
BOOKS

When I was an undergradu-
ate , there were three black 
women  across the Atlantic 
whom I considered my 
friends, in the way that 
books and their authors 

can often seem. Their names were  Toni 
Morrison,  Alice Walker and  Maya 
 Angelou. They were the pre-eminence 
of a virtual global sisterhood that 
voiced the collective souls of us girls 
stranded amid everyday diasporic 
alienation, patriarchy and white femi-
nism. Alice was quiet and loved � owers 
and had a kind of angelic mist around 
her. Maya was � amboyant and sassy 
and tall and red-lipsticked. And Toni 
was imperious  with her silver-dreaded 
crown, her magnanimous ghostly melo-
drama and light ning intellect, like a 
haughty aunty who could slap you 
down with a single exquisite sentence.

There were other friends, too:  June 
Jordan,   Audre Lorde,  bell hooks,  Nella  
Larsen,  Zora Neale Hurston,  Toni Cade 
Bambara. They were  mostly Americans, 
to begin with, and the ones with the 
loudest plaudits got the most attention 
—   Walker and   Morrison won   Pulitzers, 
for  The Colour Purple and  Beloved 
respectively, and  Morrison was 
awarded the  Nobel  prize in  literature in 
 1993. But it wasn’t the plaudits that 
made me cherish these women . It was 
the stories they told and the way they 
told them, with a kind of warm power, 
and the people inside those pages 
whom I didn’t see much of in the  main-
stream literary canon. I recognised 
those characters and felt intimately 
connected to them, even if they did hail 
from the other side of the Atlantic 
(often via some manifestation of the 
 Middle Passage).

Toni Morrison , whose new book of 
collected essays,   Mouth Full of Blood, 
was published   two weeks ago, has 
always made it clear  she writes primar-
ily for black people. It is the de� ning 
factor of her work, the centralising of 
African-American life and its history, 
writing it from the inside outwards so 
 the margin becomes the mainstream.

 “What was driving me to write was 
the silence,” she once  told   The New Yor-
ker. “So many stories untold and unex-
amined. There was a wide vacuum in 
the literature.” And she has � lled that 
vacuum with a host of those stories,   11 

the  fortunate and di�  cult decision 
between two  big publishers for my � rst 
novel, the presence of  Morrison on the 
author list at  Chatto & Windus was one 
of the things that swung it. She was an 
example to me of literary excellence 
and socio  political dynamism, and also 
of what was possible, in fact required, 
on this side of the water. 

Black British female writers, given 
the sheer size and scope of America 
and its much broader well of opportu-
nity, have generally speaking been less 
celebrated on an inter national scale, 
but their work was a crucial  element  in 
helping me to forge a voice. All writers, 
despite their various in� uences and 
comrades, are essentially and pro-
foundly alone in � nding their way, but 
the novels and poetry of  Joan Riley, 
 Buchi Emecheta,  Grace Nichols,  Jackie 
Kay, Bernardine Evar isto and  Andrea 
Levy, among others, continue to carve 
a rich space in the UK in which the 
marginal can occupy the centre, in 
which that “silence” Morrison spoke 
of has been � lled and peopled with 
 stories  waiting to be told.

And British stories, of course, are 
 di� erent from American stories — the 
history is di� erent, the scope, the cul-
ture, yet black writers are frequently 
discussed under a single umbrella. 
There is not one black experience, one 
black community, one black life or one 
black identity, not even in one country, 
let alone across oceans. By the same 
token, the idea  there is any such thing 
as “black writing” is as absurd, reduc-
tive and impossible as the idea  there is 
such a thing as white writing. There 
cannot be one without the other.

We are seeing a proliferation of new 
and established black British female 
authors coming to the fore, including 
 Candice Carty-Williams  with her  debut 
novel,  Queenie, which charts the pained 
twenties of a  Londoner negotiating rela-
tionships in the metropolis ;  Temi Oh  
with her sci-�  epic of  six teen s adven-
turing to a planet  23 years away ; and 
Evaristo,  with her   novel,  Girl, Woman, 

Other, about the lives of   12 black 
 British women through history . 

Let’s hope the trend continues 
to grow to the extent that it is no 
longer just a recurring  theme but 
a permanence. I will always be 

grateful for those sisters across the 
water who showed us their worlds. 

In among their magni� cent foot-
steps, we are building legacies of 
our own.  c 

 
 Diana Evans is the author of  
26a,  The Wonder, and  Ordinary 
People,  which is out in paperback 
on   Thursday  ( Vintage  £8.99)

novels to be exact, from  Pecola Breed-
love, who tragically yearns for white 
beauty in  The Bluest Eye, to the trauma-
tised  former slave   Sethe, who murders 
her daughter to save her from the hor-
rors of the trade in  Beloved . Her pre-
dominantly female protagonists occupy 
spaces of consistent tragedy and ever 
encircling oppression of one kind or 
another, but they are always cou-
rageous, or at the very least made visi-
ble and understood,  a victory in itself.

Now  88, Morrison is America’s most 
institutionally revered living writer : in 
addition to the Pulitzer and the Nobel , 
 she was awarded  the  Presidential 
Medal of Freedom by  Barack Obama in 
2012  . But since the publication of her 
� rst novel in  1970, her work has had 
its fair share of criticism. The Bluest 
Eye was accused of fuelling negative 
 perceptions of black men at a time 
when  they really didn’t need it (which 
is basically never, and this says  dubious 
things about creative freedom for black 
artists and the right to speak truth).

 The critic  James Wood complained 
of her overzealousness with poetics 
and the lyrical, which  John Updike also 
grumbled about in his  review of  A 
Mercy. When Morrison won the Nobel 

Toni Morrison’s new 
book of essays causes 
the novelist Diana Evans 
to reflect on her legacy 
— and her genius 
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A TALE OF TWO SISTERS

 prize in  literature, the  � rst African-
American woman to do so, the 
 question was raised as to whether she 
actually deserved it,  artistically, or  it 
was more a case of positive discrimina-
tion. The mastery and luminosity of 
her prose ha ve often been shadowed 
by her race even in its very devotion to 
it, the shadow cast not by her, but by 
the race-diseased world in which it is 
received, yet she has maintained a 
� erce, individualistic  commitment to 
the realisation of her  vision .

When I was faced with 

She was 
an example  
of what was 
required on 
this side of 
the water 

Friends across the water  Morrison, 
above, and Evans, below 
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