About This Volume

Nicolas Tredell

This introductory essay provides an overview of the essays that follow,
making it easier for readers to find topics of interest.

Richard Wright’s Native Son is a compelling novel with an
immense narrative drive and the capacity to evoke vivid scenes in a
visceral way and to stimulate wider reflections on the topics with
which it grapples. In the 85 years since its first appearance, it has
provoked many strong responses and generated a wide range of
interpretations. This volume aims to consider such responses and
interpretations but to go beyond them to offer fresh perspectives on
a novel that can seem as urgently relevant today as it did when it
first appeared in 1940.

Like the other volumes in the Critical Insights series, this falls into
four sections. The first section provides an analysis of a major
theme in Native Son that links it with earlier literary works. The sec-
ond section, “Critical Contexts” contains four essays: the first
explores the historical context of the work; the second surveys the
early critical response; the third scrutinizes the novel through a par-
ticular critical lens; and the fourth compares and contrasts it with
another relevant literary text. The third section of this Critical
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Insights volume. “Critical Readings,” provides ten varying perspec-
tives on the text, its author, and its relation to specific literary, his-
torical, social, and cultural contexts. The closing “Critical
Resources” section contains a Chronology of Wright’s life and a
Bibliography that includes works by Wright and books and essays
about him.

Nicolas Tredell’s essay, “Anatomies of Murder: Femicide in Native
Son” sets Wright’s novel in a long lineage of writing about murder,
stretching back to Chaucer and forward through Shakespeare to
Dostoevsky and Theodore Dreiser, and encompassing two well-doc-
umented actual murders, those committed by the homicidal duo
Leopold and Loeb, and by Robert Nixon, on whose cases Wright
drew. Tredell contends that to “make links between these events and
texts and the femicides of Native Son is not at all to diminish the
power and originality of Wright’s novel or to assimilate it to a
White canon but to demonstrate how it enriches, and is reciprocally
enriched by, the literature and drama of the past.”

This essay is followed by Amy Leshinsky’s biography of Wright,
which traces his life from its harsh beginnings to his spectacular
success with Native Son to his difficulties in later life.

Critical Contexts

In the first essay in the Critical Contexts section, entitled “‘He
examined the map again’: Richard Wright’s Macroscopic Analysis
of Chicago in Native Son,” Donald Kizza-Brown acknowledges that
criticism and classroom discussion of Wright’s first novel often
focuses on Bigger’s behavior, and he recognizes the importance of
this but points us beyond it to the question: “How did his environ-
ment—the city in which he lived and the nation in which he was
born—play a role in this native son?” In particular, how did the
appalling housing conditions offered to Black migrants in Chicago
from the South work to create a Bigger Thomas? Kizza-Brown
focuses on the “epiphany” that occurs as Bigger looks at a map he
finds in a newspaper article about the Chicago Police Department’s
hunt for him and realizes that “the city itself is designed for people
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Anatomies of Murder: Femicide in Native Son

Nicolas Tredell

This essay aims to set Native Son’s representation of murder within a long
historical, literary, and dramatic context. It considers the idea, in Chaucer’s
Nun’s Priest’s Tale that “murder will out™—sooner or later it will become
public knowledge. Moreover, it examines the medieval practice of the “hue
and cry,” which rested on a subject’s legal duty at that time to raise the
alarm when a crime, especially a murder, has been committed and to help
gather together a group of people to hunt down the perpetrator(s). It consid-
ers how the “hue and cry” can get out of hand, turning into a precursor of
the lynch mob, and interfere with the legal right to due process established
by the Fifth Amendment of the United States Constitution. The essay dis-
cusses two murderers in Shakespeare: first Othello, whom the play con-
structs as a racial other; and second, Macbeth who, with his wife, experi
ences an almost hallucinatory guilt at having murdered. The essay goes on
to consider the representation of murder in the novel, exemplified by
Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment and Dreiser's An American Tragedy. /t
explores the role of true crime in Native Son, especially the cases of
Leopold and Loeb, and Robert Nixon. The essay then focuses on the
femicides of Mary Dalton and Bessie Mears in Native Son and considers
Bigger’s lack of remorse at the end of the novel.
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Among many other literary traditions, genres, and subgenres with
which it can be associated, Richard Wright’s first novel, Native Son
(1940), takes its place in the literature of murder. This is a volumi-
nous field, particularly if we extend it beyond the canon of “seri-
ous” poetry, fiction, and drama to include genre fiction such as
detective stories and thrillers, “true crime” magazines and books,
and comics and graphic novels.

The literature of murder is both perennially popular and profoundly
disturbing, as it can seem, even or especially when pitched on a
high literary level, to appeal to dubious instincts—sadistic, sala-
cious, voyeuristic, and where

femicide is concerned, “Crime and Punishment and An
misogynistic. It may be espe- American Tragedy are both
cially unsettling when it offers important influences on, and
to take us into the mind of a intertexts for, the anatomies
murderer, whether fictional or of murder in Native Son.”

real, by means of narrative
prose in the novel or short story, or of the soliloquy or confession
scene in drama, as it can produce a sympathy for, or at least an iden-
tification with, a killer that may seem morally reprehensible, even if
the sympathy does not extend to conscious condonement of their
crime.

The fascination that murders exercise, however, as the breaking of
an ultimate taboo, is undeniable, even when it is exploited, as is
often the case, for commercial or political purposes. This essay will
explore Native Son’s depiction of murder within a broad historical,
literary, and dramatic context. It will consider the medieval practice
of the “hue and cry,” Shakespearean drama such as Othello and
Macbeth, significant nineteenth and twentieth-century novels like
Crime and Punishment and An American Tragedy, and notable true
crime cases including Leopold and Loeb, as well as Robert Nixon.
It will then focus on the portrayal of femicide and its aftermath in
Native Son.
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Hue and Cry

Murder in literature, as in life, does not exist in a vacuum. It has
social and psychological causes, and it certainly has consequences.
Literary and dramatic texts permit an imaginative exploration of
these that may be more constricted in the case of a real-life killer.
The consequences can entail the murder coming to light, the investi-
gation of the crime, the pursuit of the killer or killers, and their
arrest, trial, and punishment. The Canterbury Tales (1387-1400) by
Geoffrey Chaucer (c 1343—66) include the Nun'’s Priest’s Tale
(Nonnes Preestes Tale of the Cok and Hen, Chauntecleer and
Pertelote), which twice affirms that “Murder will out” [in the origi-
nal Middle English, “Mordre wol out,” lines 3052, 3057]; that is,
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Fig. 1. The Nun’s Priest in the Ellesmere manuscript of Geoffiey Chaucer’s Can-
terbury Tales, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]
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was saying things that Negroes were not supposed to say publicly,
things that whites had forbidden” (qtd. in Fabre 249). Through his
speech at Fisk University, Wright embraced the power of his lived
experience and set to work on what would become Black Boy. His
draft was penned in fewer than eight months, and when it crossed
the desk of the editor at Harpers, the decision to move forward was

Fig. 3. Richard Wright (May 1943). Photo by Gordon Parks, Farm Security Ad-
ministration, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]
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Fig. 3. Ralph Ellison in 1961. Photographer unknown, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]

in American life; they both reflect and are products of its violence”
(Ellison 1940, 43). In a way that greatly contrasts with Graham’s
and Hughes’s respective impressions of Native Son and to what
extent Bigger is among the Negro bad men in American life, Ellison
writes, “it is an indictment of our society that their sensitivity and
creativeness are not allowed to flow into socially more productive
channels” (Ellison 1940, 43). In Hughes’s case, and how Native Son
provides a bleak portrait of black life, Ellison concludes, “‘Native
Son’ jars our common assumption concerning the Negro and con-
cerning American society” (Ellison 1940, 43). Ellison would come
to echo this assessment of Native Son in “Recent Negro Fiction,”
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Mrs. Thomas and Vera: Still Haunting Richard Wright’s
Creative Legacy

Trudier Harris

Scholars have given Mrs. Thomas and Vera only a small amount of atten-
tion since Richard Wright introduced them in Native Son (1940). Usually
identified as “Bigger Thomas’s mother” and “Bigger Thomas'’s sister,” they
have not had a sustained place in criticism in their own right. A more careful
look reveals that they are not “nagging bitches,” as one critic labels them,
and they certainly do not work actively against Bigger. They are migrants
from the South who came to the North looking for better opportunities and
had their expectations short-circuited. Living in a one-room kitchenette
“apartment” with Bigger and Buddy, they are so economically and spatially
trapped that the impact on family dynamics is disastrous. Add in Bigger's
refusal to work on a steady basis, combined with his leeching off the wash-
ing-clothes-for-white folks labor of Mrs. Thomas, and the female characters
might earn more sympathy from readers and scholars. They are not out to
harm Bigger or to curtail his chances in the world; instead, they want him to
assume financial responsibility for his place in the family. Although they
have little power or influence in the text and vanish from the last third of the
novel, they nonetheless haunt the imaginations of readers as they specu-
late about Wright's ultimate purpose for these creations. Native Son relies
on these characters, no matter their messy portrayals or how Wright tries to
push them into the background.
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Fig. 1. Housing for African Americans in Chicago (1941). Photo by Russell Lee,
Farm Security Administration, via Library of Congress Prints and Photographs di-
vision. [No known restrictions.]

For more than eight decades since they graced the pages of Richard
Wright’s Native Son (1940), Mrs. Thomas and her daughter Vera
have garnered little positive critical attention. Countless reviews and
critical studies do not mention them at all. Contingent characters
identified as “Bigger Thomas’s mother” and “Bigger Thomas’s sis-
ter,” they are undeveloped plot fillers who hold places in Bigger’s
family.! Downtrodden, sometimes stereotyped, and generally deval-
ued, they are tertiary in the plot, in Bigger’s life, and in the larger
social world that includes the South Side of Chicago. In comment-
ing upon them, Calvin Hernton provides what has become the
iconic scholarly response to this mother-daughter duo. Of Mrs.
Thomas and Vera, Hernton writes: “Richard Wright portrays Bigger
Thomas’s mother and sister ‘realistically’ as decrepit, nagging
bitches.” (139). It is easy, from a feminist perspective, to complain
about Wright’s portrayals of the mother and her daughter. Hernton’s
dismissal, however, perhaps comes too quickly; it fails to consider
sufficiently why the females in Bigger’s life behave as they do.
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Fig. 5. Portrait of actor Canada Lee in Native Son (April 7, 1941). Photo by Carl
Van Vechten, via Wikimedia. [Public domain.]

of the fractured nature of his existence” (Harding 1997, 372)—it is
more than just about his blackness or even only a case of his mascu-
linity, but it is also about his sexuality, insofar as Bigger Thomas’s
phenomenological awareness is laid bare in his black masculinity,
how this black masculinity positions itself with respect to Mary, to
Mrs. Dalton, to Mary’s bedroom, and to the fictional world of the
novel, and why, to these ends, Bigger Thomas finds the
phenomenological implications of what happens when, Bigger
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Early and Later Reviews of the 1951 Film of Richard
Wright’s Native Son

Robert C. Evans

This essay surveys the range of reviewers’ reactions to the 1951 film of
Native Son, summarizing its European reception and providing a fuller sur-
vey than ever before of the wide range of responses that greeted the movie
when it premiered in America in 1951. Although many of the early reviews,
especially in the United States, were negative, there were also some mixed
reviews and other more positive ones. There was a widespread feeling that
the film had fallen far short of the novel, and for some it also fell short of the
stage adaptation. Some were concerned that it had failed to deliver a clear
anti-racist message, and others thought it biased, and even anti-American,
because it did not recognize the improvement in race relations in the United
States that had occurred since the 1930s. The essay extensively para-
phrases and quotes from the earliest reviews and also from much later
reviews that appeared when the 1951 film was re-released, in a substan-
tially longer version, in 2019.

The 1951 film of Richard Wright’s 1940 novel titled Native Son is
variously intriguing. Not only was it one of the first films based on
the work of an important African American author, but it is also one
of the few films of any kind in which the major author of a signifi-
cant novel plays the movie’s leading role. In the film, Wright (in his
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Chronology of Richard Wright’s Life

1908

September 4. Richard Nathaniel Wright is born on
Rucker’s Plantation, near Natchez, Mississippi. He is the
first child of Nathaniel Wright (Sharecropper) and Ella
Wilson Wright (Schoolteacher). Both sets of his grand-
parents had been born into slavery but were freed
because of the Civil War.

1910

September 24. Wright’s brother Leon Alan Wright is
born.

Wright’s mother, with Wright and Leon, move to live
with her parents in Natchez, Mississippi. Wright’s father
follows later. Wright’s grandmother is a strict Sev-
enth-day Adventist and strong disciplinarian.

Fall. Wright accidently sets his mother’s parents’ house
on fire. Wright’s mother is so angry that she beats him
until he is unconscious.

1911

Wright’s family move upriver to Memphis, Tennessee,
to find better employment. Wright’s father gets a job as
a night porter in an hotel. Wright’s mother becomes a
cook for a White family.

At his father’s insistence, Wright kills a stray kitten that
has angered his father by disturbing his sleep with its
loud mewing.

1912

Wright’s father abandons his family for another woman.

1915

Wright’s mother puts Wright and Leon in a Methodist
orphanage, Settlement House, for a brief time. This
experience influenced Wright’s novel Rite of Passage.

1915-16

Wright is enrolled at Howe Institute, Memphis,
Tennessee.
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1916

Wright’s mother along with Wright and Leon spend the
summer with her mother in Jackson, Mississippi. They
then live with Wright’s mother’s sister, Maggie, and her
husband Silas Hopkins in Elaine, Arkansas.

1917

Wright’s Uncle Silas is murdered by a White man who
covets his successful saloon business.
The Wrights escape to West Helena, Arkansas.

1919

Wright begins school in West Helena, Arkansas.

August 10. Wright is forced to leave school as his
mother’s health deteriorates to find work to support him-
self and his family.

1920

Wright’s mother has a paralyzing stroke. Wright is sepa-
rated from Leon. Wright lives briefly with his uncle
Clark Wilson and aunt Jodie in Greenwood, Mississippi.

Wright is twelve years old, and he has not yet had a
complete year of schooling.

The Wrights move back to Jackson, Mississippi, to live
with Wright’s maternal grandmother. Wright lives here
from early 1920 to late 1925. Wright’s grandmother fre-
quently beats Wright and Leon.

Wright attends the Seventh-day Adventist school but
rebels against its strictness.

1921-1923

Wright attends Jim Hill High School and Smith Robert-
son Junior High. Wright does well academically and
socially.

1922

Wright does several jobs after school in the summer and
is able to afford books, clothing, and additional food
with his income. Wright reads pulp fiction in his spare
time.

A brother of one of Wright’s High School friends is
murdered by “Whites.” Wright becomes aware of the
depth of American racism and violence in the Deep
South.
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