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			Acclaim for TONI MORRISON’S

			Playing in the Dark

			“A profound redefinition of American cultural identity…. Her method of reading…inevitably revises what American literature means today.”

			—Philadelphia Inquirer

			“Morrison brings the indomitable spirit of her fiction to her feelings about literature…. She hits the center of an unspoken truth about American fiction and criticism—about what we take for granted, and what we ignore, in the process.”

			—Boston Sunday Globe

			“A compelling dissection of U.S. fiction…To recognize the black presence in white fiction as offering both threat and reassurance permits Morrison to challenge some of the most widely accepted generalizations about our literary history…. Morrison’s individual readings are not just convincing, they are alarming.”

			—San Francisco Chronicle

			“[Toni Morrison’s] argument is lucid and eloquent; its paradigm-shattering implications are profound. This brilliant and provocative book raises questions that have never been asked about American literature and provides some compelling models for how we might go about answering them. Morrison succeeds in mapping a new critical geography for American literary study.”

			—Journal of American History

			“Morrison…hopes to show the richness of investigation still available in terrain long thought to have been exhausted in earlier readings by critics unconscious of their own racialist agenda…. An exuberant exercise, conducted by a writer…who knows that her own work makes steady inroads on the unspeakable.”

			—Los Angeles Times

			“Essential reading for anyone interested in American literature and in the ways in which racial thinking is everywhere embedded in cultural production. Morrison is vividly sketching a new way to read American literature and enabling us to see the hard racial truths that it contains. Her argument is daring, profound and painful.”

			—In These Times

			“As in her novels…the writing is meticulously crafted, each word seemingly weighed and measured for its heft and impact…. She has ventured down an avenue of critical inquiry too long neglected.”

			—The Globe and Mail (Toronto)

			“A magisterial jeremiad against literary racism…Playing in the Dark is a wrenching critical enterprise.”

			—Express Books

			“Brings to mind critical works by other literary artists, such as T. S. Eliot’s essays and D. H. Lawrence’s Studies in Classic American Literature.”

			—Newsday

			“In Playing in the Dark…Morrison again reaches for a new language, only here she seeks to expand the vocabulary of literary criticism…. [She] explores how the temptation to enslave others instead of embracing freedom has shaded our national literature.”

			—Village Voice Literary Supplement

			“She herself may be the last classic American writer, squarely in the tradition of Poe, Melville, Twain and Faulkner.”

			—Newsweek

		

	
		
			TONI MORRISON

Playing in the Dark

			Toni Morrison is the author of eleven novels, from The Bluest Eye (1970) to God Help the Child (2015). She received the National Book Critics Circle Award, the Pulitzer Prize, and in 1993 she was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. She died in 2019.
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			Preface

			Some years ago, in 1983 I believe, I read Marie Cardinal’s The Words To Say It. More than the enthusiasm of the person who suggested the book, I was persuaded by the title: five words taken from Boileau that spoke the full agenda and unequivocal goal of a novelist. Cardinal’s project was not fictional, however; it was to document her madness, her therapy, and the complicated process of healing in language as exact and as evocative as possible in order to make both her experience and her understanding of it accessible to a stranger. The narrative into which life seems to cast itself surfaces most forcefully in certain kinds of psychoanalysis, and Cardinal proves herself ideal in rendering this “deep story” aspect of her life. She has written several books, won the Prix International, taught philosophy, and, during her journey into health, admits that she always planned someday to write about it.

			It is a fascinating book and, although I was skeptical at first of its classification as “autobiographical novel,” the accuracy of the label quickly becomes apparent. It is shaped quite as novels most frequently are with scenes and dialogue selectively ordered and situated to satisfy conventional narrative expectations. There are flashbacks, well-placed descriptive passages, carefully paced action, and timely discoveries. Clearly her preoccupations, her strategies, and her efforts to make chaos coherent are familiar to novelists.

			From the beginning I found one question insisting itself: when precisely did the author know she was in trouble? What was the narrative moment, the specular even spectacular scene that convinced her that she was in danger of collapse? Less than forty pages into the book she describes that moment, her “first encounter with the Thing.”

			

			“My first anxiety attack occurred during a Louis Armstrong concert. I was nineteen or twenty. Armstrong was going to improvise with his trumpet, to build a whole composition in which each note would be important and would contain within itself the essence of the whole. I was not disappointed: the atmosphere warmed up very fast. The scaffolding and flying buttresses of the jazz instruments supported Armstrong’s trumpet, creating spaces which were adequate enough for it to climb higher, establish itself, and take off again. The sounds of the trumpet sometimes piled up together, fusing a new musical base, a sort of matrix which gave birth to one precise, unique note, tracing a sound whose path was almost painful, so absolutely necessary had its equilibrium and duration become; it tore at the nerves of those who followed it.

			“My heart began to accelerate, becoming more important than the music, shaking the bars of my rib cage, compressing my lungs so the air could no longer enter them. Gripped by panic at the idea of dying there in the middle of spasms, stomping feet, and the crowd howling, I ran into the street like someone possessed.”

			

			I remember smiling when I read that, partly in admiration of the clarity in her recollection of the music—its immediacy—partly because of what leaped into my mind: what on earth was Louie playing that night? What was there in his music that drove this sensitive young girl hyperventilating into the street to be struck by the beauty and ravage of a camellia “svelte in appearance but torn apart inside”?

			Enunciating that incident was crucial in the launching of her therapy, but the imagery that worked as a catalyst for her anxiety attack goes unremarked—by her, by her analyst, and by the eminent doctor, Bruno Bettelheim, who wrote both the Preface and the Afterword. None of them is interested in what ignited her strong apprehension of death (“I’m going to die!” is what she was thinking and screaming), of physical power out of control (“nothing could appease me. And so I continued to run”), as well as this curious flight from the genius of improvisation, sublime order, poise, and the illusion of permanence. The “one precise, unique note, tracing a sound whose path was almost painful, so absolutely necessary had its equilibrium and duration become; it tore at the nerves of those [other than Armstrong, apparently] who followed it” [italics mine]. Unbearable equilibrium and duration; nerve-wracking balance and permanence. These are wonderful tropes for the illness that was breaking up Cardinal’s life. Would an Edith Piaf concert or a Dvorak composition have had the same effect? Certainly either could have. What solicited my attention was whether the cultural associations of jazz were as important to Cardinal’s “possession” as were its intellectual foundations. I was interested, as I had been for a long time, in the way black people ignite critical moments of discovery or change or emphasis in literature not written by them. In fact I had started, casually like a game, keeping a file of such instances.

			The Louis Armstrong catalyst was an addition to this file, and encouraged me to reflect on the consequences of jazz—its visceral, emotional, and intellectual impact on the listener. Later on in Cardinal’s autobiography, another luminous moment is described. But this one is not a violently physical reaction to the art of a black musician; it is instead a conceptual response to a black, that is, nonwhite, figuration. The author names the manifestation of her illness—the hallucinatory images of fear and self-loathing—the Thing. In reconstructing the origin of the powerfully repellent feelings the Thing incites, Cardinal writes, “It seems to me that the Thing took root in me permanently when I understood that we were to assassinate Algeria. For Algeria was my real mother. I carried her inside me the way a child carries the blood of his parents in his veins.” She goes on to record the conflicting pain that war in Algeria caused her as a French girl born in Algeria, and her association of that country with the pleasures of childhood and budding sexuality. In moving images of matricide, of white slaughter of a black mother, she locates the origin of the Thing. Again, an internal devastation is aligned with a socially governed relationship with race. She was a colonialist, a white child, loving and loved by Arabs, but warned against them in relationships other than distant and controlled ones. Indeed, a white camellia “svelte in appearance but torn apart inside.”

			In Cardinal’s narrative, black or colored people and symbolic figurations of blackness are markers for the benevolent and the wicked; the spiritual (thrilling tales of Allah’s winged horse) and the voluptuous; of “sinful” but delicious sensuality coupled with demands for purity and restraint. These figures take shape, form patterns, and play about in the pages of the autobiography. One of her earliest realizations in therapy concerns prepubescent sexuality. When she understands and no longer despises this aspect of her self, Cardinal is emboldened to stand up and tell the doctor, as she exits his office, “You shouldn’t keep that gargoyle in your office, it is hideous.” And to remark further, “It was the first time I addressed him other than as a patient.” Signaling the breakthrough, and strategic to its articulation, is this sign of horror and fear lodged in a gargoyle over which the now liberated patient has some control.

			Many other examples of these narrative gearshifts—metaphors; summonings; rhetorical gestures of triumph, despair, and closure dependent on the acceptance of the associative language of dread and love that accompanies blackness—were piling up in my file. Examples I thought of as a category of sources of imagery, like water, flight, war, birth, religion, and so on, that make up the writer’s kit.

			These musings on Marie Cardinal’s text are not in themselves wholly necessary for the book’s appreciation, being simply illustrations of how each of us reads, becomes engaged in and watches what is being read all at the same time. I include the thoughts I had while reading this particular work because they identify the stages of my interest, first, in the pervasive use of black images and people in expressive prose; second, in the shorthand, the taken-for-granted assumptions that lie in their usage; and, finally, to the subject of this book: the sources of these images and the effect they have on the literary imagination and its product.

			The principal reason these matters loom large for me is that I do not have quite the same access to these traditionally useful constructs of blackness. Neither blackness nor “people of color” stimulates in me notions of excessive, limitless love, anarchy, or routine dread. I cannot rely on these metaphorical shortcuts because I am a black writer struggling with and through a language that can powerfully evoke and enforce hidden signs of racial superiority, cultural hegemony, and dismissive “othering” of people and language which are by no means marginal or already and completely known and knowable in my work. My vulnerability would lie in romanticizing blackness rather than demonizing it; villifying whiteness rather than reifying it. The kind of work I have always wanted to do requires me to learn how to maneuver ways to free up the language from its sometimes sinister, frequently lazy, almost always predictable employment of racially informed and determined chains. (The only short story I have ever written, “Recitatif,” was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes from a narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity is crucial.)

			Writing and reading are not all that distinct for a writer.
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