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literary cousins, the great heroes of tragedy and comedy" (xviii),
whereas, in the corresponding place in the Epilogue, the narrator
struggles to define this value by its absence in the parable of his
last meeting with Mr. Norton.

The distinguished Boston millionaire and trustee of Bledsoe's
college, who has earlier been characterized as a "bearer of the
white man's burden ... a symbol of the Great Traditions" (37), has
lost his way on the subway looking for "Centre Street." But he is
too proud to display his disorientation to whites and therefore
approaches an anonymous black man for guidance, assuming,
according to Invisible Man, that blacks have "learned to live without
direction" (564). The narrator recognizes him immediately and
rebukes him for the betrayal he has perpetrated, but the old man
has no idea what Invisible Man is talking about and jumps on the
next train without knowing where it is going, simply to avoid the
confrontation.

This encounter recapitulates an earlier one in which Invisible Man
drove Norton around the countryside and the trustee confessed
both that he asked direction from the black founder of the college
and that his ancestors "didn't know in what direction they should
turn" after the Civil War (38-39). Despite this ignorance, Norton
played the role of "A Trustee of Consciousness" and, like the
deluded Oedipus at the beginning ofSophocles' play, complacently
bragged about his "pleasant fate." His blind hubristic claim to
understand and control highlights, by contrast, the meaning of
Ellison's "victory of conscious perception."ls Norton's blissful
delusion is diametrically opposed to the tragicomic consciousness
of Trueblood, the incest-committing sharecropper who fascinates
and terrifies the trustee and who, like Oedipus after his revelation,
has learned to live without direction and yet has found his center:
" 'I thinks and thinks, until I thinks my brain go'n bust, 'bout how
I'm guilty and how I ain't guilty.... I makes up my mind that I ain't
nobody but myself and ain't nothin' I can do but let whatever is
gonna happen, happen' " (65-66).

Trueblood's true consciousness is of the ambivalence at the heart
of his destiny. Illuminations of such consciousness recur at crucial
moments in the novel and are accorded an oracular authority, as
for instance in this fragment of the reefer dream in the Prologue:

HI dearly loved my master, son," she said.
Hyou should have hated him," I said.
H ••• because I loved my sons I learned to love their father though I hated

him too."
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HI too have become acquainted with ambivalence," I said. HThat's why
I'm here." (10)

Ellison sees such "acquaintance with ambivalence" as particularly
intense in Afro-Americans, whose heritage of slavery has destined
them to continue living out the core contradiction dramatized in this
fragment. The same irreducible ambivalence plagues the black
soldier aiding those who despise him, and the grandfather, who,
despite laying down his gun, warns his grandson of their ongoing
war with society. To grasp his mysterious prophecy fully, Invisible
Man must come to understand that, like the anonymous slave
woman, his grandfather both hates and loves, means "yes" both
sarcastically and literally. 16

The consciousness of ambivalence is a blessing as well as a curse.
As with Trueblood and Invisible Man, it allows finally for the
discovery and acceptance of a unique and authentic self, a self
whose being resides in its freedom to act beyond the
"overwhelming forces" of circumstance. This freedom is also
defined in the dream sequence of the Prologue:

H ••• what is this freedom you love so well?" ...
HI done forgot, son. It's all mixed up. First I think it's one thing, then

I think it's another. It gits my head to spinning. I guess now it ain't nothing
but knowing how to say what I got up in my head. But it's a hard job, son. "
(11)

The heroic burden of such freedom demands and depends on
utterance: the conscious expression of ambivalence. After his dark
night of the soul, Trueblood sings himself into existence with "some
blues that ... ain't never been sang before" (65-66), just as Louis
Armstrong blows good music out of "Bad Air." And so, at the same
point in the structure of the Epilogue and the Introduction, the
speaker moves from defining the notion of heroic consciousness
to proclaiming its victory as the very process of writing:

So why do I write, torturing myself to put it down? Because in spite of
myself I've learned some things.... So it is that now I denounce and defend
.... I condemn and affirm, say no and say yes, say yes and say no....
So I approach it through division. So I denounce and I defend and I hate
and I love. (566-67)

Therefore I would have to create a n.arrator who could think as well as act,
and I saw a capacity for conscious self-assertion as basic to his blundering
quest for freedom. (xviii)

Here, at the end of the quest, a numb'er of themes that have run
parallel between novel and Introduction finally converge. The
ultimate stage in the evolution from war to peace between individual
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and society is achieved through a commitment to express and teach
the consciousness of ambivalence. The fulfillment of social
responsibility comes not in an idealistic peroration but in an honest
admission of both love and hate toward the reader: "You'll fail to
see how any principle that applies to you could apply to me. You'll
fail to see it even though death waits for both of us if you don't"
(567). This vision acknowledges that the prospect for peace
between blacks and whites is poor, and yet such a peace can be
purposefully pursued through art: "My task' was ... to defeat this
national tendency to deny the common humanity shared by my
character and those who might happen to read of his experience"
(xviii). Thus, the conclusion of Invisible Man's quest coincides with
the crystallization of Invisible Man's concept. The fictional
character's discovery of himself as an aspiring writer signals his
metamorphosis into the nonfictional character of Ellison the author.
For the reader, the synchronic, analogical relationship between
Introduction and novel intersects with the diachronic, sequential
relationship, and the two parts of the work-written at a thirty-year
interval-blend into a single whole.

3

If ambivalent consciousness is the only attainable truth of self and
of art, it makes sense that the writer's language should embody that
ambivalence not only in its contradictory assertions but in a witty
style that celebrates its freedom from consistency in spontaneous
play. Invisible Man's last few paragraphs do just this, with a dense
and breathless flow of associative leaps, unexpected tone shifts,
hidden allusions, suggestive symbols, and ingenious wordplay­
at once gratifying readers with its ability" 'to say what I got up in
my head' " (11) and teasing them with a game of hide-and-seek for
direction and meaning. The jazz-riff-like performance suddenly
breaks off with the narrator's direct address: "'Ah,' I can hear you
say, 'so it was all a build-up to bore us with his buggy jiving. He
only wanted us to listen to him rave!' But only partially true" (568).
This "disarming" recognition by the speaker also disarms us, for
it anticipates and helps lessen the likelihood of the reader's offering
a naIvely negative response. It attracts and repels in a heightening
frequency of oscillation that links his mixed feelings to our own.

The Introduction, as I mentioned earlier, ends with the same kind
of move, in which the writer steps from behind the page and joins
the reader in reflecting upon the book before them. At the opening
of its final passage, Ellison again affirms the ambivalence of the
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novelist, who reaches truth through telling lies and achieves
seriousness through play. As in the Epilogue, though here with
greater restraint and clarity, he enacts these concepts in the
performance of his style:

It would be misleading, however, to leave the impression that all of the
process of writing was so solemn. For in fact there was a great deal of fun
along the way. I knew that I was composing a work of fiction, a work of
literary art and one that would allow me to take advantage of the novel's
capacity for telling the truth while actually telling a "lie," which is the Afro­
American folk term for an improvised story. Having worked in barbershops
where that form of oral art flourished, I knew that I could draw upon the
rich culture of the folk tale as well as that of the novel, and that being
uncertain of my skill I would have to improvise upon my materials in the
manner of a jazz musician putting a musical theme through a wild star-burst
of metamorphosis. By the time I realized that the words of the Prologue
contained the germ of the ending as well as that of the beginning, I was
free to enjoy the surprises of incident and character as they popped into
view. (xviii-xix)

While commenting upon themselves, these sentences conceal in
their form variations of the dialectical pattern that shapes the whole
book. They align a parallel series of polar tensions-solemnity vs.
fun, truth vs.lies, the literary culture of the novel vs. the oral culture
of the folktale, uncertain composition vs. spontaneous
improvisation-and thereby generate a voltage that finally explodes
in a pyrotechnic release of creative energy: "a jazz musician putting
a musical theme through a wild star-burst of metamorphosis."
Recreating the writer's experience of struggle and breakthrough,
Ellison's prose momentarily resolves the antinomies of white-black,
critic-novelist, reader-author and frees us all to enjoy what pops into
view.

Notes

lTwo of Ellison's critical explications of Invisible Man are cited below. His
observations, like those about structure and symbol from "The Art of Fiction,"
provide a model for my own critical efforts:

The three parts [of the novel] represent the narrator's movement from, using Kenneth
Burke's terms, purpose to passion to perception. These three major sections are built up
of smaller units of three which mark the course of the action and which depend for their
development upon what I hoped was a consistent and developing motivation.... Each
section begins with a sheet of paper; each piece of paper is exchanged for another and
contains a definition of his identity, or the social role he is to playas defined for him by
others.... Once he recognizes the hole of darkness into which these papers put him, he
has to bum them. (Shadow 176-77)

2The trick can be classified as "signifying," a rhetorical strategy that Henry
Louis Gates, Jr., calls the "master trope" of Afro-American literature (286,288).
Roger Abrahams defines signifying as "the monkey's ability to talk with great
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innuendo, to carp, cajole, needle and lie.... the propensity to talk around a
subject, never quite coming to the point" (54). According to Gates"Ellison,
of course, is our Great Signifier, naming things by indirection and troping
throughout his works" (292).

3To my knowledge, no discussion of the Introduction in the 1982 edition has
yet appeared in print. This study therefore focuses on a close reading of the
text in its relationship to the earlier novel it comments upon. But some
considerations of influence are necessarily relevant. In particular, Ellison's
Introduction is modeled upon "How 'Bigger' Was Born," Richard Wright's
autobiographical essay about the composition ofNative Son. Like Wright, Ellison
supplies a conventional Afro-American framing apparatus to authenticate his
narrative. Like Wright, who is "going to try to account for as much of [Native
Son] as [he] can, the sources of it, the material that went into it, and [his] own
years' long changing attitude toward that material" (vii), Ellison undertakes "the
task of accounting for the process involved in putting ['the words on the page']"
(v). For both, such an accounting for the book is an accounting for the author's
life, at once pressing and impossible to accomplish fully. Both introductions
describe the circumstances leading to the novels' conceptions, the conditions
under which they were completed, the struggle by which inner obstacles to
the writing process were overcome. Both pay tribute to white literary mentors
and conclude with restatements of their reflections on the oppression of blacks
in the final pages of the novels.

However, these imitative similarities are offset by equally important
differences. Whereas Wright attributes the "material" of Native Son to an
account of his own real-world experiences of growing up black in white
America, Ellison depicts the sources of Invisible Man as a combination of his
own and others' fictions. And whereas Wright tells us how he wrought Bigger
Thomas with a preordained purpose-to embody eight specific "levels of life"
when he "had yet to put him into an image" (xxiii)-, Ellison tells us how he
relinquished his own plans to write a novel of social protest to the insistent
demands of a character emerging through his unconscious. These contrasts
of substance are reflected formally and stylistically. Though published the same
year as the novel, Wright's essay appeared as a magazine article and was only
bound with the novel in some later editions. Except in a few passages, its tone
is that of the pure critic-factual, didactic, and authoritative. On the other hand,
although Ellison's Introduction comes thirty years after the novel, its mercurial
tone and dense imagery blur the border between criticism and imaginative
literature. His whimsical account of the novel's genesis is itself plotted like a
fiction around the conceit that the book was' 'self-willed and self-generating."
And rather than the self-congratulatory stance of Wright or the urgent self­
questioning stance of Invisible Man's narrator, the 1981 narrator adopts a posture
of self-effacing but confident irony. In this sense, he "signifies on" both "How
'Bigger' was Born" and Invisible Man itself. As Gates observes: "Afro-American
literary history is characterized by such tertiary formal revision, by which I mean
its authors seem to revise at least two antecedent texts, often taken from different
generations or periods within the tradition.... It is clear that black writers read
and critique other black texts as an act of rhetorical self-definition. Our literary
tradition exists because of these precisely chartable formal literary relationships,
relationships of signifying" (290).

4Ellison's hedging on the question of autobiographical veracity anticipates
contemporary controversy about the definition of the genre. On one side stand
Phillip Le Jeune and others, who argue that autobiography is absolutely distinct
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from fiction or imaginative literature because of its commitment to factuality.
Author'~jntention and reader's expectation are determined by an
"autobiographical pact," ensuring that the events narrated in the text refer to
events that actually took place in the past. See Le Pact Autobiographique (Paris:
Seuil, 1975) 13-45. This claim is challenged by Eakin: "I shall argue that
autobiographical truth is not a fixed but an evolving content in an intricate
process of self-discovery and self-creation, and, further, that the self that is the
center of all autobiographical narrative is necessarily a fictive structure....
Autobiography in our time is increasingly understood as both an art of memory
and an act of the imagination; indeed, memory and imagination become so
intimately complementary in the autobiographical act that it is usually impossible
for autobiographers and their readers to distinguish between them in practice"
(3, 5-6). See also Bruss and Olney. For a full discussion of the relationships
between autobiography and fiction in the earlier edition of Invisible Man, see
Vauthier.

sThe ambiguity of the novel's ending is evidenced in the range of
interpretations and judgments it has been subject to. For a recent review of
the literature on this topic, see Winther 268-71.

6Ever since the publication of Invisible Man, Ellison has been under attack
by a variety of critics for refusing to commit his work as a writer to black political
struggles. See Howe and Blake.

7See Stepto for a study of the conventional use of prologues and epilogues
as an author's way of authenticating a narrative and appropriating the meaning
of his or her own life's experience in Afro-American literature.

8Ellison's ideas about "history" are the subject of Callahan. Clearly Ellison
rejects the historical materialism of the Brotherhood, whose faith in progress
consigns the aged Provos and black traditions in general to "the dustbin of
history."

9See the paragraph surrounding note 15.
lIThe issue of the identity of the reader addressed by Invisible Man is vexed:
Characteristically, in the Prologue, only on two occasions does the narrator evoke briefly
an inclusive we-group.... In the Epilogue, on the contrary, he refers at length and
repeatedly to two we-groups: the Black minority which is seen as a component part of
the national community ("Weren't we part of them as well as apart from them and subject
to die when they died?" ... ), and the collective American We of the Epilogue, thus not
directly addressed, is the audience toward which he orients his writings as well as his
message. (Vauthier 81)

llFor example, in "Hidden Name and Complex Fate":
I made a most perplexing discovery; namely, that for all his conscious concern with
technique, a writer did not so much create the novel as he was created by the novel. ...
And the process of acquiring technique is a process of modifying one's responses, of
learning to see and feel, to hear and observe, to evoke and evaluate the images of memory
and of summoning up and directing the imagination; of learning to conceive of human
values in the ways which have been established by the great writers who have developed
and extended the art. And perhaps the writer's greatest freedom, as artist, lies precisely
in his possession of technique; for it is.through technique that he comes to possess and
express the meaning of his life. (Shadow 162-63)

12Such nods to the reader recall Ellison's critical analysis of the novel cited
above and also Invisible Man's suggestions on how to parse his own Tale: "I
started out with my share of optimism ... , but now, after frrst being 'for' society
and then 'against' it, I assign myself no rank or any limit ..." (563).

13For additional discussion of Ellison's use of the metaphor of war, see
Callahan 38, 47-48.
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14Houston Baker points out the relevance to the traditions of Afro-American
literature of this Sidneyan notion that art must be both didactic and pleasurable.

lSAmong other failures of perception is Norton's blindness to the attraction
he felt toward his own daughter.

16Callahan (40) quotes W. E. B. Du Bois as a source of this notion of
ambivalence: "The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife,­
this longing to attain self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a
better and truer self" (Du Bois 17).
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