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ABSTRACT

Marianne Bolgar

The Identity Of Ellison's Invisible Man

Invisible Man is the expression of Ellison's main
concerns. These are the American novel's moralistic atii-
tude, its contribution to the definition of the still
forming American identity, and the portrayal of Negro
American experience. Part I, which examines the prophetic

voice in Invisible Man, fluds ihat this volce i

as

ui

lyrically tragi-comic as the blues. Part IT views the
novel as an allegory in the form of the hero's successful
struggle toward his self-determined identity. Part I11

treats Invisible Man as a novel of identity by examining

two opposing traditions within Negro American experience,
that of the bluesman and that of the hipster. The blues
tradition is everywhere defined as enduring and valuable.
Reliance upon music is another continuous aspect of
Ellison's work. The blues and jazz serve as vehicles for
expressing his views. Their use 1s also the most dis-

tinguishing feature of Ellison's novellstic technique,
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PART 1

ELLISON'S HERO: THE PROPHETIC VOICE.



Ellison's Hero: The Prophetic Voice

INTRODUCT ION

Ellison's hero introduces himself as an invisible man
and then immediately reassures the reader that he is no
ghost but a man of physical substance. He is: he boxes,
bleeds, vomits, gets colds and headaches. While not doubting
the hero's physical reality, the reader finds it difficult to
visualize him, He never stands in front of a mirror or re-
flecting eye that describes him in detail and makes the
reader see him., From here and there in the book one learns
that he is ginger-coloured, short, and has "a good distended
African nose."l That is about all. And yet, one knows him,
One knows him because he makes himself heard. Ellison's
hero, like the prophets, is known through his voice.2

His prophetic voice is the instrument that gives

Invisible Man its unique quality; the novel gains its density
and richness from the varied range of the narrator's voice.
The prophetic voice appears in the Prologue, but there
it does not beiong to the narrator. As Ellison tells us, the
Prologue was intended to throw the reader off, through

Invisible Man's point of view.3 Here the hero, alienated,



angry and bitter, stands outside his prophetic tradition.
Here the sounds of Negro American music intone the entire
range of the prophetic voice.

Louis Arms trong's symbolic Gabriel's trumpet, the
trumpet of judgment, establishes and stresses one prophetic
trait--personal responsibility--with '"What did I do to be so
black and blue?" Led by the sounds of Armstrong's song and
question, the hero descends into the past and to the his-
toric roots of his people's music, He is like a tourist, on
the outside, listening in, and the voices he meets down here
all send him angrily away. The old spiritual singer tells
him to leave her alone, her sons to "Git outa here and stay,
and next time you got questions like that, ask yourselfi"
One of those who take part in the sermon accuses him with
treason: '"And at that point a voice of trombone timbre
screamed at me, 'Git out of here, you fool! Is you ready to
commit treason?'")+

This painful musical tour of the past leads him to
all the dominant themes of the novel: that ambiguous love
and hate which the 0ld singer of spirituals feels toward her
white master who has failed to grant the promised freedom;
her bitter and violent "native sons;" the theme of freedom
through identity, the one Invisible Man later names as "When
I discover who I am, I'll be free;"5 the interwoven nature
of the fate and identity of the black and white Americans

(as a result of the auction block) in the figure of the ivory



girl pleading with the voice of Invisible Man's black mother;
and at the bottom of his descent, at the roots of Negro
American music, the prophetic theme sounded by the communal
response-answer sermon on "the Blackness of Blackness." 1In
this sermon, the Negro's Jonah-like prophetic identity is
announced and jJoyously accepted by the congregation:

Black will git you...Yes, it will...an' black won't

«..Naw, it won't! It do, Lawd...an' it don't.

Halleluiah...It'll put you, glory, glory, Oh my

Lawd, in the WHALE'S BELLY, g

This journey through Negro American music from Louis

Armstrong's jazz-blues to the prophetic sermon contains in
condensed form the range of the mature narrator's voice, as
it tells his story from his appearance as an alienated and
naive young man in search of himself till the full achieve-
ment of his prophetic identity.

The Prophetic Voice in Invisible Map

The first thing one notices about the narrator's rich
voice 1s its personal quality; the "I" addresses the "you"
as soon as the book begins, This address establishes the
relationship between story-~teller and audience, hinting at
some common bond. It resembles the relationship between the
blues singer and his audience where the person in the song
addresses the listeners on the assumption of identical ex-

periences.



The next thing to note 1s the speaker's didactic at-
titude toward his audience., 1In the Prologue it is an arro-
gant, facetious, chip-on-the-shoulder tone that threatens
as it teaches. In the Epilogue it is first a groping, thea
an overwhelmingly serious tone that quietly assumes the
prophet's role of describing, warning, and finally, demand-
ing the reader's involvement.

The personal and didactic tone of the hero is linked
to two basic traits: his humanism and his prophecy. ~he
personal address stresses the difference between his human-
istic vision and attitude, and those of the impersonal mani-
pulators in the novel, Didacticism is essential for pro-
phecy; the prophet is a moralist and a teacher,

He is, however, not an intellectual, and neither is
Ellison's hero. The entire plot hinges on the fact that
Invisible Man 1s above all a man of feeling who acts impetu-
ously. Only towards the end of the Epilogue does his in-
tellect abstract and his voice articulate his insight, an
insight gained by forced contemplation and with the aid of
a vision.

The vocal quality that reflects his non-intellectual
nature is his lyricism, Lyricism is not only a natural
quality, but also a value Ellison wants to uphold, as a
corrective against violence. He admires Louis Armstrong,
the tragi-comic clown in his novel's mythology and Jimmy

Rushing, the blues singer for the lyricism they have im-



posed upon jazz and the blues.

The narrator's non-lyrical tone in the Prologue (this
latter serving as the 'comic mask' of the novel, in opposi-
tion to the 'hidden face' of the Epilogue) corresponds to
the latent violence of its persona. The mature narrator of
the Epilogue has conquered his violence and speaks his last
prophetic statements and questions with firm, quiet and slow
lyricism,

The whole novel abounds in lyrical passages, be they
expressions of his longing for peace or the uaniversal nature
of sexual desire. In harmony with Ellison's musician's tem-
perament and purposeful use of music, the most beautifully
iyrical passages are filled with music, like ithe one that
expresses the college student's longing for joy and peace
before he enters the Chapel, the scene of the corruption of

the American dream:

And my mind rushing for relief away from
the spring dusk and flower scents, away
from the time-scene of the crucifixion to
the time-mood of the birth; from spring-
dusk and vespers to the high, clear,
lucid moon of winter and snow glinting
upon the dwarfed pines where instead of
the bells, the organ and the trombone
choir speak carols to the distances
drifted with snow, making of the night
air a sea of crystal water lapping the
slumbering land to the farthest reaches
of sound, for endless miles, bringing
the new dispensation even to the Golden
Day, even unto the house of madness,

But in the hereness of dusk I am moving
toward the doomlike bells through the
flowered air, beneath the rising moon. 7



Visual imagery is used lyrically too, as for instance
in the passage where Invisible Man succumbs to the black-
haired temptress' attraction:

And in the mirrored instant I saw myself

standing between her eager form and a

huge white bed, myself caught in a guilty

stance, my face taut, tie dangling; and

behind the bed another mirror which now

like a surge of the sea tossed our images

back and forth, back and forth, furiously

multiplying the time and the place and

the circumstance. My vision seemed to

pulse alternately clear and vague, driven

by furious bellows, ...[until he goes to

her, thinking] Let them break down the

door, whosoever will, let them come. 8
This visual expression of a guilty and hesitating but over-
powering desire, interwoven with sounds, speaks in its
lyrical way of that aspect of humanity that knows no racial
or ideological barrier.

The narrator's lyricism is one dominant tone of his
Gabriel's trumpet, the instrument introduced with Louis
Armstrong's horn, symbolic of the prophet's moral voice,.
Lyricism in all the various forms it takes in Invisible Ma
is an integral part of this voice.

Comedy is another one. The narrator's comic tone in-
cludes the varieties of humor, satire and parody. Humor is
laughter as a healing, saving act, especially when one laughs
at one's own folly and pain. Laughter in the midst of pain
1s one of the symbols of High John de Conquer, the mytholo-

gical figure of Negro American folklore, representing the



strong Negro spirit; this laughter is part of Jim Trueblood
the archetypal bluesman's attitude, 4nd it appears as a
saving reaction whenever violence and despair threaten
Invisible Man as his illusions are stripped away and he is
made to realize his folly. Such is the case at the end of
the Emerson episode when he sees that he had been Dr.
Bledsoe's, Norton's and Emerson's victim:

I sat on the bed and laughed. They'd

sent me to the rookery, all right., I

laughed and felt numb and weak, know-

ing that soon the pain would come and

that no matter what happened to me I'd

never be the same. I felt numb and I

was laughing. 9

After the laughter pain comes and Invisible Man dreams
of killing Dr, Bledsoe, but his revenge on the character who
resembles Bledsoe among the boarders of Men's House 1is muted
by comedy too. Invisible Man does not kill the preacher,

10
merely "baptizes" him with the contents of a spittoon.

The realization of Jack's condescension and exploita-
tion makes him see this enemy as a comical little bantam
rooster and then address himself with violence-controlling
humor :

So sit still is the way, and learn, never
mind the eye, it's dead ... All right now,
look at him, see him turning now, right,

coming shor%—legged toward you. See him,
hep! hep! the one-eyed beacon., All right,

all right ... Hep, hep! The short-legged
deacon, All right! Nail him!{! The short-



changing dialectical deacon ... All
right. There, so now you're learn-
ing ... Get it under control ...
Patience ... Yes ,,, 11

During the last dramatic scene of the novel, laughter
clearly means sudden insight, insight into the problem of
identity. This occurs in the Epilogue when Norton fails to
recognize Invisible Mau, whom he had once called his destiny.
In response, Invisible Man laughs:

I laughed, suddenly taken by the idea.
"Because, Mr. Norton, if you don't
know where you are, you probably don't
know who you are ,.." 12

The narrator's laughter not only shows his link with
his Negro American heritage, but reflects also his acceptance
and tolerance of life and human nature. His humor is in
harmony with his final reconciliation and with his insistence
on diversity as a human and a political principle.

Acceptance and tolerance do not mean that everything
is acceptable; that would be nihilism and, as his satire re-
veals, the narrator has his values. Invisible Man contains
much easlily recognizable and much veiled satire., The more
interesting kind is the latter., Often it is condensed into
symbolic images or embedded in dramatic scenesj; and yet, on
analysis, it reveals an anger, a bitterness and a desire to

attack and reform in the conciliatory narrator that sur-

prises the superficial reader.



One such gem of a satire is the symbolic poster de-
signed by Invisible Man durihg his Brotherhood period. A
good half a page is all that is written about the poster
and about the reaction it draws:

It was a symbolic poster of a group of

heroic figures: An American Indian

couple, representing the dispossessed

past; a blond brother (in overalls) and

a leading Irish sister, representing

the dispossessed present; and Brother

Tod Clifton and a young white couple

(it had been felt unwise simply to show

Clifton and the girl) surrounded by a

group of children of mixed races, rep-

resenting the future, a color photograph

of bright skin texture and smooth con-

trast. 13
This is the poster that is greeted with enthusiasm by the
members., Without the masterly use of symbolism, much more
space would be needed to satirize the Brotherhood and its
naive victims, For the poster is an attack on the organi-
zation's concept of the Negro's role in American history,
on its hypocritical promise of future freedom, and an at-
tack on all who contribute to the success of the poster:
the entire Harlem membership,

An example of hidden, minute satire is the way the
narrator treats the policeman who shoots Tod Clifton. This
attack on the corrupt white law is embedded in the highly
dramatic scene of Clifton's death, and its position and
hidden nature reveal the narrator's intuitive and constant

moral awareness and judgment., The policeman's looks, ac-
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tions and speech, if added up, occupy as little space as the
poster; yet, the image the policeman presents, his barking
voice and his condescension is the caricature of one of the
daily racist rituals the black man meets, and of the north-
ern white racist's immature and obscene violence.

The comic air of the prophetic voice in Invisible
Man springs from the two most important aspects of the nar-
rator's backgrouand: his American tradition, both folk and
literary, and the Bible. There is one prophet in the Bible
who is comic. And he happens to be the one whose figure
and story have been most used in American folklore and fic-
tion. This comic prophet is Jonah,

One may imagine the mature narrator's sad {and
perhaps somewhat proud) laughter when he recognizes the
analogy between Jonah and his youthful self. Jonah
struggles against the curse of prophecy; so far he is like
several other prophets. After suffering the hell of the
whale's belly, he submits to his fate, goes to sinful
Nineveh, and delivers his message, It is from this point
in his drama that he becomes the unique prophet. Jonah
sitting in the desert, waiting for his prophecy to come
true (all the while not comprehending the divine essence:
love, mercy and readiness to repent if man repents) and
fhen his sulking when his prophecy is cancelled and he loses
face--all this is truly comic, E.,M. Forster's dictum that

laughing 2t the prophet has no critical valuelh does not



11

apply to Jonah, for one does not, cannot appreciate Jonah
unless together with pitying him, one laughs at him too.
And this laughter is very important, since Jonah the non-
comprehending moralist is "cne of us," All moralists tend
to be Jonahs once in a whilej this is what the narrator re-
alizes about himself in retrospect: that like Jonah, he had
been cursed with his grandfather's message, had struggled
against delivering it, had failed to understand it. He
suffers his hell, mostly in Harlem, Finally, he too 1s
forced to deliver the prophecy, in the coal cellar vision.
And in the end he even deciphers the meaning of the message
he had been set aside to voice, Like Jonah, he had till the
final two pages ol the nouvel acled the zealous buil noii-com-
prehending moralist. But then he leaves Jonah behind: he
becomes fully aware of his guilt and folly. Only through
laughter mixed with shame can this past folly be understood
and accepted. Satirical laughter is an essential part of

insight and of the prophetic tone in Invisible Man.

The parody of the novel stems from the same impulse as
its satire, but lends it an added dimension. Ellison uses
the term and concept of the absurd. However, it seems that
he uses them not in a complicated philosophical but in a more
literal sense; he says, for instance, that 'it is absurd
(read: ridicnlous) to state that the Negro has been emanci-
pated.' Het with words, of course, but with the parody of

emancipation that the Golden Day represents. This parody 1is
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unusual. It does not only say that it is ridiculous to state
that the Negro has been emancipated; it says also that this
failure and misconception is sad, even tragic, Ellison's ab-
surd means ridiculous and then tragi-comic.

The mad tragi-comedy of the Golden Day is at the heart
of its main character, the Vet, too., His sound is a blending
of laughter and tears, so deceptively like the sound of the
blues, but with the added tones of violent but impotent des-
pair. And this sound is the false prophet's sound, intoned
at times by the narrator too, in the Prologue and occasion-
ally in the body of the novel; its clearest expression is
Invisible Man's decision to "do a Rinehart."

When after the riot he recognizes the error of his
Rinehart-methods, he comments on the folly of the men who see
in Ras only an amusing parody of the Westerns:

They were laughing outside the hedge and

leaving and I lay in a cramp, wanting to

laugh and yet knowing that Ras was not

funny, or not only funny, but dangerous

as well, wrong but justified, crazy and

yet coldly sane ,.. Why did they make it

seem funny, only funny? I thought. And

yet knowing that it was. It was funny

and dangerous and sad. 15
This is étill the partially blind young man speaking who
thinks that his grandfather was wrong, but he does point to
the unique quality of the parody in Invisible Man: unlike
typical parody, it is not only funay, but fuanny and sad.

The comedy of Invisible Man partakes of the tragle:
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humor, satire and parody are all tragi-comiec, What differen-
tiates parody--the false prophet's form of humor--from the
other two is the blindness of violence and despair. What
differentiates satire from humor is the anger behind it. The
overwhelming humor, the one that leaves the most lasting im-
pression, is the bluesman's, the humanist's and the prophet's
form of humor, the tolerant spirit of a man whose laughter at
himself helps him to see and also to accept his share of
guilt and responsibility.

Guilt and respoansibility are motifs lyrically and dra-
matically woven all through Invisible Man and they form a
link between the comic strain of the narrator's volce and its
serious and tragic tone. A sense of agony novers over the
story of the young man's education, engendered by his struggle
for a sense of self, for, as the narrator tells his reader in
the opening paragraph of Chapter i,

It took me a long time and much painful
boomeranging of my expectations to
achieve a realization everyone else ap-
pears to have been born with: That I am
nobody but myself. But first I had to
discover that I am an invisible man! 16

The discovery causes pain and thls pain, translated
into poetry, is hovering over the novel. It is the narrator's
achievement that, like Louis Armstrong, who has "made poetry

out of being invisible,"l7 he has made poetry out of the pain
of discovering that to others he is invisible,
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The painful discovery of invisibility leads Tod
Clifton, too, to poetry and song. But both his character and
song differ from that of the narrator. Clifton's tragic and
sacrificial heroism represents that other, non-bluesran's,
non-prophetic tradition in Negro American experience and cul-
ture, the tradition of the sacrificial vietims. Clifton's
discovery of his invisibility becomes his end, He fails to
see his own beauty and value, and he never achleves freedom
from his conflicts and violence, Clifton's song, born of
the pain of hate and anger does not help him to mute his de-
structive feelings or to transcend his pain.,

Yet Clifton is celebrated by the narrator. He is
celebrated as Samson is in the Bible: as a minor nero. He is
portrayed as an isolated figure who 1is strongly linked to the
riot, the event called "A night for Clifton."8 The 1life and
death of the tragic hero, so intimately linked to the race
riot, which is seen as potential civil war and called suicide

and murder, is the only unrelieved tragedy in Invisible Man.

The purely tragic tone is a clear but occasional one in the
narrator's repertoire,

His song of pain over Clifton's death is, like so many
aspects of his wide-ranging voice, within folk tradition,
that of the ballad. This form suits its subject generally,
and also in the sense that it 1is ocutside ihe mainstream of
the blues and close to the poetry of protest. The narrator's

tone is not lyrical but exhiortative; he shouts like a
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preacher or political orator and incites to riot. This shout-
ing voice springs from his political motivation--his attempt
to please the Brotherhood--and from his Clifton-like anger

and despair. Neither the underlying feelings nor their vocal
expression are those of the prophet.

The prophetic voice is lyrical, in Invisible Man ex-
pressly musical. The narrator often uses musical themes to
convey his pain. An outstanding example is the hospital epi-
sode. Invisible Man is being treated in the electroshock
machine and tells of his pain in terms of the opening motif
of Beethoven's Fifth Symphony:

I was pounded between crushing electrical

pressures; pumped between live electrodes

like an accordion between a player's

hands. My lungs were compressed like a

bellows and each time my breath returned

I yelled, punctuating the rhythmical ac-

tion of the nodes, 19
The feeling this passage conveys corresponds remarkably to
the music it invokes. No accordion sounds in the Fifth but
shrill tones of violins shriek in pain, wind instruments
softly and plaintively question, and a feeble wind instrument
speaks between the crushing large and loud sounds of the or-
chestra, As Ellison writes in "Living with Music," the
rhythms of daily living can be heard not only in spirituals,
jazz, and blues, but in Beethoven's classical music too.

Here his narrator translates the sounds and rhythms of the

so-called Fate-motif into the poetry of torturing pain: "The
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Fifth Symphony rhythm racked me"2l says Invisible Man when
he is given another shock.

His poetry and music of pain turn from Beethoven to
native American music; Invisible Man, fighting to contain
his pain sees

++.2 uniformed military band arrayed decor-

ously in concert, each musician with well-

oiled hair, heard a sweet-voiced trumpet

rendering "The Holy City" as from an echo-

ing distance, buoyed by a choir of muted

horns; and above, the mocking obbligato of

a mocking bird. I felt giddy. The air

seemed to grow thick with fine white gnats,

filling my eyes, boiling so thickly that

the dark trumpeter breathed them in and ex-

pelled them through the bell of his golden

horn, a live white cloud mixing with the

tones upon the torpid air, 22
Through spiritual and songbird (the sounds of the South and
his past) he hears the golden horn of the dark trumpseter.
This figure invokes Louis Armstrong, the one who with his
symbolic Gabriel's horn has made poetry out of invisibility.
The shock therapy 1is effective; Invisible Man's personality
is being altered, not according to the doctors' plans but in
the direction of his self-determined yet traditional identity.

Then the music leads the agonized young man to another
archetypal figure, the black mother who sometimes pleads, at
other times sings a spiritual or a blues but always expresses
her pain in wail and song: "But now the music became a dis-
tinct wail of female pain."23 The sound and rhythm of the

Negro woman's voice now begin to be felt as those of his



17

life and this too signifies Invisible Man's slow re-linking
with his past and heritage,

Next he dances., The last shock is "a pulse' that
"came swift and staccato, increasing gradually until I fairly
danced between the nodes."2h In this scene Invisible Man
lives through the main identities and feelings of the Negro
entertainer, and whether it is Beethoven, band music,
spiritual, Jazz, blues, or dance that he experiences as his
sound and rhythm, he is in pain. Through the use of music
the narrator reveals that one main source of his poetry is
pain, the serious face under the comic mask,

The serious face under the comic mask is the image of
the clown. 4nd that is how Invicible Man feels aftor the
treatment: "I felt like a clown." This important informa-
tion is embedded in one of the central passages of the novel,
a passage where Invisible Man wonders about his identity,
Here he learns two things and announces them in his tortured
ecstatic state:

Whoever else I was, I was no Samson., I
had no desire to destroy myself even if
it destroyed the machine; I wanted free-
dom, not destruction., It was exhausting,
for no matter what the scheme I conceived
there was one constant flaw--myself.
There was no getting around it. I could
no more escape than I could think of my
identity. Perhaps, I thought, the two

things are involved with each other,
When I discover who I am, I'll be free., 25



18

These issues are not settled here, but one knows that
freedom will mean an inner thing--~the discovery of identity--~
that this identity will not be Samson's despairing, destruc-
tive one, and one gets a hint that it might be that of the
clown.

The clown as serious hero was introduced with Louis
Armstrong, whom Ellison regards as an Elizabethan clown who

26__ who

"takes liberties with kings, queens, presidents'
acts as prophet, This role of the clown is reinforced by
the grandfather, the archetypal prophetic identity in I -
sible Man: he refuses to laugh at the circus clowns in In-
visible Man's dream after the "Battle Royal."27 The clown
motit is carried on by the archetypal urban bluesman, Biue
the blueprint-man (reminding one of Jimmy Rushing) who 1is
presented as a Charlie Chaplin figure.28 His Chaplin pants
go with his blues singer's virtuoso voice, a voice soaring
with lyricism, aching with loneliness, booming with laughter
and leaving the listener with a sense of mystery. His voice
resembles that of Armstrong's trumpet; it is lyrically tra-
gi-comic and it leads Invisible Man back to his prophetic
tradition,

The hero, without Chaplin pants, acts the clown in

Invisible Map, The reader laughs at him (and during moments

of insight the hero laughs at himself) as he with clown-like
but real desperation runs towards his goal, a personally and

gocially meaningful role and identity. And during one of
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his serious moments of insight, in the tragi-comic scene of
his last battle with Ras, he defines himself as a clown:

es. and I no hero, but short and dark

with only a certain eloquence and

bottomless capacity for being a fool

to mark me from the rest; saw them,

recognized them at last as those whom

I had failed and of whom I was now,

just now, a leader, though leading

them, running ahead of them, only in

the stripping away of my illusionment. 29
Ellison's no-hero is the tragi-comic clown marked by a voice
that can utter these poignant words of self-discovery and
later, after his prophet's pain-filled vision, voice his
paradoxical but deeply moral vision of what it means to be
an individual, a Negro and an American,

The narrator's message about Negro American experience
and the black man's nature is that although both are filled
with justified anger, bitterness and hate, they need love to
survive, And man, black or white, is never purely good or
purely evil, as for example in Bi Budd; man is a mixture
of both., Thus he asserts the unavoidable presence of hate and
evil and the absolute necessity--not the presence, merely the
desirability--of love and good in every person. On the level
of polities, he affirms his faith in American democratic
principles, strongly stressing thé principle of diversity.

The narrator's moral vision applies to all mature men.

He makes this clear when he says that his vision is not the

result of belonging to a weak minority but of the somewhat
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greater maturity the oppressed and pained members of this
minority had achieved.BO The form of his final address to
his readers extends his insights too. Like the bluesman,
the narrator addresses his final questions to those who can
'swing' with him (on others he is lost) who due to some
identical experiences can listen and appreclate his last
'speech.'

The voice of Ellison's small, clown-like prophet is
anything but small. Like Louls Armstrong's voice and
trumpet, it ranges lyrically through the varieties of the
sad, serious and tragic, as well as the joyful, chuckling
and comic, Along with the jazz-bluesman it keeps asking,
"What did I do to be so black and biue?"” until it arrives at
an answer. At this point it articulates its insight. In
harmony with his basically imaginative and lyrical nature,
the narrator's final intellectualized message is still
spoken without philosophical dryness and clarity. It is
spoken with a blending of tears and laughter, that after
much contemplation and in accord with the importance of its
contents now sounds serious and quiet; yet, the vital humor
is there, as a hidden chuckle or invisible smile, an inte-
gral part of the hero's achieved freedom--his prophetic

volce and identity.
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INTRODUCT ION

In a 1946 interview Ellison was asked: "Would you
sayvthat the search for identity is primarily an American
theme?" "It is the American theme," replied Ellison, "The
nature of our society is such that we are prevented from
knowing who we are."l But one must eventually learn who one
isj this imperative holds for individuals as well as for
nations: "A people must define 1tself," writes Ellison in
"The Seer And The Seen "2

The necessity of self-definition is Ellison's central
thesis, He reiterated it in a speech in 1970, saying that

few Americans know who and what they
really are, for they belong to a nation
whgse identity is still forming anq 3
which 1is a composite of many minorities.

The pluralistic nature of American Society is another
recurring theme in Ellison's thought. In the overall
American search for identity, minorities bear the

responsibility of having their ideals
and images recognized as part of the

composite image which 1is that of the
still forming American people. 4

The American writer plays a special role in American

21
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self-definition. In Ellison's view, writing is "an ethical
instrument," and the great American novel has always been
primarily occupied with the search for identity and values.
Writers who belong to minorities do their duty by "depiecting
the experience of their own groups."5 The black novelist's
task is to convey Negro American humanity and experience.

There are two reasons for Ellison's stress on de-
fining Negro American experience. First, he insists on the
black-and-white nature of the American identity; "whatever
else the true American is, he is also somehow black," he
said in his 1970 speech. And fortunately so, for

without the black American something
irrepressibly hopeful and creative
would go out of the American spirit,
and the nation might well succumb to
the moral slobbism that has ever
threatened its existence from within.

Tt was due to their cruel, often tragic experience,
beginning with slavery and continuing in a society that
still discriminates against them, that the Negro Americans
have achieved their valuable role and identity:

They are an American people who are
geared to what is and who are yet
driven by a sense of what is pos-
sible for human life to be in this
society, The nation could not sur-~
vive being deprived of their pre-
sence because, by the irony implicit
in the dynamics of American demo=-
cracy, tney symbolize both its most

stringent testing and the possibility
of its greatest human freedom, 7
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Traditional Negroes (or as Ellison says in The Atlantic,

"we old-fashioned Negroes")8 are characterized by a down-
to-earth sense of reality coupled with idealism and hope.
It is this realistic-yet-hopeful spirit that Ellison

celebrates in all his writings.



CHAPTER I

Alienation

Invisible Man, the great artistic expression of
9

Ellison's concerns, is an allegory’ and a unique one among
contemporary American novels, One feature that makes it
unique is Ellison's extensive use of music, particularly
Negro American music.10

This music suits Ellison's purposes because it ex-
emplifies cultural pluralism and valuable individual
qualilies, attitudes and seuse of life; il also provides a
model for the desirable relationship between the individual
and his society.

Negro music is deeply rooted in the American past.
Ellison's theory is that one cannot fix a time when Negroes
were not shaping American musiec., Already before 1776,
American culture was pluralistic; the slaves took their
African heritage and Buropean music and blended these iato
what still is the greatest and most unique American contri-
bution to Western culture. The black»man did this by al-
ways using whatever music surrounded him and then creating

a new music, one that expressed his own sense of life, And

2
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white Americans have since slavery times been walking, talk-
ing, dancing, singing in Negro ways. Music (and aspects of
life and art that are closely connected with it) is one cul-
tural expression which shows that the black man has always
shaped and been shaped by American culture.

The defining spirit of Negro American music is the
spirit of the blues. The blues express a profound tragi-
comic sense of life, and this sensibility is the heritage
of a people who survived despite the dehumanizing institu-
tion of slavery and learned to laugh at their painful ex-
periences, The blues express also the Negro American's am=-
biguous attitude towards man and life: an earthy sense of
reality and limitations coupled with a sense that one can
rise above these, This sense of life corresponds to the
optimism of those Negroes who have been searching for a more
human way of life, Their optimism is typically American,
for it is the attitude of the frontierj; but it is also
typically Negro, for it imposes the romantic lyricism and
mysterious, mystical quality of the blues upon the violence
of the frontier.ll

Ellison sees the blues generally as a corrective
against certain tendencies and aspects of fmerican life.
The blues, recognizing the limlitations that 1life and human
nature impose on man, work against ran's limitless pride,
They correct alienation; the classical blues singer func-

tions as a priest, celebrating the values of his group and



man's ability to order chaos. The blues singer is part of
a iarger whole, of an institution: the public dance where
participants achieve a feeling of communion, But the blues
do not repress individuality; they demand personal creati-
vity based on traditional techniques. They represent also
the balance between extreme individualism and conformity by
expressing the sense of being an individual who belongs to a
larger whole. And as the consistent Negro American art form
which links the beglnnings of the Negro American experience
with the presant, they correct the confusing effects of too-
swift change, the enemy of identity: like all good music,
the blues give "us an orientation in time ... reminding us
of what we were and of that toward which we aspired.“12
There are even more specific reasons for Ellison's
choice of using blues and jazz in his allegorical novel,
Both blues and jazz are suitable musical analogues for the
theme of self-determined identity, because both have exis-
tential aspects. In his essay about Mahalia Jackson,

.
Ellison calls the blues spirit "secular existentialism"“3

which supports man when religious faith declines.lh The
blues are existential in the sense that they help cne to
define oneself: "they are not simply a matter of entertain-
- ment," writes Ellison in "Remembering Jimmy," '"they also
tell us who and where we are."15

The role and identity Ellisoa's herc achieves are

those of the bluesman, a new American hero, The bluesman
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is the realistic idealist, a fittingly paradoxical term, for
his sense of life is ironical: he knows the limitations
human nature, life and society impose on man, yet he con-
tinues to live without despailr or self-pity., With Louis
Armstrong he asserts "the goodness of being alive and part
of the community."16 He affirms ﬁis belief in life and man
and in the basic principles of American democracy, He is
aware of the gap between ideals and reality, yet he believes
in slow, painstaking progress toward his ideals,

The bluesman has a triple identity: national, ethnic
and personal, this latter being that level where univer-
sality and prophecy are possible,

For the bluesman is also a moralist; he judges all
those, whafever their color, who transgress against his
ideals. As a moralist, he is in the tradition of the great
Biblical prophets: the prophet is a man of visions and
sharpened perceptions, forced to transmit God's message;
his voice is the voice of morality, sounded by an imperfect,
even guilty human being addressing his erring and guilty
people. His voice describes, warns, foretells. Should he
fail to perform the task for which he was chosen, he is
guiltier than the greatest sinner among his people. As
prophet, the bluesman is both in Negro American folk tra-
dition and in the tradition of those American writers whom
Ellison regards as his literary ancestors: the 19th century

classics and Faulkner,
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As an artist, the bluesman is an anonymous folk ar-
tist, He creates as the visionary artist and the blues
singer do: his work of art springs from the experience of
personal disaster; his first reaction is feeling, trans-
lated into the imaginative language of poetry and of music.
The mind as the chaos-ordering intellectual faculty enters
last, but enter it must before the prophet-artist can arti-
culate and communicate his insights and judgments and there-
by define himself. )

His uniqueness lies in his non-heroic, clown-like
character, In this regard too he is within Negro American

folk tradition, Three characters in Invisible Man serve as

models for the apprentice bluesman: his grandfather, Louis
Armstrong and Jim Trueblood. The grandfather is the arche-
typal prophet who, because of his circumstances, disguises
his moral demand in puzzling Biblical language. Louis
Armstrong, who plays jazz and sings blues, is the archetypal
clown, clown as creative artist, entertainer and prophet too,
because of his irreverent, moralistic attitude. Trueblood,
the only fully developed character among the three, is a key
figure, He and his story represent the tragi-comic lyricism
of the blues., Trueblood the archetypal bluesman is the an-
cestor of what Eyman calls "the low rhetoric in Negro
writing" as opposed to the high rhetoric of Negro sermons and
oratory.l7

The type of jazz Ellison values is also lecw-keyed and
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lyrical., Jazz, originally the instrumental imitation of
sung blues18 developed into the complicated art of band
music; but it has reserved a place for the lyrical blues
voice, In the jazzband, solo instruments may "sing the
blues" as they improvise; such a "sung blues" is Louis
Armstrong's long trumpet solo in "What did I do to be so
black and blue?"

Jazz serves as a model for Invisible Man because it
too is existential, Jazz 1s existential in the sense that
"each solo flight, or improvisation, represents ... a de-
finition of his (the jazzman'sd identity: as individual, as
member of the collectivity, and as a link in the chain of
tradition."19 The jam session is the jazzman's education,
his apprenticeship,ordeals, initiation ceremonies, rebirth,
Having mastered the traditional techniques of jazz, "he must
then 'find himself,' must be reborn, must find, as it were,
his soul ,,. He must achieve, in short, his self-determined
identity,"20

Jazz helps the individual to determine his relation-
ship to his group and tradition while he is asserting his
individuality. That is why the jam session which deﬁands
"give and take, subtle rhythmical shaping and blending of
idea, tone and imagination" represents an ideal miniature
society for Ellison, "a marvel of social organization" with

its balance between extreme individualism and being absorbed

by the group.2l
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These aspects of Negro American music explain why
Ellison has chosen blues and jazz as the main musical themes
of Invisible Manj; why he has created values in terms of the
blues spirit as opposed to the non-blues spirit; and why his
hero is a struggling apprentice bluesman who travels toward
successful self-definition.

Ellison adjusts the conventional journey motif to his
use of Negro American music. The journey in Invisible Man,
while it involves geographical and socio-historical travel,
is basically an internal journey. It is the hero's education
(modeled on the jazz-musician's education in jam sessions) a
process that is an apprenticeship in terms of ordeals and
initiations, deaths and rebirths; a process where he loses
himself in order to find himself, Born in his tradition, he
scorns and flees it, only to embrace it again at the pain of
spiritual death.

The hero's education occurs from Chapter i to the end
of the book. The Prologue is not part of this process; it is
written from the point of view of alienation. An independent
section, it represents isolation and confusion in contrast to
commitment and enlightenment,

The episodic structure of the novel is also related
to the musician's education. The structure consists of the
jazz-like, unevenly-distributed elements of apprenticeship,
The first episode introduces the basic situation, which is

replayed ln variations, the effect accumulating, until the
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"his world and his personality are out of key." The artis-
tic counterpart of this limbo-like feeling is bebop, "a
further triumph of technology over humanism."?? Invisible
Man in his gadget-filled hole represents the Charlie Parker-
like post-World War II jazz-man, who, having rejected his
rurally-rooted heritage, lives in a state of mind which is
the 20th-century variation of the sensibility of
Dostoevsky's underground man. The hero of the Prologue is
a spiteful, angry and irresponsible mouse among the world's
nice and men.

In the body of the novel, he 1s invisible first as
"a walking personification of the Negative;"23 he unques-
tioningly accepts the values and identities of admired
models like the Founder, Dr, Bledsoe, Mr. Norton or adver-
tisement-projected images of "the man in the grey flannel
suit," Next, after the hospital episode, he is plastic and
impressionable like a new-born child; invisibility here

again means his willingness to act out stereotyped roles,
but in contrast to his pre-hospital period, he is becoming
aware of his folk heritage, After the Brotherhood's be-
trayal, wearing Rinehart's disguise, he briefly experlences

invisibility as having no identity at all. Finally, invisi-

bility means that he knows who and where he isj; his painful
experiences lead him to reidentification with his Negro
folk heritage and also to the articulation of his full
triple, Negro American bluesman's identity. At the end,
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lnvisibility is the peaceful feeling that he is "at home" as

a black American, and that as an individual with a self-de-
termined identity, he has a meaningful role to play in so-
ciety.

The hero's self-identification occurs in terms of
two parallel plot lines: the one where he meets and rejects
false models and the one where he meets and accepts the true
ones,

The hero's identity crisis and the necessity for
self-definition spring from his alienation or fatherlessness.
He has a father who is briefly mentioned but is practically
non-existent. The young man's problem of identity is thus
the lack of the most important model, one who has had to face
Negro American life in the 20th century and who serves as the
link to the past and folk traditions. With this important
link missing, the hero's eXxperience begins in fatherlessness
and the need to find the link to his past and heritage, and
to find an attitude that will allow him to face his probiems
creatively and out of a sense of belonging,

The Negro American's fatherlessness has two main
causes: one is that he cannot identify with the existing
national leadership that exploits himj; the other is his own
.ignorance or rejection of his past and traditions. As In-
visible Man travels through the novel from the South,
naiveté, and conformity toward the North, insight, and

authentic identity, he meets father (or false prophet)
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figures represeanting types of leadership that are non-
American, divisive, hypocritical and deceptive. They appear
in order of importance, from the present point of view,
Those close to the end are the most alluring and dangerous
false prophets and identities for the young Negro in con-
temporary Americaj; the least dangerous ones now were the
most hideous ones then -- the school superintendent and Dr.
Bledsoe,

The school superintendent in the "Battle Royal" epi-
sode is the symbolic spokesman of all of Iavisible Man's
false fathers. He represents plans that aim at depriving
the Negro of social equality while burdening him with the
"social responsibility” of acting out the white man's vio-
lation of American ideals and of fighting his black fellows.
The education the superintendent represents intends to pro-
duce Bledsoe-type Negro leaders and individuals. But con-
trary to its intention, this education is also the painful
yet necessary experience of a different type of black leader
and individual.

Invisible Man's experiences the school superintendent
as a father: he expects security from his presence, wants his
praise and prize, but is also terrified. The superintendent
1s, as his name indicates, the archetypal false father, rep-
resenting the conscience and consciousness of all who mani-
pulate the hero for their own variously motivated ends,

The first fully characterized manipulator is Dr.
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Bledsoe, a Booker T. Washington figure, representing the
southern Negro administrator. His motto is:

You let the white folks worry about

pride and dignity-~you learn where

you are and get yourself power, in-

fluence, contacts with powerful and

influential people--then stay in the

dark and use it! 24
His idols are wealth, status and power, power being the
greatest of all:

Power doesn't have to show off. Power

is confident, self-assuring, self-

starting and self-stopping, self-warm-

ing and self-justifying ... this is a

power set-up, son, and I'm at the con-

trols ... When you buck against me,

you'ire bucking against power, richn

white folks power, the nation's power--

which means government power! 25

For the share of this power he gets by enforcing
the post-Civil War idea of freedom within segregation, the
cynical Bledsoe would sacrifice his fellow Negroes, for he
sees them as tools that help him to keep his powerful po-
sition, which is "his life." Dr, Bledsoe will have every
black men in the country lynched if that is the price of
retaining his power.
Dr. Bledsoe knows that in his power manla he 1is de-

visive, He 1s devisive by accepting segregation, by destroy-
ing Invisible Man's sense of manhood and, most importantly,

by denying his folk origins., He knows his origins but in his
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arrivé Negro proto-politician's arrogance he looks down on
them, For example, he forbids student and trustee to go
near the poor quarters and Jim Trueblood,

Bledsoe's power 1s great but not limitless. While
he rules the college, and to a certain extent, the trustees
too, he has no power over the southern whites and over
Trueblood, the bluesman. Trueblood seems to exert some
mysterious, unconscious influence on the hero, drawing the
young man to his habitat and forcing their memorable en-
counter.

Dr, Bledsoe, who is afraid of this visit, symbolizes
the pathetic and hideous power of the Negro leader who ac-
cepts freedom-within-segregation; he is 2lsc 2 satire on the
white American myth of rags-to-riches-success won by ruth-
less selfishness and exploitation, As the prophet of these
two false American dreams, he is a strong influence on the
ambitious young manj; in the first part of the novel,
Invisible Man struggles long and bitterly with Bledsoe's
possibility.

Norton, the New England liberal who shares Dr,
Bledsoe's vision, is Invisible Man's next false father.

His wise, benevolent appearance is only a mask covering his
corruption and delusions. His corruption (in the metaphors
of his heart disease and attraction to his daughter) con-

sists of his violation of freedom and equality, and of his

view of the black man and himself, The freedom Norton en-
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visages for the Negro is the limited one of being a skilled
worker; political and soclal equality are excluded. The
black man is something to use and manipulate with impersonal
coldness and precision, and a savage to be rewarded for act-
ing out the puritanical liberal's incestuous desires, For
Norton feels guilty of desiring his daughter and of having
killed her, His devotion to her monument, the segregated
college, is his ironic attempt to rid himself of the latter
guilt.,

Norton's attempt is loaded with a number of ironies.
One is implicit in his devotion to segregation; with it he
is, to use Trueblood's words, "heaping sin on toppa sin"
while he imagines that he is atoning. Another irony lies
in his delusions: he sees Trueblood, who refuses to add the
sin of murder and self-castration (dehumanization in the

symbolic structure of Invisible Man) to the sin of incest,

and who is the human and artistic norm of the novel, as an
immoralist and scapegoat; himself he sees as a moralist.
Norton is the first Oedipus caricature, as a proud, patron-
izing tyrant who has symbolically committed both incest and
murder, but is not cured of hls blindness.

Norton's attitude toward the black man resembles the
white Southerner's hate and violence, but the liberal's feel-
ings are hidden; he cannot face them, His insidious prejudice
is, in a sense, more dangerous for the hefo than the

Southerner's open hatred. How dangerous this "liberal" atti-
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tude is, Invisible Man learns only when he becomes its viec-
tim, But already in the South he is warned by his next
false father, the mad Vet,

The Vet, who speaks from the perspective of bitter,
dehumanizing experience, gives the hero basically good ad-
vice: "Be your own father, young man. And remember, the
world is possibility if only you'll discover it. Last of
all, leave the Mr, Nortons alone."26 But the man himself
is the illustration of the Negro who has not discovered the
right possibility in his search for a vital role and iden-
tity.

The Vet represents the southern Negro 1ntellectual
who is deceived by the Mr, Nortons' false promises of free-
dom, and who, in addition, is alienated from his folk tra-
ditions. His haughty attitude toward his people and heri-
tage is permanent, as his rhetoric reveals; his speech con-
tains no Negro idiom.27

The Vet's rhetoric exposes another, more general
aspect of his identity. His education stands for the
alienated Negro's "education" from a fatherless, Invisible
Man-like identity to the still fatherless, hopeless iden-
tity of the prophet of doom., At the core of the Vet's sad
fate stand his rejection of hils folk heritage and his ac-
ceptance of the American myth which says that individual

skill, intelligence and education suffice to support a man,
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His manic-depressive psychosls symbolizes his inner
weakness, the tendency to swing from one extreme to another,
without finding a balanced middle-attitude in the face of
betrayal, The mad Vet's disease contains the insane ex-
tremes of the hipster's personality: high-flying intellec-
tualism, unrealistic expectations and self-esteem or self-
hatred and despair. The Vet's barely sketched, tragi-comical
figure represents a dangerous possibility and foreshadows the
tragic figure and fate of Tod Clifton, the hipster.

The despairing Vet is sexless, His asexuality as the
result of self-castration shows the sterility of his identity
and the tragedy of the black man who falls victim to the soul-
iynching vioience of the Soutn, because of his alienatlon [rom

his folk heritage.28

The Vet as a young man might well have
belonged to young Emerson's set at the "continental" -club
Calamus.

| The next false father figure, Emerson, personifies
the self-analysing, self-hating and self-castigating young
liberal. Under his facade of coolness and fellowship, he
burns with violence; eventually he reveals his contempt and
prejudice, Like Norton, Emerson understands neither his
motives and attitudes nor his role in denying the Negro's
freedom,

| The connection between him and Invisible Man is the
common past, where Emerson's ancestors grew rich and power-

ful on slaveirade, while the hero's ancestors were the
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slaves. Emerson, however, sees their connection as the
"unspeakable" one between Huckleberry and Jim, Emerson,
too, is neurotic and sexually perverted, or metaphorically,
blind and corrupt, He is the second Oedipus Rex caricature.
Metaphorically, he has killed his father and &iolated his
mother, as Oedipus had physically done; by transgressing
against principles of the Constitution and as a colonial
power, Emerson has violated America and other countries of
the earth. As a homosexual, he is impotent and fruitless
as far as the dream of freedom and equality is concerned.
The only American principle he is involved with is the one
of property; in this regard, too, he resembles Norton.

Emerson's form of brotherhood--the sterile bond be-~
tween "writers, artists and all kinds of celebrities"30 in
the Club Calamus is a calamity for the black man searching
for identity. This brotherhood is also Ellison's satire on
the sick and fruitless bond between Emerson and his Harlem
friends, Basically, Emerson is the phony, the white man who
cries mea culpa, while he is looking upon the Negro with
condescension and is treating him with prejudice.

The two Brotherhocd leaders, Jack and Hambro, do the
same, although they represent an organization that promises
a classless, raceless society. And one, that behind its con-
cern with human and civil rights, is non-humanistic, non-
democratic and foreign.3l Judging from the space the

Brotherhood 1is given, one may conclude that it is Ellison's
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major example of the gap between illusion and reality.

The hero's disillusioning experience with the organi-
zation teaches him the true meaning of dispossession. For
the Brotherhood, this word carries only economical, socio-
logical and political meanings. For Invisible Man, dispos-
session acquires a personal and existential meaning: his be-
ing deprived of his individuality and of his ethnic identity.
It is in the Brotherhood that he learns to value his exper-
iences as well as his links with his heritage as his most
valuable possessions ~-as the ones that define him., It is
this insight that saves him from despair and cynicism, an
insight contrary to the ideas of Jack and Hambro,

Two facts are important about Jack: hls glass eye and
his foreign language. The glass eye represents the death of
his ironical self, resulting in his distorted vision of human
and American reality. Jack sees man only as a political
being; racial and ethnic groups are mere raw materials for

the Brotherhood's political goals.32

Jack's dead eye is the
symbol of his willingness to sacrifice man's personal and
group identity.

The full extent of Jack's devotion to the Brotherhood's
program and even more importantly, his foreign nature, surfac-
ing when his sore point is hit, are revealed in the glass eye
episode., His foreign language is the metaphor for this foreign

33

nature,

Brother Jack is an excellent satire on a certain type
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of white radical who, in his pathetic hubris, sets out to
teach the Negro American about suffering, sacrifice, discip-
line and patience, The proud Jack is the continuation of
the Oedipus Rex theme. Jack as Oedipus caricature suffers
half of the tyrant's pathos and has half of his stature (his
pride and temper). He lacks, however, majesty, virility,
past achievement as saviour, and the tragic insight that now
he is the cause of his country's plague. Jack the tyrant ex-
ploits the politically inexperienced Invisible Man's hope for
freedon,
The hero recognizes Jack's real attitude only after

his last meeting with Hambro:

And now I looked around a corner of my

mind and saw Jack and Norton and Emerson

merge into one single white figure.

They were very much the same, each at-

tempting to force his picture of reality

upon me, and neither giving a hoot in

hell for how things looked to me. I was

simply a material, a natural resource to

be used, I had switched from the arro-

gant absurdity of Norton and Emerson to

that of Jack and the Brotherhood, and it

all came out the same--except I now re-

cognized my invisibility. 3

Throughout his experience with Jack, Invisible Man

senses an intellectual distance between them. This gulf is
due to the naive hero's failure to understand Jack's double-
talk, Invisible Man the demagogue speaks sincerely, from his
emotions; Jack's double-talk reflects training, cynical dema-

goguery and force of habit in the hypocritical, intrigue-
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plagued Brotherhood.

Between the hero and Hambro there is another kind of
distance, due to what Hambro represeants. He stands, first
of all, for the organization's scientific, atheistic, deter-
ministic ideology. This 1deology declares the individual,
the people and the black man as inferiors, again things to
be used, Next, he stands for intellectual and moral confu-
sion, for despite his theoretician's scientific speech, he
talks partly like a Nietzsche and partly like a historical
determinist. With his stress on science and with his con-
fusion, he too belongs to the scientist-doctor figures of
the novel, the threatening castrators of the hospital epi-
sode who represent traditional white attitudes,

The Lincolnesque lawyer is also a satire on the
Brotherhood's use of national heroes and traits, In Hambro's
case, it is the leftist liberal's naivete and idealism that
leads to his devotion to the organization's foreign program,

The hero experiences Hambro as a charlatan;35 he
also feels that there is an unbridgeable emotional gulf be-
tween them:

I could feel some deep change. It was as
though my discovery of Rinehart had
opened a gulf between us over which,
though we sat within touching distance,
our voices barely carried and then fell
flat, without an echo., I iried to shake
it away, but still the distance, so great

that neither could grasp the emotional
tone of the other, remained. 36



WYy

This distance is finally the one of experience and culture
between the black and white American libera1.37

Hambro, a rather pathetic and shadowy figure, ap-
pears only briefly. Jack the foreigner, however, accom-
panies Invisible Man as a serious threat to the achievement
of his final identity.

Rinehart, Invisible Man's next false father, is a
"foreigner" too, foreign to the tradition Ellison celebrates.,
He is the true outsider in Invisible Man, irremediably lost
to society and himself. He functions on two levels, as the
hustler and as a mythological figure,

In an interview Ellison said that Rinehart

is a kind of opportunist who has learned

to live in a world which is swiftly

changing and in which society no longer

has ways of bringing pressure ,.. or

even identifying him. Thus he can act

out many roles, He's a descendant of

Melville's 'Confildence Man' to that ex-

tent, 38
In another interview, he said that "Rinehart is my name for
the personification of chaos,"39 and in "Change the Joke and
Slip the Yoke" he wrote that Rinehart was mainly a plot de-
vice and another possible identity for Invisible Man,

Rinehart embodies, first, Ellison's view of the hust-

ler. In contrast with the view, expounded for example by

Charles Kiel in Urban Blues, that the hustler represents the

entire lower class and 1is a value in the black urban com-



45

muni‘l:y,b'l Ellison regards him as an exploiter, a criminal
and a man without a human core., In Invisible Man certain

people admire and love Rinehart--he is their hero-- but all
are his victims. Among the many roles of Rinehart the

Harlem crime boss, the pimp's role is the most odious one.
Here Ellison foilows that Faulkner tradition which uses the
figure of the procurer to represent ecvil. Rinehart's most
criminal act is the corruption of his girlfriend, the lovely
black girl with "a pleasant voice with a slightly husky edge
and plenty of sleep in it."hz Rinehart is the corrupter of
healthy, fruitful sexuality and love, forces that in Invisible
Man and in Ellison's thought, represent humanity and democracy
too.

Rinehart, apparently vital and oversexed, is the fully
desexed, that is, dehumanized character in Invisible Man. He,
who plays so many roles and appears in so many shapes, has no
identity at all. The man who is confused about his identity
(Invisible Man for example) is sick but can be cured; his
disease originates in a sick soclal order, as Ellison ex-
plains}in "Harlem is Nowhere."h3 But the man without ideantity
is incurable. Rinehart's disease, although flourishing within
the same social order, originates not in society but in his
own lack of morality, intellectuality and identity. Rinehart
'is invisible in the fullest sense of this word; without any
human core at all, he is beyond the eynical, hypocritical and
nihilistic characters in the novel. Considering what being
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means in Invisible Man, one may say that Rinehart does not
exist.

On the mythological level he represents chaos. And
chaos stands in opposition to order, civilization, art. The
hustler is a parochial character, belonging to the world of
the modern city; but "Rinehart, the name for chaos" is one
of Ellison's universal types as the trickster. With Rinehart
Ellison has contributed to the gallery of tricksters in
Western literature and shown that

High Western culture and the Negro folk
tradition {thusd do not appear to pull
the writer in opposite directions, but
to say the same thing in their different
vocabularies, to come together and rein-
force insight with insight. 44

Western literature has produced trickster figures
like Melville's Confidence Man, who represents cosmic
trickery, and Mann's Felix Krull, who 1s an artist figure.
Rinehart, however, 1s no artist, He who represents chaos,
amorality and lack of insight is the opposite of the arche-
typal artist figures in Igvisible Man, Trueblood the blues-
man and Louis Armstrong, the clown.

Rinehart reveals also Ellison's continuing concern
about certain undesirable aspects of American life, He re-
appears as Reverend B.P, Rinehart in Ellison's unpublished
novel, in connection with the Negro preacher's values and

rhetoric, In Invisible Man too, "Reverend Bliss Protheus
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Rinehart, Spiritual Technologist"hs serves the same purpose
by satirizing Father Divine. But his role extends further.
Reverend Rinehart is another stab at technology and its non-

humanistic tendencies as they affect modern life from the

rhetoric and imagery of a Father Divinel*6 to the corruption

of Negro American music, The music in Reverend Rinehart's
church is a satirical comment on the non-lyrical, overam-
plified, confusing and foreign nature of modern jazz, the

antithesis to the blues and traditional jazz:

then the door opened and I looked past
their heads into a small crowded room
of men and women sitting in folding
chairs, to the front where a slender
woman in a rusty black robe played
passionate boogie-woogie on an up-
right piano along with a young man
wearing a skull cap who struck right-
eous riffs from an electric guitar
which was connected to an amplifier
that hung from the ceiling above a
gleaming white and gold pulpit. A man
in elegant red cardinal's robe and a
high lace collar stood resting against
an enormous Bible and now began to lead
a haré-driving hymn which the congrega-
tion shouted in the unknown tongue, And
back and high on the wall above him
there arched the words in letters of
gold: LET THFRE BE LIGHT! The whole
scene quivered vague and mysterious

in the green light, then the door
closed and the sound muted down. 47

From this condensed passage Reverend Rinehart emerges as
another proud tyrant assuming a God-like role (Dr. Bledsoe

is his counterpart in this respect) performing another

'black rite.!
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Rinehart, whose world is infinite possibility, (In-
visible Man speaks ironically when he says that his world is
one of infinite possibility) is a satire on modern man's
pride based on his faith in change and technological pro-
gress, B,P, Rinehart is also the name for Pride and thus
the personification of traditional Christian and Greek human
evil.l+8

Rinehart is Ellison's personification of evil, in-
visible but complex and significant beyond that of a plot
device or another possible idéntity. He is the antithesis
to the novel's bluesmen and artists, and it 1is no accident
that Invisible Man must lose his "Rineharts" before he can
see what kind of hero he is: small and clown-like, resemb-
ling Louis Armstrong and the other personifications of the
native blues tradition.

Another foreigner to this tradition is Ras, the
hero's last false father. The proud and violent West Indian
repregsents the white-hating black nationalist whose vision,
too, is distorted. He sees only in terms of black and white:
all whites are enemies, all blacks are brothers (as long as
they agree with him); and he sees only the black beauty and
dignity of Tod Clifton, when Clifton's beauty is black-and-
white,

But Ras is stronger than Tod, even stronger than the
hero until their final meeting, for Ras has self-respect and

feels that he is a man., He knows that the freedom of the
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North is dangerous for the black man, He knows also that
Clifton and Invisible Man as Brotherhood members "are no-
where,"

As soon as Invisible Man enters Harlem, he exper-
iences Ras as a violent, riot-inciting, nightmarish father
figure to whom he reacts with shock and fear.hg During the
fight between Ras and Clifton, he sees Ras as a misguided
but compassionate man, He sees him also as a runner: Ras,
like Invisible Man, is being manipulated, The hero re-
alizes this fact fully during the riot when Ras reappears
as Ras the Destroyer.

This apparition brings about Invisible Man's next-
to-final seil-discovery as to what kind of nero and leader
he 1is:

and I no hero, but short and dark with
only a certain eloquence and a bottom-
less capacity for being a fool to mark
me from the rest; saw them, recognized
them at last as %hose whom I had failed
and of whom I was now, Jjust now, a
leader, though leading them, running
ahead of them, only in the stripping
away of my illusionment. 50

The African Ras and his armed band also make Invi-
sible Man see and sum up the nature of his experiences and
his relationship to his other false fathers.sl

His encounter with Ras teaches him yet another

lesson. Ras's vengeful insistence upon hanging Invisible

Man makes the latter see the common feature between Dr.
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Bledsoe and Ras--Ras, too, is a lyncher:

They came behind me like a draft of
flames and I led them through and
around to the avenue, and if they'd
fired they could have had me, but it
was important to them that they hang
me, lynch me even, since that was

the way they ran, had been taught to
run, I should die by hanging alone,
as though only hanging would settle
things, even the score. 52

But the hero wins and experiences a death and a re-
birth: "So when Ras yelled, "Hang himi" I let fly the spear
and it was as though for a moment I had surrendered my life

and begun to live again."53 Then follows a baptism:

and now moving [Invisible Mand straight
into the full, naked force of the water,
feeling its power like a blow, wet and
thudding and cold, then through it and
able partly to see just as another horse
dashed up and through, a hunter taking a
barrier, the rider slanting backward,
the horse rising, then hit and swallowed
by the rising spray., I stumbled down
the street, the comet tail in my eyes,
seeing a little better now and looking
back to see the water spraying like a
mad geyser in the moonlight., 54

Invisible Man's baptism and new vision consist of sensing,
in Invisible Man's typical intuitive and imaginative way,

that the fight between Ras and the police 1s like another

absurd Civil War incident.55

Ras's full absurdity is hrought home to Invisible

Man as he overhears the Harlem folk characters' story of
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Ras's exploits. Unlike the men, he realizes that Ras is
funny and pathetic and dangerous,

With Ras, the hero has experienced all his false
fathers, all of them tempting but undesirable possibili-
ties; now he 1s ready for his finél task, the achievement
and articulation of a harmonious and fruitful identity.
He does not accomplish this task all on his own, but is
led and helped by his true ancestors, characters who rep-
resent the blues tradition. The hero's meeting and ac-
ceptance of these characters forms that parallel plot

that remains to be explored,



CHAPTER II

Integration.

Another continuing thread in Ellison's thought is
the valuable nature of the black American's full and proper
appreciation of his past and southern folk traditions. He
played on this old theme when he said, in 1970, that "the
movement backwards to get a fuller sense of ourselves, to
get a sense of the community and its needs, of the tradi-
tions and so on, is good."s6 The most concentrated expres-
sion of this "backward movement" is the short story "Flying
Home;"57 the same movement appears in Invisible Man in the
parallel plot where the hero meets and gradually accepts his
true ancestors.,

Thase are all folk characters, some southern and
rural, others northern and urban, but all stress the value
of southern experience., They are Ellison's personifications
of Negro American group wisdom gained by experience (speci-
fically southern experience), a wisdom that aids the indivi-
dual in his moments of crisis. Folk traditions contain the
group's morality too, and their richness gives the indivi-
dual a healthy sense of self-respect, This feeling, so im-
portant, is further enhanced by the knowledge that his

52
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group's traditions enrich the nation's culture too. All of
the hero's ancestors are representatives of the blues and of
jazz, the most significant American contributions to modern
Western culture,

The first and most important ancester Invisible Man
meets is Jim Trueblood, the southern peasant. He is the ar-
chetypal bluesman and what Ellison calls "the best of the
past" in his essay "Living With Music."s8 Trueblood is the
best of the past, for he is the whole man, supported by his
peasant wisdom but also an individual who stands up against
his group. He is also the blues singer as visionary artist.
Trueblood is the human and artistic norm against which the
health of other characters must be measured.

Critics have been undecided about Trueblood's signi-
ficance., Gene Bluestein is an exception; he writes that what
Trueblood learns will take Ellison's hero the rest of the
book to ].earn.59

What Trueblood learns is that for the sake of inner
peace he must accept himself as he is and face up to his pre-
dicament. Trueblood is Ellison's achievement in a tradition
he values so highly: in that of southern Negro oral story-
telling that creates universal figures as well as stories
possessing "the texture of experience and the projection of
values, and the distillation of a kind of wisdom."60

Trueblood as universal figure resembles Oedipus of

the two tragedies: both Oedipus and Trueblood commit incest
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and experilence it as a great crime; both are wounded; both
make peace with themselves without divine help; and both
achleve reconciliation as well as fame and recognition., But
while Oedipus is the prototype of the tragic existential
hero, Trueblood typifies the tragi-comical one. Placed in
a potentlally tragic situation, Trueblood sins against a
universal taboo, experiences utter loneliness and guilt,
then emerges with new insight, personal values and new blues.
But his situation is also comically existential: it is funny
and leads to revelation without the hero's death or mutila-
tion,

Trueblood's existential situation springs from his
essential human nature--nis potent sexuality, His sexuality
is the metaphor for his wholesome humanity and remains the
defining human quality in the entire novel, With incest,
Trueblood experiences guilt and ostracism. Prayer does not
help to resolve his inner conflict. But Trueblood 1is in an
undefined mystical communion with the moral and spiritual
base of the universe symbolized by the stars: "Finally, one
night, way early in the mornin', I looks up and sees the

61

stars and I starts singin'." This cosmic force is more for-
giving and accepting than Trueblood's religious wife, neigh-
bours and the preacher, and Trueblood responds to it intui-
fively, out of his innate spirituality, His response is that
he accepts himself in his paradoxical humanity: guilty-and-

not-guilty, physical-and-spiritual., Trueblood is the arche-~
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type of the non-conforming moralist in Invisible Man, pass-

ing through sin, guilt and suffering into the blues, the
blues representing the acceptance of his human identity and
predicament, But this non-conformist is still rooted in his
group's traditions: "I don't mean to, I didn't think 'bout
it, just start singin'. I don't know what it was, some kinda
church song, I guess, All I know is I end up singin' the
blues."62

Unwitting sin, guilt, suffering and the recognition
of identity are commonplace themes in modern existential
literature. What makes Trueblood an outstanding figure is
the way he asserts his manhood.63 He returns home, chases
the neighbours out, tells his wife and daughter that he 1s
sorry "but that what done happen is done happen ... I'm
still a man."éh Neither does he allow the midwife to en-
danger his women; he asserts himself as the responsible,
authoritative pater familias., Trueblood emerges from his or-
deal with wisdom and dignity and as the man who is at home in
his world and humanity: "I walks out of the house and leaves
'em there to cry it out between 'em. I wanted to go off by
myself agin, but it don't do no good tryin' to run off from
somethin' like that, It follows you wherever you go."65
Trueblood is the bluesman as a man who learns what it means
to be fully human and who can live with pain because he can
translate it into a deeply meaningful lyrical work of art.

Trueblood is also the artist-as-myth-maker, a Homer
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figure in the tradition of oral literature. The telling of
his story resembles a ritual, he himself assuming the seer-
bard's attitude: "He cleared his throat, his eyes gleaming
and his voice taking on a deep, incantatory quality, as
though he had told the story many, many times."66 His story
is like a blues whose lyricism, humor, imagery and language
define him and his life,

The essential pattern of his life, character and cre-
ativity all spring from his sexuality; he describes his life
in the condensed, humorous and sexual imagery of the blues:

But once a man gets hisself in a tight

spot like that there ain't much he can

do., Tt ain't up to him no longer,

There I was, tryin' to git away with

all my might, yet having to move with-

out movin', I flew in but I had to

walk out. I had to move without

movin'.,., That's just about been my

life, 67
Trueblood's way of getting out of his tight spot is by rejec-
ting self-castration and murder. Thus he establishes the
bluesman's non-dehumanizing, non-violent way of facing up to
catastrophe., As tragi-comic hero, Trueblood represents both
man's successful struggle for self-definition and the artist's
myth-making capacity.

Jim Trueblood as particular southern Negro folk
character is Ellison's answer to condescending and false con-

ceptions (be these held by Mark Twain and other white liberals

or by contemporary black men) of the southern Negro's
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character and role.68 The name Jim identifies Trueblood as
the black man in American consciousness and literature,
Ellison's Jim is black but American: he has a strongly
Negro yet typically American consciousness, combined with a
conscience which is superior to that of his condescending
black and white neighbours,

Jim Trueblood's consciousness is American because it
is plagued with the problem of liberty in the symbolic shape
of the white woman. The objects of his sexuality are black
women, but his nightmarish dream introduces the American or
racist taboo: interracial sex, The dream is, on the one
hand, Ellison's answer to the white southerner's fear-and-
hate-charged image of the Negro as the boogie who wants his
women, On the other hand, it shows the strength and wisdom
of Jim Trueblood's consciousness: his wish and hope for free-
dom are so repressed that they frighten him even in a dream.
His 1is the southern Negro's protective consciousness, in
harmony with the reality of his society.

For his white neighboﬁrs, interracial sex functions
as the only taboo. But Jim Trueblood sees bloodshed, murder
and self-castration as the greatest crimes and incest as the
next greatest. His values clash with those of his society
but accord with higher ones. And despite his act of incest,
he 1s, like other southern folk characters in the novel, a
loving, responsible family man., Jim Trueblood is Ellison's

bluesman as family man, a role possible in the relatively
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stable Negro community of the south but lost during the black
man's migration toward the north and rootlessness.

For all Jim Trueblood's strength and wisdom, he does
not understand the white man's reaction, This intuitive ar-
tist and moralist who defines himself and the pattern of his
life, does not understand his relationship to his society and
history. He represents the black man strengthened by his
group identity. But this strength is also his prisonj he
does not achieve the third step in Negro American self-iden-
tification--the conscious articulation of a national role and
jdentity. That will be the hero's achievement after his vi-
sion perceived in Trueblood's seer-like state of mind.

The hero meets his other true ancestors (except the
grandfather) in Harlem., Mary Rambo, who articulates what is
expected of Invisible Man, is the first blues character he
meets in the North. Mary is the blueswoman (and outstanding
mother-figure ih a long line of black mothers) in Invisible
Man; her figure shows the continuing and saving function of
the blues spirit. She is sustained by it and can then act
as a sustaining, life-giving mother figure, in contrast to
the image of the smothering Negro mammy in other stories of
black experience.

Mary's sustaining role is to inspire the lost young
man with her wisdom, strength and expectatious and to burden
him with her bank, the symbol of the past. Mary as mother
or security is not needed for Invisible Man's self identifi-
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cation; but Mary Rambo as non-political "Mother Hope" is
needed, Her insistence on a positive attitude and action;
her insight about where the Negro's strength comes fromj; her
demands, expectations and moral standards are all factors
that egg him on,

In her first conversation with Invisible Man, who is
discouraged and confused after his hospital experience, she
tells him that young people from the South, people like him-
self "them what knows the fire and ain't forgot how it burns"
will have to do more than talk and hope to change the status
quo: "No, it's you young ones what has to remember and take
the lead." 38he also warns him about the corrupting influence
of the northern city, giving her own strength as example in
poetic language that might be a line in a blues: "I'm in New
York but New York ain't in me,"’°

Her treasure, the bank, stays with the hero too. He
cannot get rid of it. 1In the dfama of the novel, it serves
as a weapon which helps him to survive and reach his iden-
tity, The bank i1s a complex symbol, As the image of the
Negro entertainer, it is the counterpart of Clifton's doll,
But the bank is of iron and full of coins against the empty
paper doll., Despite outside stereotyping, the bank stands
for the rich, meaningful and indestructible Negro American
heritage, as well as for the strength of its owner; Clifton's
doll represents only the ugliness of stereotyped images as

well as Clifton's deadly despair and self-hatred,
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The hero finds the bank not only indestructible but
also burdensome., Still, he must learn to live with his
heritage as Mary does, for Mary Rambo represeats inner
strength, and Invisible Man senses her value:

Nor did I think of Mary as a 'friend';

she was something more--a force, a

stable, familiar force like something

out of my past which kept me from

whirling off into some unknown which

I dared not face., It was a most pain-

ful position, for at the same time,

Mary reminded me constantly that

something was expected of me, some act

of leadership, some newsworthy achieve-

ment; and I was torn between resenting

her for it and loving her for the nebu-

lous hope she kept alive, 71
Her importance for Invisible Man lies in her down-to-earth
wisdom, experience and humor; her affirmative view of life,
her insistence on the possibility of progress, her emphasis
on "making something of yourself," She is a blueswoman, not
as a Bessle Smith but as a plain, poor, superstitious, hard-
working, sensible, responsible and dignified woman, And this
"Mother Hope" does not destroy her children: she is one
stable force that helps the hero to recognize and accept the
value of his folk traditions.72

These traditions are also represented by four men, who
show the link between northern urban life and the southern
past: the blueprint man, the anonymous man on the bus after
the Emerson episode, the yam man and Primus Provo, All reveal

the hero's alienationj all force him to remember and identify
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with the heritage he is trying to reject; all make him recog-
nize that the expressions of Negro American folk art, even if
exuberant, are rooted in painful experience; and finally, all
force him to ask himself about freedom as it is related to
identity,

This self-questioning is an essential part of the pro-
cess of self-definition; alreédy in the Prologue, the sons of
the old spiritual singer had told Invisible Man "ask your-
selfl" when he plagued their mother with questions about free-
dom, The mothers do not provide the answers--their function
is to expect that the hero find them. The Negro father
figures, representing folk traditions, help him to find his
own answers by constantly forcing hlu to ask: "Who and what
was I? How did I come to be?"73 until he realizes that he is
what he 1s as the son of his heritage.

The most forceful and important character among the
four men is the blueprint man; he represents the urban blues-
man in the image of the clown-like entertainer, and his song,
a love lyric, strangely paradoxical and mystifying in its
earthy imagery, is the expression of his bluesman's spirit.
This bluesman (apparently also a tribute to Ellison's friend
and idol Jimmy Rushing) has a ribald sense of humor, and the
poet's imagination and command of language. He is a virtuoso
Aon his instruments, his voice and whistling.

This urban bluesman uses his talents--folk rhymes,

songs and music--to define himself: "In fact, I'maseventh-
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sonofaseventhsonbawnwithcauloverbotheyesandraisedonblackcat-
boneshighjohntheconquerorandgreasygreens...”" he spieled with
twinkling eyes, his lips working rapidly."7h He names him-
self also Peter Wheatstraw, and the Devil's son-in-law; these
names refer to the urban blues singers' habit to adopt the
names of southern singers and Plk characters, revealing their
identification with them., The blueprint man's most valid
name, though, is Blue: tnis is his true name, expressive of
his spirit and song.

Blue the clown-like artist is also a whole man. He
not only entertains and survives but knows who he 1is and ac-
cepts himself, His rhyming prefigures and contrasts with
Clifton's spiel, a song that is not a blues, but a Charlie
Parker-like modern jazz performance; Blue accepts himself
while the alienated dlifton hates himself, The urban blues-
man, like Trueblood, represents an integrated identity, and
his present self and songs are linked to his southern past
and to southern folk art,

Blue reminds Invisible Man of the stories, jokes,
riddles and puns of his childhood., The alienated hero has
trouble "signifying" with the proper answer, but he remembers
and laughs despite himself,

Blue's strange song makes the hero ask:

What does it mean,.,I'd heard it all
my life but suddenly the strangeness

of it came through to me. Was it
about a woman or about some strange,
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sphynxlike animal? Certainly his woman,

no woman, fitted that description? And

why describe anyone in such contradic-

tory terms? Was it a sphynx? 75
The blues, like the grandfather's legacy, function as the
riddle of the sphynx: both ask "What kind of man is the Negro
American? And what is his role in his society?" Trueblood
has already given the answer to the first question. The
second question, relating to the hero's problem of identity,
is still unsolved. Invisible Man does not know the answer
to the double-pronged riddle of the blues at this point.

But for the first time he senses the mystical quality
of the blues. He also identifies emotionally with the song
that expresses his state of mind, the lonely traveler's sad-
ness. And he is forced to admire Blue's virtuosity: "God
damn, I thought, they're a hell of a people! And I didn't
know whether it was pride or disgust that suddenly flashed
over me.“76 The hero, still wanting to become another
Booker T. Washington, consciously dissociates himself from
his people but identifies on the deeper, emotional level and
reluctantly admits that "There was no escaping such reminders."77
Thanks to the urban bluesman, the hero's alienated identity
is beginning to melt.

The thaw continues after the crucial Emerson episode,
Invisible Man's first realization that he had been run,
Pained, he reverts to soﬁtbern behaviour--hé‘goes to the rear

of the bus, There he hears a man whistle an old, familiar
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tune., This tune, the poor Robin jingle, represents southern
folk jazz. The hero as an aspiring Booker T. Washington has
been alienated from jazz; as soon as he is forced to reject
his white-washed ambitions, he contacts his past heritage by
remembering the jingle about poor Robin.

The jingle 1is a song about a victimized Negro. As a
child, Invisible Man had not understood it. But now, after
his painful experience, he identifies with the subject of
the jingle; for the first time he knows one source of Negro
American folk art--the victim's feelings.78

Next, Invisible Man remembers the tuba player, who had
rendered the jingle in the tragi-comical spirit of the blues
and played his solo as if it were a ritualistic song com-
memorating an American ritual:

and the droll tuba player of the old
Elk's band had rendered it solo on
his helical horn; with comical
flourishes and doleful phrasing.

'Boo boo _boo_booocoo, Poor Robin
clean'--a mock funeral dirge...79

This tuba player is a jazzman; his solo shows the connection
between Negro American experience and its 20th century ex-~

pression, jazz, Jazz, too, is imbued with the blues-spirit.
And Ellison's use of this anonymous tuba player is a tribute

to Walter Page.
The jingle and its musical variation make Invisible

Man ask questions about his identity:
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What was the who-what-when-why-where

of poor old Robin? What had he done

and who had tied him and why had they

plucked him and why had we sung his

fate?...Who was I anyway? 80
This self-questioning leads to knowing that he too is a vic-
timized Robin, a black man manipulated by black and white ex-
ploiters. And this'realization leads to the hero's bluesman-
like reaction, his laughter because of pain. He realizes
also that he has changed and that he owes something to the
race. The meeting with the second representative of the past
has lead Invisible Man not only to a better understanding of
the source and role of Negro American art, but also to iden-
tification with his group. This identification is an angry
one, but anger is needed here--it helps to melt more of his
alienated identity.

Black anger glows and melts his emotion-frozen per-
sonality when he meets the yam man. The continuing thaw
leaves Invisible Man in a state of angry nihilism; he feels
the conflict other alienated and non-bluesman-like Negroes
(the mad Vet and Clifton) feel: "I was wild with resentment
but too much under 'self control', that frozen viftue, that
freezing vice."81 He feels also lost; his experiences with
Emerson and in the hospital had shattered his former self,
leaving him painfully aware of his inner emptiness. In this
state he is ready for the yam man with his sweet yams.

The yam man is a relic but has survived without
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qualms about his southern behavior. His yams the hero recog-
nizes as the sweet food of childhood; they represent the sim-
Plicity and sweetness of the time when he was still part of
his traditions. Then yams and food in general had no racial
significance--he ate what he liked, Now, like other eaters
of "soul food," he decides to eat or not to eat certain foods
as a sign of racial allegiance. "Soul food"-eating is a
symptom of confusion about one's identity; this is what
Invisible Man sees at the end of his meeting with the yam man:

What and how much had I lost by

trying to do only what was ex-

pected of me instead of what I

myself wished to do?...But what

of those things which you actu-

ally didn't like, not because

you were not supposed to like

them, not because to dislike

them was considered a mark of

refinement and education--but

because you actually found them

distasteful? 82
These questions make Invisible Man see that as an alienated
Negro he had been a happy conformist, but now "newborn,"
struggling for a harmonious sense of self, he would have to
make painful troublesome choices.

The young man who reaches this insight is different
from the one who met Blue., Now he would not reject the
breakfast of chops and grits, for now he feels part of his
people. No longer are the Harlem Negroes they, but, includ-

ing him, we: "What a group of people we were, I thought."83
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The hero's insight about identification "on the yam level"
and a more meaningful one is the lasight of one who is be-
ginning to accept his past, even though he rejects super-
ficial solutions of his twin problems of freedom and iden-
tity.

As soon as he turns from the yam man, he stumbles
upon the symbols of the black man's freedom and identity in
Primus Provo and his possessions, Primus Provo represents
the wise and gentle humanity of the Negro since emancipation
behind the humiliating, obscuring image of the darky enter-
tainer. His possessions on the sidewalk and his dominating
wife stand for the black man's frustrating experiences since
slavery, including the one of being treed. <The essence of
this experience is the feeling of not being the man of the
house, coupled with a frantic groping for a socially meaning-
ful identity.

The gentle, pathetic ex-slave represents that part of
the past Invisible Man would gladly forget. But on his way
toward self-identification he is not allowed to ignore it.
Despite his nausea he experiences the old man as a parent and
senses that Primus Provo's symbolic possessions, while use-
less and painful to him, have a deeply perscnal meaning:

And it was as though I myself was
being dispossessed of some painful
yet precious thing which I could
not bear to lose; something con-

founding, like a rotted tooth that
one would rather suffer indefinitely
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than endure the short, violent erup-
tion of pain that would mark its re-
moval, And with this sense of dis-
possession came a pang of vague re-
cognition: this junk, these shabby
chairs, these heavy, old-fashioned
pressing irons, zinc wash tubs with
dented bottoms~-all throbbed within
me with more meaning than there
should have been,

This recognition leads to Invisible Man's questions:

And why d4id I, standing in the crowd,

see like a vision my mother ... why
were they causing me discomfort so
far beyond their intrinsic meaping as
bjects? And why did I see them now
as _behind a veil that threatened to

1ift, stirred b§ the cold wind in the
narrow street?

The discomfort Invisible Man experiences consists of
his sense that like Primus Provo, he, too, might be the black
man whose humanity and groping for identity are obscured by
hateful, stereotyped images, He resists identification with
the gentle old man who, despite his appearance as a woman-
ridden, black-faced minstrel, represents the prophetic iden-
tity. For as the name Primus Provo ("the first judge") im-
plies, the o0ld ex-slave symbolizes the Negro's continuous
role as the gauge of the nation's moral performance. His
- first and main value is to demonstrate the lack of freedom
and equallty--the gap between American ideals and reality.

This role is the painful yet precious thing Invisible

Man does not want to lose. Anr instinctive, visionary aware-
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ness is all he achieves at the eviction. But the eviction
scene takes him one step further toward self-definition
than the yam man: it forces him to make a choice. Witness-
ing Primus Provo's humiliation, Invisible Man feels com-
pelled to choose between remaining an outsider.and becoming
involved in Primus Provo's eighty-seven-year-old struggle

for freedom. Now Invisible Man experlences the pain of

choosing:

I saw them start up the steps and felt

suddenly as though my head would split.

I knew that they were about to attack

the man and I was both afraid and

angry, repelled and fascinated. I both

wanted it and feared the consequences...

I seemed to totter on the edge of a -

greai dark hole. 89
He chooses to participate, not thoughtfully but passionately.
Yet, when he yells "Black men! Brothers! Black Brothers!i" he
has accepted his past and folk traditions on the deep decl-
sive emotional level. This acceptance marks the end of the
hero's fatherlessness on the ethaic level. Now he is ready
to fight for his people as an orator and politician. What
remains of his education is to learn to fight for freedom
and identity with the valuable, traditional attitudes and
techniques of the bluesman.

These attitudes and techniques are personified by

two symbolic figures in Clifton's funeral march: the old man

who intones the spiritual, and the euphonium player who
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picks up and carries the tune., Their blues duet is the liv-
ing link between slavery-time spirituals (as artistic ex-
pressions of the determination and longing for freedom) and
20th century Jazz; and the spirit of their duet represents
that aspect of Negro American folk tradition which, motivated
by the desire and ability to endure 1life at its harshest and
most unjust, masters and contains pain and then transcends it
by expressing it in art. The two men's spirit transcends
death as the symbols of their song, two black pigeons, trans-
cend the image of death:

then somewhere in the procession an old,

plaintive, masculine voice arose in a

song, wavering, stumbling in the silence

at first alone, until in the band a

euphonium horn fumbled for the key and

took up the air, one catching and rising

above the other and the other pursuing,

two black pigeons rising above a skull-

white barn to tumble and rise through

still, blue air, 86
Both men sing with faces upturned toward the sun, The men
who sing in the face of the sun during Clifton's funeral
stand for the attitude Invisible Man calls "Life is to be
lived, not controlled; and humanity is won by continuing to
play in face of certain defeat."87

The two men's triumphant song is a ritual in which

all mourners participate. .The spirit of the blues expresses

the human emotions that are linked with Clifton's death:
longing for freedom and dignity, love and grief, Clifton's
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funeral song (and Invisible Man's speech too) are the most
unifying group experiences in Invisible Man. What 1is sig-
nificant about this experience is that this ethnically
rooted song unites people as the political actions and aims
of the Brotherhood never do,

The hero realizes this fact intuitively; he wonders
about what had brought so many mourners to his politiecal
demonstration of a funeral and his feelings answer him, say-
ing that the old man and the horn player "had touched upon
something deeper than protest, or religion" arousing "us all,”
and "it was as though he'd changed the emotion beneath the
words while yet the old longing, resigned, transcendent emo-
tion still sounded above now deepened by that something for
which the theory of the Brotherhood had given me no name."88
And he too is forced to experience the song as the expression
of his deep emotion as well as a uniting force,

The two men who arouse the uniting song resemble Jim
Trueblood, the folk artist. Each performs a solo, the old
man's stance expressing the spirit of the blues:

It was a worn, old yellow face and
his eyes were closed and I could
see a knife welt around his up-
turned neck as his throat threw out
the song. He sang with his whole
body, phrasing each verse as
naturally as he walked, his voice

rising above all others, blending
with that of the lucid horn. 89

His image represents a blend of the spiritual as a result of
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pain and the naturally physical--a blend that foreshadows
Louis Armstrong's consclous stance, The horn player is even
closer to louis Arﬁstrong, as horn player in a band., The
two musicians represent the anonymous creators of Negro
American folk music and their duet the contradictory nature
of jazz, for true jazz is an art of individual assertion
within and against the group.,

The two men's solos represent their self-identifi-
cation according to Ellison's formula: "“each solo flight,
or improvisation, represents ... a definition of his iden-
tity: as individual, as member of the collectivity and as a
link in the chain of tradition."9o The identity they
.acbieve through their art is that of the whole, integrated
person, the man who is a link in the chain of tradition and
a member of a collectivity. These two figures are anonymous
models of the meaningful role and identity the hero intui-
tively desires and strives for: that of the self-determined
person and myth-making artist both within and against his
group.

Louis Armstrong, the living example of this whole
human and Negro American identity, is a mythological figure.
He is Rinehart's opposite, the trickster as clown, who
through his music and perforamnce orders chaos and creates his
full identity: as individual, as member of the group, and as
a link in the chain of tradition.

Armstrong is in the tragi-comical blues tradition,
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His performance, including the non-musical features of min-
strel shows=--his donning of the comic mask--is his unique
feature and also his self-definition as a continuing link
in Negro American entertainment. At the same time, he has
been creating his own values: he plays romantic, lyrical
music on the military trumpet; Armstrong, like Ellison,
values romantic lyricism above militancy, And the timbre
and spirit of his music is the blues' sad but affirmative
spirit. Louis Armstrong's music defines him as Jim True-
blood's urban, artistic counterpart.

For Armstrong is an outstanding creative musician,
whom Ellison regards as T, S, Eliot's equal, both as aes-
thetician and poetj; aesthetician by having created a new
jazz techanique through conscious, artful juxtapositioning
of earlier jazz styles, poet in terms of his mixed and
varied range of allusions. And the task Ellison as writer
had set himself was to strive "for the broadest range, the
discovery and articulation of the most exalted values" by
adding to the American novel "the wonderful resources of
Negro American speech and idiom" and "the complex reality
of the American experience as it shaped and was shaped by
the lives of my own people."91 Louis Armstrong has been
vdoing this with his lyrical, romantic and sad but also rowdy,
ecstatic, exuberant and outgoing music--qualities that des-

eribe Invisible Man too. Both Louis Armstrong and Invisible

Man express the triumphant, earthy, tragi-comical optimism
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of the blues.

Thus it is natural that Ellison chose Louis Arm-
strong's rendering of a blues as the theme song of his novel.
Armstrong's trumpet solo and voice represent further values
Ellison accepts: technical excellence and originality which
enable the artist to express the emotion beneath the words.
And the lyrics, too, play a part in conveying the intended
mood and themes of Invisible Man:

Cold empty bed,

Springs hard as lead,

Feel 1like old Ned,

Wish'd I was dead.

What did I do to be so black and blue?

Even the mouse

Ran {rom my inouse,

They laugh at you

And scorn you too.

What did I do to be so black and blue?

I'm white inside,

But that don't help my case.
Girls, I can't hide

What is in my face,

How would it end?

Ain't got a friend.

My only sin

Is in my skin,

What did I do to be so black and blue?

How would it end?

Ain't got a friend.

My only sin

Is in my skin, 92
What did I do to be so black and blue?

The mood of the song represents the alienated, con-

fused Negro's sense of life, combiaed with anxious respon-
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sibility. The poem's persona is alienated; on the one hand,
he iansists that he 1is innocent, trapped by his skin, On the
other, he keeps asking "how would it end?" and "what did I
do to be so black and so blue?" Not Louis Armstrong but the
persona speaks for the hero;93 the lyrics are the condensed
story of Invisible Man's alienation, consistent sense of per-
sonal concern and responsibility, and his painful self-ques-
tioning leading to his prophetic identity.

The Prologue's angry, spiteful Invisible Man fails,
like the persona of the song, to see the evil of his '"white
inside": his alienation and his irresponsible attitude. In
the body of the novel, he struggles to answer the irrepres-
sible questions "how would it end?" and "what did 1 do to be
so black and blue?" On the last two pages of the Epilogue,
when he Qnows the answers to these questions, he understands
and accepts the source of Louis Armstrong's music and clown-
like role and identity.

Here Invisible Man (with Armstrong) accepts old Bad
Air who represents the paradoxical spirit of the blues, which
affirms and loves, even if it springs from painful exper-
iences. These include the "bad air" of urban tenements sym-
bolized by Clifton's coffin; and the "foul air" represented
by Iavisible Man's pain when he rejects the offer of the pro-
phetic identity.gh In brief, they include the urban Negro's
feeling of “"being nowhere" as the most recent pain the Negro

American must contain and master., Louils Armstrong masters it
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in his skillful musician's way which differs from Invisible
_Man's way only in kind: the hero masters his pain finally
through the moralistic writer's dedicated intentions and
techniques,

While Louis Armstrong's medium of artistic expres-
sion differs from that of Invisible Man, Armstrong is one of
the hero's three most important male models; and the jazz-
bluesman's music and song and Invisible Man's prophetic voice
have many affinities.

The coal cellar vision is the hero's birth into pro-
phecy. The prophetic role, as sudden as it seems, 1s the one
for which he had been chosen by his grandfather's legacy and
prepared by the ordeals, initiations, deaths and rebirths he
had experienced.

The hero's prophetic identity has several specifie
Biblical models. The most important one is Jonah;gs but
Ezekiel's role and identity give further insight into the
prophet's task: He is chosen as moral watchman over his na-
tion and made responsible for their transgressions against
their given and accepted laws, Thus, the prophetic identity
implies personal moral responsibility for his nation's ad-
herence to the basic laws of their national life., Ellison
accepts this view: society is man's creation and the signi-

ficance of Invisible Man lies, to a great extent, in 1ts mood

of personal responsibility for democracy.96 This mood is

established with the line 'What did I do to be so black and
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blue?" and the hero feels responsible all through the novel.
His actions, too, are such that his guilt is justified. In
Harlem he clearly hears the call to prophecy in terms of
Ezekiel imagery,97 but is not ready to accept it until he has
witnessed the riot and again seen it as another Civil War,
now as one he had helped to bring on by yessing the Brother-
hood.

The riot drives him into the coal cellar, the symboliec
source of his light and heat and warmth, and the setting of
his vision, The vision is one of his great solos, identify-
ing him as the incipient prophet. 1In the vision he physically
1s what he had figuratively called himself after the Hambro
scene,98 both sacrificer and victim, And this represenis his
prophetic reality, painful destiny and higher conscience--
through suffering, he sees and then must warn or else he is as
guilty as the guiltiest of his nation.

The vision expresses, basically, Invisible Man's per-
ception of his responsibility for American history and so-
clety, At first, he is victim, pitted against his symbolic
false fathers, the violators of the equalitarian and pluralis-
tic principles of American democracy and its humanistic
spirit. Symbolically, this is expressed by castration.
Sexuality had been established in the normative Truebloocd
episode as the defining human quality; it represents man's
ability to both love and hate, to destroy and build, and
within the limitations of 1ife, to define himself and the
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quality of his life and soclety. Castration represents
soul-lynching, depriving man of his paradoxical human iden-
tity.

Invisible Man's castrators, the scientists, deny
man's complex but creative humanity in favor of some non-
human interest or idea. All are fanatics who want man to
conform to their views., All are blind to the true American
identity and to the interwoven nature of the black and white
American's destiny., And all are elitists who deny man's,
and specifiecally the black man's political, social and in-
tellectual maturity. They want to describe and define his
.reality; they are deterministic and presumptuously pater-
nalizing, That is why Jack is their spokesman; the Brother-
hood is the fullest and most recent expression of this at-
titude,??

As a result of his greatest pain, Invisible Man's
vision grows prophetic. He now sees the link between his
suffering and his prophetic identity, in the double image
of the "glittering butterfly" that circles his "blood-red
parts." The butterfly appears in the first chapter of the
novel, in the "Battle Royalj;" there it is the symbol of the
hero's passion that confrasts with the violent and corrupt
world of southern white society and with that of confor-
mity.loo Now the butterfly symbolizes his mature prophet's
vision, a vision that, in contrast with his manipulators'

blindness, sees the result of their history-making: a world
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wasted by racial war. And when he has articulated his vi-
sion, he finds the strength to act as.prophet, to get up and
shout, "No, no, we [;talics miné] must stop him!"lo1 With
the we the hero has involved himself and become the full-
fledged prophet, and his final action represents his spiritual,
moral and intellectual triumph over his paternalizing manipu-
lators,

Awaking from his prophet's vision, Invisible Man re-
turns to his spiteful, alienated stance: "They were all up
there somevhere, making a mess of the world. Well, let them,"
But Invisible Man is whole, nof castrated, and possesses the
capacity to find a fruitful solution. He sees two possibi-
iities now: "I could only move ahead oy Stay here, under-
ground ,"102 Because he is whole, he will move ahead to his
fully articulated, conscious prophetic identity in the Epi-
logue.

The Epilogue is the hero's final solo where he moves
ahead from irresponsible invisibility towards the assertion
of his own prophetic vision and identity. Commentators on
Invisible Mag have been undecided and dissatisfied with the
nature of the Epilogue. The pattern of this section is like
the euphonium player's interaction with his tradition during
Clifton's funeral march:

"Then somewhere in the procession an
old plaintive voice arose in a song,
wavering, stumbling in the silence

at first alone, until in the band a

euphonium player fumbled for the key
and took up the aig 103
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the first six pages of the Epilogue representing Invisible
Man's fumbling for the key.,

The fumbling part of the Epilogue consists of tor-
tured self-analysis, correct statements and of many, many
questions, The questions have an important function: they
represent the hero's self-questioning as the prerequisite
for his authentic identity, and the cure for his earlier con-
formist's attitude. The Prologue had established self-ques-
tioning as the road to freedom in terms of identity: "0ld
woman, what is this freedom you love so well?" asked Invi-
sible Man and was told to ask himself.lou The beginning of
the Epilogue represents his mental confusion, when he knows
what he does not want but is not clear aboui what he does
wantj when his criticisms are valid but his personal view has
not chrystallized yet. As he puts it, "I can't figure it out;
it escapes me., But what do I really want, I've asked myself."105

Invisible Man, who is whole, breaks out of his con-
fusion, This break occurs where hé asks himself "So why do
I write, torturing myself to put it down‘?"lo6 The last two
pages of the Epilogue represent the final meaning of invisi-
bility as the prophet's role.

| Invisible Man's insight occurs, first, in terms of
understanding and re-interpreting his grandfather's legacy:
Son, after I'm gone, I want you to
keep up the good fight. I never

told you, but our life is a war and
I have been a traitor all my born



81

days, a spy in the enemy's country

ever since I gave up my gun back

in the Reconstruction, Live with

your head in the lion's mouth., I

want you to overcome ‘'em with

yeses, undermine 'em with grins,

agree 'em to death and destruc-

tion, let 'em swoller you till they

vomit or bust wide open. 107
The grandfather, who had been a slave and saw the frustration
of his dream of freedom after the Civil War, is also a mytho-
logical figure, He represents the prophetic view of life and
identity of the Negro American since slavery times. He de-
fines himself as a fighter against those who violate the Con-
stitution he had learned by heart, He tells his son to live
Dsniel-like and Jonah-like, fighting against those who violate
democracy and humanism, and to hand this prophetic way of life
down to future generations.

Invisible Man's appreciation of his grandfather's wis-
dom and prophetic attitude marks his identification with his
ancestors, who even as slaves, had accepted the prophet's role
and identity. And this linking with his ethnic tradition en-
- ables Invisible Man, the young twentieth century Negro, to re-
interpret and re-enact his grandfather's role in his own his-
torical circumstances. While the Southern slave and "freed"
man could only live it by protective meekness and speak about
it on his deathbed, his grandson in Harlem can assume the

prophet's artistically and intellectually active social role

of speaking out in a book.
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Next, Invisible Man understands and re-interprets
the tragi-comical and self-determining quality of the blues
by stressing the mind: "In going underground, I whipped it
all except the mind, the mind. And the mind that has con-
celved a plan of living must never lose sight of the chaos
against which the pattern was conceived."108 The mind is
that human part which orders and defines experience. Now
Invisible Man understands his past mistake of having been
the victim of his Dionysian impulses, represented by that

area in which a man's feelings are

more rational than his mind [accord-

ing to the still confused Invisible

Man] and it is precisely in that

area that his will is pulled in

several directions at the same time. 109
Understanding that this impulsiveness had caused his willing-
ness "to go in everyone's way but my own," now Invisible Man
uses his mind and resolves his last conflict by accepting
Louis Armstrong the clown.

By re-interpreting his grandfather's prophetic mes-
sage and accepting'bouis Armstrong's art, Invisible Man de-
fines himself as a link in the blues tradition, voicing his
affirmation of life, America and his own Negro American's
identity, And together with his self-definition as bluesman,
he also defines himself as a link in a wider, national tra-
dition: the tradition of the American novel of black experi-

ence which stresses not only the writer's but also other
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individual's prophetic role--the individual's moral respon-
sibility for democracy, humanism and diversity., For Invi-
sible Man closes by asking his readers and, of course, ex-
pecting them to meditate and answer his question: "Who knows
but that, on the lower frequencies, I speak for you?"

With Invisible Man, a novel that ranges widely over
Negro American experience but stresses the value of the |
bluesman's prophetic role, Ellison has helped to define the
identity of his group. This is his "social" contribution,
A more specifically artistic contribution, still tied to the
theme of American identity, is that he has combined two
native prophetic traditions and created a unique, new blend.
He has brought together the tradition of the blues and the
moralistic attitude of previous American novelists., Invi-
sible Man itself, the allegory of the achievement of a new
type of American prophetic identity, is the proof of
Ellison's thesis about the pluralistic nature of the American

identity.



PART III

BLUESMAN AND HIPSTER

Introduction

Chapter I - Bluesman

Chapter II- Hipster



INTRODUCT ION

Ellison's Invisible Man is not only a novel of iden-
tity but also a novel that has its own unique identity., Al-
legory, symbolism, the use of folklore and Negro American
speech patterns go into the creation of its special quality.
The outstanding feature of Invisib n, however, is its
reliance on music.

Among critics who have noted Ellison's use of musie,
Stanley E, Hyman points to the close relationship between
the novel and thc blues when he calls Invisible Maon "the
fictional image of a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism,"l a
lyricism Ellison ascribes to the blues., Robert Bone writes
that Ellison's controlling metaphors are all musical.2

A close examination of Invisible Man proves both
Hyman and Bone right; Ellison's hero, who is hardly seen but
is known through his voice, speaks with tragi-comic lyricism;
and the poetry he makes out of his painful experiences is
controlled by musical metaphors to the extent that many pas-
sages of the novel may be treated as verbal music,

"Werbal music" is a concept employed by Steven Paul
Scher in his studies of German literature. Scher developed

useful distinctions for texts that contain musical elements.

84
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"Verbal music" refers to any text that has a piece of music,
existing or fictional, as its theme, Because of the essen-
tial affinities between literature and music such texts can
be fruitfully analysed in terms of their controlling meta-
phors, their similes and the peculiarities of their vocabu-
lary. The examination of these poetic elements throws light
on the author's use of symbolism and on his extra-musical
ldeas, for writers of verbal music rely on the abstract and
almost unlimited connotative qualities of music to suggest
concepts and relationships, complex thought sequences and a
broad range of feelings.3

Ellison uses Louis Armstrong's jazz-blues as his
novel's main musical theme for rcasons already explored in
Part II.)+ To repeat the essence of what has already been
said, Ellison employs Negro American music, with the blues
as its central spirit, because it is the artistic counter-
part of his subject matter: Negro American experience and
identity.

The task Ellison had set himself was to convey as
broad a range of his group's experience as possible and to
define what 1is 6f enduring value within that experience,
The sense of life and the mode of facing social reality
that is valued and celebrated by Ellison is one that made
him write the following to Irving Howe:

American Negro life ... is, for the
degro who must live it, not only a
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burden (and not always that) but also
a discipline--just as any human life
which has endured so long is a dis-
cipline teaching its own insights into
the human condition, its own strate-
gies of survival, There is a fullness,
even a richness here; and here despite
the realities of politics perhaps, but
nevertheless here and real,"

This fullness and richness are reflected in Invisible Mgn
and so 1is that mode of facing the realities of politics and
social life that Ellison called a tradition, A

an American Negfo tradition which

teaches one to deflect racial pro-

vocation and to master and contain

pain ... a tradition which abhors

as obscene any trading of one's

anguish for gain and sympathy;

which springs not from tuhe desire

to deny the harshness of existence

but from a will to deal with it as

men at their best have always done. 5

This is the tradition of a group who, in Ellison's
view, are an American people with a remarkable sense of re-
alism and yet filled with a sense of possible improvement
despite the oppression they have been suffering since at
least 1620, For oppression and injustice, and their social
and individual consequences have been the consistent exper-
ience of the Negro American.
The one consistent Negro American art form is the

blues, It is hardly accidental that the consistent aspect

of Negro American experience and the consistent Negro

American art form are so much alike, For the blues, too,
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combine an earthy sense of reality and of limitations with
the feeling that one can rise above them; the blues are sad
yet basically hopeful and life-affirming., The same ambi-
guous attitude of the black man and of the blues allows
Ellison to choose the bluesman as the personification of
that tradition that he wishes to uphold as a value, He does
so by devoting the most beautifully, most lyrically written
part of his novel to Jim Trueblood, the archetypal bluesman,

In contrast to the blues spirit, there is another,
minor tradition and mode of facing reality within Negro
American experience, This is the tradition of the sacri-
ficial victim. It finds its fullest expression in the
figure of the hipster, personified by the tragic character
and fate of Tod Clifton.

Both Trueblood and Clifton are treated in terms of
music: the former in terms of the blues, the latter in terms
of the ballad and of a type of song that passes for blues.
The chapters that deal with them exhibit Ellison's use of

music as well as his view of the bluesman and of the hipster.



CHAPTER I

Bluesman

In his critical essay on Richard Wright's Black Boy,
Ellison wrote that

The blues is an impulse to keep the
painful details and episodes of a
brutal experience alive in one's
aching consciousness, to finger its
Jagged grain, and to transcend it,
not by the consolation of philosophy
but by squeezing from it a near-tra-
gic, near-comic lyricism, As a form,
the blues is an autobingranhical
chronicle of personal catastrophe ex-
pressed lyrically,

Black Boy represeants also "the flowering ... of the humble
blues lyric.“6
Ellison was here linking Wright's attitude and the
quality and tone of his autobiography to the Negro blues.
As Hyman observes, Ellison was the first to connect Negro

American literature with the blues, Hyman notes also that

with Invisible Man Ellison himself succeeded in producing
7

the fictional image of the blues.,
But an even more analogous, more condensed fictional

image of the blues than either Black Boy or Invisible Man is

88
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one chronicle within Invisible Man--Jim Trueblood's story.

Its spirit, tone, themes and language strongly resemble
those of southern peasant blues and thus it may be regarded
as a verbal blues.,

A blues is a dominantly lyrical folk song; it is
neither a narrative nor a protest song. While worded in the
first person, a blues is not the performer's autobiography.
The "I" of the song is not the singer but a persona.8 Yet,
in its origin a blues is autobiographical: as Bone writes,
it springs from personal catastrophe, What counts, though,
is not the initiating disaster but the human response to it.9

Since it is not the disaster but the response to it
that counts, a blues is a way of working one's way through a
moral or spiritual problem, Hyman writes that "the blues
anatomlize neurosis and psychosis in order to resolve them
cathartically; [fhat] they are, in short, nct the dlsease
but the doctor."lo Ellison compares this function to trans-
cendence through artistic expression, This function is
clearly shown by Trueblood's story where the hero, who must
face up to sin, guilt and pain without super-human help, is
healed as he creates new blues,

The major blues response is sadness. Anger, frus-
tration, passive acceptance appear too, but disappointment
is not typical.ll Laughter, on the other hand, is frequent,
As expressions of these emotions, the blues are high art,

circumscribed by their characteristic music and lyries.
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Some blues lyrics are poetry without their musics here the
stanza is the artistic unit, and while there is a variety
of stanza forms, the chosen form is highly regular.12 This
formality separates the blues from unstructured songs like
Clifton's composition,

Certain prevalent themes, the use of metaphors and
vivid imagery are also part of the blues tradition. The
themes of travel and sex have been noted by Hyman and
Oliver.!3 The theme of travel is linked to the urban
Negro's feeling of uprootedness, The theme of sex expresses
the southern peasant's sense of being at home in his world,
when the attitude towards sex is natural, unsentimental and
humorous like Trueblood's.

Oliver links this healthy attitude to the vitality
of a good blues, In the lyrics this attitude appears in
Vivid imagery and mystifying metaphors. Blues metaphors
can be extended to "surreal associations which imply the
sexual virtuosity of the singer."lh Ellison uses this
built-in possibility to convey not the bluesman's sexual
virtuosity (or lack of it) but his vital and earthy humanity.

The function of the blues is as vital as the man who
sings it, for blues-singing is a ritual according to Ellison.
The ritual function of blues-singing appears as healing self-
defining and value-creating power in Jim Trueblood's story.
This southern folk character creates blues while he defines

and accepts his paradoxical humanity., He does so as a res-
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ponse to personal disaster. The spirit of his response is
realistic and affirmative. He is a creative artist, a
strong personality with his individual voice and techniques
yet he creates by borrowing and using already traditional
material, His vitality is reflected in the beauty of his
performance. His story, speaking of his dilemma, a dilemma
that springs both from his being a southern Negro and a
modern secular man, is a colorful, lyrical piece of "verbal
music,”

The first and perhaps the most striking thing to
note about Trueblood's story is its sense of beauty and
richness, This impoverished, brutally treated southern
Peasant possesses an imagination so sensitive to beauty and
a story-telling capacity so poetic that certain passages
sing with lyricism,

Such a passage--perhaps the single most lyrical and
colorful one in the entire book--is Trueblood's memory of a
youthful love affair. Its setting is the tragi-comic, am-
biguous and incest-fraught situation of lying beside his
beautiful daughter on a cold night. The Mobile memory is
called up by Matty Lou's soft breathing and word "Daddy,"

a typical blues word whose usage for both father and lover
intones the incest theme,

The passage immediately preceding the memory of love
past is even fuller of music., As Matty Lou says "Daddy,"

Trueblood seems to hear a whippoorwill calling, and is not
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sure whether he had heard Matty Lou--it seemed like a whip-
poorwill was calling: the impression is that of interior
music as a composer hears it in his mind. Trueblood's mu-
sical imagination is introduced.

His natural image and gently, sadly humorous folk
rhyming intone the "poor Robin" theme--that of the sacri-
ficial victim upon whose back are unloaded the sufferings
of others--in "whippoorwill" personified and punished.ls
The sound of the passage is wistful and lulling,

The natural bird image is followed by the contrast-
ing mechanical clock image, What Trueblood definitely heard
was "the school clock strikin' four times, lonesome 1ike."16
The clock music imparts a lonely, doomful mood and intro-
duces the connection between clock-sound and being ostra-
cized. The sound of the clock is ominous, striking four
times--evoking the dong-dong-dong-dooong motif of the first
movement of Beethoven's Fifth; thls is the electroshock
music linked to the themes of pain and violence leading to
freedon through identity. The passage works in terms of
contrasting images, sounds and moods: bird-clock, natural-
mechanical; imagined-heard or inner-outer musicj; humour-
doom., The result is an ambiguous passage and mood,

In this mood Trueblood remembers his "Mobile" days--
young, virile, unmarried, The following two paragraphs are
what Oliver terms "flights of sexzual fantasy extending to

surreal associatiocns," "verbal music" conveying beautiful
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love-making by colorful imagery and musical metaphors,

This "verbal music" turns on one word, "Mobile,"
whose form "movin'" is the key word here and later when
Trueblood describes the pattern of his life. Movement is
musical movement, representing sexual desire, drive and
pleasure,

Trueblood is listening "to the sounds of the boats
movin' along.," He conveys the idea-emotion of this sound
by the quail metaphor:

Like when you quail huntin' and it's

getting dark and you can hear the

boss bird whistlin' tryin' to get

the covey together again, and he's

coming toward you slow and whistlin!

soft, cause he knows you somewhere

around with your gun., Still he got

to round them up, so he keeps on

conin', Them boss quails is like a

good man, what he got to do he do. 17
Trueblood is both hunter and hunted but as the feeling and
the last sentence reveal, he identifies with the bird, and
the birdman image is concrete. This identification fits, for
- he "had been well-liked as a hard worker who took good care
of his family's needs, and as one who told the old stories
with a sense of humor and a magic that made them come alive,"18
Trueblood's character and bardic talent, put into prosaie
words by Invisible Man, are embedded in the vivid verbal
music of the quail metaphor. The dominant mood of this

music is imparted by the bird's soft whistling, a sound that
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springs from his awareness of the hunter coupled with his
determination to protect his family. Responsibility, de-
termination and a sense of fatality are in this soft call
that combines strength, lyricism and the idea of acceptance.
Irueblood's definition of the good man contains three ideas:
action, inevitability and acceptance.

The sound of the riverboats then blossoms into the
colorful metaphors of desire fulfilled and desire waning.
Desire increases as "first one would be comin' to you when
you almost sleep and it sounds like somebody hittin' at you
slow with a big shiny pick.”19 Tools are common phallic
symbols in the blues;2O Ellison uses the movements of tools
repeatedly and in variatiods in this story., Here the move-~
ment of the pick plays on the feelings of inevitability,
carried on from the quail metaphor,

The increase of the sexual drive and motion is in
the repeated "comin' close," '"comin' straight at you,"
"comin' slow too;" the feeling is conveyed by a musical
metaphor again: "only when it goes to hit you it ain't no
pick a'tall but somebody far away breakin' little bottles
of all kindsa colored glass."21 The sound is like a tink-
ling piano, guitar or mandolin, very rich because of the
visual image which introduces richness of color and the
meaning of "colored." This meaning is important in the
story's and the novel's overall color symbclism, "Colored"

as all kinds of color is not only the color of Trueblood's
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imagination and nature, but also that of Emerson's repressed
and sick sexuality in the tropical bird aviary image,

another musical metaphor:

a large bird began a song, drawing
my eyes to the throbbing of its
bright blue, red and yellow throat.
It was startling and I watched the
surge and flutter of the birds as
their colors flared for an instant
like an unfurled oriental fan,"

The idea is that man's essential nature is sexual and colored,
Emerson's hidden and perverted, Trueblood's open and healthy,
Still another variation is Mary Rambo--"rainbow"--the personi-

fication of hope, with the very black Tod Clifton, "our hope

1]

of the future,” as its ironic counterpart. Fimally,

refers to Ellison's politics and idea of diversity: "America
is woven of many strands."22

The colored music keeps moviag, for the sounds of the
boats is "still comin' at you though. Still comin'." Then
Trueblood hears it close up in the climactic watermelon

metaphor:

Then you hear it close up, like when
you up in the second story window and
look down on a wagonful of watermelous,
and you see one of them young juicy
melons split wide open a-layin' all
spread out and cool and sweet on top of
all the striped green ones like it's
just waitin' for you, so you can see
how red and ripe and juley it is and
all the shiny black seeds it's got and
all, 23
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The young and juicy, sweet and cool, red and ripe water-
melon is the poetic image of sex fulfilled.

This image goes back to the source of the blues.
The watermelon as sexual image is older than the blues;
it comes from the sales cries of southern vendors who too
alluded to sex in their sales talk, Harriette Kershaw
Leiding, in her patronizing yet musically perceptive story
"Street Cries Of An 01ld Southern City," calls the huck-
sters' cries "familiar music" and describes them as one

would the blues:

All the folksongs have a queer minor
catch in them and even the street
cries have an echo of sadness in
their closing cadence...[Yet_Jall is
not sadness, for here and there a
quaint bit of human nature or glint
of humor shows...even in the Street
cry parlance, 'The Sex' holds its
wonted superiority and you will find
that 'She Crabs', (the better food)
called through the nose of the vendor
'She Craib, She Craib,' bring more
money than just ordinary male or Raw
Crabs.

She quotes an o0ld watermelon vendor's song as well:

Load my Gun

Wid Sweet Sugar Plum
An Shoot dem nung gal
One by one

Barder 1lingo
Water-unillon. 24

Sexual allusions and imagery are in this '"Watermelon Vendor's

Cry" too:
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Watermelon! Watermelon! Red to the rind,

If you don't believe me jest pull down your blind!
I sell to the rich,

I sell to the po';

I'm gonna sell the lady

Standin' in that do'.

Watermelon, Lady!

Come and git your nice red watermelon, Lady!

Red to the rind, Lady!

Come on, lLady, and get 'em!

Gotta make the picnic fo' two o'clock

No flat tires today.

Come on, Lady! '

I got water with the melon, red to the rind!

If you don't believe it jest pull down your blind.
You eat the watermelon and preee-serve the rind! 25

Ellison uses this material as the blues would: the imagery
is traditional, from the persona's--here Trueblood's--ex-
perience and is arranged to express his feelings.
Fulfillment, too, is conveyed by a musical metaphor:

And you could hear the sidewheels

splashin' like they don't want to

wake nobody up, and us, me and the

gal, would lay there feelin' like

we was rich folks and them boys on

the boats wculd be playin' sweet

as good peach brandy wine., 26
Again, the sound of the boats is the music, now as a lullaby.
The lovers's feeling resembles, due to the music-played-on-a-
riverboat imagery, those of an Anthony and Cleopatra but the
lapguage is that of the blues and of Negro folklore; "sweet
as good peach brandy wine" is Ellison's condensation of ex-
pressions like "keen and peachy," "fine and mellow," '"sweet

sugar plum,” all from the blues, folklore and Negro American

life 27
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The waning of desire and the accompanying emotion
continue in terms of musical and visual movement: "Then the
boats would be past and the lights would be gone from the
window and the music would be goia' too." Rhythm and mean-
ing are conveyed by the thrice-repeated phrase pattern
"would be past," "would be gone," "would be goin'." True-
blood's feeling is shown also through his sunset metaphor:

Kinda like when you watch a gal in

a red dress and a wide straw hat

goin' past you down a lane with the

trees on both sides, and she's plump

and juicy and kinda switchin' her

tall 'cause she knows you watchin!

and you kpow she know, and you just

stands there and watches 'til you

can't see nothin' but the top of her

red hat and then that goes and you

know she done dropped behind a hill--

I seen me a gal like that once. 28
Again, Ellison is within blues tradition but is using its
imagery for his own purposes. In a song where the singer
comnlains about the unceasing sexual demands of his woman,
she "got somethin' just like the risin' sun, you can't never
tell when that work is done."29 But Trueblcod's work is
done and the pleasurable feeling is in the visual "tail
switchin'" movements of the metaphor, a wordless courting
dance between him and the gal who, like the watermelon, is
plump, julcy and red. Thils metaphor shows Ellison's use of

imagery: "the boats would be past" and "a gal in a red dress

and a wide straw hat goin' past you'"--boats, watermelon and
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young gal are all the same, finally culminating in the set-
ting sun image, "'til you can't see nothin' but the top of
her red hat and then that goes and you know she done dropped
behind a hill."

The connecting color is red., Red here is the color
of sexual love as something beautiful and fulfilling beyond
words, both love as fulfilled pleasure and love as longing
in wordless flirtation, with sexual desire as the inner
music by which girl and boy communicate, to which they dance.

The red sun image emerges from Trueblood's memory as
the image of the desirable, innocent but physical sexuality
of the Negro girl. This use of red for female sexuality is
both traditional and paradoxical. In blues that sing of un-
pleasant love and lovers (often using the phrase "tight like
that") there is the image of the little red hen.>°

"Tight like that" appears in Trueblood's story re-
phrased to "tight spot" as the image of his incestuous
situation and, in another variation, in the image of his
life's pattern. While red represents good love in water-
melon, red-dressed girl and setting sun, in the overall
sexual theme it is also the color of suffering. Thus red
emerges as the color of passion--love and suffering--with
man's essential sexual nature causing both.,

Han's original sin in Invisible Man and in Ellison's

thought in general is not sex but pride, perscnified by

Bliss Protheus Rinehart who has only rind but no red heart,
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or identity and love. In his as yet unpublished novel where
the figure of Rinehart returns, Ellison expresses this idea

clearly:

And when they ask me, 'Where shall
man look for God, the Father?' I

say, let him who seeks look into

his own bed. I say let him look

into his own heart. I say, let him
search his own loins. And I say

that each man's bed-mate is likely

to be a mary even though she be a
magdalene., That's another form of
the mystery, Bliss, and it chal-
lenges our ability to think. There's
always a mystery of the one in the
many and the many in the one, the you
in them and the them in you--Ha! And
i1t mocks your pride...Yes, Bliss, but
it's always present and it's a rebuke
to the universe of man's terrible
pride and it's the shape and sub-
stance of all human truth...31

Dressed in the preacher's rhetoric, "the mystery of the one
in the many and the many in the one'" refers to the human and
political concept of diversity, stemming from the American
motto "De pluribus unum," Ellison uses it to insist on
diversity, democracy and freedom as opposed to conformity,
tyranny and oppression.

Trueblood's comment at the end of the setting sun
metaphor is typical of his attitude and of the blues: "I
seen me a gal like that once" is his matter-of-fact summary;
he remembers the beauty, conveys the longing but expresses
neither complaint nor disappointment,

The Mobile memory ends as it had begun, with the
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sound of a girl's breathing and calling Trueblood "Daddy,"
only this time it is "Mobile gal Margaret" who addresses
him, These sounds play partly on alliteration in Mobile,
Margaret and Matty Lou, and pértly on the ambiguous word
"Daddy," providing the link betwéen the beautiful past and
the frightful present.

Trueblood's nightmarish dream is another link., It
is also the necessary counterpart of his beautiful memories,
for it 1is his hell, in feeling and in imagery. It is a hell
from which he will wake into another hell or testing. From
this he will emerge wounded but at peace, providing Invi-
sible Man with a lesson.

Trueblood's dream, too, 1is tilled with music, but
this music is not lyrical; it is Jarring and discordant.
Its analysis, done as was the Mobile memory, leads to the
following summary of extra-musical ideas, themes and lines
of symbolism,

The use of a dream has several valid reascns, One
1s the connection between the blues and Trueblood's story.
Among blues on sexual themes there is a subgroup dealing
with perverse or unusual aspects of sex, These songs,
whose attraction lies in the uncomfortable suggestiveness
of their 1lyriecs, employ symbolism and censor their content
as dreams do, "Kitchen Man," about a potent black man who
acts as a stud for a wealthy woman, is such a blues. Its

imagery and atmosphere resemble those of Trueblood's dark
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cottage and dream.32 Ellison combines the way dreams and
the way suggestive blues deal with taboo subjects to convey
Trueblood's feelings about the taboos of his society.,
Another reason Ellison uses a dream is his own view
of the role dreams play in the creative process. In 1956,
when southern Congressmen drew up a manifesto against the
Supreme Court, he tried to write an essay on events in the
United States. Instead of an essay he wrote a "dream;" this
is how he explained the form of "Tell It Like It Is, Baby:"
For a writer who depends upon the
imagination for his insights and
his judgments, perhaps this is
usually the way. Current events
and events from the past, both
personal and historical, ever
collide within his interior life--
either to be jumbled in the chaos
of dream, or brought to ordered
significance through the forms of
his art. 33
Trueblood's dream has, of course, been ordered by
Ellison. It contains white and black color symbolism, the
racist taboo and a satire on the American dream of freedom,
Ellison's ingenious satire consists of making True-
blood experience a nightmare of interracial sex while he is
getting into the incest situation. Through the feeling and
the time element the racist soclal taboo is equated with
the universal human taboo. This equation seems to say that

according to the values of a racist society interracial sex

is the same as incest. This society allows the man caught
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in either of these "sinful" acts the choice between two
evils: like Trueblood, to be seen by his wife, which is

"worse than sin" because she is the image of merciless re-

tribution, or to castrate, i.e. dehumanize himself, which

is "too much to keep from sinnin'."3h This choice puts the
onus partly on the individual--will he cut off that which
defines him as human or not?--and partly on society--will

it go beyond the racist taboo toward higher values? In the
scheme of Invisible Man, Ellison's choice is obvious: the
hero as bluesman-nrophet emerges pained but whole like True-
blood, while society stands indicted.

The color symbolism is significant too. In contrast
to the many-colored nature of the Mobile memory, the color
rhytaom of the dream is white and black; the white part rep-
resents Trueblood's emotional experience of being a "kitchen
man," the black that of committing incest.

The white-and-black color combination is a symbol of
confusion and of corrupt power, represented by the scuthern
white man's slave owner's attitude, by Mr., Norton's and Dr,
Bledsoe's combined power and vision of the Negro's "freedom,"
and by their ideal creation, lucius Brockway.

The white and black parts of the dream are connected
by Trueblood's nightmarish feeling of "I knows it's wrong but
I can't help it."35 Sex here is felt as ghostly, dangerous
temptation and compulsion that will be punished.

The music that accompanies the dream 1is the silence
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of sound, i.e. the music of alienation, showing that this
sense of life and self springs from the experience of slavery
and oppression. Ellison's idea put explicitly is that to
achieve the right kind of "black awareness,! the awareness of
where one fits into the total American scheme, i1s the pre-
requisite of a healthy group pride; this in turn can only be
achieved by knowing the traditions going all the way back.36
And this means the South and 1ts oppression.

The sense of nightmare is conveyed through the pattern
of opposites that works throughout the dream: white against
black in the dream's large rhythm; in seeing the lady scream
against not hearing her ("the silence of sound;") in the
sensation of rflying over town while belng in thne tunnel; in
hot against cold.

The black and white pattern is also the imaginative
expression of Ellison's idea that "the white American's
Manichean fascination with the symbolism of blackness and
whiteness" is but the symptom of the gap between his ideals
and his practice.37 To see man and life in terms of black
and white is incorrect too, for man is a "sensitively
focused process of opposites, of good and evil, of instinct
and intellect, of passion and Spirituality,"38 and the world
is "concrete, ornery, vile and sublimely wonderful."39 To
see things as either good or bad, non-guilty or guilty is
equivalent with blindness,

Trueblcod's story next ecstablishes Ellison's image
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of the seer and of insight. Ellison's visionary perceives
with his senses but above all gees. Trueblood is not blind,

Invisible Mag the spiritually corrupt men--Barbee, Jack, Ras,

and Rinehart-~are blind or have contorted vision. This sym-
bolism follows Biblical tradition where the prophet is not
blind, in comntrast to the artificiality of the Greek blind
seer convention,

While Ellison's visionary is not blind, his know-
ledge is inner knowledge or literally in-sight. Trueblood
1s established as vislonary through the wonderfully concrete
windbreak simile: "It made me seem go way back a distance in
my head, behind my eyes like I was standin' behind a wind-
break durin' a storm. I looks out and sees..."'C The #Id
here 1s not in the eyes but behind them, The image that
shows Trueblood's eyes as protective screen springs from
Negro experience; the oppressed black man had to hide his
feelings, FElijah Green in Vgices from Slaverv says it this
way: "One song I used to sing when Master went away, but I
wouldn't be so fool as to let him hear mej;" his song was
about freedom.hl Trueblood the visilonary is within that
tradition that has been "a glggigllng...teaching its own
insights into the human condition, its own strategies of
survival,"

Elijah Green's and Jim Trueblood's tradition co-

incides also with the concept of inner power represented

by High John de Conquer, This mythological figure of
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Negro folklore embodied once the tough and hopeful spirit
of the Negro slaves. High John de Conquer wins on the in-
side. His power consists of love and laughter that helps
the weak and helpless, give hope to the hopeless when their
lot is the cruellest. He 1s announced by his sign and sing-
ing symbol: his laugh and his non-military drumbeat, an
inner sound and rhythm like a heartbeat, To the white op-
pressor High John de Conquer appears in Brer Rabbit's dis-
guise, but his people know his true identity.'t?

High John de Conquer's spirit has apparently not
vanished with the institution of slavery. His power belongs
to Ellison's visionary, to the blues and to all men who re-
spond to disaster with paradoxical laughter and music. ZThe
blues traditinn, envisaged as a disclpline teaching its own
insight and survival techniques, extends thus, as Ellison
wrote to Howe, to any human life that endures despite brutal
and tragic conditilons.

Trueblood's pathos and triumph are told in terms of
sound too. Divine music--thunder as the sound of divine
wrath--is silent; only the music of birds is heard under the
sun, The wounded Trueblood appears as stark and horrible as
Oedipus after his pathos, frightened because a bolt of
lightening does not strike him and he realizes that he shall
have to resolve his conflict on his own.

He resolves it without exile, right at home, and his

resolution shows his triumph. Pray he cannot and thinking
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does not help. He fasts and wakes as any good prophet in
the desert, Finally, he starts to sing, although "I don't
mean to, I didn't think about it, just start singin',"™3
This is not an intellectual process but the result of suf-
fering and feeling.

Trueblood begins with a church song and ends up
singing new blues. This is the metaphof for Ellison's idea
fhat the blues are secular existentialism, for as Trueblood
creates blues, he learns who he is and accepts what he is,

His act of self-definition occurs in the imaginative
artist's mode: out of feeling at first, but then involving
the mind:

ees While I'm singin' them blues I

makes up my mind that I ain't no-

body but myself and ain't nothin'

I can do but let whatever is gonna

happen, happen. I made up my mind

that I was goin' back home and face

Kate; yeah, and face Matty Lou too. Wk
In Trueblood, who thus definesvand accepts himself and his
lot, Ellison has created the archetypal bluesman: the man
who responds to personal disaster by partaking in the de-
termination of his self and his life and who expresses his
triumph by creating music.

One quality that allows Trueblood to respond without
bitterness and self-pity 1s his High John de Conquer-like

laughter. It appears in the story as his ironic awareness

and as a laugh in the midst of suffering.
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The best example of this unexpected laughter is
Trueblood's description of the ax that threatens to kill
him: "It's fallin' fast as flops from a six-foot ox;" this
humor interrupts a pathetic scene and shows Trueblood's
ability to laugh at his own pain. The simile itself is
ironical; there is a contradiction between music and mean-
ing: the sound of the sentence 1is sharp while the sound of
ox flops falling is dull, The simile shows Trueblood's
sense as ironical and paradoxical, dead-serious and
humorous.

Another example of Trueblood's humour is his aside:
("She musta learned them words from the preacher,') when
Kate is telling him that both she and Matiy Iou are preg-
nant. She words this news as "VWhen yo black 'bomination
is birthed to bawl yo wicked sin befo the eyes of Godt“hs
Trueblood is right, for this kind of rhetoric is the
preacher's, not Kate's. In her mouth the speech 1is ridi-
culous and Trueblood sees and hears the incongruity im the
midst of his pathos. His awareness is attuned to the
ironies and paradoxes of man and life; in thils respect, too,
his story resembles the blues whose language is rich in
;‘Lrony.l*6

Vivid images are characteristic of good blues too,
and Trueblood's story is full of them. As he waits for the

ax to fall, he conveys his sense of eternity: "ten million

back-breakin' years, it seems to me like I waits."h7 "Back~
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breakin'" is a highly fitting and connotative phrase., It
comes from hils farmer's and laborer's experience; it re-
minds one of work, whippings and intercourse; it is within
the experience of all poor laborers but is especially mean-
ingful for the slave-state Negro., Trueblood's hell is here on
earth as was that of his ancestors., Trueblood's simile sums
up this suffering with the characteristic succinctness and
relevance of the blues, The almost one-page long imagery
of hell and eternity in the sermon of Joyce's Portrait of The
Artist plays on a similar theme: eternal hell as the result
of mortal sin. Trueblood's concise image shows how expres-
sive the language of Negro folklore is and how well Ellison
uses it. Joyce's Jesuit, with his abstract and long image
of eternal damnation represents the absolutist's otherwordly
and intolerant vision, while Trueblood stands for the
humanist's down-to-earth, tolerant vision,
Another vivid and thematic image comes when the ax

had wounded Trueblood;

I'm layin' there on the floor, but

inside me I'm runnin' round in

circles like a dog with his back

broke, and back ianto that numbness

with my tail tucked between my legs. 48
It expresses his agony in an earthy image from farm 1life,
playing on the broken back phrase reinforced with the sexual
imagery in "with my tail tucked between my legs," referring
to his being whipped sexually, i.e., humanly because of
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guilty shame and fear. This image establishes one meaning
of "running" as the metaphor for inner conflict: Invisible

Man, too, runs within himself "blindly, boiling with out-
49

rage, despair and harsh laughter."
Irueblood thoughtfully defines the pattern of his

life in this thematic image: "I flew in but I had to walk

1150

out, He is, in other words, a man who acts on impulse

and gets into trouble. Invisible Man is like this too (he
is basically no intellectual but feeler) and his impulsive
actions shape the drama of the novel,

Finally, Trueblood intones the theme of identity
and conveys the meaning of the phrase "I was lost" in this

metaphor:

I guess I felt then, at that time--
and although I been sorry since--
Just 'bout like that fellow did down
in Birmingham, That one what locked
hisself in his house and shot at them
police until they set fire to the
house and burned him up, I was lost.
The more wringlin' and twistin' we
done tryin' to git away, the more we
vanted to stay. So like that fellow,
I stayed, I had to fight it out to
the end. He mighta died, but I sus-
pects now that he got a heapa satis-
faction before he went, 51

In his incest situation, Trueblood experiences the "Samson=-
eyeless-in-Gaza" feeling; Ellison writes about Invisible

Man, his grandfather and their spirit:
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Samson, eyeless in Gaza, pulls the
building down when his strength re-
turns; politically weak, the grand-
father has learned that conformity
leads to a similar end, and so ad-
vises his children.,.Here, too 1is a
rejection of a current code and a
denial become metaphysical, 52

"I was lost" means Samson's despair, hate and violence,
willing to destroy himself with the enemy.

Samson's self-destructive and sacrificial violence
belongs to the hipster; both Trueblood and Invisible Man

experience it but reject it in favor of the bluesman's

disciplined way of fighting for freedom,



CHAPTER II

Hipster

Ellison's essays clearly explain what values and at-
titudes the blues represent; about the hipster and sacrifi-
cial heroes he has written and spoken only indirectly., Yet
they appear in his thought and in Invisible Man, represent-
ing a tradition as old as that of the blues but lacking its
discipline, tough tragi-comic spirit and clown's grace.

The hipster's figure celebrates the sacrificial heroes of
Negro American history: those who have been physically or
spiritually destroyed by social injustice and white suprem-
acy53 and who did not achieve Ellison's ideal of resistance
to provocation, coolness under pressure, a sense of timing
and a tenacious hold on the ideal of ultimate freedom.sh

Ellison thinks that it is a southern upbringing
that helps the black man to develop this needed toughness.
Living within the brutal social order of the South teaches
him those survival techniques Faulkner had called "endur-
ance" and Ellison calls "an ease of movement within ex-
plosive situations which makes Hemingway's definition of

w35

courage, 'grace under pressure', appear mere swagger.

112
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Negroes born in the North or, like Tod Clifton, alienated
or ignorant of their southern folk traditions, reject the
clown's grace celebrated by tales of Negro experience, by
folklore?® and by the bluesmen in Invisible Man. Instead,
they move with the hipster's desperate grace,

Andrew Geller asked Ellison whether his term "pas-
sing for white" coincided with Mailer's hipsterism.,
(Ellison's "passing for white" corresponds to what here is
referred to as ethnic alienation. It is a form of reject-
ing one's own background in order to become that of some
prestige group or try to imitate the group which has pres-
tige at a particular moment). Ellison answered that, al-
though Maller does not understand this, the hipsiter does
not simply live in the presenﬁ, but

is living a very stylized 1ife which
implies a background because it takes
a good while, a lot of living to
stylize a pattern of conduct and an
attitude. This goes back very deep
into certain levels of Negro life. 97

The sense of self and life symbolized by the hip-
ster's style belongs to those Negro Americans who cannot
consciously accept what Ellison calls

the harsh re=alities of the human
condition, [ofdthe ambiguities
and the hypocrisies of human his-

tory as they have played them-
selves out in the United States., 58
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Impatient, idealistic freedom fighters like these have
existed among the slaves, are celebrated by folklore in the
figure of John Henry and are numerous among contemporary
black artists and musicilans,

Both John Henry and Charlie Parker are sacrificial
herces in Ellison's view, The ballad hero is mentioned but
briefly: he dies to affirm something about human life.59
Parker is analysed in depth in Ellison's article "On Bird,
Bird-Watching and Jazz."6o

Parker was a sacrificial hero, "poor robin come to
New York and here to be sacrificed to the need for enter-
talnment and for the creation of a new jazz style." He was
the victim of his own character too: a talented but con-
flict-torn young man, essentially devoid of a human center
whose only integrating trait was his art; a jazzman who
considered Louis Armstrong an Uncle Tom and like many
younger jazzmen tried to escape the entertainer's comic role.
He did not succeed, though, but became something far more
"orimitive" thah the professional clown; he became a conflict-
torn

sacrificial figure whose struggles
against personal chaos, on stage
and off, served as entertainment
for a ravenous, sensation-starved,
culturally disoriented public which

had but the slightest noticn of 1its
real significance. 62

dis public consisted of white beatniks. For them,
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Parker became the "supreme hipster.”

Invisible Man contains symbolic figures who are, due
to their image, their characters and the language that des-
cribes them, hipsters. They do not coincide with the beat-
niks' or Mailer's concept of the hipster, but throw light on
the tragically alienated urban Negro's character and sensi-
bility. These figures are, in an increasingly stylized
fashion, Clifton, the three boys in zoot suits and Clifton's
doll., All are alike in appearance and motions, but it is
the three boys who best show the hipster's facetious and
morbidly depressed attitude. They are the adolescent ver-
sions of Harlem men and women whose feeling of "being no-
wiere,” a psychological condition, springs partly from a
sick social order and partly from their own ethnic alien-
ation. The zoot-suiters are the stylized images of the
hipster whose survival depends upon the recognition and
ability to control his inner chaos. Clifton is the tragic
hipster who dies at the symbolic age of twenty=-one because
he fails to achieve the needed discipline which in his
soclal reality is equivalent to coming-of-age,

Clifton, like Charlie Parker, is essentially devoid
of a human center with the important exception of his in-
tegrating trait, his impatient and angry desire to lead his
people to freedom, This desire differentiates between him

and Rinehart, who is completely devold of a human center.

Still, within the context of Invisible Man and of Ellisoun's
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thought, Clifton is a minor hero, even the anti-hero, since
he lacks High John de Conquer's spirit and laﬁghter, the
hero's, the grandfather's, Trueblood's and Louis Armstrong's
tragi-comic attitude and fluld clown-~like respounse, and the
bluesman's ability to pass through and emerge strong and
self-assured on the other side of pain. In the novel and
for Ellison's hero, Tod Clifton, the hipster represents an
alter ego, an immature and dangerous phase that must die
before the bluesman's mature identity can bé reached,

In Invisible Man, Ellison draws on many forms of
Negro American folk expression, Trueblood's story is a
verbal blues. The hero's oration at Tod Clifton's funeral
is, with its affinities to the spirit, themes, language and
rhythm of the Negro ballad, the fictional image of this
minor but beautiful branch of Negro folk musiec,

Hyman regards the Negro ballads as the only genuine
ones created in America, for only they are tragic poetry
like the old English and Scottish ballads.63

Negro ballads differ from the blues not only because
of their tragic sensibility. Unlike the blues, the ballad
is a dramatic narrative about the fate of a hero (or heroes)
other than the singer. The hero may be "heroic" i.e. a man
of outstanding qualities and fighting against superhuman
odds like John Henry. In this case he triumphs even in his
pathos, He triumphs but pays too, as Hyman writes, either

"immediately with Samson or later with Prometheus.”éh
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Ellison's tragic hero Clifton is a Samson-figure who pays
immediately, at the moment of his triumph ove; alienation
and inner chaos.

The ballad hero may also be the passive victim of
injustice like Poor Lazarus, the victim of character and
circumstance like Frankie Baker and Dupree, or clearly a
"bad man" like Stackalee,

The themes of Negro ballads are within the universal
ballad tradition: heroic struggle, love, betrayal, violence,
death, Certain ballads, like "Poor Lazarus" and "John Henry,"
contain a note of protest, Others, like "Sinking of The
Titanic" and "Roosevelt And Hitler," lend themselves to the
celebration of legendary or natlonal and political figures
and events,

The emotional responses are mourning, sadness and a
sense of injustice or even vengeful joy, mixed with didac-
ticism as in one version of "Stackalee," "Frankie Baker" and
"Sinking of The Titanic," or with admiration and pride as in
"John Henry." Humour is, of course, lacking in the tragic
ballad.65

Points of similarity between the blues and the ballad
are that both belong to a tradition and both are rigidly
formal., While there is no set ballad structure, while stanza
form and line length vary not only from ballad to ballad but
sometimes within one ballad, the lyrics are regular in terms

of their tune566 in order to express the singer's attitude
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and feeling.

The singer's style and performance are as important
for the success of the ballad as for that of the blues.
Sincerity and a dramatic sense that appears in the musical
rendering of the lyrics are required. Ellison in his ar-
ticle on Jimmy Rushing praises this singer's ability as
ballad singer; Rushing sang these songs with sincerity and
dramatic feeling.67 Rushing's style is also marked by the
clarity of his pronounciation, a trait that is present in
Invisible Man's funeral oration, too, linked to the chant-
like quality of his language.

The archetypal Negro American ballad is "John Henry."
It exhibits the function of the ballad: 1it, too, 1is ritualis-
tic, Ballad-singing was originally a community ritualj
Negro ballad-singing, where the singer tells of the adven-
tures of a hero, whom the audience can admire or can in
some way identify with, 1s still a ritual, It 1s a unifying
group experience through the celebration of a well-known and
meaningful figure or event. Clifton's funeral clearly shovs
this function of the ballad.

Ballads resemble the blues in so far as they, too,
"tell us who and where we are;" they, too, further self-
definition and affirm values. But while the blues are self-
definitive im a personal way, ballads help the singer and his
audience to relate to their group and history and to the

values gained from the group's experiences. Ballads are
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music and poetry that link the individual to his tradition,

Tod Clifton's ballad proper consists of Invisible
Man's funeral oration. Clifton's character and role in the
novel are, however, important enough to warrant the analysis
of additional passages that contain verbal music. Such
passages are the one that introduces him, his song, his
death scene and Invisible Man's subway ride and walk in
Harlem after Clifton's death.

Invisible Man becomes Clifton's historian and ballad
singer because only he is qualified to reander Clifton's
tragic experience truthfully, He is qualified because in
the narrative he is made to watch the most dramatic events
of Clifton's life from a distance and can thus record them
clearly. But he is also sufficiently close to Clifton's
inner experience to identify with him; he is as "jam-full
of contradictions"68 as his friend. He describes his own
confused and desperate hipster's state of mind in the
following metaphor of dissonance:

If only all the contradictory voiceés
shouting in my head would calm down
and sing a song in unison, whatever
it was I wouldn't care as long as
they sang without dissonance; yes,
and avoided the uncertain extremes
of the scale. 69
He achieves the wished-for integration in the end. Clifton,

who reacts with non-bluesman-like despair, hatred and vio-

lence to his personal disaster, dies.
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His character and fate are established as soon as he
is introduced., The long paragraph that portrays him on his
entrance into the novel shows him as a John Henry-like sac-
rificial figure and reveals how deeply rooted in the Ameri-
can past Clifton is; it also intones his musical themes of
passion and violence,

| John Henry, a physically powerful man, adored by
women, becomes the victim of his ambitions and of the steam
drill, the machine he fights. Clifton, tall and muscular,
is greeted by the pleasurable sight of a woman and is marked
as a sacrificial victim by the wound received in the fight
agalnst Ras.

Clifton has no name here--he is a symbolic figure.
His features or identity are shown as American, southern
and originating in the social relationships between blacks
and whites as this relationship has been determined by
slavery, Clifton is the symbolic native son as sacrificial
hero whose identity is intimately linked with American his-
tory: he represents those Negroes whose characters and lives
are indelibly stamped with the tragic consequences of
oppression.

It is the main musical metaphor of the passage that
establishes Clifton's identity in terms of violence:

he possessed the chiseled, black-
marble features sometimes found on

statues in northern museums and
alive in southern towns in which
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the white offspring of house
children and the black off-
spring of yard children bear
names, features and character
traits as identical as the
rifling of bullets fired from
a common barrel. 70.
Clifton's music is the sound of rifling, bullets and guns.
The first part of his violent character is his name.
The identical names of the masters' and the slaves' off-
spring refer to slavery practices and their consequences.
In Clifton's case the consequences are tragic in terms of
identity, for he is the Negro who cannot accept his name,
In "Hidden Name And Complex Fate" Ellison discusses
the siganificance of names. A person places himself in the
world by identifying with bis given name. It must become
his strength and the symbol of the values and traditions .
that are handed down to him by his past.71
Ellison fully understands the reaction of those who
reject their “"white" names, but regards it as weakness.
Keeplng one's given name and making something of it is the
sign of the bluesman's strength. It is the spiritual
triumph of those '"who rallied, reassembled and transformed
themselves and who under dismembering pressures refused to

die." This phrase is like the nutshell that contains the
dramatic structure of Invisible Man; Invisible Man 1s the

hero who rallies, reassembles, transforms and under "dis-

membering pressures” (symbolized by castration and inner
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disintegration) refuses to die. He emerges as one of
Ellison's heroes who feels neither easy forgiveness nor
fawning insensibility toward the white man's sins, yet af-
firms the common identity and cultural heritage of all
Americans by seeing himself as Ellison's heroes do, "as
bearers of many of the qualities which were admirable in the
original sources of theilr common line,"72 Clifton, on the
other hand, affirms only his hatred toward the white man and
himself, toward his heritage and his past. His tragedy is
not so much the social fact of inequality as his failure to
see himself as a bearer of something valuable and thus as a
being of value, Tod Clifton, the herolc freedom fighter who
renames himself as Sambo, is Ellison'‘s anti-hero.

Clifton's very black features repeat the theme of
the white master-father (introduced in the Prologue) who de-
nies his black sons the freedom promised by the fathers of
America, With this theme Ellison again points to the gap
between ideals and reality, and to its tragic consequences.
Clifton's fathering in terms of violence refers to the
slavery practice of fatheriﬁg and then not acknowledging
children bora of slave women.73 This is what Baldwin called

the savage paradox of the American
Negro's situation...not simply the
relationship of oppressed to
oppressor, of master to slave.,.
motivated merely by hatred; it is
also, literally and morally, a

blood relationship, perhaps the
most profound reality of the
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American experience, and we cannot

begin to unlock it until we accept

how very much it contains of the

force and anguish and terror of love. 74

This blood and love-hate relationship is conveyed in
the slave narratives too, where John White articulates the
anguished and angry judgment of those slaves who were
fathered then sold by their masters: "When the child got old
enough for chore work the master would sell him--or her. No
difference was it his own flesh and blood-~if the price was
right1"75 In the Negroes whose fathers sold them and who
never recovered from their anger and sadness over their
father's betrayal, one sees the prototype of the hipster.
The hipster’s character traits form the third aspect

of Clifton's Afro-Anglo-Saxon features., The identical
character traits of the black and white native sons whose
music is the music of violence are Clifton's traits, His
stylized life and character spring from slavery and all ité
evil, dehumanizing aspects. He 1is one of the old spiritual
singer's bitter sons as the outraged freedom fighter who
fights on two fronts: on the outside against social injus-
tice, and on the inside against his inner conflicts. He
loses; placing his emphasis on the first of these two fronts,
he fails to rally, reassemble, transform and survive--to be-
come sirong on the inslde with a sense of self-respect. The
music of violence as it ccnveys the hipster's sense of 1life

is the music of the unresolved turbulence of the mind.
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Clifton's effect on women is the second sound in-
toned: his appearance elicits "the quick intake of a woman's
pleasurable sigh." This is the music of love as it refers
to Clifton. He is the attractive male and is repeatedly
shown as such. As he explains the cross of adhesive, there
is a '"gasp from one of the women who gazed at him with
shining, compassionate eyes."76 This music of love accom~
panies him too, adding to his conflicts: because of his
success with women, Ras calls him a traitor and he accepts
this verdict.’? The final, tragic manifestation of his
guilt feeling is hils sense of being nothing but a stud.

Clifton senses his inner weakness--his lack of self-
respect~-and knows hls tendency to violence in the form of
murder or madness.78 This tendency is his deepest inner re-
ality, and it springs from his obsession with injustice and
oppression,

His secret dream is to become the leader who will
move his people to freedom, He dreams of being as successful
as Garvey had been only his program is the Brotherhood's
"scientific plan" according to which he can "gather them [fhe
people of Harle@] in."79 Clifton is an elitist who "passes
for white" by accepting the organization's non-democratic
view of the people.

His elitism is symbolized by his name Clifton,
Clifton too 1is a bird-manj his emblem, though, is not a song

bird but the ezagie.
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Ellison uses the eagle explicitly in "Flying Home,"

a story that prefigures Invigible Man and whose hero, Todd,

prefigures both Invisible Man and Tod Clifton., He is an
alienated young Negro, who desperately wants to wear the Air
Force's eagle insignia, But a buzzard, the symbol of his
southern heritage, makes him lose control of'his plane, He
lands in the field of the southern peasant Jefferson, a
character much like the grandfather and Trueblood. Jefferson
flies, too, on the wings of hils imagination and laughter. He
can also move with ease in the explosive racial situation of
the story, Todd, the proud, impatient young man, cannot even
walk out; he is carried out by Jefferson, And as he lies
f'lat on the stretcher, he is symbclically joined to his
southern heritage by perceiving a buzzard golden against the
sun, Tod Clifton is the over-ideallstic, romantically lonely
and tormented eagle rigure who fails to achieve this integra-
tion.

Clifton's song expresses this failure too., It
springs from Clifton's realization of the Brotherhood's be-
trayal, His response to this personal disaster is biiterness
mixed with mockery, despair and self-hatred.

Ellison regards blues lyrics as poetry80 and makes
deliberate use of them in Invisible Man. Among the several
inserted poems, Clifton's song, composed by Ellison, serves
to convey Clifton's view of himself, of jazz and of the

Negro's role in American sociecty.
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The song is, due to its form, language and feeling,
in sharp contrast with Trueblood's blnes. 1It, too, is on a
sexual theme but its treatment of sex is leering, obscene
and insinuating. Among blues on sexual themes, it belongs
to the subgroup that deals with perverse or unusual sex
acts. Its opening line and repeated phrase "Shake him,
stretch him" as well as the line "Shake him, shake him, you
cannot break him" and "Sambo Boogie Woogie paper doll"
closely 1link it with a number of blues that parody jazz-
blues on love themes and with songs of professional enter-
tainers who use innuendo for effect.SI
Its structure, too, differentiates it from tradi-
iional biues lyries like itne following iuserted soung:
Don't come early in the morning
Neither in the heat of the day
But come in the sweet cool of the
Evening and wash my sins away...82
This song is a love lyric, with a regular eight-bar rhythm,
easy to sing. The voice that sings it is the blues singer's
throaty voice (typical for Ellison's blues singers) and the
feeling the ambiguous mixture of laughter and solemnity--
the characteristic blues attitude. The attitude toward sex
resembles Trueblood's.
Clifton's blues is not a romantic love lyric but
self-mockery and has no regular song beat. Clifton's voice
is insinuating and clipped, and the feeling behlnd it a

mixture of bitterness and mockery., There 1s no sense of
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continuity; content and language reveal Clifton's alienation,
his ignorance of the past and traditions and of the roots of
contemporary Negro American music and dance, for Clifton's
subject is Sambo "the twentieth century miracle." And sex is
seen as the defining but degrading characteristic of Clifton's
self-image in the shape of "Sambo Boogie Woogie paper doll."83
Both song and doll reflect the alienated and bitterly dis-
illusioned native son's sense of life and self,

In Sambo Clifton defines himself. One aspect of this
act is naming, Tod Clifton, who publicly exhibits his pain
and self-hatred, renames himself as Sambo and thus reveals
himself as one of those who do not achieve the spiritual
triumph that coming to terms with one's given name represeats.

With Sambo, Clifton also touches on the stereotype
whites carry in their minds. Invisible Man experiences being
seen as a stud in his affairs with the two white women.

Sybil, in whose sick fantasies the black man possesses theA
combined powers of Joe Louis and Paul Robeson, calls him
"Anonymous brute'n boo'ful buck" and she "Don't know his
name,"8h --she does not see his human identity. The bitter,
angry Clifton, who renames himself as Sambo, falls to see his
own beautiful humanity.

Through Sambo, Clifton exhibits his immaturity too.

He insinuates that the onlookers are emasculated, i.e., in-
ferior: "Take him to your girlfriend and she'’ll love you,

loove you&"gs This is sexual bragging, usual in his type of
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blues, but often regarded as an immature trait, as for example
in Louils Armstrong's performance of "Back O'Town Blues."86

Clifton's treatment of the stereotype extends also to
his view of the entertainer and then metaphorically to the
Negro's role in the total American scheme. His doll is on
one level the black entertainer's image, and Clifton asks:
"What makes him happy, what makes him dance?" As Invisible
Man later discovers, it is the black thread, the symbol of
Clifton's anger that makes him dance.87

Clifton's feeling and motivation resemble those of
Charlie Parker, Howling Wolf and other jazzmen who reject
the performing artist's role. This role, says Ellison, de-~
mands that the artist be an entertainer; its image is “the
grinning visage of the traditional delight-maker" and it has
nothing to do with the jazzman's identity as private indi-
vidual. Certain older jazzmen, like Louls Armstrong, under-
stand this division and thus keep, despite their comic acté,
their personal dignity. The younger jazzmen insist on being
artists instead of entertainers and play for white audiences
with calculated surliness and rudeness. And ironically,
their dignity is diminished, for the audience, treated thus
in the name of racial identity, comes to expect this manner
as part of the entertainment. A surly mien and rude manners

88 and the musicilans

become the younger jazzman's trademark,
who display them may become not only Charlie Parker-like

sacrificial victims of death but also of self-degradation.
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Oliver tells of Howling Wolf's performance in front
of a white audlence:

He did a savage show--putting the hand

microphone between his legs while mak-

ing masturbating motions; rolling on

the floor screaming; playing two harps

at the same time, one with his nose,

and sweating profusely. 89
This hostile and self-degrading act resembles that of Sambo
and Clifton. And both Howling Wolf's and Clifton's acts re-
veal their inability to come to terms with the entertainer's
role.

This failure stems from thelr more serious inability
to come to terms with their role and identity in Amervrican so-
clety., Clifton visualizes the relationship between himself
and the audience still as the slave-master relationship: "he
lives upon the sunshine of your lordly smile."90 Cliftdn's
self-mockery is linked to his failure to adjust to freedom;
he is the free and alienated offspring, who, like Invisible
Man, struggles with the problem of perceiving his own human-
ity and value; unlike Invisible Man, he is the traglc hero
who cannot solve this problem,

Certain lines of his song further reveal his in-
ability to see the treasure~-the High John de Conquer spirit--
behind the stereotype:

Look at that rumba, that suzy-q, he's Sambo-Boogile,

Sambo-Woogie, ycu don't have to feed him, he sleeps
collapsed, he'll kill your depression
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And your dispossession, he lives upon the sunshine of your
lordly smile
And only twenty-five cents, the brotherly two bits of a
dollar because he wants me to eat. 91
Sambo 1s comparable to Mary's coin-eating bank that offends
the alienated Invisible Man but is accepted by Mary, the
blueswoman.

The iron bank and the paper doll are both images of
the Negro entertainer and of Negro American identity. Out-
wardly the Brer Rabbit stereotype, Mary's grinning cast-iron
figure 1s the symbol of the clown who, together with his
entertainer's grin, exhibits his insistence on freedom.
Clifton's doll symbolizes the hipster's and the alienated
urban Negro's identity, the identity of those whom lnvisible
Man calls "birds of passage"92 and about whom Ellison writes
in "Harlem Is Nowhere.," FEllison's thesis there 1is that
"Harlem 1s the scene and symbol of the Negroes perpetual
alienation in the land of his birth,"93 By alienation he
means the feeling of "being nowhere," a feeling of having no
stable, recognized place in American soclety and an out-of-key
sense of the world and one's self,

This feeling 1s not only Clifton's but potentially
that of all urban Negroes who are alienated from their
southern heritage. The connection between them and Clifton
is made through Invisible Man's treatment of the three boys

in zoot suits, of the men and women of Harlem and of himself.

On the level of identity, boys, doll, Clifton and
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Invisible Man as hipster represent a transitional and dis-
crdered sense of the world and self that must be understood
or else the person will not survive in his hostile world;
this is what Ellison writes in "Harlem Is Nowhere"gh and
also in Invisible Man, where Tod Clifton who embodies thig
identity, dies.

Clifton's death is his second act of self-definition;
with it he joins the '"Many Thousand Gone." Invisible Man as
his historian witnesses the death scene and hears its music;

his mind records it as a nightmare:

I saw a flight of pigeons whirl out

of the trees and it all happened in

the swift interval of their circling.

very abruptly and in the uolise of ihe

traffic~--yet seeming to unfold in my

mind like a slow-motion movie run off

with the sound track dead. 99

The noise of the traffic serves as background music,

sounding the themes of emasculation, danger and technology és
the opposites of identity and humanism., The circling pigeons
announce Clifton's death, Pigeons are important symbols in
this section; they represent the possibility of peaéé'between
the races and peace'as an inner and outer condition. The one
pigeon that swings "down into the street and up again, leaving
a feather floating white in the dazzling backlight of the sun"96
symbolizes Clifton's spirit taking its final plunge and then

floating free. The overall nightmarish feeling is conveyed

by the slow-motion movie siwile; this imagery is the good
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urban counterpart of the one in Trueblood's dream where he
sees the white woman scream but does not hear her. This
sound of silence, reappearing after Clifton's death, is the
music of terror.97
In this terrified yet open-eyed state of mind, Invi-
sible Man observes the ritual he calls "a kind of march."98
It is one of the many racist rituals in the novel, describ-
ing a daily scene from the life of a soclety where the police,

instead of enforcing the law, pervert and violate it.

The march ends with Clifton's sudden dance of death:

suddenly Clifton spun on his toes like
a dancer and swung his right arm over
and around in a short, jolting are,
his torso carrying forward and to the
left that sent the box strap free as
his right foot traveled forward and
his left arm followed through in a
floating uppercut that sent the cop's
cap sailing into the street and his
feet flying, to drop him hard, rocking
from left to right on the walk as
Clifton kicked the box thudding aside
and crouched, his left foot forward,
his hands high, waiting. 99

Clifton's dance is that of the boxer; here he dances with the
movements of a Joe Louis, not with Sambo's self-degrading
ones, even though the motivation is the same.

In this passage an important transformation takes
place. The motions that become Clifton's death sentence also

free him from the box of dolls, the symbol of his mental

prison, his self-image as Sambo. This box is Clifton's
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burden which he carries until his fateful decision to fight
the cop. The moment he frees himself from the box signifies
the moment when Clifton's self-image changes from the Sambo
stereotype to that of the desperate freedom fighter who de-
clares "No more driver's lash for me." At this moment
Clifton wills to be a Negro American who "rejects all pos-
sibilities of escape that do not involve a basic resusci-
tation of the original American ideals of social and poli-
tical justice"loo in his tragic, self-destructive way.

This transformation and the act that reveals it,
constitute Clifton's final self-~assertion as the tragic na-
tive son who fulfills Baldwin's demands in "Many Thousands
Gone.," There Baldwin wrote that the creator of Bigger Thomas
did not penetrate the alienation of a character like Bigger.
First, Bigger's life is based on the premise that black is
the color of damnation; next, Bigger does not love his people
or redeem their pains., Since the distance between him and
"the auction-block and all that the auction-block implies"
is great, he dies only because of hatred and self-hatred.
Had Wright understood the hipster's tragedy, or as Baldwin
wrote,

To have penetrated this phenomenon,
this inward contention of love and
hatred, blackness and whiteness,
would have given him a stature more

nearly human and an end more nearly
tragie, 101,

In Tod Clifton, Ellison succeeded to create a fully human,
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understandably bitter and truly tragic hero whose death sig-
nifies not only hate but love too, love of his people and of
the original American ideals of justice.

After Clifton's tragic death, Invisible Man descends
into the underground world of "being nowhere" symbolized by
the subway, Here he meets the three zoot-sulters, sees the
connection between them and Clifton, and speculates about
the true history of the times. The dominant mood is his
sense of impotence whose music consists of the sounds he
hears down here. The roar of traffie, the background music
to his many questions about Clifton's fateful decision, re-
mains the music of bewilderment,

His questions lead him to speculating about nistory
and to the idea that history as it is written is a lie.

Thus he realizes that Clifton needs another, more under-
standing historian than the cop; at the same time he feels
that he, "the only brother...the only witness for the de- |
fense, knew neither the extent of his [blifton'é] guilt nor
the nature of his crime,"102

Ellison treats Invisible Man's lack of understanding
with fine irony, The hero who had designed the symbolie
poster ought to know Clifton's and his own guilt and the
nature of their crimes. But he is still blind and can only
ask, "Where were the historians today? And how would they

put it down?"103
In this blind impotence, he defines himself and other
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Negroes who are not Brotherhood members as

birds of passage...too obscure for

learned classification, too silent

for the most sensitive recorders of

sound; of natures too ambiguous for

the most ambiguous words, and too

distant from the centre of historical

decisions to sign or even applaud

the signers of historical documents?

We who write no novels, histories or

other books. 104

Invisible Man here conveys the sensibility of those
who 1live with the feeling of "being nowhere." Their feeling
is blind to their value and role in American history, to
their own nature and to the blues. In Ellison's thought,
the Negro has since before the existence of America as a
nation been a shaping, defining force in American culture
and identity; human nature and history are ambiguous and too
richly complex to be recorded by sociological, scientifie
methods., Invisible Man, who thinks that Negroes are "tranf
sitory" like "birds of passage" and who yearns for "learned
classifications," understands neither man nor hisiory nor
the idea that only ambiguous art 1like the blues can write
true history.
The irony is perhaps clearest in the musical metaphor

that defines Negores as "birds of passage...too silent for
the most seasitive recorders of sound," for it is exactly

through sound, through music that the Negro best voices his

identity and has contributed most to American and Western
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culture. And in the contemporary world it is through re-
corded music that this influence spreads,

The irony continues in Invisible Man's statement of
the Negro being too powerless to sign or applaud the signing
of historical documents, and of his writing "no novels, his-
tories or other books." The names of manj Negroes are im=-
plicit applause of the signers of historical documents; folk
songs are explicit in their praise; but the hero is as un-
aware of them as he is of Negro literature,

His sense of impotence is shared by those whom he
sees

still and silent on the platform, so

still and silent that they clasn with

the crowd in their very immobility;

standing nolsy in their very silencej

harsh as a ery of terror in their

quietness. 105
The music of "being nowhere™ is silence, expressing a sense
of terror.

The music and dance of "being nowhere" is continued
by the three hipster figures, the three boys. Their voice
is silence, their music the rhythmic tapping of thelr heavy
heel-plated shoes that click "remote cryptic messages ian the
brief silence of the train's stop."lo6 These are the arche-
t&pal hipsters and young urban entertainers whose identity
is as uncomfortable as their "too-hot-for-summer suits;”

whose adolescent language is "a jived-up transitional lan-
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guage full of country glamour;" whose thoughts are transi-
tional, and who are dreamers, not visionaries, even if they
dream the same old dream of freedom, The dreamer, as it
was established in Trueblood's blues, is not the mature
visionary, Neither are the boys who, like Invisible Man and
Clifton, feel their identities as "something uncomfortable,
burdensome, which they hated" because in their alienation
they feel, as Invisible Man does, that "there was no one to
applaud their value and they themselves failed to understand
it."lo? This is the clearest statement of the tragedy of
alienation; its song and dance are the hipster's silence,
jived-up language and stylized, shoulder-shaking, hip-swing-
ing, stiff and unnatural movements.

The hero connects the boys with Clifton: Clifton's
inner torment is theirs. This is the main lesson Invisible
Man learns underground and this belated insight leaves him
with a sense of guilt, for after emerging he feels the weight
of a mountain on his shoulders, and his new, black-and-white
shoes, the symbols of his alienation, hurt hils feet.lo8

This new sense of guilt opens his eyes to the fact
that other men and girls of Harlem, too, live with the three
boys' sense of self and the world, "their costumes surreal
variations of downtown styles."109 Surreal style, here in
dress and in Invisible Man as literary style, is Ellison's
way of conveying the feeling of "being nowhere," in keeping

with what he writes in "Harlem Is Nowhere:"
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Harlem is a ruin--many of its ordinary

aspects..,.are indistinguishable from

the distorted images that appear in

dreams [leading to] the most surreal

fantasies...acted out upon the streets

of Harlem. 110

During his walk on this hot Harlem street, Invisible

Man hears dream-like music, relating to his past, and a
blues, relating to the function of the blues, The people
here remind him of those he had known in the South, and
"Forgotten names sang through my head like forgotten scenes
in dreams," This song of the past expresses his yearning
for the lost stability of his southern life, Walking iso-
lated with the familiar-yet-strange crowd, he is listening
to the music of the present, "the grinding roar of traffic,
the growing sound of a record shop loudspeaker blaring a
languid blues." This blues makes him stop and ask one of
the most important musical questions of the novel's Harlem
section:

Was this all that would be recorded?

Was this the only true history of

the times, a mood blared by trumpets,

trombones, saxophones and drums, a

song with turgid, inadequate words? 1ll
He does not know the answer, but the question refers to
Ellison's thesis that the blues are the true history and
that the budding historian ought to perceive the mood of

the times.

The sound and mood of this blues, transmitted by the
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mechanical loudspeaker, rapresent the urban Negro's musiec,
his sense of life and, in this chapter of the novel, the
growing tension of Harlem, Invisible Man does not hear the
warning, although he hears the difference between the
blaring sound and morbidly inflated poetry of this jazz-
blues and the rich lyrical quality of southern and south-
western jazz and blues, Examples of the latter are quoted

and described in the novel112

while the lyrics of Clifton's
song are like the former. Ellison stresses the difference
when discussing the changes urban living brings about in the
black man:

Yet even his art 1is transformed;

the lyrical ritual elements of

folk jazz...have given way to the

near-themeless technical virtuo-

sity of bebop, a further triumph

of technology over humanism, 113

Invisible Man does not yet understand the connection

between this music and history. Here he merely poses the
question; at the end of his appreaticeship he will be able to
evaluate and answer it. In the meantime, he continues to run
in painful, angry isolation almost till the end. His isola-
tion is occasionally and with increasing frequency relleved
when memories of the past well up and link him to his tradi-
tions and to his community. One such occasion is Clifton's

funeral which serves to modify the hero's vision and to

place Clifton within his traditiom.
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Invisible Man's oration at Clifton’'s funeral is the
culmination of Clifton's story. The speech over Clifton's
coffin is the ritual retelling of the sacrificial hero's
tragic death, resulting in an unparalleled experience of
brotherhood among the mourners, Together they experience
Clifton's agony as their own, thus making his sacrifice
meaningful and worthwhile.llh

The speaker's volce 1s exhortatory, at times riot-
inciting. In the form of a protest ballad, the oration is
analogous to Native Son or any other protest work,

The emotions that give rise to it are similar to
those that had driven Clifton: anger, desperation, a sense
of futility, hopeless bitterness.

Its themes of heroic struggle, betrayal, vioclence
and death are in the classical ballad tradition. So are
its formal aspects. The repeated use of the hero's name
echoes all Negro ballads, and Invisible Man's chant-like
language resembles that of old English and Scottish ballads
which present "the language of purest incantation."lll+
Invisible Man's clear language 1is, on the surface, stark
and simple, with a few strong images; underneath its classic
simplicity, it performs its ritual function also through the
use of symbolism.

The ritualistic nature of Clifton's ballad is linked
to the song intoned during the funeral, a song that is his

theme song. Called "There's Many a Thousand Cone" by Ellison,
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it is listed among spirituals by Hughes and Bontemps under

the title "No More Auction Block."116

Unlike many other
spirituals, it is not a disguilsed but an open protest
against slavery:

No more auction block for me,

No more, no more,

No more auction block for me,

Many thousand gone,

No more peck of corn for me,

No more, no more,

No more peck of corn for me,

Many thousand gone,

Yo more pint of salt for me,

No more, no more,

No more pint of salt for me,

Many thousand gone.

No more driver'‘s lash rfor me,

No more, no more,

No more driver's lash for me,

Many thousand gone.

These lyrics record a firm but also desperate deter-
minationh to be free, probably conveying the feelings of those
Negroes who died in their search for freedom., By belng cele-
brated as one of the defeated heroes, the alienated Clifton
is after his death joined to his tradition, the tradition of
the angry and impatient ones who did not endure to tell their
own tales,

"No More Auction Block" shows that this tradition is
as old as that of the disciplined bluesmen. Mingo White's

narrative in Volces from Slaverv records the Tod Clifton-
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reaction during slavery, calling it "desperate."117 Given
their different historical circumstances, the desperate
slaves and Clifton react similarly; they gamble on two
possibilities: on their luck or strength to get away now,
or on death, In Invisible Man, Brother Tarp is the man who
gambles thus and gets away, Clifton the man who dies.

Clifton's ballad serves also to articulate the mean-
| ing of his death, He dies in order to affirm his manhood
and his belief in the brotherhood of man as it is reflected
in social and political justice. Clifton could not articu-
late these beliefs outside the political framework of the
Brotherhood. It is Invisible Man who speaks John Henry's
words for him: "I ain't none but a natural man,"

The ritual serves Invisible Man too. It brings him
closer to his heritage and final identity. Because of
Clifton's death, his anger temporarily thaws into sorrow and
tears; the funeral makes him perceive Negro American music
as the beat of his heart; after the funeral he sees the crowd
with the humanist's vision and the situation as potential
civil war, For a brief time, his vision clears, until his
own still-raging anger again blinds him,

The funeral scene contains three kinds of music. One
is the music of sad military marches played by the band, the
drums and the black iron bell, Theirs is the souhd of death
and dead silence, expressive of the meaningless, inauthentic

nature of the ceremony as it begins, This para-military
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funeral march is unlike Negro funerals deseribed by Ellison
where there would be a parade and jazz,118 unlike funerals
wheré Louis Armstrong would biow his horn.

The second type of music--the duet sung and played
by the old man and the young euphonium player--represents
Negro American music, Spanning centuries of experience, it
transcends the image of death as isolation and alienation,
and conveys the mourners' longing for freedom and dignity.

The effectiveness of this music is shown also by
the return of the pigeons. The symbolic, cross-like figure
of the peanut-vendor--an anonymous blues figure--covered with

"fluttering feasting birds"llg

again expresses the idea that
the bilues are the spirit of transcendence and peace,

The ritual is, however, not complete without the
third strain of music. This is Clifton's ballad spoken by
Invisible Man, It is Ellison's version of literary protest,
revealing the emotional sources and the patterns of such a
piece,

The main emotional sources that shape it are Invisible
Man's confused hipster's state of mind and his feelings of
futility, anger and despair. First, he doubts and denies the
ritual, redemptive nature of the funeral, Speaking as a de-~
voted Brotherhood member, he voices the organization's philo-
sophy of history when he tells the crowd that Clifton is "as

dead as he'll ever die." His next statement about Clifton's

death, "That's the end in the beginning and there's no en-
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core ,n120

by eritics taken at face value and interpreted as
the hero's definitive statement that shapes the structure
of the novel, is nothing but his hopelessness at this stage
of his development., But he is not consistent; later, when
he realizes that he cannot speak as a politician, he tells
Clifton's true story, transforming it into a collective
raclal history under the guidance of the earlier intoned
Negro American music.

He does so in his characteristic emotional way.
Affected by Clifton's theme song, he has no other words than
Clifton's name, no idea of a ritual and no microphone., This
setting turns him into the ballad singer, The lack of a
microphone stresses the humanistic nature of his speech, the
last one he makes as a politician, His first Brotherhood
speech, in the organized setting of the arena, was given in
the prison of the spotlight and in front of a confounding
microphone.121 For Ellison these electric gadgets are
symbols of the triumph of technology and of non-humanism
over humanism, Just as bebop stands in opposition to the
lyrical ritualistic spirit of folk jazz., The funeral ora-
tion, under the sun, without microphone, becomes the sound
of human protest.

The rhythm of Invisible Man's voice is strongly
Achant-like in those passages where he tries to speak as a
politician, With chanting language he first defines
Clifton as the universal symbol of futile human sacrifice:
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Here are the facts. He was standing
and he fell. He fell and he kneeled.
He kneeled and he bled. He bled and
he died. He fell in a heap like any
man, and his blood spilled out like
any blood, red as any blood, wet as
any blood... 122

The chanting, hypnotic rhythm dimlnishes somewhat
and the language becomes symbolie and ironical where, play-
ing on Clifton's name, Invisible Man tells Clifton's true
story:

His name was Clifton and he was full

of illusions. He thought he was a

man when he was only Tod Clifton.

He was shot for a simple mistake of

judgment...It was a normal mistake

of which many are gnilty: He thought

he was a maa and that men were not

meant to be pushed around. But it

was hot downtown and he forgot his

history, he forgot the_ time and the

place. He lost his hold on reality. 123
"Reality" is expressed in the strong sentence "The blood ran
1ike blood in a comic-book killing, on a comic~-book street
in a comic book town on a comic-book day in a comic-book
world."121+ The comic-book is Ellisoa's symbol for the
hipster's interior landscane of desperate anger and for the
sick social order that gives rise to this feeling, the vio-
lent landscape and way of life of America.

Clifton's story continues in the nexi heavily sym-

bolic paragraph where Invisible Man intones Clifton's music

as he tells of the three symbolic pullets that killed Clifton.
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The first bullet wounds the heart, or the intellect and emo-
tions. The second wounds the spine and pelvis; this is a
sarcastically scientific paraphrase of Trueblood's simile
"like a dog with his back broke, and back iato that numbness
with my tail tucked between myllegs"]'25 to express the feel-
ing of emasculation, The third bullet repeats the theme of
back-breaking, and since this bullet is "traveling God knows
where,"126 the idea is that the cycle of violence has not
ended, that Clifton is not the last of "The Many Thousand
Gone."

This third bullet is the symbolic essence of
Clifton's story and character: his origin is told in terms of
rifled bullets, his life is filled with violence, and his
death is but the symbol of the continuing and growing vio-
lence of American race relations., Clifton is the sacrificial
hero-victim of the American situation, and his music is the
music of inner and outer violence., It extends back to the
South and grows in magnitude until it explodes in the riot;
but it is telescoped into the moment of Clifton's death,

In death "Tod Clifton 1s one with the ages.,.. he's
.part of history and he has received his true freedom;"127
these words articulate the meaning of Clifton's death: freed
from his degréding self-image he has joined the continuing
tradition of the John Henry-like sacrificial heroes. |

This condensed passage 1is also an ironical thrust at

the Brotherhood's conception of history and at a certain hero
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and style in 20th century American literature, As for his-
tory, Clifton is alive as a legendary figure. As for
literature, his death represents the death of the alienated
hero and of naturalism,

The phrase "in the heat of the afternoon" reappears
as the time and scene of Clifton's death.128 (It is also the
time and sceane of his funeral).129 Echoing Hemingway's
Death In The Afternoon, it continues the bullfight theme.
Bullfight images were used in the scene where Invisible Man
was appointed Harlem spokesman in the Spanish bar. The first
picture, seea as '"pure grace" by the hero, served as a mirror
for him and Jack; the second one showed a matador being gored
by a ‘oull.130 These images foreshadowed the fats of
Blllison's matador figure,

Ellison uses the boxer as the lonely athlete hero to
characterize the alienated black man, The boxer is a real-
istic image and serves Ellison's desire to show the tragedy
of violence, Ellison wishes to celebrate the mind above the
body., His idea that the mature person uses his mind is ar-
ticulated in the Epilogue:

And the mind that has conceived a plan
of living must never lose sight of the
chaos against which that pattern was
conceived, That goes for societies as
well as for individuals. 131
It is repeated in The Atlantic where Ellison talks about the

anti-intellectual attitude of black youth that prevents them
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from possible achievement and ironically leaves them still
as the symbols of instinctual man--the stereotype Clifton
mocked and so desperately struggled against. Cast into the
image of the graceful boxer who, like the matador, fights
the symbols of violence, Clifton does not represent the
mature Negro American hero. On the level of identity, his
death marks the death of the immature hipster; in the
American novel, it marks the death of the alienated hero and
of naturalism as the suitable expression of the Negro
American's creative identity and experience.l32

In the next section of the speech, Clifton becomes
the symbol of his people and of their experience: "He's in
the box and we're in there with him.“133 It is here that
the mouraers
a happening that is necessary for the effectiveness of his
sacrifice., This identification is needed for the ritual of
ballad-singing too. Here the two functlons coincide: the
identification the crowd had stubbornly been waitlng for
takes place and Clifton as the tragic hero of a meaningful,
living legend has been created.

Invisible Man's still-continuing confusion is next
revealed by his artistic and also intellectual and moral
error. Like the singer of "Frankie Baker" in its traditional
version,l3l+ he deviates from the classical ballad form and

becomes didactic; assuming Clifton's voice, he incites to

riot.
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In the last part of the speech he changes his tone
again, reverting to his initial hopelessness: "In a few
hours Tod Clifton will be cold bones in the ground,"3?
"Cold bones" is a paraphrase on the famous poem-sermon
"Dry Bones." This sermon is based on Ezekiel's vision of
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resurrection and it expresses faith and hope in contrast
to Invisible Man's hopelessness. Protest and the angry,
bitter protest ballad are not in the prophetic blues tra-
dition; neither are Tod Clifton and Iavisible Man as ballad
singer and as a confused, alienated young man.

Ellison's essays demonstrate his reliance upoa musiec.
Parts of Invisible Man reveal that he employs musiec con-
sciously., His use of music is a significant aspect of the
style and technique that helped him to achieve what he re-
gards as the Negro writer's task: to convey the varied

range of Negro American experience truthfully and to define

what 1is of lasting value within that experience.,
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