;

as crowded outside the tent as in.
The small truth here is, you just can't generalize about Southern writing intelligently enough
to draw up a good category; no more than you
can about Southern ethos or Southern speech or
Southerners themselves. (Or really about much
of anything, if what you're saying means to be
very accurate.) Once you admit to your definition blacks and Asian-Americans and Indians
and all that they write, your definition gets unwieldy, then just sinks into simply writing: good
or bad.
In this world, we ought to be able to detect
and champion what's excellent and say what it
is we like without imposing indefensible restrictions of an outdated geography. In fact, it is in
our behalf to be able to do so. If it's possible to
have a wish for a region and a literature, mine
for the South and the writing done there is that
its writers forget all about Southern literature. If
it ever had a time and a shape, they're gone now
and were never very useful to great writers anyway. Better to imagine literature with no limits,
with nothing proscribed, nothing helpfully predefined for us, nothing to hold us back or the
world in its place but whatever talent-the
native impulse to abridge and select and judgewe are lucky enough to bring to the task.

LEE K. ABBOTT

lives in Ohio. He is the
author of The Heart Never Fits Its Wanting and

and four more by Greyhound to visit my father
in Las Cruces after he'd sold our house to take up
the bluehearted life of a retiree. So it was in my
weeks there, in the Town & Country apartments off Desert Drive behind the Apodaca
Park baseball diamonds I'd played Little League

•

•
The Sahara of the Bozart:
A Second Look
In all that gargantuan paradise of the fourthrate there is not a single picture gallery worth
going into, or a single orchestra capable of
playing the nine symphonies of Beethoven,
or a single opera-house, or a single theater devoted to decent plays . . . you will not find a
single southern prose writer who can actually
write .... When you come to critics, musical
composers, painters, sculptors, architects and
the like, you will have to give it up, for there is
not even a bad one between the Potomac mudflats and the Gulf. Nor a historian. Nor a
sociologist. Nor a philosopher. Nor a theologian. Nor a scientist. In all these fields the south
is an awe-inspiring blank-a brother to Portugal, Serbia and Esthonia.

-from Prejudices: Second Series,
by H. L. Mencken (1920)

Love Is the Crooked Thing. Strangers in Paradise, a collection of hisstories, will be published next

year by G. P. Putnam's Sons.

Theologians in the South: 1 per 101,567 people
In the United States : 1 per 90,305

Wenever
I am asked what it means to be a
Southern writer, I rise up on my high horse, as
my father said the aggrieved ought to do, and
insist that I am, if these distinctions matter
at all, a Southwestern writer. By which I mean
to put in the minds of the curious a picture of
Disney-worthy color and dimension: vistas and
Martian-like scrub, high heavens and sterile
New Mexico deserts that go yonder forever. I
mean for the keen to see mountains like organ
pipes, a Rio Grande wet in spring only, and,
moving upon that mostly rural world, a loud,
Jeep-happy, jean-clad population with names
like Jim Bob and April May Rains. (Honest.)
The truth is that until 1979 I had no voice,
least of all a Southwestern one. Instead, I had
that voice (in the lies I published and the life I
led) you can hear from the time-and-weather
folks-dispassionate as a toddler's "Speak &
Spell," what a Chrysler sayswhen its door's ajar.
But that year I went umpteen hours by Amtrak

Philosophers in the South: 1 per 88,570 people
In the United States: 1 per 68,216
Historians in the South : 1 per 2,329 people
In the United States: 1 per 2,931
Writers in the South: 1 per 88,4 70 people
In the United States: 1 per 35,963
Orchestras in the South: 1 per 134,668 people
In the United States: 1 per 399,284
Book critics in the South: 1 per 88,696 people
In the United States : 1 per 40,905
Museums in the South : 1 per 4,779 people
In the United States: 1 per 3,773

(Sources: Directory of American Scholars. Poets & Writers.
Inc., American Symphony Orchestra League. National Book
Critics Circle. Official Museum Directory. Census Bureau.)
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on, that I came to my writer's decision: I am a
shitkicker.
Voice-which
has something to do with
character and spirit, custom and practice, habit
and morality-is a function of place. Its authority comes from the crossroads where you learned
what you know. And in 1979 I understood that
all I knew, and could therefore type about, was
Heibert's Drive-In, the Pit Stop where rock and
roll was learned, the rivalry our country club

had with the Elks' version of gentility, skiing on
the irrigation canals, skinny-dipping at the
flumes, persuading older, wiser sorts to buy
hooch for us at the Cork and Bottle-all given
meaning by the chitchat they were lived in.
Now I live in Cleveland (which, at the right
nighttime hours and in the right frame of mind,
could be a Southwestern town, too), and from
here I realize that, last and always, literary matters like voice are really cultural questions. Mine

•

•
The Southern Writer Observed: 1956
We Northerners do not, I believe-unless we
have been a good deal in the South-really
grasp the state of mind of the Southerners. We
have always made a point, in our relations with
them, of disregarding what we call the Civil
War, they of remembering it and calling it the
War Between the States. We like to assume that
the United States is an integrated, homogeneous and smoothly functioning nation, and unless we are professional historians, we succeed in
forgetting completely that the former Confederacy was an occupied country to a greater or lesser
extent for twelve years after the War, and that it
has still a good deal of the mentality of a resentful and rebellious province under some such
great power unit as the old Ausrro-Hungarian
Empire. Except when an issue arises so troublesome that it cannot be ignored-such as that of
the recent Supreme Court ruling against racial
segregation in the schools-we hardly realize
how deep and how virulent, from a long-standing sense of grievance, runs the instinct toward
repudiation of any responsibility on the part of
the South to that federal government of states
which are by no means so completely united as
the Northerner likes to suppose. The Northerner does not take account of the extent to which
the Southerner-if not overtly, at least among
other Southerners and in his own most intimate
being-disassociates himself from the North.
For a writer, this has special consequences.
The commercial elements in the "New
South" more easily make common cause with
the corresponding elements in the North and
West. They do not worry about the meaning of
history, the philosophical values of life. But the
writer in or from the South is out of harmony
with his opposite number in the North in certain rather serious ways. His education, to begin
with, is distinctly different. This is likely to be
based on some acquaintance with-or, at any
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rate, respect for-the Greek and Latin classics,
some knowledge of the English eighteenth century, a close familiarity with the romantic poets,
and a reading of Dickens and Thackeray. If it
goes further, it may run to an interest in memoirs of the French court. The old-fashioned
Southerner was steeped in Scott. The newer
kind picks up modem literature in its most nonpolitical phase-Joyce, Eliot, Henry James. The
only writer he much admires who has any sort of
political implications is W. B. Yeats, the spokesman of a long ago subjugated but still insubmissive nation, who played nobly, in relation to the
non- Irish world, the role of a defiant anachronism ....
What I am saying is, of course, not true in every respect of every Southern writer, but the
Northerner is apt to underestimate the degree
to which the Southern ~riter-however
intuitive, intelligent, imaginative, well-travelled,
well-read-may fail to accept our assumptions
or to sympathize with our aims. We do not realize that he lives in a world in which planning,
reform, progress, making the world safe for democracy, laying the foundations of a classless society, promoting the American way of life do
not really mean anything at all. What makes his
indifference possible, and even tolerably easy,
for the Southerner is the fact that such phrases
as these are often the merest cant and may disguise other interests less worthy. But the Southerner among Northerners, with his easy politeness
and his discretion of minority status-and what
with our being so sure of ourselves that we do
not suspect others of doubting-is likely, in ordinary contacts, to conceal from us his lack of
response, his complete non-participation. Yet
the faith and the hope we cherish are definitely,
inveterately, not there.

-from The Bit Between My Teeth,
by Edmund Wilson

is the yammer from the place where nothing,
and everything, happened: love and the hurt of
it, what the glands say, how the good and bad
get to be the marvels they are. Language, my
friends, is culture. The wonderland I hail from
tolerates, even celebrates, much human comedy, hollering at paragraph length, and a hope
that says real life is neither complicated nor ambiguous. This is the culture of five-dollar whiskey, the joy a hole in one makes to those who
hear of it, the waysof men with maids-plus the
dense sentences such scenes are seen in.
My father used to say, with and without irony, that you could spot a gentleman by the shine
on the heels of his shoes. He had a lot of crackpot ideas like that-about how dishes are dried
in the perfect world, how the virtuous mow the
lawn, what little ought to be made of honorand I, his dutiful son, have inherited this often
unbecoming habit of mind. It makes for good
drama at parties, and it allows me now, Southwestern writer that I am, to insist that, in literature at least, ethos is lingo too.

LEIGH ALLISON WILSON

lives
in upstate New York. From the Bottom Up, her

first collection of short stories, won the Flannery
O'Connor Award for Short Fiction;
"Wre
all of us in my family East Tennesseans, have been ever since our one-legged forefather, James Patrick McGuire, came hobbling
out from Fermanagh County, Ireland, to settle
in Jefferson County, Tennessee, searching for
riches in 1792. He didn't find them, and neither
has anybody else in my family. His failure must
have killed the spirit of adventure in the rest of
us, because for 200 years nobody has moved
around much. A few people have been to Los
Angeles and New York, and there was a second
cousin once removed who got stationed in Japan
during the aftermath of World War II, but he
shot himself there, confirming everybody's suspicion that what was good for America in
strange places wasn't all that good for people in
our family. If they can help it, my family mostly
stays put.
This is not to say that they think of themselves as regionalists, or even Southerners. They
are Jefferson Countyists, perhaps, or WilsonBlackburn-McGuireists. What they usually are,
no doubt about it, is selfish, self-righteous, and
self-referential, just like everybody else is half
the time. There's no getting around incredible
foolishness and incredible pride, even in your
own home. Most especially in your own home.

When you know every twisted tree and misshapen rock and paint-chipped sign on the way to
the Cas Walker grocery store, you can't help but
think you know just about everything worth
knowing in life. I don't think this is particularly
Southern, though I do think it might be peculiarly American. Most likely it's simply human.
I went off to college in New England, an
anomaly in my family, and during the first few
weeks there a great change came over me. At
home I'd been demonically opinionated and,
I thought, intellectual as all get-out; I could
squeeze the humanity out of any Southern social
problem and tum it into a grand abstraction, a
generalization as smooth and polished and
bloodless as a pebble. After holding forth at college for a while, though, things came to a crisis.
One day I had a vision of my family, all of
them-aunts,
uncles, grandparents, cousins,
the whole bunch-and
I had a vision, too, of
the places I'd known, the details of home that,
one after the other, were the summation of my
life until then. And in that vision I saw other
people, complete strangers, coming to take their
places beside my family, people from Hamblen
County and Knox County. Then more people
came, crowding in from Georgia and Mississippi
and Florida, all of their faces different, all of
their lives a complete mystery to me. Next all I
saw was a map of the South, the states in different colors but turning dark with teeming pinpricks that stood for people. And at the very end
of that vision, there was just a globe of the world
with no people on it anywhere. Nothing I cared
about existed any longer, and neither did 1.
That's when I turned against those kinds of
generalizations.
Since leaving Tennessee to go to college, I
have made homes in Virginia, Massachusetts,
Iowa, California, and New York. In all of these
states there are details that have formed me,
people I have loved, places whose images bum
in my mind like recurring dreams. I don't think
this is because I am from the South. I think it's
because we all of us on earth appreciate the familiar and titillating and mysterious details of
our homes, wherever they are, whoever lives
there. That the South has been blessed with
many great writers is, it seems to me, simply a
fact, not some sort of grandiloquent and puzzling
truth. The truth of things lies in much smaller
details, a twisted tree here, a skyscraper there, a
greening cornfield or an embarrassedsmile somewhere else. My family are all East Tennesseans,
have been for two centuries. They mostly stay
put. They are selfish, self-righteous, and selfreferential when you give them the chance.
They all of them know so very much about the
things and people around them, and so very little, and that's just like everybody else.
_
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