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Dorothy Allison
This Is Our World

Dorothy Allison (b. 1949) was born in Greenville, South Carolina, and re-
ceived an M.A. in anthropology from the New School for Social Research in New
York City. A versatile writer, Allison bas published poems, short stories, essays,
and novels. Her first collection of short stories, Trash (1988), won the Lambda
Book Award for the best work of lesbian fiction. She gained mainstream attention
with ber first novel, Bastard Out of Carolina (1992), which was a finalist for the
National Book Award. Her most recent work, Cavedweller (1998), is an epic
novel about the lives of four women in a small town in Georgia. Allison also con-
tributes to many periodicals, including Harper’s, the New York Times, Village
Voice, and Southern Exposure. “This Is Our World” first appeared in the summer
1998 issue of DoubleTake, a magazine featuring creative writing and photography.

The first painting I ever saw up close was at a Baptist church when I
was seven years old. It was a few weeks before my mama was to be bap-
tized. From it, I took the notion that art should surprise and astonish, and
hopefully make you think something you had not thought until you saw it.
The painting was a mural of Jesus at the Jordan River done on the wall be-
hind the baptismal font. The font itself was a remarkable creation—a
swimming pool with one glass side set into the wall above and behind the
pulpit so that ordinarily you could not tell the font was there, seeing only
the painting of Jesus. When the tank was flooded with water, little lights
along the bottom came on, and anyone who stepped down the steps seemed
to be walking past Jesus himself and descending into the Jordan River.
Watching baptisms in that tank was like watching movies at the drive-in,
my cousins had told me. From the moment the deacon walked us around
the church, I knew what my cousin had meant. I could not take my eyes off
the painting or the glass-fronted tank. It looked every moment as if Jesus
were about to come alive, as if he were about to step out onto the water of
the river. I think the way I stared at the painting made the deacon nervous.

The deacon boasted to my mama that there was nothing like that
baptismal font in the whole state of South Carolina. It had been designed,
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he told her, by a nephew of the minister—a boy who had gone on to
build a shopping center out in New Mexico. My mama was not sure that
someone who built shopping centers was the kind of person who should
have been designing baptismal fonts, and she was even more uncertain
about the steep steps by Jesus’ left hip. She asked the man to let her prac-
tice going up and down, but he warned her it would be different once the
water poured in.

“It’s quite safe though,” he told her. “The water will hold you up.
You won't fall.”

[ kept my attention on the painting of Jesus. He was much larger than
[ was, a little bit more than life-size, but the thick layer of shellac applied
to protect the image acted like a magnifying glass, making him seem
larger still. It was Jesus himself that fascinated me, though. He was all .
rouged and pale and pouty as Elvis Presley. This was not my idea of the
son of God, but I liked it. I liked it a lot.

“Jesus looks like a girl,” I told my mama.

She looked up at the painted face. A little blush appeared on her
cheekbones, and she looked as if she would have smiled if the deacon
were not frowning so determinedly. “It’s just the eyelashes,” she said. The
deacon nodded. They climbed back up the stairs. I stepped over close to
Jesus and put my hand on the painted robe. The painting was sweaty and
cool, slightly oily under my fingers.

“] liked that Jesus,” I told my mama as we walked out of the church.
“I wish we had something like that.” To her credit, Mama did not laugh.

“If you want a picture of Jesus,” she said, “we’ll get you one. They
have them in nice frames at Sears.” [ sighed. That was not what I had in
mind. What [ wanted was a life-size, sweaty painting, one in which Jesus
looked as hopeful as a young girl —something other-worldly and pecu-
liar, but kind of wonderful at the same time. After that, every time we -
went to church I asked to go up to see the painting, but the baptismal 3
font was locked tight when not in use.

The Sunday Mama was to be baptized, I watched the minister step J
down into that pool past the Son of God. The preacher’s gown was tai- 3
lored with little weights carefully sewn into the hem to keep it from rising o
up in the water. The water pushed up at the fabric while the weights §
tugged it down. Once the minister was all the way down into the tank, /8
the robe floated up a bit so that it seemed to have a shirred ruffle all &
along the bottom. That was almost enough to pull my eyes away from the %
face of Jesus, but not quite. With the lights on in the bottom of the tank; }
the eyes of the painting seemed to move and shine. I tried to point it out 3
to my sisters, but they were uninterested. All they wanted to see was
Mama. :

Mama was to be baptized last, after three little boys, and their gown:
had not had any weights attached. The white robes floated up arougd
their necks so that their skinny boy bodies and white cotton underwe3
were perfectly visible to the congregation. The water that came up above;
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the hips of the minister lapped their shoulders, and the shortest of the
boys sseemed panicky at the prospect of gulping water, no matter how
holy. ;e paddled furiously to keep above the water’s surface. The water
started to rock violently at his struggles, sweeping the other boys off their
feet. All of them pumped their knees to stay upright and the minister,
realizing how the scene must appear to the congregation below, speeded
up the baptismal process, praying over and dunking the boys at high
speed.

Around me the congregation shifted in their seats. My little sister slid
forward off the pew, and I quickly grabbed her around the waist and
barely stopped myself from laughing out loud. A titter from the back of
the church indicated that other people were having the same difficulty
keeping from laughing. Other people shifted irritably and glared at the
noisemakers. It was clear that no matter the provocation, we were to pre-
tend nothing funny was happening. The minister frowned more fiercely
and prayed louder. My mama’s friend Louise, sitting at our left, whis-
pered a soft “Look at that” and we all looked up in awe. One of the
hastily blessed boys had dog-paddled over to the glass and was staring
out at us, eyes wide and his hands pressed flat to the glass. He looked as
if he hoped someone would rescue him. It was too much for me. I began
to giggle helplessly, and not a few of the people around me joined in. Im-
patiently the minister hooked the boy’s robe, pulled him back, and
pushed him toward the stairs.

My mama, just visible on the staircase, hesitated briefly as the sodden
boy climbed up past her. Then she set her lips tightly together, and
reached down and pressed her robe to her thighs. She came down the
steps slowly, holding down the skirt as she did so, giving one stern glance
to the two boys climbing past her up the steps, and then turning her face
deliberately up to the painting of Jesus. Every move she made communi-
cated resolution and faith, and the congregation stilled in respect. She was
baptized looking up stubbornly, both hands holding down that cotton
robe while below, I fought so hard not to giggle, teass spilled down my
face.

Over the pool, the face of Jesus watched solemnly with his pink,
painted cheeks and thick, dark lashes. For all the absurdity of the event,
his face seemed to me startlingly compassionate and wise. That face un-
derstood fidgety boys and stubborn women. It made me want the paint-
ing even more, and to this day I remember it with longing. It had the
weight of art, that face. It had what I am sure art is supposed to have —
the power to provoke, the authority of a heartfelt vision.

I imagine the artist who painted the baptismal font in that Baptist
church so long ago was a man who did not think himself much of an
artist. | have seen paintings like his many times since, so perhaps he
worked from a model. Maybe he traced that face off another he had seen
in some other church. For a while, ! tried to imagine him a character out



of a Flannery O’Connor! short story, a man who traveled around the
South in the fifties painting Jesus wherever he was needed, giving the Son
of God the long lashes and pink cheeks of a young girl. He would be the
kind of man who would see nothing blasphemous in painting eyes that
followed the congregation as they moved up to the pulpit to receive a
blessing and back to the pews to sit chastened and still for the benedic-
tion. Perhaps he had no sense of humor, or perhaps he had one too re-
fined for intimidation. In my version of the story, he would have a case of
whiskey in his van, right behind the gallon containers of shellac and
buried notebooks of his own sketches. Sometimes, he would read thick
journals of art criticism while sitting up late in cheap hotel rooms and
then get roaring drunk and curse his fate.

“What I do is wallpaper,” he would complain. “Just wallpaper.” But
the work he so despised would grow more and more famous as time
passed. After his death, one of those journals would publish a careful
consideration of his murals, calling him a gifted primitive. Dealers would
offer little churches large sums to take down his walls and sell them as in-
stallations to collectors. Maybe some of the churches would refuse to sell,
but grow uncomfortable with the secular popularity of the paintings.
Still, somewhere there would be a little girl like the girl I had been, a girl
who would dream of purtting her hand on the cool, sweaty painting while
the Son of God blinked down at her in genuine sympathy. Is it a sin, she
would wonder, to put together the sacred and the absurd? I would not
answer her question, of course. I would leave it, like the art, to make
everyone a little nervous and unsure.

I love black-and-white photographs, and I always have. I have cut
photographs out of magazines to paste in books of my own, bought al-
bums at yard sales, and kept collections that had one or two images I
wanted near me always. Those pictures tell me stories—my own and oth-
ers, scary stories sometimes, but more often simply everyday stories, what
happened in that place at that time to those people. The pictures I collect
leave me to puzzle out what I think about it later. Sometimes, I imagine
my own life as a series of snapshots taken by some omniscient artist who
is just keeping track—not interfering or saying anything, just capturing
the moment for me to look back at it again later. The eye of God, as ex-
pressed in a Dorothea Lange or Wright Morris.2 This is the way it is, the
photograph says, and I nod my head in appreciation. The power of art is
in that nod of appreciation, though sometimes I puzzle nothing out, and
the nod is more a shrug. No, I do not understand this one, but I sge it. I
take it in. I will think about it. If I sit with this image long enough, this

LElannery O’Connor: For an example of her fiction, see page 854. —EDSs.

LDorothea Lange (1895-1965) was an American photographer known for her depic-
tions of rural poverty. Wright Morris (1910-1998) was a prominent midwestern novelist
also known for his photography; he often published books that combined text and pho-
tographs. —EDS.
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story, I have the hope of understanding something I did not understand
before. And that, too, is art, the best art.

My friend Jackie used to call my photographs sentimental. I had
pinned them up all over the walls of my apartment, and Jackie liked a few
of ghem but thought on the whole they were better suited to being tucked
awdy in a book. On her walls, she had half a dozen bright prints in
bottle-cap metal frames, most of them bought from Puerto Rican artists
at street sales when she was working as a taxi driver and always had cash
in her pockets. I thought her prints garish and told her so when she made
fun of my photographs.

“They remind me of my mama,” she told me. I had only seen one
photograph of Jackie’s mother, a wide-faced Italian matron from Queens
with thick, black eyebrows and a perpetual squint.

“She liked bright colors?” I asked.

Jackie nodded. “And stuff you could buy on the street. She was al-
ways buying stuff off tables on the street, saying that was the best stuff.
Best prices. Cheap skirts that lost their dye after a couple of washes, shoes
with cardboard insoles, those funky little icons, weeping saints and long-
faced Madonnas. She liked stuff 1o be really colorful. She painted all the
ceilings in our apartment red and white. Red-red and white-white. Like
blood on bone.”

I looked up at my ceiling. The high tin ceiling was uniformly bloody
when I moved in, with paint put on so thick, I could chip it off in lumps.
I had climbed on stacks of boxes to paint it all cream white and pale
blue.

“The Virgin’s colors,” Jackie told me. “You should put gold roses on
the door posts.”

“I’m no artist,” I told her.

“I am,” Jackie laughed. She took out a pencil and sketched a leafy
vine above two of my framed photographs. She was good. It looked as if
the frames were pinned to the vine. “I’ll do it all,” she said, looking at me
to see if [ was upset.

“Doit,” I told her.

Jackie drew lilies and potato vines up the hall while [ made tea and
admired the details. Around the front door she put the Virgin’s roses and
curious little circles with crosses entwined in the middle. “It’s beautiful,”
1 told her.

“A blessing,” she told me. “Like a bit of magic. My mama magic.”
Her face was so serious, I brought back a dish of salt and water, and we
blessed the entrance. “Now the devil will pass you by,” she promised me.

[ laughed, but almost believed.

»

For a few months last spring I kept seeing an ad in all the magazines
that showed a small child high in the air dropping toward the upraised
arms of a waiting figure below. The image was grainy and distant. I could
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not tell if the child was laughing or crying. The copy at the bottom of the
page read: “Your father always caught you.”

“Look at this,” I insisted the first time I saw the ad. “Will you look at
this?”

A friend of mine took the magazine, looked at the ad, and then up
into my shocked and horrified face.

“They don’t mean it that way,” she said.

I looked at the ad again. They didn’t mean it that way? They meant it
innocently? I shuddered. It was supposed to make you feel safe, maybe
make you buy insurance or something. It did not make me feel safe. I
dreamed about the picture, and it was not a good dream.

I wonder how many other people see that ad the way I do. [ wonder
how many other people look at the constant images of happy families and
make wry faces at most of them. It’s as if all the illustrators have televi-
sion sitcom imaginations. I do not believe in those families. I believe in
the exhausted mothers, frightened children, numb and stubborn men. I
believe in hard-pressed families, the child huddled in fear with his face
hidden, the father and mother confronting each other with their emotions
hidden, dispassionate passionate faces, and the unsettling sense of risk in
the baby held close to that man’s chest. These images make sense o me.
They are about the world I know, the stories I tell. When they are accom-
panied by wry titles or copy that is slightly absurd or unexpected, I grin
and know that [ will puzzle it out later, sometimes a lot later.

I think that using art to provoke uncertainty is what great writing
and inspired images do most brilliantly. Art should provoke more ques-
tions than answers and, most of all, should make us think about what we
rarely want to think about art all. Sitting down to write a novel, I refuse to
consider if my work is seen as difficult or inappropriate or provocative. |
choose my subjects to force the congregation to look at what they try so
stubbornly to pretend is not happening at all, deliberately combining the
horribly serious with the absurd or funny, because I know that if I am to
reach my audience I must first seduce their attention and draw them into
the world of my imagination. I know that I have to lay out my stories,
my difficult people, each story layering on top of the one before it with
care and craft, until my audience sees something they had not expected.
Frailty —stubborn, human frailty —that is what I work to showcase. The
wonder and astonishment of the despised and ignored, that is what I hope
to find in art and in the books I write—my secret self, my vulnerable and
embattled heart, the child I was and the woman I have become, not Jesus
at the Jordan but a woman with only her stubborn memories and pas-
sionate convictions to redeem her. ,

“You write such mean stories,” a friend once told me. “Raped girls,
brutal fathers, faithless mothers, and untrustworthy lovers— meaner than
the world really is, don’t you think?”
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I just looked at her. Meaner than the world really is? No. I thought
about showing her the box under my desk where I keep my clippings.
Newspaper stories and black-and-white images—the woman who
drowned her children, the man who shot first the babies in her arms and
then his wife, the teenage boys who led the three-year-old away along the
train track, the homeless family recovering from frostbite with their eyes
glazed and indifferent while the doctor scowled over their shoulders. The
world is meaner than we admit, larger and more astonishing. Strength ap-
pears in the most desperate figures, tragedy when we have no reason to ex-
pect it. Yes, some of my stories are fearful, but not as cruel as what [ see in
the world. I believe in redemption, just as I believe in the nobility of the de-
spised, the dignity of the outcast, the intrinsic honor among misfits, pari-
ahs, and queers. Artists—those of us who stand outside the city gates and
look back at a society that tries to ignore us—we have an angle of vision
denied to whole sectors of the sheltered and indifferent population within.
It is our curse and our prize, and for everyone who will tell us our work is
mean or fearful or unreal, there is another who will embrace us and say
with tears in their eyes how wonderful it is to finally feel as if someone else
has seen their truth and shown it in some part as it should be known.

“My story,” they say. “You told my story. That is me, mine, us.”
And it is.

We are not the same. We are a nation of nations. Regions, social
classes, economic circumstances, ethical systems, and political convic-
tions—all separate us even as we pretend they do not. Art makes that
plain. Those of us who have read the same books, eaten the same kinds of
food as children, watched the same television shows, and listened to the
same music, we believe ourselves part of the same nation—and we are con-
tinually startled to discover that our versions of reality do not match. If we
were more the same, would we not see the same thing when we look at a
painting? But what is it we see when we look at a work of art? What is it we
fear will be revealed? The artist waits for us to say. It does not matter that
each of us sees something slightly different. Most of us, confronted with the
artist’s creation, hesitate, stammer, or politely deflect the question of what
it means to us. Even those of us from the same background, same region,
same general economic and social class, come to “art” uncertain, suspi-
cious, not wanting to embarrass ourselves by revealing what the work pro-
vokes in us. In fact, sometimes we are not sure. If we were to reveal what we
see in each painting, sculpture, installation, or little book, we would run the
risk of exposing our secret selves, what we know and what we fear we do
not know, and of course incidentally what it is we truly fear. Art is the
Rorschach test for all of us, the projective hologram of our secret lives. Our
emotional and intellectual lives are laid bare. Do you like hologram roses?
Big, bold, brightly painted canvases? Representational art? Little boxes
with tiny figures posed precisely? Do you dare say what it is you like?



For those of us born into poor and working-class families, these are
not simple questions. For those of us who grew up hiding what our home
life was like, the fear is omnipresent — particularly when that home life
was scarred by physical and emotional violence. We know if we say any-
thing about what we see in a work of art we will reveal more about our-
selves than the artist. What do you see in this painting, in that one? [ see a
little girl, terrified, holding together the torn remnants of her clothing. I
see a child, looking back at the mother for help and finding none. I see a
mother, bruised and exhausted, unable to look up for help, unable to be-
lieve anyone in the world will help her. I see a man with his fists raised,
hating himself but making those fists tighter all the time. I see a little girl,
uncertain and angry, looking down at her own body with hatred and con-
tempt. | see that all the time, even when no one else sees what I see. |
know I am not supposed to mention what it is [ see. Perhaps no one else
is seeing what I see. If they are, I am pretty sure there is some cryptic
covenant that requires that we will not say what we see. Even when look-
ing at an image of a terrified child, we know that to mention why that
child might be so frightened would be a breach of social etiquette. The
world requires that such children not be mentioned, even when so many
of us are looking directly at her.

There seems to be a tacit agreement about what it is not polite to
mention, what it is not appropriate to portray. For some of us, that polite
behavior is set so deeply we truly do not see what seems outside that tacit
agreement. We have lost the imagination for what our real lives have
been or continue to be, what happens when we go home and close the
door on the outside world. Since so many would like us to never mention
anything unsettling anyway, the impulse to be quiet, the impulse to deny
and pretend, becomes very strong. But the artist knows all about that im-
pulse. The artist knows that it must be resisted. Art is not meant to be po-
lite, secret, coded, or timid. Art is the sphere in which that impulse to hide
and lie is the most dangerous. In art, transgression is holy, revelation a
sacrament, and pursuing one’s personal truth the only sure validation.

Does it matter if our art is canonized, if we become rich and success-
ful, lauded and admired? Does it make any difference if our pictures be-
come popular, our books made into movies, our creations win awards?
What if we are the ones who wind up going from town to town with our
notebooks, our dusty boxes of prints or Xeroxed sheets of music, never
acknowledged, never paid for our work? As artists, we know how easily
we could become a Flannery O’Connor character, reading those journals
of criticism and burying our faces in our hands, staggering under the
weight of what we see that the world does not. As artists, we also know
that neither worldly praise not critical disdain will ultimately prove the
worth of our work.

Some nights I think of that sweating, girlish Jesus above my mother’s
determined features, those hands outspread to cast benediction on those
giggling uncertain boys, me in the congregation struck full of wonder and
love and helpless laughter. If no one else ever wept at that image, I did. I
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wished the artist who painted that image knew how powerfully it touched
me, that after all these years his art still lives inside me. If I can wish for any-
thing for my art, that is what I want—to live in some child forever-—and if
I can demand anything of other artists, it is that they attempr as much.

The Reader’s Presence

1. You may have heard the old writing advice to “say what you’re
going to say, say it, and then say what you’ve said.” How does the
structure of Allison’s argument diverge from this rule? How does
the essay begin? Where is her argument first explicitly stated?
How is it developed?

2. What is the relation berween the painting of Jesus and Allison’s
argument? Does the scene of her mother’s baptism serve merely as
an interesting anecdote, or can it be tied in some way to the ques-
tions she raises regarding the function and value of art? In your
opinion, do Allison’s personal stories contribute to or detract
from her central argument? In what ways?

3. Pay close attention to Allison’s ideas abourt the role of the artist
(see especially paragraphs 35, 37, and 41). “Artists—those of us
who stand ourside the ciry gates and look back ar a sociery that
tries to ignore us—we have an angle of vision denied to whole sec-
tors of the sheltered and indifferent population within” (paragraph
37). Does Allison see the artist’s position in society as privileged?
Why or why not? Compare her sense of artistic mission (“trangres-
sion,” “revelation,” “personal truth,” paragraph 41) to that of
Gloria Anzaldia in “How to Tame a Wild Tongue” (page 299).
What is the place of beauty in each writer’s understanding of art?



