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ABSTRACT

Ernest Hemingway was wrong. It is not necessary to
leave home and go out and experience "Life" in capital letters to
have '"stuff" about which to write. The daughter of a kindergarten
teacher, Louisa May Alcott wrote a book about her family life which
became one of the most popular children's classics, "Little Women."
All people are storytellers. Life stories order and interpret life
events. Listeners/readers sympathize or empathize, and writers
.explore this when choosing moments from their lives to share with
others. Alice Walker, a sharecropper's daughter and author of "The
Color Purple," felt ugly, disfigured, and suicidal when she was
blinded in a childhood accident. A later poem, "On Sight," spoke of
her joy at seeing the African desert. While she was studying at Sarah
Lawrence College, pregnancy and a subsequent abortion were
inspiration for '"Once,'" her first published book of poetry. One of
her professors, the poet Muriel Rukeyser, passed Alice's poems along
to her own editor at Harcourt, who later became Alice's editor too.
Out of Alice Walker's isolation grew her art, and the written word
would sustain her survival, a passionate testimony to the power of
the artist to use her art to overcome life's hardest blows. (Contains
"On Sight" and 17 references.) (CR)
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| - Ernest Hemrngway was wrong! And I say thrs wrthout fear even though yet another s

‘ vers:on of “A Farewell to Arms“ is about to appear |n movre theaters We do not need R

to. purposely Ieave home and go out and experlence LIFE |n caprtal Ietters in order to TN

| - _have stuff about whrch to wr|te We can l|ve our. lives and strll flnd “stuff" to wr|te

= . -about

Over 100 years ago a krndergarten teacher 's daughter llvrng constantly on- the

. br|nk of poverty, realrzed thls very srmple fact about wntlng Loursa May Alcott wrote

4' about her fam|ly I|fe and the |nteracttons of fam|ly members to create in L|ttle Women PRI

"‘.:one of the most popular chrldren & classrcs about ordrnary, da|ly I|fe The New York

e Publrc L|brary Irsts L|ttle Women as one of the|r two most crrculated t|tles Frrst

publlshed |n 1868 by 1968 L|ttle Women had been publrshed in.more, than 30 -. L o
| countrres (Russ 1969 p. 521) In 1994 more than 125 years after |ts publrcatron

. L|ttle Women saw two more ed|t|ons (Lrttle Brown and Alfred A Knopfs Everymans
L|brary) and the th|rd renderrng of the mot|on plcture Wh|le we may speculate that

; publrc taste does not necessarlly determ|ne great I|terature publrc taste is: also f|ckle

‘ -_-.For a. work to be an- |nstant best seller rema|n in pr|nt endure more . than a century, i‘ o

~and still speak to readers there has to be somethtng to lts story Loursa s example .'.' R

‘ ~g|ves us‘an: |mportant lesson

We are aIl storytellers Granted some of us-may-: be better at: tellrng stories than R

| some others but nevertheless we all'tell storres every day. The srmplest version . of our e

storres is our. response to “How was your day"u and we hold forth on how our alarm R

didn! t go off our car wouldn't start we forgot an’ rmportant meet|ng, our daughter lS



- "'Qetting’ married' "to"the'-"Wro'nQ guy;- etc. .or‘ on 'the~(better)' other hand?» we 'bought a n.ewff' e

».-house our son |s accepted to Harvard we are spendlng a month in Bali,: etc We o

N |ntroduce a toprc and then ‘we. eIaborate These da|Iy personal experlences become

‘ part of the coIIect|on of storres wh|ch comprlses each of our Irves '

L|fe storres order and |nterpret our I|fe events for a story is a construct We o X

“ .. :'resort to story to make an ent|ty of our. expenences and story g|ves our experlences
_.form and baIance As we create storles we structure and mod|fy our. exper|ences and

we create generallzatrons about the worId Others I|sten to these generallzatlons If

j they have had snmllar experlences and feeI|ngs they can |dent|fy W|th us. We. are

o un|ted as human belngs through our common experlences 1t they have not had

. similar experlences and feeI|ngs they can sympathlze W|th us Once aga|n we: are

' un|ted as human belngs Wr|ters explore these moments of |dent|f|cat|on and

sympathy when they choose moments from therr I|ves to share wnth others And when N

- 'ord|nary, da|Iy I|fe g|ves wr|ters shatterlng bIows they can use these events to wr|te o

| . 'about One such writer-is: AI|ce Walker the erghth chrId in.a fam|Iy of Georgra

B "sharecroppers She grew. up: to wrn both the Nat|onal Book Award and PuI|tzer Prlze
as weII as many feIIowshlps for wrrtlng, and is best known for her noveI The CoIor S
. Purgl The bIows in her I|fe wh|ch 1 erI drscuss are bI|ndness and abortlon

BI|ndness

When Alrce was: e|ght years old she was a tomboy and her playmates were her

".'brothers two and four years oIder than she On Saturday n|ghts they went wrth the|r

_ mother to the IocaI movrehouse to see Westerns At home ‘on the ranch" they chased



| _ .each other for hours pretend|ng to be Tom MIX or Hopanng Cass|dy F|naIIy therr ) | -_" e

| parents gave |n to the boys pIeas and bought them BB guns AI|ces brothers shot at |

: ',everythlng wrth the|r guns wh|Ie AI|ce reIegated to the pos|t|on of Ind|an shot onIy

. -wrth a.bow. and arrow. One day wh|Ie standlng on: top of the|r makesh|ft garage she

feIt an |ncred|bIe bIow to her r|ght eye Both brothers rushed to her snde They toId her S

3 ‘ that if she told the|r parents she was shot they wouId get a wh|pp|ng Her oIder o

o "-brother gave her a p|ece of W|re and toId her to say she stepped on one end and |t

o erw up and h|t her As the pa|n |ncreased Alice dec|ded to agree to anythlng that got :

I ,her to her mother The ch|Idren stuck to the|r story A week Iater after AIrce endured a'_"_:-j"".
'shock and a fever her parents took her to ‘see a doctor who terr|f|ed her by say|ng,“_lf
"one eye |s bI|nd the other W||| be also " But |t was how she Iooked that bothered her

L the most Where the BB peIIet had struck there was a gIob of wh|t|sh scar. People

: stared The cute outgomg, I|ttIe g|rI who once drd so weII in. schooI wouId not ra|se her,-._ e

, head again. for: s|x years

. From the time of the acc|dent AI|ce daydreamed--not of falry taIes--but of faII|ng on

| 'swords of puttrng guns to her heart or head or of sIash|ng her wr|sts wrth a razor._. L

. She felt ueg and d|sf|gured (O Br|en 1973). She wr|tes

»' | __I beI|eve that it was from th|s per|od--from my soI|tary, Ioner pos|t|on tvhe
"pos|t|on of an. outcast--that I began reaIIy to see peopIe and th|ngs reaIIy to S

,notlce reIat|onsh|ps and to Iearn to be pat|ent enough to care: about how they |
lturned out. I never feIt like- the Ilttle g|rI I was I felt oId and because I feIt I

' was uaneasant to Iook at, f|IIed W|th shame I retreated |nto soI|tude and read. s



. stor|es and began to write- poems (Walker 1983 244 45)
Al|ces mother had the wrsdom to recognlze that Alrce had a speC|al g|ft more

'valuable than phys|cal beauty Even when Mrs. Walker was work|ng in the f|elds or- |n__.‘ '

. wh|te women S krtchens and AI|ce was the only daughter st|II I|V|ng at home Mrs

" Walker excused Al|ce from household chores and respected her need to s|t and read;f.f'j'...f"'t‘ S

When AI|ce was fourteen she baby sat for her brother B|ll who then l|ved rn
- Boston He and h|s W|fe took Al|ce to a local hosp|taI where doctors removed the whrte
- scar. t|ssue on her eye Although a small blue crater rema|ned where the scar t|ssue

| *had been AI|ce began to face people aga|n She WoR a scholarsh|p to. Spelman

College in Atlanta but unhappy at. the consen/atlve atmosphere transferred to: Sarah .

-’ Lawrence Wh|le |n her twent|es Al|ce attended the World Youth Peace Festlval |n

.Helsmkl and traveIed to Afrlca She wrote that she traveled l|ke a madwoman looklng |

and th|s look|ng at that stor|ng up |mages aga|nst the fadlng of the I|ght She never ’_ﬁﬁ. TR

: forgot the doctors words “Eyes are sympathet|c If one |s bI|nd the other wrll l|kely
| become blmd too " The f|rst trme she consc|ously confronted the mean|ng of the . ok
.' fdoctor's words she was |n the Afr|can desert and completely rn love W|th what she
saw When she reaI|zed that |f she had been totaIIy bl|nd she m|ght have m|ssed :

o see|ng the. desert she fell to her knees |n grat|tude for the years of s|ght she

i exper|enced On her knees |n the Afr|can desert poem after poem cameto. her One . y o

- example is called "On S|ght“ (Gay, 1992 P 36)

I am. S0 thankful l have seen

~ The Desert. .



R _Ahd‘t'he;c_re'atu_i_'e's_in'th'.eﬂ.’d-esérft

And the desert ltself.

The desert has its own moon o
‘Which | have seen =
~ With my-own eye. .

" There'is no flaglon‘it. -

N | Trees of the: des_ert have arms :-

" All of which are always up "

_;Tha,t‘_',is".,gb_,.e'c'ause.«,the' jr‘n_’ponz'is__."YUp_-, - |

| The -r:‘s,un__._: is. UP Cu o :
o ‘»Alls'_o thesky B
Thestars i

~ None with flags.

N 1f there 'v:ve're_('flag_s,‘l' doubt
_‘t'he‘ trees would -boint;_'?; B

 Wouldyou?



Abort|on

AI|ces second major I|fe bIow occurred when she returned for her senior year at
'Sarah Lawrence " heaIthy, brown and pregnant“ (Gardens 245) Her ch|Idhood

dreams of su|c|de very nearIy became a reaI|ty AIone and afra|d she had no one to f _'l-:

- whom she couId turn Her mother beI|eved abortron was a s|n and when AI|ces SR

| ;_mlddle slster Ruth had shown an |nterest in boys, her father had beat her and Iocked .

her in. her room. He toId her to never come home if she found herseIf pregnant When

o AI|ce reached out to her two s|sters one never repI|ed and the other caIIed her a. sIut ’

Fesling & at the mercy of everythmg, A"CG Slept wrth a razor bIade under her. plllow At

. ‘the Iast moment a coIIege fr|end saved her I|fe by g|V|ng her the phone number of an'j"f"" 5

_jabortlonlst She drove AI|ce to the doctors and afterwards tucked her in bed |n the

~dorm|tory, another fr|end brought food from the coIIege cafeter|a AI|ce fell asleep and.'—" i

| dreamt ‘of Afr|ca Awaken|ng anne before dawn she n|beed at the food Ieft for her
'plcked up a smaII que notebook and began to wrlte down her dreams They came out
- as short poems As she grew stronger she sI|pped the poems dally under the door of

'A her professor Murlel Rukeyser who passed them anng to her ed|tor at Harcourt who

- eventuaIIy became AI|ces ed|tor These poems wr|tten |n an outpourlng of creat|ve e

energy: |n the week foIIowung the abort|on Iater became Allces first: pubI|shed vqume

o of poetry

Dur|ng th|s per|od AI|ce rece|ved a: Ietter from home A Iongt|me fam|Iy frrend

-known as Mr Sweet had d|ed She had not thought of the oId gu|tar player in- years B

‘With tears pour|ng down her cheeks she sat and wrote a short story about hlm As R



.she recalled years Iater "I was gr|ef-str|cken I: was crazed I was f|ght|ng for my own ._ -
life" (WaIker Lrvrng, 39) She ent|tIed the short story, “To HeII W|th Dylng“ and took
" the razor bIade from under her p|IIow and put |t in the bathroom where it beIonged

- :-.'-‘The oId musrcran in Georgra had turned her attent|on to I|fe at a‘time. when death was

_very much on her m|nd

Her professor sent the essay “To HeII With: Dyrng" to Langston Hughes who wrote e : b

B AIrce pra|s|ng the. story and say|ng he wouId try to pubIrsh it.: The story came out two
years Iater ]USt as Hughes had prom |sed The essay was AI|ces f|rst pubI|shed work
| "and |n 1987 it was repubI|shed as an |IIustrated chrIdrens book

AI|ce realrzed that she was not anne in the worId About Mr Sweet she wrote

o “He went deep |nto h|s own pa|n and brought out words and musrc that made us

happy, made us’ feeI empathy for. anyone in troubIe made us th|nk We were taught to_. RO

_‘be thankfuI that anyone wouId assume th|s rrsk“ (WaIker Lrvrng, 38) From Langston
" Hughes she Iearned that he was another Mr: Sweet “Ag|ng and battered fuII of parn o
'..but wr|t|ng poetry and Iaugh|ng too and aIways mak|ng other peopIe feeI better B

o ,(WaIker L-rvrng,.40) In these amsts she saw how - they understood that their: work

was often born of sufferrng, and they weIcomed others who couId f|ght through the|r : : g

| pa|n to make a song or a poem or a pa|nt|ng from the sufferlng

AI|ce WaIker couId I|ve now. By twenty-one years of age she had Iearned that

'wrltrng qurte IlteraIIy COUId save Irves By tWe”tY'fOU" years °f age, with the publlcatlon‘ L

: of Once her f|rst vqume of poetry wh|ch aImost |mmed|ately went |nto a second

‘ pr|nt|ng, she found not ]ust a way of I|fe but a career Out of her |soIat|on grew her art



.'“8
S and the wr|tten word wouId sustaln her survrval through whatever addrtlonal parn came

her way Her I|fe |s a passuonate testrmony to the power of the artrst to use her art to

overcome Irfes hardest bIows

0
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