting director had my experience and reputation as well as my cultural connection to the novel. But mostly it was my passion for the material. I knew I would be really pissed off if I went to see this movie and saw another name under “casting by.” So I wrote a letter to Quincy saying, “I know you’re one of the executive producers of Color Purple and I’d love to be considered.” Right before I mailed it, the phone rang. It was Quincy, and he said, “You need to meet with Steven Spielberg regarding casting The Color Purple.”
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Moon Song, the code name for the original film’s screenplay



Once it was known—even under the pseudonym of Moon Song—that Reuben Cannon was casting Color Purple, my office was inundated. I was inundated. Every Black actor in the country wanted to be cast—or at least given the chance to audition. Everyone—famous, well-known actors as well as talented unknowns—was crazed and obsessed, wanting to play a role. At that time, there were so few Black projects being produced that The Color Purple became a focal point of increased anxiety and desperation among Black actors.

When Steven and I first talked about the casting concepts, we agreed this film would be better served with a cast of unknown actors. Steven wanted to work with Danny [Glover], who had been in Witness and Places in the Heart, but he was maybe the only actor in the cast that you could say was known. The story was the star.

Sofia and Shug were the hardest roles to fill. Obviously major names came up, like Phyllis Hyman and Patti LaBelle. Tina Turner came in and met with Steven. I was there for that meeting. It was a hot summer day, and she was wearing a summer dress, and she just had a spellbinding aura about her. I remember sitting next to her, and she was sweating. Someone handed her a tissue and she wiped underneath her arms and was wondering what to do with it. Without even thinking, I extended my hand and collected it. I must have been having an internal conversation: “I am so in awe of you, Miss Turner, I’ll take the sweat from your armpits.” I should have kept it! I really should have.

Quincy knew Tina and was pushing for her to play Shug. But she said, “Look, I went through this with Ike. I’m not going to go through it again. Anna Mae Bullock experienced that. Tina Turner does not want to.”

So we continued the process of casting. Actors would read for me. If I found someone really exceptional, I would videotape them and share the tape with Steven, and he’d select the ones to come in for a callback. I was seeing people; I was making trips; I had other casting directors around the country also videotaping actors. Because who knows? There might’ve been someone in Minnesota or somewhere that I wasn’t aware of. No one had jumped out at me, and then Margaret Avery sent me a letter.

MARGARET AVERY (Shug, 1985 film): I had just come back from Jakarta, where I was singing, and I had all kinds of messages on my answering service from other actors, saying, “Margaret, have you heard about The Color Purple?” I called my agent, and they said, “We’ve been trying to push you, but they don’t want to see you. Reuben says that you’re just not the right type.”

I knew Reuben Cannon. I’d been doing television for twenty years, and Reuben had cast me for several roles. So I wrote him a note and I said, “Reuben, I know where you live, and if you don’t see me for this role I’m going to sit at your doorstep until you see me.”

A couple of days later I heard from him: “OK, Margaret, come on in.”

I went out and bought the book. I thought everyone had me right for Celie, but when I read the book, I gravitated to Shug. I could really relate to her. Because Q [Quincy Jones] was a producer and a music person, he was looking at the big star singers at that time. So when I went in and actually read, Reuben was blown away. He said, and these are his very words, “Margaret, I know you’re not right for the role.” And he said that because he knew what they were looking for. “But your read is so worthy, I want you to tape, and I’m going to show it to Steven.”

REUBEN CANNON: So Margaret came in. I knew she was a skilled actress, but I didn’t know anything about her musical talents and how she could flow. So she was part of that final callback for Steven [Spielberg]. All the actors came in on point that day. They were so ready. During this final screen test, the chemistry between the actors was evident. For instance, Harpo, played by Willard Pugh, and Sofia, played by Oprah, were magical, like nitro and glycerin together. An all-star roster would’ve been a distraction. Part of the novelty and the freshness is that you’re telling a story that hasn’t been told before. You don’t want to be preoccupied with who’s who.
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Shug (Margaret Avery) at Harpo’s Juke Joint, 1985 film









MAKING A FILM IS A TEAM SPORT

An interview with Peter Guber, the Hollywood producer who stumbled upon the novel, recognized its filmic potential, and struck the deal that led to the iconic 1985 film.


[image: Image]
Peter Guber and the cast and crew of the 1985 film celebrate their eleven Academy Award nominations, 1986









Before there was Steven Spielberg or Quincy Jones, there was you. You approached Alice Walker to buy the film rights to her novel in the first place. Why?

PETER GUBER: I was at the beach with friends, and a couple of the women were reading the book. It wasn’t a big bestseller yet; it had just been published in hardcover. I was intrigued by what interested them: the journey of Celie and the aspirational desires she had against all odds, at a time where women were not equal in the world, and Blacks were not equal in the world, and Black women were not equal in the world.

In the movie business then, there were not a lot of women’s stories, and certainly not Black women’s stories, but I was curious about why these two white women I was with were so motivated by it. Because I was in the movie business and had run Columbia Pictures, I always was listening to the audience. That’s the way I got my clues: You don’t have to invent anything to be really good.

So I read the book. It was very esoteric, even in the way it was written. It was not traditional. And I decided to acquire the book. I was a formidable player in the entertainment business then. I’d made a lot of movies, run big studios, run big music companies. At the time, I had a relationship with the head of the studio at Warner Bros., Terry Semel. My production company [Guber-Peters Entertainment Company] had a deal there. I went to see Terry about it, and he said, “Sure, we’ll read it.” They came back and said, “It’s not a movie. It’s prose. The antagonist is interesting, but maybe that woman who’s the protagonist isn’t the key to the picture.” I said, “No, no, the woman’s the key to the picture.” They ultimately said, “We’re not interested.”

That it would get passed on was to be expected. It wasn’t a studio picture for that time: an African American woman lead, a period picture, not an escape film, no physicality. It just wasn’t in the zeitgeist then.

I decided to buy the rights myself. I didn’t know if I could pull all the pieces together, but I wanted to give it a try. So I put up my own money. When I made the offer, Alice Walker’s agent said, “Do you have a studio?” I said, “No, the studio passed on it.” Her agent said, “I don’t think she wants to sell it to you.” I didn’t know what “to you” meant, but I took it to mean “to anybody.”

I thought, “I’m going to go and see her,” which was also unusual for me, because I was a major producer and my credentials were strong. I called Alice Walker on the phone and introduced myself. I said, “Could I at least come and talk to you about it?” She was reluctant, but she said OK.

I flew up to San Francisco, knocked on her door, and said, “I’m Peter.” She looked at me like, “Oh!” I think she expected maybe an African American guy. She was very polite, but she was not exactly like, “Come on in!”

We talked for about twenty minutes and had a nice conversation. She said, “I’ve had a couple of calls, but I’m not super-interested in the movie thing.” Then we talked more. She said, “You want some tea?” We sat and had tea for another half-hour talking about what movies I made. I told her about Missing, which was a very difficult movie to make. Very, very difficult: Jack Lemmon, Sissy Spacek, set in Latin America. And of course it won the grand prize at Cannes and was an Academy Award–nominated best picture. So I had the credentials of taking a challenging picture about a complex subject and making it work.

She said, “This is a difficult picture in America today.” I said, “It doesn’t bother me that it’s difficult.” We talked more. She was welcoming as a human being, but she wasn’t encouraging as the author of the book. And what happened next was either I saw a picture in her house or she asked me about my background, but somehow it came up that I went to law school. She said, “My husband went to law school. Where did you go?” I said, “I went to NYU.” She said, “He went to NYU,” and then mentioned his name. I said, “Ah, he’s my friend! He sat right next to me!”

She wasn’t married to him anymore, but that changed the whole conversation. We talked about that for at least another hour, just about what a terrible job law school is. She didn’t disparage her ex-husband, but it was just such an odd coincidence that both of us were struck by. Really? I mean, really?

Both of our moods changed. I became more interested as she told me about the story and how it was formed. She said, “OK, let me think about it.” It was better than a no. She said she enjoyed meeting me. I had no desperation, I had enthusiasm for the idea, and I think she was impressed that I didn’t have all the answers for it right away.

Shortly afterward, I said to myself, “You know something? I’m not an African American. I need to have a partner who understands the culture, the personality, the considerations better than I.” So I went to Quincy Jones, who was a friend of mine. He’d composed a lot of music for the movies, and I was also in the music business. I said, “Why don’t you produce with me?” He knew the book and said, “OK, I’ll do it.”

Why do you think Alice Walker eventually decided to sell you the film rights?

You try to convince somebody of your earnestness, your enthusiasm, your attention to detail, your track record—and then you cross your fingers and hope they get it. I think it was because I had done pictures that were really hard to get made, and I made them well. Plus, Quincy was a formidable guy, and he was supportive of it, of us, and she believed in Quincy. That was probably the reason why.

I’m doing my best to remember forty years ago. Four weeks ago is a challenge for me. Forty years ago, Holy Christ. The deal got put together. Menno [Meyjes] was writing the screenplay. Then Quincy told me he had mentioned it to Steven Spielberg. He said, “I think Steven really wants to do this.” Steven was as hot as could be. He was the plat du jour at that time. But even so, he wasn’t African American, he wasn’t a woman, and he hadn’t done pictures like that.

Life is about serendipity. So now, the book was going up on bestseller lists, I have a screenplay, and I’ve got Quincy Jones and Steven Spielberg. And Terry Semel calls me and says, “Hey, listen, remember that project you mentioned to me?”

I might have been born at night, but not last night. So I played along: “I don’t remember any project. What project could that be? I don’t know what it is.”

He says, “Well, we would be interested in it.”

“Wait a minute, you passed on the project.”

“Ah, not really.”

“Well, yes, you did.”

We went through that argument for a couple of days, and I could tell he was very, very, very anxious. Terry knew I had a deal with Warner Bros., but because they had passed, I could go anywhere I wanted. And Terry had a boss he had to answer to, Steve Ross.

I let him stew in his own juices for a few days. And then I said, “OK, if Steven [Spielberg] wants to make the picture, he can be the boss and we’ll be the executive producing company.” It was best for the picture. So Steven took over.

Here’s another element that might be of interest, but again, I’m saying this is to the best of my recollection. Could I be off 10 percent? Yeah. Could I be off 20 percent? Maybe. I’m not off 50 percent and definitely not off 100 percent. So Steven had made the movie. A few days before the Academy Awards, I got wind that Steven may want to make a sequel of this movie, but he wanted to produce it himself.

I got a call from Terry Semel. He’s talking about this and that, he’s talking about tennis. And I’m thinking, “He didn’t call me in to talk about tennis.”

Terry said to me, “Spielberg may want to make a sequel of this thing, but he wants to do it himself. So we’d like to buy out your rights.”

OK, I’m listening. I’m not in show show, I’m in show business. And I said, “You’ll have to deal with Alice.” He said, “Yeah, we know that.” This was two days before the Academy Awards, and the picture had eleven nominations, including best picture.

What is Terry thinking? He’s thinking we’re going to win best picture and seven Academy Awards, and we’re going to make the sequel and own all the rights. I sat there and thought to myself, “He’s a smart guy, but I am too, and I know life is round. There are no guarantees on anything.” So I said to him, “OK, you want to make that deal? Here’s the deal: We close it by tomorrow, five o’clock, completely documented. No ‘Maybe, we’ll get to it, we’ll work it out.’ Completely signed and executed deal.”

They would control the remake rights and would pay us for this movie and our other rights. It was an extraordinarily formidable thing; we argued about that for two hours. I said, “We can argue till tomorrow, but at six o’clock, when the Academy Awards start, there’s no deal. We don’t need the money. This is the deal.” I knew he needed the deal because Steven wanted to do the picture. So we made the deal, went to the Academy Awards, and Color Purple got no awards. Today, they would’ve won all eleven awards. But it was a different world.

You went into the film knowing it would be a challenge. How did it turn out?

I thought Steven did an unbelievable job as a white male filmmaker in capturing the quintessence of that story. I thought he did a brilliant job. All the actors were fantastic. I was lucky to be associated with it, but luck comes to those who are trained and experienced. You have to have a certain kind of position in the business and a certain kind of awareness to be able to even get into the equation. But I’m proud of the film. I’m proud of my friends Quincy and Steven. If you let go of your ego, you can get a lot of things done. You have to know how to fit, where to fit, when to pass, when to punt.

And you have to know when you don’t know something, which is what you were saying about bringing in Quincy.

I looked in the mirror and said, “This film is about an African American period experience. I’m neither of the period nor African American.” I felt I could be a piece in the supporting cast of the film and be content with it. I didn’t have to be holding the trophy up. I just thought, “Wouldn’t that be neat if we could get this movie made? I’ll bet you it will be successful.”
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Peter Guber and Whoopi Goldberg, 1980s



Making a film is a team sport. There’s a real quarterback like Spielberg. There’s a real owner like Alice. There’s a real playmaker like Quincy. And if you’re part of the team, whatever contribution you make, you feel good about it.

What kept you connected to this story, even though there were so many ways in which it wasn’t your own?

There were two things that I felt were important to the film. The moment that Celie says, “No más.” I liked that. “No más: I’m going to be active in my own rescue. No más: Not one more inch.” That, to me, is a character who stands on the firing line and wins. But I also liked Celie’s redemption. That’s what made it so powerful to me. When Danny Glover walks past Celie and Nettie at the end, there was no vindictiveness or meanness in Celie. She had won, but his demise wasn’t her victory. Her victory was solely her victory. And his recognition that she won and that he had wronged her was also important. And the fact that there was some contrition on his part. Each character had an evolution. I looked up at the film, and I said, “It really worked.”
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Copy of Alice Walker's comments (undated) on Oakland
School Board action in banning THE COLOR PURPLE.

(School Board later rescinded the ban, after hearing from
a panel of experts on literature. Early 1985).

I feel certain that the Oakland Board of Education

felt they were doing right when they banned my book, The Color

Purple, for @wk¥ww® high school students. Of course I do
not agree wik with them. Some of my most intelligent readers
are high school students, many from Oakland, from whom I
receive dozens of letters each month. I would ask my young
readers, who are not only 1n§‘{ugen: readers but understanding
and loving ones to try not to feel insulted and patronized

by the board's decision. But to remember that if_The Color
Purple can be banned today, the Color Blue may be outlawed

tomorrow.
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Author Alice Walker

wins a Pulitzer Przze

From Press Dispatches

NEW YORK — Georgia native
Alice Walker won a 1983 Pulitzer
Prize Monday for her novel “The
Color Purple,” making her the first
black woman to win the award for
fiction.

Another Georgian, Claude Sitton,
editor of The News and Observer in
Raleigh, N.C., since 1968, won a Pu-
~ litzer for commentary. Sitton, a na-
~tive Atlantan who graduated from
Emory University, now is editor of
the Raleigh, N.C., News and Observer
and writes a weekly column on na-
tional and international issues as well
as regional politics.

The 67th annual Pulitzer prizes in
journalism and ' the arts, most of
which carry a $1,000 award, were an-
. nounced by Michael 1. Sovern, presi-
~ dent of Columbia University, which

administers the prizes.

Ms. Walker’s novel, published in
1982, is the story of Celie, a teenage

W Alice Walker didn’t know there
was a PuIitzer Prize for fiction. Page
I-B.

@ Complete list of Pulitzer win-
ners. Page 5-B.

bride with a family in the rural
American South, and Nettie, her sis-
ter, a missionary in Africa.

Ms. Walker, a native of Eatonton
whose mother still lives in the middle
Georgia town, now lives in San Fran-
cisco. .

Sitton, 57, received the award for
his 1982 Sunday columns, including
commentary on civil rights, the Envi-
ronmental Protection Agency, public
education and Sen. Jesse Helms (R-
N.C.), the prize board said. He served
as the New York Times’ Atlanta-
based southern correspondent. from
1958 to 1964 and was the newspaper’s
national news editor from 1964 to
1968.

Geqrg.ian Alice Walker

Syndicated  columnist  Russell
Baker of The New York Times was
awarded the Pulitzer for his auto-
biography, “Growing Up.” The prize
for distinguished play went to
“’Night, Mother,” by Marsha Nor-
man, the story of a woman who de-
cides to commit suicide.
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