Opening Day:
Context for the Novel

Autobiography as Structure

--autobiography was still considered more important to write than the African-American novel
--autobiography seen as a way of building of the literary reputation of African-Americans
--Johnson’s novel follows in the form of Frederick Douglass’ Narrative of the Life of Frederick Douglass, An American Slave, Written by Himself (1838), Booker T. Washington’s Up From Slavery (1901) and W.E.B. Du Bois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903)
--the novel was a rebellion against the fiction published at the time: an opportunity to escape the stereotypes of the pastoral African-American—the mammy, the minstrel, the compliant, the submissive, etc.)
--the importance of Education—the pursuit of knowledge as part of the path
--allows for the writer to “re-envision” the life of a black man

--to educate a white audience on the social and economic realities of racism—“Lift the Veil” in an attempt to promote change

Johnson’s “Practical Joke”

James Weldon Johnson published it as Anonymous in the 1912 publication while he was serving as the US Consul in Nicaragua and in his own way is playing a “practical joke on society” by creating the confusion for the reader: is it real or is it fiction?
Johnson plays his first joke on the readers through the Preface, the introduction to the novel that Johnson himself had written, although it is signed by the publishers, and was typical of the prefaces to many black autobiographies to vouch for their authenticity:

“Such prefaces, written by white patrons or publishers, seek to verify the authorship of and the facts presented in the tale; they thus serve as authorizing texts that themselves vie for control of the slave narratives, just as the liberal white publishers of the North reaped profits from anti-slavery and abolitionist writing” (Goellnicht, “Passing as Autobiography”). 
Johnson’s own views of the situation are reflected in his true autobiography, Along The Way:

“I turned over in my mind again and again my original idea of making the book anonymous. I also debated with myself the aptness of The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man as the title. . . . In the end, I stuck to the original idea of issuing the book without the author's name, and kept the title that had appealed to me first. But I have never been able to settle definitely for myself whether I was sagacious or not in these two decisions. When I chose the title, it was without the slightest doubt that its meaning would be perfectly clear to anyone; there were people, however, to whom it proved confusing. When the book was published (1912) most of the reviewers, though there were some doubters, accepted it as a human document [i.e., as an authentic autobiography]” (Along the Way, 238; emphasis added) 

Goellnicht notes a complexity of the joke: 

“There are a number of levels of irony at play here: The narrator is frequently self-consciously ironic in his treatment of significant issues concerning himself and his race, and thus appears to be a subject of considerable self-knowledge; but at other times he is blind to the narrowness and bigotry of his own perspective and thus becomes the object of Johnson's, and our, ironic gaze.”
Irony and Parody in the narrator’s POV of the Race Question

--narrowness and bigotry in his own discussion of blacks and whites

--the narrator seems to reflect more of a “white” gaze of other African-Americans 

a) his point of view of the other African-American children at the school

b) his reaction to Shiny’s graduation speech 

c) his portrait of the other African-Americans at Atlanta University

d) his discussion of the three classes of Colored people

The narrator is imperfect—there are flaws in his perception of the moment and he usually is placed in a state of shock.  In these moments, Johnson enters into the text and presents his own views on the Race Question—viewpoints that Johnson would later express in his real autobiography and his essays.  In these moments, Johnson blurs the lines between nonfiction and fiction.  

Ultimately Johnson is seeking to explore the way forward for African-Americans to achieve equality in United States, something that Johnson is intently interested in pursuing throughout all of his writings.

Using Fiction for Social Critique
The Character’s Story, the little tragedies that Johnson creates allow him to take on a more philosophical discussion of the Race Question.  He also posits bigoted whites in the story, much like Mark Twain does in The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn, to fiction to open up the discussion.  Our Narrator, much like Huckleberry Finn, has many misadventures before he resolves himself to an identity at the end.
“Autobiography” as a Confessional for the Imperfect Narrator—Johnson’s Fictional Set-Up of the Reader—EMPTY HEAD ACTIVITY
“I know that in writing the following pages I am divulging the great secret of my life, the secret which for some years I have guarded far more carefully than any of my earthly possessions; and it is a curious study to me to analyze the motives which prompt me to do it. I feel that I am led by the same impulse which forces the un-found-out criminal to take somebody into his confidence, although he knows that the act is likely, even almost certain, to lead to his undoing. I know that I am playing with fire, and I feel the thrill which accompanies that most fascinating pastime; and, back of it all, I think I find a sort of savage and diabolical desire to gather up all the little tragedies of my life, and turn them into a practical joke on society.  And, too, I suffer a vague feeling of unsatisfaction, of regret, of almost remorse, from which I am seeking relief, and of which I shall speak in the last paragraph of this account” (1).
“Secret of My Life”—Word Choice
“guarded”

“the un-found-out criminal”
“lead to his undoing”

“playing with fire”
“thrill”



“savage and diabolical desire”

“little tragedies of my life”



“practical joke on society”

Framing of Guilt and Lifting the Veil—has committed not only a racial transgression but also a moral transgression and the “last paragraph”—he promises to speak the sin 
Small Group Quotes Find and Analysis on Theme (2-3 max)

Early Characterization of the Narrator in Chapter 1
Investigate the “little tragedies” create the path to his current “passing” as a white man.  These “little tragedies” develop the themes, the messages that Johnson seeks to make as the author.
a) Racial Identity: Life before the discovery of his color
b) The Law of the Absent White Father—Wealth/Capitalism as a Goal
c) Gender Relations: Mother
d) Role of Music in His Life

e) Educational Experiences 
f) Friendships

g) Discovery of Color
Racial Identity: WHO ARE YOU?
Exterior Identity

“My mother dressed me very neatly, and I developed that pride which

well-dressed boys generally have. She was careful about my associates,

and I myself was quite particular. As I look back now I can see that I

was a perfect little aristocrat. My mother rarely went to anyone's

house, but she did sewing, and there were a great many ladies coming

to our cottage. If I was around they would generally call me, and ask

me my name and age and tell my mother what a pretty boy I was. Some of

them would pat me on the head and kiss me” (3).

Vague Father Figure

--early childhood in Georgia when his father visited 2 or 3 times a week

--the gathering of his slippers and the payment with a coin

--the gold coin with the hole driven through and worn around his neck

“I have worn that gold piece around my neck the greater part of

my life, and still possess it, but more than once I have wished that

some other way had been found of attaching it to me besides putting a

hole through it”(2).
Mother’s Love

“Always on such evenings, when the music was over, my mother would sit with me in her arms, often for a very long time. She would hold me close, softly crooning some old melody without words, all the while gently stroking her face against my head; many and many a night I thus fell asleep. I can see her now, her great dark eyes looking into the fire, to where? No one knew but her. The memory of that picture has more than once kept me from straying too far from the place of purity and safety in which her arms held me” (3).

Music and His Mother

“Sometimes on other evenings, when she was not sewing, she would play simple accompaniments to some old Southern songs which she sang. In these songs she was freer, because she played them by ear. Those

evenings on which she opened the little piano were the happiest hours of my childhood. Whenever she started toward the instrument, I used to follow her with all the interest and irrepressible joy that a pampered

pet dog shows when a package is opened in which he knows there is a sweet bit for him. I used to stand by her side and often interrupt and annoy her by chiming in with strange harmonies which I found on either

the high keys of the treble or the low keys of the bass. I remember that I had a particular fondness for the black keys.” (3)

Success in Music (Johnson actually wrote music with his brother)
“At a very early age I began to thump on the piano alone, and it was not long before I was able to pick out a few tunes. When I was seven years old, I could play by ear all of the hymns and songs that my

mother knew. I had also learned the names of the notes in both clefs, but I preferred not to be hampered by notes” (4).

Education

 “when I was nine years old, my mother decided to enter me in the public school, so all at 
once I found myself thrown among a crowd of boys of all sizes and kinds; some of them 
seemed to me like savages. I shall never forget the bewilderment, the pain, the heart-sickness, 
of that first day at school. I seemed to be the only stranger in the place; every other boy

seemed to know every other boy” (4)

Friendships
--Alliance with Red Head

“Afterwards, through all our school days, "Red Head" shared my wit and quickness and
 I benefited by his strength and dogged faithfulness” (6)

--admiration of “Shiny”

“"Shiny" was considered without question to be the best speller, the best reader, the best 
penman--in a word, the best scholar, in the class. He was very quick to catch anything, 
but, nevertheless, studied hard; thus he possessed two powers very rarely combined in one 
boy. I saw him year after year, on up into the high school, win the majority of the prizes for 
punctuality, deportment, essay writing, and declamation. Yet it did not take me long to discover 
that, in spite of his standing as a scholar, he was in some way looked down upon” (6).

Racism on the playground

“The other black boys and girls were still more looked down upon. Some

of the boys often spoke of them as "niggers." Sometimes on the way

home from school a crowd would walk behind them repeating:

  "_Nigger, nigger, never die,

  Black face and shiny eye_."

On one such afternoon one of the black boys turned suddenly on his

tormentors and hurled a slate; it struck one of the white boys in the

mouth, cutting a slight gash in his lip. At sight of the blood the boy

who had thrown the slate ran, and his companions quickly followed.

We ran after them pelting them with stones until they separated in

several directions. I was very much wrought up over the affair, and

went home and told my mother how one of the "niggers" had struck a boy

with a slate. I shall never forget how she turned on me. "Don't you

ever use that word again," she said, "and don't you ever bother the

colored children at school. You ought to be ashamed of yourself." I

did hang my head in shame, not because she had convinced me that I had

done wrong, but because I was hurt by the first sharp word she had

ever given me” (6-7).

Realization of his racial identity

"I wish all of the white scholars to stand for a moment." I rose with

the others. The teacher looked at me and, calling my name, said: "You

sit down for the present, and rise with the others." I did not quite

understand her, and questioned: "Ma'm?" She repeated, with a softer

tone in her voice: "You sit down now, and rise with the others." I sat

down dazed. I saw and heard nothing. When the others were asked to

rise, I did not know it (7)

Mirror—How you see your own image reflected and how you see your parents reflected in yourself (7-8)
Second Empty Head—Phrases that Frame the Moment
I rushed up into my own little room, shut the door, and

went quickly to where my looking-glass hung on the wall. For an

instant I was afraid to look, but when I did, I looked long and

earnestly. I had often heard people say to my mother: "What a pretty

boy you have!" I was accustomed to hear remarks about my beauty; but

now, for the first time, I became conscious of it and recognized it.

I noticed the ivory whiteness of my skin, the beauty of my mouth, the

size and liquid darkness of my eyes, and how the long, black lashes

that fringed and shaded them produced an effect that was strangely

fascinating even to me. I noticed the softness and glossiness of my

dark hair that fell in waves over my temples, making my forehead

appear whiter than it really was. How long I stood there gazing at

my image I do not know. 
I ran downstairs and rushed to where my mother was sitting, with a piece

of work in her hands. I buried my head in her lap and blurted out:

"Mother, mother, tell me, am I a nigger?" I could not see her face,

but I knew the piece of work dropped to the floor and I felt her hands

on my head. I looked up into her face and repeated: "Tell me, mother,

am I a nigger?" There were tears in her eyes and I could see that she

was suffering for me. And then it was that I looked at her critically

for the first time. I had thought of her in a childish way only as the

most beautiful woman in the world; now I looked at her searching for

defects. I could see that her skin was almost brown, that her hair

was not so soft as mine, and that she did differ in some way from the

other ladies who came to the house; yet, even so, I could see that she

was very beautiful, more beautiful than any of them. She must have

felt that I was examining her, for she hid her face in my hair and

said with difficulty: "No, my darling, you are not a nigger." She went

on: "You are as good as anybody; if anyone calls you a nigger, don't

notice them." But the more she talked, the less was I reassured, and I

stopped her by asking: "Well, mother, am I white? Are you white?" She

answered tremblingly: "No, I am not white, but you--your father is one

of the greatest men in the country--the best blood of the South is in

you--" This suddenly opened up in my heart a fresh chasm of misgiving

and fear, and I almost fiercely demanded: "Who is my father? Where is

he?" She stroked my hair and said: "I'll tell you about him some day."

I sobbed: "I want to know now." She answered: "No, not now."

IMPACT OF REALIZATION—Inciting incident—Chapter 2 frames the significance of the sequence that ends Chapter 1

Since I have grown older I have often gone back and tried to analyze

the change that came into my life after that fateful day in school.

There did come a radical change, and, young as I was, I felt fully

conscious of it, though I did not fully comprehend it. Like my first

spanking, it is one of the few incidents in my life that I can

remember clearly. In the life of everyone there is a limited number of

unhappy experiences which are not written upon the memory, but stamped

there with a die; and in long years after, they can be called up

in detail, and every emotion that was stirred by them can be lived

through anew; these are the tragedies of life. . . . 

And so I have often lived  through that hour, that day, that week, in which was 

wrought the miracle of my transition from one world into another; for I did indeed 
pass into another world. From that time I looked out through other eyes, my thoughts 
were colored, my words dictated, my actions limited by one dominating, all-pervading idea

which constantly increased in force and weight until I finally realized in it a great, tangible fact. (9)
Immersion in Educational Success

Music—“Infant Prodigy”

“Even at a tender age, in playing I helped to express what I felt

by some of the mannerisms which I afterwards observed in great

performers; I had not copied them. I have often heard people speak of

the mannerisms of musicians as affectations adopted for mere effect;

in some cases they may be so; but a true artist can no more play upon

the piano or violin without putting his whole body in accord with the

emotions he is striving to express than a swallow can fly without

being graceful. Often when playing I could not keep the tears which

formed in my eyes from rolling down my cheeks. Sometimes at the end

or even in the midst of a composition, as big a boy as I was, I would

jump from the piano, and throw myself sobbing into my mother's arms” (12)

Statements about a Colored Existence—Dual Personality

“It is a difficult thing for a white man to learn what a colored man really thinks; 

because, generally, with the latter an additional and different light must

be brought to bear on what he thinks; and his thoughts are often

influenced by considerations so delicate and subtle that it would be

impossible for him to confess or explain them to one of the opposite

race. This gives to every colored man, in proportion to his

intellectuality, a sort of dual personality; there is one phase of him

which is disclosed only in the freemasonry of his own race. I have

often watched with interest and sometimes with amazement even ignorant

colored men under cover of broad grins and minstrel antics maintain

this dualism in the presence of white men” (9).

Reading of Uncle Tom’s Cabin—filling in the gaps of American history glossed over in the text books

Discussion of the reality of interracial relationships

“I do not think it is claiming too much to say that Uncle Tom's Cabin
was a fair and truthful panorama of slavery; however that may be, it

opened my eyes as to who and what I was and what my country considered

me; in fact, it gave me my bearing. But there was no shock; I took

the whole revelation in a kind of stoical way. One of the greatest

benefits I derived from reading the book was that I could afterwards

talk frankly with my mother on all the questions which had been

vaguely troubling my mind. . . . What she told me interested and even

fascinated me, and, what may seem strange, kindled in me a strong

desire to see the South. She spoke to me quite frankly about herself,

my father, and myself: she, the sewing girl of my father's mother;

he, an impetuous young man home from college; I, the child of this

unsanctioned love. She told me even the principal reason for our

coming north. My father was about to be married to a young lady of

another great Southern family; She did not neglect to add that another

reason for our being in Connecticut was that he intended to give me

an education and make a man of me” (19)

Shiny’s Speech and the Narrator’s Reaction:

“But the effect upon me of "Shiny's" speech was double; I not only

shared the enthusiasm of his audience, but he imparted to me some of

his own enthusiasm. I felt leap within me pride that I was colored;

and I began to form wild dreams of bringing glory and honor to the

Negro race. For days I could talk of nothing else with my mother

except my ambitions to be a great man, a great colored man, to reflect

credit on the race and gain fame for myself. It was not until years

after that I formulated a definite and feasible plan for realizing my

dreams” (21).

