UNIVERSITY OF LEEDS

This is a repository copy of Fatal Eyeballing: Sex, Violence, and Intimate Voyeurism in
Richard Wright's Native Son.

White Rose Research Online URL for this paper:
http://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/92904/

Version: Accepted Version

Book Section:

Warnes, A orcid.org/0000-0002-6094-6565 (2017) Fatal Eyeballing: Sex, Violence, and
Intimate Voyeurism in Richard Wright's Native Son. In: Bendixen, A and Carr Edenfield, O,
(eds.) The Centrality of Crime Fiction in American Literary Culture. Routledge
Interdisciplinary Perspectives on Literature . Routledge , Abingdon, Oxfordshire, UK , pp.
161-182. ISBN 9781138680470

© 2017 Taylor & Francis. This is an Accepted Manuscript of a book chapter published by
Routledge in The Centrality of Crime Fiction in American Literary Culture on 15 Jun 2017,
available online: http://www.routledge.com/9781138680470. Uploaded in accordance with
the publisher's self-archiving policy.

Reuse

Items deposited in White Rose Research Online are protected by copyright, with all rights reserved unless
indicated otherwise. They may be downloaded and/or printed for private study, or other acts as permitted by
national copyright laws. The publisher or other rights holders may allow further reproduction and re-use of
the full text version. This is indicated by the licence information on the White Rose Research Online record
for the item.

Takedown
If you consider content in White Rose Research Online to be in breach of UK law, please notify us by
emailing eprints@whiterose.ac.uk including the URL of the record and the reason for the withdrawal request.

eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/



mailto:eprints@whiterose.ac.uk
https://eprints.whiterose.ac.uk/

Fatal Eyeballing: Sex, Violence and

Intimate Voyeurism in Richard Wright’s Native Son (1940)

Woman, you’re pinned up

On the wall in front of you.

The Raincoats, “Off Duty Trip” (1979)

The plots of US crime fictions often turn on the fafettee body of a woman who has
suffered male violence. The resurfacing of a female coapsethe upsetting evidence it
brings to light proves crucial to the conviction of theim criminal in James Ellroy’s
Clandestine (1982) anthmes Lee Burke’s Cimarron Rose (1997), for example. Elsewhere,
in William Faulkner’s potboiler Sanctuary (1931) anBatricia Highsmith’s A Game for the
Living (1958), central female figures survive their ordeal, andrgto describe their physical
degradation in the cause of prosecutibne bodies of most female victims, however, testify
after death. The detection of their blood or the tra¢éleir DNA remind the living that they
were once the focus of an annihilating passion: thas¢ieal consumption of their bodies
itself turned them into potential courtroom proof, and thatthen led their attackers to try to
hide or wipe them from view. Many US crime stories can stiltbarted by the appalling yet
revealing descents undergone by the female bodies athbait. Sources of desire and
victims of violence, silenced objects that still sometinvesce and sometimes become
damning evidence, these bodies are in every way cemithtparack their transformations is

often to retell nothing less than the story itself.
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In the following essay | argue that, for Native Sofirst murder, Richard Wright
turned out another example of this female disintegragieindid so in a way that drew
attention to its basis in misogynistic fantasy. By tbeatusion | want to suggest that in some
important respect§Vright’s treatment of misogynistic crime anticipated the new priorities
apparent in 1970s second waveieism as well as the vibrant feminist artworks produced in
that period. His alertness to the pictorialization of women and tt® creeping
disembodiment of sex in everyday life in particular loakdseadto 1970s feminism’s
incipient concern with therotic exploitation of women’s bodies: to Laura Mulvey’s seminal
neologism scopophilia, for example, and to the distinctiesvvof sexual commodification
that Luce Irigaray arrived at in Speculum of the Other Woman (197dh@mther major
works Itself mesmerised by misogynistic violence, Native Son thahess provides an early
warning of what Hélene Cixous would later call the Westagtination to “confiscate”
women’s bodies: to detach them from their own functions, if not from biology itself, until
they loom up again, plastic and depthless, as so many “uncanny stranger[s] on display.”2

In performing this narrative work, Wright clearly fell back some of his old
influences, returningo Fyodor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1865-6) as well as the
Gothic tales of Edgar Allen Poe. In particular Michel Iealas traced Native Ssrdeliberate
allusions to “The Black Cat” (1843), helping us to discern its debts to what may be the ugliest
of all Poe’s stories: how its first victim, too, no sooner suffers violencartlshe presents her
aggressor with the problem of concealment, and how the latter’s failure to solve this problem
again congins him, if not “to the hangman,” then death by electrocution.® Yet in what
follows, | want to venture past the vicious drunkasfl “The Black Cat,” even past
Raskolnikov, reaching beyond the long shadows both killess @aer Native Soft.During
Bigger’s suffocation and disposal of Mary Dalton, after allusions to Poe become quite

blatant—and so much so that they draw attention to the ways inhvivigght has depaet
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from his vaunted sourcén looming so large, the debt to Poe itself suggests a oeeshd
Native Son against as well as in the Gothic grain. Especialllyminates thateven while
Native Son draws ofiThe Black Cat” in tracking Mary Daltois desceninto incriminating
evidenceit also slows her decomposition dovdeceleratingt, frame by frame, and opening
it up to moral inspectiarThis appalling prolongatioaf Mary’s disposal Native Son then fills
with other intertextual debts. Hard-boiled fiction andnHe James, femmes fatales and
Hollywood close ups, all become more pertinent sources ttie Gothic and Dostoevskian
influences on which criticism has tended to dwell

These other influences lead Native Son to the misogynisticlsep@apparent in the
US crime tradition Breaking open the woman’s descent from ornament to incriminating
corpse, Wright here requires us to watch what Biggechest to gaze upon the aftermath of
his violence, and to connect this lingering look to the voyBariesires that the text and its
protagonist alike directed toward Mary while she remained .aliVhat results, decades
before Mulvey’s crucial 1970s writings, is a critique that finds in noir and Henry James
divergent respond® ageneral heteronormative culture that has alreadyrogcubed touch,
casting straight men as spectators and separating woomariHeir bodies so as to eliminate,
seemingly, actual tactile pleasure. Arising here, in gabks to influences on Wright not
fully acknowledged in the scholarship, is an interest immtM call intimate voyeurism: a
sense of only watching women, even of only seeing the woHdral as deferred source of
future pornographic pleasyrand of greeting any violation to this visual erotic paradigma a
trespass tantamount to violence.

It is unsurprising that Wright’s reconfigurations of establised noir and crime
conventions turn upon the fraught relationship the latteéagsuksetween voyeurism and more
reciprocal forms of sexual pleasure. The Jim Crow regirhéiis childhood harboured

terrifying levels of paranoia about the black male gaze pears was prone to conflate
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interracial eye contact with that crimé“reckless eyeballing” which could, in turn, become
pretext for what Angela Y. Davis called “the racist cry of rape.”> Who you look at and why,
who can and cannot look back:al’s long and excruciating suffocation brings Native Son
up against new forms of old political questions, leadingoitrebel against Jim Crow’s
monopolisation of violence only to release misogynistiergies allits own. But Mary’s
murder also remains a modern crime, metropolitan and tisstizand this provides an early
indication that as he beaae a “global citizen,” moving into the heart of Pafifricanism’s
transnational worldWright increasingly came to understand Jim Crosemonization of his
own powers of sight not just in racial terms nor as a brstorical throwback but as an
extreme manifestation of an emergent sexual hegenaosign that all kinds of men were
now regarding erotic pleasure as a kind of visual traimsa@nd to act as if even their
gentlest caresses could do harfiYou are nothing because you are black, and proof of your
being nothing is that if you touch a white woman, you'll be killed!”: the brutal logic of the
lynching that Wright laid bare in The Long Dream (1958ds echoes not only in all his
other excoriations of Jim Crow but also as Erskine Fowher white protagonist of Savage
Holiday (1954), watcbs his potential lover “‘like a hawk’” and cannot touch her without
thinking of a “dead, broken doll,” before brutally stabbing her to dedthhroughoutWright’s
oeuvre, and not least when it inhabifswler’s pristindy modern Upper West Side
apartment, tender toueberupt into violent acts of disfiguration.

The effect of these juxtapositions is to present JimwCsalemonization of the black
male look as an extreme projection of a belief in #tent violence of the heterosexual gaze
that Wright came to identify with the bourgeois or Puital West Beneath the absurdities
of “reckless eyeballing” lay a sort of fatal mistranslation of sexual vision and violetiat
Wright at length found reminiscent of the optics ofsExfrustration he detected in noir

narrative and even amidst the lobbies and loungdsnafs’s cosmopolitan European hotels.
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Effectively, in the first and far more aestheticizédNative Soris murders, Wright harnessed
his memories othe intimidations of “reckless eyeballirigto a violent fantasy of intimate
voyeurism, and in order to produce this new kind of fantasgrbe upon sources which
Native Sornis leading critics have not fully recognizddterary negotiations quite invisible in
their work lie behind the impression that Bigger destroysyMzalton's body, in effect by

looking atit.

Living Images

The first woman we meén Native Soroutside of Bigger’s immediate family takes the form
of a cinema image. Two dimensional and larger than life Gay Womals star drifts
between “scenes of cocktail drinking, dancing, golfing, swimming, and spinning roulette
wheels” while Bigger and H associate Jack, in the darkened theatre, lockAmthe film
progresses it becomes obvious that this glowing white shdéigare is a harbinger of Mary
Dalton. She too is a millionaire; she too has a Commuowst| On seeing her face onscreen,
Bigger even wondeswhether his new employers, with whom he is about to starking as

a servant and chauffeunight have “a daughter who was a hot kind of girl,” and who might
“like to come to the South Side and see the sigH&4).

These omens are far frm subtle. They clearly primehe narrative for Bigger’s
looming movement througaworld of smooth opulent modernity that remains relianiten
economic exploitation of the ghetto abutting its southedge Beyond its narrative
groundwork however, the cinema scene also carries out a set dfadignfunctions Here
Wright is rehearsing the climax of Native Sofirst section, preparing to introduce Mary as
if she too were insubstantjd¢ss flesh than picture, and someone at whom Bigger wiit wa

to stare wantonly and without fear of being sdesofar as she resembl&e Gay Woman’s
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eponymous hero, Mary seems another living imégeloll in a showwindow,” who is not
quite present even when she is standing right in froheotoorto-become killer (94)

By such devices Native Son encourages us to accept theeveanirror through
which Bigger first really gets to stare at Mary as if itreva miniature replica of the vast
cinema screen on which he earlier watched the matinee addl (in Wright’s first,
unexpurgated version of the scene) masturbafiéte longer he dwells oher “black eyes,
white face, red lip8,the more Bigger looks at Mary as if she were the subjeche of those
close ups on which, as Mulvey has recently argued, Hollyweadrhe increasingly reliant
throughout the 1930%. Without quite harbouringno “reality except that of its own
perfection,” as Roland Barthes said of Garbo on celluloid Mary does seem caught,
intermittently, as if held captive inside the rearviewt soon becomes clear that Bigger
would prefer she stopped trying to talk to him; her conversdtmreatures clearly prevent
him from losing himself in her unseeing and almost grayscate fa

As they head into the South Side, however, this becomeaacaeasingly awkward
desire—and although he had previously daydredrabout such a journeigger becomes
its increasingly anxious pilotHis knowledge that Mary and Jan have made him an
accomplice to their racial voyeurism is a clear sowfcéis concern. But he also becomes
fearful because he knows that whenever he looks intoetwiew creeping up on Mary’s
face, his own body becomes that bit more problematidywatisgg its own desiredndeed,
although Sondra Guttman notes thfitr “Mary moves into therént seat,... Bigger urgently
feels his own physicality, this response is less a discovery than a confirmatioonly
exacerbates his existing knowledge that he had nevereb#een so close to a white
woman” (99).*? By propelling herself into the front seat, Mary mightamie“racial gender
etiquette’ as Rashad Shabazz suggé$But she also punctures a sexual fantasy beyond Jim

Crow, preventing Bigger from spying on her or finding in her faoene source of unseeing
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or autoerotic pleasure. Her autonomous movements, her spe®ther bodily control all
pointedly thwart him in his own voyeuristic enterprises.lé®y as she remains sober, she
will not let him watch her as if she were just anotherselap; she will continue to
demonstrate her capacity to look batk.

Long before Mary’s suffocation, then, Native Son problematizes touch. The
voyeuristic odyssey that carries Bigger from the cimémo the heart oMary’s bedroom
allows Native Son to paint in full a culture at once pgraphic and puritanical: a world
where straight male voyeurism seems normal, lechenygeer, yet even the gentlest touch
spells crisis Native Sors initial murder brings to its logical conclusion a traumatic

transformation that began when Bigger first intruded udary’s ethereal cinematic world:

He felt strange, possessed, or as if he were acting ugageis front of a
crowd of people.. He stood, holding her in his arms, fearful, in doubt. His
eyes were growing used to the darkness and a little light deaetmethe
room from the winter sky through a window. At the far emdhe room he
made out the shadowy form of a white bed....

“Here, wake up, now.”

He tried to stand her on her feet and found her weallpsHe held
her in his arms again, listening in the darkness. His seask&xd from the
scent of her hair and skin. She was much smaller thasigehis girl, but
much softer. Her face was buried in his shoulder; his aghtehed about
her. Her face turned slowly and he held his face still, ngitor her face to
come round, in front of his. Then her head leaned backwstnaly, gently;
it was as though she had given up. Her lips, faintly moist irh#ag blue
light, were parted and he saw the furtive glints of herevtaeth. Her eyes
were closed. He stared at her dim face, the forehead capigedurly
black hair. He eased his hand, the fingers spread wider, wenber of her
back and her face came toward him and her lips touched hisplikething
he had imagined (115-6).

His life determined, always at the mercy of events, Biggenhere plunged into a stark
Manichean cosmology that already names him its intru@estranger, in the language of

5915

James Baldwin, “beyond the disciplines of salvation.””” The untouchable promise of Mary’s

cinematic bedroom, itshazy” light and her elusive whiteness, her magical ability to remain



Andrew Warnes

soft even when he holds her tight, all suggest that Biggenot quite inhabit this uncanny
space. Buthis fantasy, in which Bigger’s social invisibility as a subaltern morphs weirdly

into an opportunity for voyeuristic gratification, remairtsetatened by any consciousness
Mary can still muster. Her dollish features might athg anticipate thénegative definition of

the body” that Jean Baudrillard identified in the rise of postmodern culture, making her
appeara smooth” and “faultless.. object?’*® But this plasticizing fantasy remains fraught
liable to be shattered by her slurred yet still sensat®vBigger’s separation from the scene
continues just so long as she remains silent.

Even after Mary mumbles a command, ordering her seri@ritelp her as her
drunkenness deepens, her subsequent silence seems to regieradhis odd but beautiful
stage. Afterwards he acts as if he were indeed screen&drafthe world through which he
moves. As his skin carries along with it the shadows behiadiovor, their mutual darkness
merging the former acquires some of the intangibility of tlh&ter. A sense of bodily
detachment results. Over Mary Bigger now seems to floaghitkess and voyeuristic, the
impressionistic scene draining him of physical presence. Tdugther with the simple fact
that Mary is paralytic, in turn lets him eyeball heand he does so, no longer recklessly, no
longer againsa Jim Crow taboo, but as if availing himself of a new, more crimineedom
Even his constant fear of capture seems for a while forgotte

A similar disembodiment, however, affedtiry too. Her body “weak as jelly,” her
skin here comes to recall the white sheets that enveldReitiving Native Sofs initial
cinematic tropesthese associations again offer the female figure upli&sg image, less
real than picture, her beauty appearing, even amidstfitsrdent, beyond touch. But this is
to say that Mary here becomes fetishized somehow, definedhby Luce Irigaray called
woman’s “measurement” against a value that is “external to her,... an envelope that is

precious but impenetrable, ungraspableEver elusive, incarnated i virginity myth her
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own voice unsettleMary’s allure remains tantalising throughout this passage, ensuahg th
even as Bigger, emboldened, gropes her breasts, he remaide dl¢ intimacy he inhabits,
aroused less to penetrative rape than yet more masturbbitdeed, if anything, as her
“fingernails” dig “into his wrists,” Mary seems likelier to pierdeer attacker’s skin than vice
versa (117)The logic of this odd numb scene, in tupiaces into Bigger’s hands the softest

of all conceivable murder weapons

Frenzy dominated him. He held his hand over her mouth and dusvines
cocked at an angle that enabled him to see Mary and MtsrDay merely
shifting his eyes. Mary mumbled and tried to rise againntiealy, he
caught a corner of the pillow and brought it to her lips.hide to stop her
mumbling, or he would be caught. Mrs Dalton was moving slowly tdwa
him and he grew tight and full, as though about to explode. Mary’s
fingernails tore at his hands and he caught the pillow anered\her entire
face with it, firmly. Mary’s body surged upward and he pushed downward
upon the pillow with all of his weight, determined that siest not move
or make any sound that would betray him. His eyes were fili€a thve
white blur moving toward him in the shadows of the room. Again Mary’s
body heaved and he held the pillow in a grip that took allogtriength ..
The white blur was still.... Then suddenly her fingernails did not bite into
his wrists. Mary’s fingers loosened. He did not feel her surging and heaving
against him. Her body was still (117).

On a literal, even legal, level, this murder is in no virgdvertent The smothering is
purposeful, and meant to kill, and Native Son throughout renadipsins to emphasise the
physical force that Bigger is bringing to the talat another level, however, the suspicion
persists that the murdés in some way unintentional. Nor is this simply in the setisat
(under the racist paranoia that still held sway in manyhefcourtrooms of 1930s Chicago)
Bigger's presence in Mary’s bedroom alone indicates his guilt (142§.Even after he acts, an
insinuation of mutual erotic pleasure unsettles the brutaldBMary’s molestation. As she
“heave[s]” and “surge[s] upward,” her“fingernails” scratching into Biggés skin, her body’s
resistance mimics sexual passioraafichéd, even pornographic, sodpon her suffocation,

moreover,her body’s “long sigh” and the loosening of her fingernails prolong this erotic
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subtext and suggest the murder has brought her relief. Desghsbmehow leaves Mary
intact, framed by the bed’s white screen, an object of beauty at last restored to cinematic
immobility. Bigger seems liberated, relieved of the feat tiary will catch him staring at
her, at liberty to search for what Mulvey callse “secret” behind the “surface” or
“topography’” of feminine beauty® Still haunted by the knowledge that she will now decay,
he gorges on the sight of her, indulging a fantasytohate voyeurism he first desired when
spyingher through her car’s rearview mirror.

By these means Native Son pictueesrime scene radically unlike that of its second
murder. Soon enough Bigger w@b about Bessie’s face with a brick, turning it imo a “wet
wad,;” a “sodden mass,” her degradation a proof of his monstrosity (267). The cleah a
immaculate state in which Bigger first leaves Mary ded bedroom could not be more
different. Mary’s killing, if not really accidentalcan seem secondary: a side effect of
Bigger’s overwhelming desire to return her to the cinematic redder death can seem
ordained by his hope of watching her without her seeinfysinking anew, as if back into
The Gay Womais autoerotic theatreamidst the darkness round her bed

Images of softness envelop Native Sofirst murder. At a moral level brutal and
obscene, at an aéstic level Bigger’s violence works not to destroy the murder scene but to
preserve it as if in aspic. In this respect, the naleglarts radically from its acknowledged
sources. As he continued writing Native Sbgopdor Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment
weighed heavilyon Wright’s mind, and Raskolnikov’s interior voice, as it wheels from self-
mitigation to self-doubt, finds many edw®in Bigger’s stunted monologues. But these
similarities only make more apparent that, whereas Biggeothiyand bloodledy executes
Mary, Raskolnikov murders his first victim with an axe, sgag “a great deal of blood”
across her fetid St. Petersburg apartmérfithe same weapon gets covered with blaod

“The Black Cat.” As he awaits his executio®oe’s narrator recalls that, after his wife

10
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stopped him attacking their cat yet again, he had“eitaded” and, overtaken by‘a rage
more than demoniacalhad “buried the axe in her brain.”*? Native Son thus defers its debts
to Poe and Dostoevsky just so long as Bigger continues totpselsands through the pillow
andinto Mary’s throat. In a novel alert to the ugliness of violer@enovel that hurlSmore
thandemoniacal” energies of its own against its black female victirmo breaking of the skin
is permitted in its first fatal struggle. Not even theaBest bruise is allowed to harMary’s
frozen and again porcelain face.

Only in the immediate aftermath of this murder does thelnexpress its debts to Poe
and Dostoevsky. Deferred long enough for Bigger to gaze upew’svia first drunken and
then victimised bodyallusions to “The Black Cat” and Crime and Punishment again flood
Native Son following the interval after her last breadls we have seen, ia frightening
interlude, death allows a total indulgence of intimate uogen: text and protagonist alike
eyeball Mary shamelessly and with relief, safe inkhewledge that she cannot look back.
But new pressuresBigger’s fear of being caught by the police; everyone’s fear of what is
about to happem Mary’s body—soon destroy this fantasy. As if blaming the corpse for
being deadfurious he cannot forestaMlary’s decay Bigger abruptly accelerates her descent
his earlier voyeusm, in Mulvey’s words, finding “its narrative associate in sadism.”** From
the Daltons kitchen Bigger finds a blunt saw, a weapon redoletoefand Dostoevsky’s
makeshift blades, and launches an appalling attadkzen’s already-deacdiflesh,” cutting at
her neckuntil her “head hung limply, ... the curly black hair dragging about in blo8dq123-
4).

Other debts t6'The Black Cat” now engulf Native Son. In a novel full of signifying
reversals—a novel whose overwhelming white blizzards later invert €amd Punishmetst
extreme heatwayédor example—Poe’s classic Gothic omen undergoes similar treatment. The

“white cat” of Mrs Dalton reappears and, as Fabre observess fGwkMary’s murderer”

11
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before jumping onto“his shoulder.”?*

Having found in the cat’s sudden lunging an
“unmistakably Poesqueffect, Fabre confirms that others bookend the sequence asle, who
shaping Native So8 initial descriptions both of Mary’s “unreal bowet and of the “fiery...
basement where Biggeeventually disposes of her corpse.?

In between these echoes of Poe and Dostoevsky, howdaéwve Son develops
another intertextual chain, a sequence in which Wrightrdefis vaunted debts to cast
different light on Bigger’s encounter with a white woman who always seems to himrumyca
and“much softer” than she should (116). Here Native Sofigures Mary’s as a journey from a
living image to a still dead doll, and it does so through a fsétecary negotiations very

different from those on which Wright scholarship has pnesip dwelt. It is to these less

obvious sources that this essay must, necessarily, now turn

Intimate Voyeurism

An impulse to present Mary’s killing as a smooth and bloodless act thus led Native Son for a
spell away from the texts that Wright acknowledged as hiscipal sources. But his
postponement of Native Stnplunge into a Dostoevskian and Gothic realm of blood and
dismemberment by no means forced him to work in isolatdonhe decelerated Mary’s
descent from ornament to corpse, finding in her death a felfitrand exposure of intimate
voyeurism, Wright turnedowards other sourcestowardsliterary and cinematic narratives
more alert to the visual consumption of women and itgvation of what Mulvey calls the
“rhetoric of stasis.”?® Wright’s transformation of these influences provides the grounds for
Robyn Wiegman’s belief that Native Sonoffers an exposé of‘the rape mythds—a critique

that while barely encompassing female subjectivignd black female subjectivity in

12
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particular, still unsettleStraditional structure[s] of male bonding” in the ordinary operation
of heteronormative powéf.

Extravagant descriptions of women, of course, occur imemaus Western texts
Whereas Martha Nussbaum and others have emphasizssl tilmments when the modern
novel placesits “complicated and subversive maneuver[s]” at the service of democracy,
heightening our capacities for mutuality, understanding, amtdr this crucial cultural form
has, as often, acted as an instrument of heteronormabiyeurism, and has incessantly
allowed implied readers to linger on female features unolsieria everyday lifé® The
modern novel’s kinship with fairy tales and romances is perhaps nowhere clearer than in
those clichéd moments when it introduces some eligiblaggeeoman and lavishes upon her
a description far vaster and more elaborate than itgtaranyone else. And yet, while most
fairy tales remain open about such extended descriptionsy osang them to launch their
plotlines or bring them to a close, modern novels ofteiggle to fit these sequences into the
logic and architecture of realism that they employ. Asefing Beauty sleeps, Prince
Charming can stare; all around her accept Rapunzel aseut obghaste adoration; yet their
novelistic heirs, from Elizabeth Gaskell’s Sylvia Robsonto Frank Norris’s Trina Sieppe
camot be gazed upon with such abandb&laborate descriptions of feminine beautyot
only in Sylvia’s Lovers (1863) and McTeague (1899) but many oth@dern novels-now
threaten verisimilitude, stretching temporality as theg Hagir visual desires.

Precisely because of this tate-precisely because they must reconcile their realist
obligations with th& abiding desire to lavish description upon the female obgectheir
heart—many modern novels begin to attach great burdens to #nerbriefest glance.
Narratives overall, or the individual admirer whothey appointto carry out their desires,
now reap so much information from a single snatched#t b can seem as if this look had

frozen time. The glance worksmagical suspensioecelerating all in its orbit, it generates
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a portrait of such forensic detail that you would thinkhatd lifted its object out of the
drawing room or railway carriage or theatre and placeduhder a microscope. At such
moments a kind of mutual disembodiment occurs. As the amobrecomes ornamental,
brought to pictorial immobility thanks to her unplotted and exgant description, so the
observing or implied man also vaneshconfiscating the female body on pain of the removal
of his own. Under this Puritanical regime, hostile to sexgdreno longer touch and she can
no longer be touched. Only through looking can this hetenoeiove object and subject
transact any kind of sexual desibecause it would rupture the scene’s magical suspension of
time, even the gentlest touch does violerigat many modern novels no sooner stage this
crisis of mutual disembodiment than they escape it. Hapungctured time to describe
desired woman in luxuriant forensic terms, they tumbtk lato their plots, racing ahead to
the deaths or marriages that for Muhallow “a story to return to stasis.”>° Only rarely do
these novels seem mindful of the holes in verisimiliturde their excessive descriptions have
left behind

By the time he began Native Son Wright had read widely inAfbstern canon and
was thus well acquainted with the magical suspensionsefliy which many realist novels
deliver their extended descriptions of female figures ofreleBiut the biographical evidence
suggests that, as he decelerataly’s appalling movement from ornament to corpse, he was
drawn neither back to Poe nor to these more casual iiastams of realist scopophilia.
Instead he turned to Henry Jarisehter tales and the crime novels of Dashiell Hammett
among otherstwo literary fields that not only deliver extended desavipi of their central
women but also, crucially, draw attention to the problenvadigs in which these descriptions
are produced.

Leading scholarship on Wright has sometimes struggledat@ sense of his lifelong

fascination with James. All thegor biographies confirm this fascination, many noting that
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Wright considered The Art of the Novel, th®36 collection of James’s celebrated New York
edition prefacespothing less than his “bible.”** But even the biography most alert to Native
Son's text, Fabre’s The World of Richard Wright, offers little comment on this fournatzal
influence on WrightWhereas Jerry W. Ward and Robert Butldencyclopaedia of Richard
Wright (2008) help us recognighat “How ‘Bigger’ Was Born” resemblesa “Jamesian
preface” Fabre downplays this legacy, even doubtingright’s own attestations to it.>?
Although he concedes that The Art of the Noaxeirted an “extremely important influence”
on Wright’s early fiction, Fabre is quick to add the commonsensmegat that this was only
on his “techniqué; he then emphasises that only after reaching Chicagloeiri930s did
Wright acquire his own copies of Portrait of a Lady amotir titles in the oeuvr&. The
World of Richard Wright thus in effect restrickames’s influence on Wright to the technical
sphere before then downplaying it in general

This, however, sits uneasily alongside evidence presels®alere in the biography
It overlooks the fact that, given his remarkable autodidaoticlibrary books were always
far more important to Wright than anything he later acquiaed it contradicts the fact that,
shortly after Native Som publication, Wright drafted some lecture notes in which he
acknowledgedhe following debts: “Experiments in words, Stein; experiments in dialogues,
James; experiments in scenes, James; experiments in moods, Conrad.”** Not only in this
double debt but alsm Wright’s almost evangelical enthusiasm for The Art of Fiction we find
clearproof of James’s importance—and clear indications thatsinfluence extended beyond
his standard teachings on narrative perspecByehis own admission Wright learnt from
James’s prefaces how to hitch Native Sorsolely to “Bigger’s point of view,” such
focalization producing what he callad sharper effect.”** But unless we are to dichotomise

literary structure and content altogether, we must alsepathat, even after he turned to the
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material content of his owiscenes” and “dialogues,” Wright remained mindful ofames’s
lessons

Among those lessons, inmmber of James’s stories, were some great examples of
how narrative literature could reflect on its own voystigiinclinations James, in his later
narratives especiallynever lavisied description on a central female figure without also
attributing this description to an admiring male charauet#hin an uninterrupted dramatic
scene. Prolonged eyeballing here still happens, and what B&msery has called the
“scrutiny” of “erotic rancour and rage” remains a central passionate interé&But clocks
continue to tick. Young women remain objects of erotic olad@m, but the heteronormative
gaze that would scrutinise them no longer elongates timié lag magic and is instead
dispersed back into the scene and onto its intereBeghd male observers. Accordingly, by
being reabsorbed back into the text, the heteronorendigire for scopophilia causes these
male characters new practical problems, obliging them tafyjutheir looks or spy and
“steal” them unseen. No longer effectuating a magical interruption to the redliama their
long and lingering looks involve voyeurism and furtiveness anadingr covert operations at
constant risk of interception

This is especially true of Daisy Miller (187%ptly subtitled A Study, this tale soon
becomes engulfed in voyeurism, time and again suggestingshmotagonist Winterbourne
would rather look than talk to the object of his interést.such Daisy Miller conforms to
convention,lavishing description on its eponymous heroine. Yet it alsoshedates these
disproportionate descriptions into the architecture efdtory itself, consistently transferring
the desire to stare back onto Winterbotsnevn impulses. Derided as a “girl-watcher” by
Millicent Bell, Daisy Miller’s protagonist never misses a chance to live up to this sobrigtfet.
Upon discovering thé&‘fresh and beautiful” Daisy in his midst, he inveigles his way into a

series of clandestine outposts from whiein the Pincian Gardens, the Palace of the Caesars
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and (as the story approaches its inevitable tragedyJdhseum—he can looK‘very hard” at
this “graceful object.”>®

Consequently, as the desire to gaze at Daisy turns friantasy of the text into a
social challenge facing its protagonist, the latter becpnmeseasingly, mired in bodily
shame. His own body he now understands as a problem aneb& s the agent of another
kind of sex beyond the scope of his imagination, andhepotential disruptor of his efforts
to ogle women unseenAltogether “‘too stiff,”” Winterbourne now takes an almost
militaristic approach to Daisy, recalibrating his locat@mnd hers to see whether he can
“advance farther” and scope her better without betraying his déSirlways studying her
responses to his own body, he feels alarmed whenever restions become in any way
assertive, lively, or unpredictable. “Addicted to observing and analysing... feminine beauty,”
Winterbourne is perturbed yaisy’s reactions to him, and never more so than when, with a
single “immodest glance,” she prevents him from simply staring at her as if she \aere
photograpi® Soon it seems he is in Italy not to study Renaissartdeutto contemplate “a
picture of a different kind,” a stilled and ever innocent Daisy, and to find in her innocence at
last a woman of whom he need longer feel “literally afraid.”*! By his subtitle A Studythe
suspicion grows, James thus named neither the psyctallaggnre of his story nor the
occupation of his hero. Rather, he indicated Wintex@eresire to reduce Daisy to a state of
pictorial immobility—to a condition of unseeing stasis reminiscent ofctbse up. Anything
Daisy says, like any reaction she makes to the world aroundhneatens this fantasy of
intimate voyeurism.

As such, as he read Daisy Miller in the years leelitative Soris publication, Wright
would have found another memorable account of a Puritaaitialde in which the visual
trounces all other pleasures. Winterbourne cannot téwek of kissing, let alone of any other

kind of physical contact. Even as,the story’s final stages, he follows Daisy and her Italian
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suitor to the Coliseum at night, he remains far lessrésted in stating his claim as a rival
lover than in continuing to hide and watch her from afam ¢éiscovery of him thus then
shatters far more than his hope of watchiagunseen. It also threatens, uncannily, to “cut”
her. No longer able to hide in order to stare at the objelsts adoration, Winterbourne now
gains a curious power over her, an ability to see and naenmalaria that will soon cause
her deathHer demise, again preserving her beauty, consummates hie ttesirare at her

without reserve:

Winterbourne stopped, with a sort of horror; and, it ninesadded,
with a sort of relief. It was as if a sudden illuminatioad been flashed
upon the ambiguity of Daisy’s behaviour and the riddle had become easy to
read. She was a young lady whom a gentleman need no lbagerpains
to respect. He stood there looking at-héwoking at her companion, and
not reflecting that though he saw them vaguely, he himself hay& been
more brightly visible. He felt angry with himself tha¢ had bothered so
much about the right way of regarding Miss Daisy Millenem, as he was
going to advance again, he checked himself; not from thettiaahe was
doing her injustice, but from a sense of the danger of aajme
unbecomingly exhilarated by this sudden revulsion from cautiotisisin.
He turned away towards the entrance of the place; bug d&ltso he heard
Daisy speak again.

“Why, it was Mr. Winterbourne! He saw meand he cuts me!”*?

Wright was unusually well placed to connebuisy Miller’s tragic climax with the
contemporary trend, in 1930s Hollywood and crime fiction, tovide long and lingering
close ups of those femmes fatales who would later mesgit tends. Over the period of Native
Soris production, after all, Wright often visited the cinema and spent much time, as Hazel
Rowley documented, readirgn array of detective novels.”** In later essays and interviews,
perhaps becaushe agreed with Raymond Chandler’s view that most were “average, more

than middling full, poopedut,” Wright rarely mentioned any of these crime novels byaa

or discussed them as extensively as he would, say, Crich®anishmerit! Nonetheless his

knowledge of these crime novels and their numerous Hollywoogtat@ms would have
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familiarised him with the descent from voyeurism to desimacso often undergone by the
female bodies at tireheart.

Of all crime writers at the time, Dashiell Hammett, with whd'nght would later
correspond, was among the most successful and pfSIEiat his The Maltese Falcon (1929)
and other novels also proved crucial in establishing thadgan of the femme fatale at the
heart of the roman noir. Some critics tend to empgleashe power of these figures
suggesting, in Scott Yarboroughwords, thatthese “the beautiful, intelligent, and corrupt”
women typicallyuse their “sexuality as a weapon that can turn men against themselves.” *°
But these always remain tragic figures too; they can nes@pe the threat of a misogynistic
violenceoften somehow “blamed” on their beauty.

Many examples of this paradigm exist. Two of the mostessful noir narratives
published in the years of Wright’s literary apprenticeship, James M. Cain’s The Postman
Aways Rings Twiceand Hammett’s own Red Harvest, both climax via their graphic account
of a beautiful woman’s collapse into death. Moreover, although very different from each
other, Red Harvest and The Postman Always Rings Twice ‘botiect... masculine power
with the control of the body,” as Jopi Nyman suggestsand both do so by connecting the
extended description of their erotic lead to her latetoa predictable, demis¥.

Whenever they turn to face their female figures, thes@estget stuck. The narrative
hallmarks of American crime fiction, pace, economy, eomiissness, unravel as narrator
and narrative alike forget the reality of the room arghte a portrait of a female subject so
luxurious as to anticipate her bddyooming ruinationHammett’s Red Harvest, sometimes
read as a hybrid of hardboiled and noir elements, ogrtaelongs to the former tradition
insofar as it remains unmoved before violence and strivesirtimise description to protect
the plot’s rapid sequence of everifsDinah Brand’s appearance in Red Harvest, however,

brings about a rare lapse in its austere aesthetic regimpending what Nyman calls its
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“framework of cynicism.”*® The long and extravagant portrayal of this femme éailadtead

plungesthe Op’s hardboiled narration into quitearother aesthetic realm:

“Dinah,” the lunger introduced me, “this gentleman has come from San
Francisco on behalf of the Continental Detective Agettc inquire into
Donald Wilsson’s demise.”

The young woman got up, kicked a couple of newspapers ouwrof h
way, and came to me with one hand out.

She was an inch or two taller than I, which made heutafvee feet
eight. She had a broad-shouldered, full-breasted, royopediibody and
big muscular legs. The hand she gave me was soft, wanngsHer face
was the face of a girl of twenty-five already showimgns of wear. Little
lines crossed the corners of her big ripe mouth. Fainies ivere beginning
to make nets around her thick-lashed eyes. They weredgege blue and a
bit blood-shot.

Her coarse hai-brown—needed trimming and was parted crookedly.
One side of her upper lip had been rouged higher than the biftedress
was of a particular unbecoming wine color, and it gaped hed there
down one side, where she had neglected to snap the fasbertbey had
popped open. There was a run down the front of her lekisgpt®

At first it seems possible to accept the actionshid scene. Dinah Brand has apparently
caught the Op off guard; at the sight of her burgeoning cerijure he has,
uncharacteristically, lost his cool. As such his cataloguef her physicaimperfectiors
seems an effort to regain the mastery he and the inarraked losing at their first sight of
Brand. Even as it reses the Op’s air of cynical detachment, however, this list, in its
pausing, its details, its furtive biographical speculatignsadoxically sustains Dinah’s
original immobilisation and extends in negative form thepsuosion of Red Harvest
ordinary narrative duties. Admiration and criticismkalihere flow out of and construat
“pure’ view of Brand strangely unconnected from her function iwitthe dramatic
architecture of the scene itself

As in Native Sofs bedroom scene, moreover, this depiction problematizes not only
Brand’s body but also that of her male observer. If her hupr@sence flickers in and out of

life here, his falls under suspicion: his erotic energeesrschannelled into the acceptable or
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normatively voyeuristic sense of siguch tensions seem untenable, creating a pressure that
then seems itself to shape the later scene in whicDphawakes from a laudanum-induced

stupor only to find Brand, dead and penetrated, yet somehowiédscand beautifully intact:

| opened my eyes in the dull light of morning sun filterecbtigh drawn
blinds.

| was lying face down on the dining room floor, my head mgsbn my
left forearm. My right arm was stretched straight ddy. right hand held
the round blue and white handle of Dinah Brande pick. The pick’s six-
inch needlesharp blade was buried in Dinah Brand’s left breast.

She was lying on her back, dead. Her long muscular legs were
stretched out toward the kitchen door. There was a run dosvirdnt of
her right stocking.

Slowly, gently, as if afraid of awakening her, | let go iteepick, drew
in my arm, and got up-

The repetition of the detail of the run in Dinah Brand’s stocking here unearths from the
murder scene an echw the Op’s initial meeting of her. The long and lingering description
that interrupteddammett’s strict generic regime in that first encounter now leads fantasy

in which her status as an object of observation seatfibetl. The composed aspect of the
scene, and the unlikelict that “not much blood was in sight,” here work to present her to
him as a viewable image that remains erotic and alluring eften it has begun to decay
from within.>? It is as though the Op flees the scene, principally, tsepve its apparent
fulfilment of the pure unseeing picture which he had originadlyea to find in her.

Another work that alludes to “The Black Cat,” The Postman Always Rings Twice
follows a similar patteri® Again, in a first-person narrative of impeccable cynicism, the
appearance of a desirable female proves disturbing, producimjpagation of time that
allows our “hero” Frank Chambers to assess her at leisure and in microsietpit Even
more than in Red Harvest, however, The Postman Always Rings’§\wmeesible eyeballing

of Cora Papadakis seems connected to several later n®imevitich the mere suggestion of

her physical body overwhelms and dist&tmmbers’ senses until he believes even his most
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tender touch will do harnHis automatic violence, his own Midas-like doubt over his own
capcity to caress, then lead straight to his belief that his own consumption of Cora’s body

had caused what he sees as its deterioratiohe faments that “her breasts weren’t drawn up

and pointing up at me” any more, but were “soft, and spread out in twag pink splotches,”

he seems also to feel that he has now consumed tezgdaher body by touching it, so that
what the text describes as its fall from beauty seenesult of his own actior. Opening
moments of intimate voyeurism persist, even in the thodehe actual affaigs Cain’s hero
seems to feel he cannot make love to his heroine witthstiguring her in some way. Her
death in a car crash at the end of The Postman Always Riwge brings to a violent
conclusion the conflation of erotic touch and violen@geapparent in the opening pages of
the novel.

Of course these noir sequences, in their shocking andhsvmirresistible movement
from the observation of the female body to its desiwacstand at a distance from the works
of Henry James. But the peculiar representation of Bigger’s observation of Mary and her
immaculate death tends to suggest that, in the voraciodéngeaf noir narratives and
James’s oeuvre that he carried out when preparing Native Son, Wright had discovered a
common preoccupation with erotic observation, touch, andleebeauty. Although criticism
has focused on the influence of Poe and Dostoevskycthalaequence of Native Serfirst
murder draws far more heavily on these other soufdasy Dalton’s demise recalls the
beautiful deaths of noir’s femme fatales, after all; yet the machinations preceding it, by which
Bigger edges closer to gawp at her unmolested, are, arguablgssxweminiscent of the
studies of female observation centraldmes’s oeuvre.

These other influences can seem to carry Wright awnay his central concern of
race and indeed from his own childhood knowledge of the Jim Crome cof reckless

eyeballing By the time he turned to Savage Holiday, the activity of eodigervation as well
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as the violence to which it givese are delegated to Erskine Fowler, Wright’s first and only
white protagonist. Halfway through the novel, Fowler has a gawand prophetic dream
that remains silent on the matter of racial diffeeery@t which nonetheless echoes Mary

Dalton’s death:

Fatigued, he stretched upon his bed and feel into a sleewdbkaroubled
by dreams. He thought that he was a child again and was uigeaand
empty church... and then suddenly he saw ahead of him a coffin beautifully
wrought in shining silver and surrounded by heaping banks of floavets
ashe neared the gleaming coffin something urgent compelled hlooko
down and he saw a dead woman who was lovely and young adirtya
flowing white muslin dress and it seemed that she was ndy oedd but
just sleeping and then a strange man whom he felt thataldeseen
somewhere before but could not remember where came umttvsom his
left and the man’s face was beginning to blur and he felt that the man was
asking his permission to open the coffin so that he caddi® entire body
of the woman and the man reached forward with a handicladwhite
glove and slid down the lower half of the lid of the coffind there lay
revealed the lower half ahe woman’s body which was nude and he could
see that her legs were moving slightly and then, by stnaege power, the
woman’s body began to rot right before his eyes, rapidly, and the woman
was turning an ashen color and then dark, the flesh falling, amambling,
festering, melting, and finally resembling a blackened masssthatmered
and assumed the look of something slimy and wet and statkuaming,
like tar, and it seemed that he was about to inhale thel anfall of
putrefaction and he partially awakenegesting, mumbling, sighing...>>

Race remains invisible throughout the dreakithough streams of consciousness have
always been equated withvoluntary loss of authorial control, Wright here ersuthat his
own experiment in the modernist subgenre stands at ssta@ak from the burden of racial
representation that had affected the reception of albreigious work. As it thus epitomises
the deracialising programme of the novel overall, | hesita bringWright’s own African-
American identity to bear on Savage Holidagssociational sequence. Nonetheless, and
especially if read alongside Native Sdim Crow’s demonization of black malsexuality

continues to reverberate throughen Fowler’s personal dreams. His violence, his vicious

prudery, his beliethat if he will desire an erotic object he will autoroatly imperil it: all
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these instincts, laid bare in his associational dreamfindba grotesque reflection in the
hypersexualised racist stereotype behind the crime of sscklgeballing. Becoming apparent
across Wright’s oeuvre as a whole are some important and perhaps unexpected connections
between lynching hysteria and Fowler’s pursuit of intimate voyeurism, and these connections
tend to grasp Jim Crow’s sexual politics neither as an aberration nor exception to ordinary US
norm but a mere magnification of its underlying properfsitymisogynistic violence.

In the 1970s a number of feminists, especially in the thfitred their critiques of
patriarchal culture less on its noted treatment of weasobjects and more on the
possibility it might treat them as pictures. Objectification remperdhaps the most familiar
item within the vocabulary of feminist scholarship amdivism. Yet in Laura Mulveys
1970s writings it famously yields to scopophilia: a sense thaiwobd cinema, and the
sophisticated forms of Western culture it epitomises, dwarlan impulse to treat women
principally as sources of “visual pleasure,” the optic eclipsing all other senses in its erotic
domination. Whereas mudatier feminism had focused on masculine power and its sexual
and political exploitation of women, indeed, scopophilia focuseshat particular form of
exploitation in which the latter are consumed, and coesuas if they were images ever
unable to returithe voyeuristic gaze. In our present digital age, quite clearly, Mulvey’s 1970s
intervention, by focusing feminist critique on the treant of women as living images, has, if
anything, become even more urgent. But so have the eéimgities that shapeary’s death
in Native Son. In many ways pre-empting a 1970s concern watlvifual consumption of
women, Wright’s knowing subversion of the established practice of invisible eyeballing
exposed the different ways in which a culture invested istithaand male power finally
reframes sex asiolence, equating male desire with the destruction of its subject. Wright’s
own coming of age-his personal resistance of a Jim Crow code that sawedn alone

provocation enough for all acts of sexual aggressithhus enabled him to reveal, in US
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crime fiction and Hollywood aesthetics alike, tensionsraistithe impulse toward the

pictorialization of women.
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