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Throughout history man's way of viewing Jife and the world 
around him has changed from era to era and from culture to 
culture. Like so me other contemporary philosophers, Alice 
Walker believes the trend toward placing man and his needs at 
the center of his preoccupation has gravely distorted his idea of 
happiness. The worst of this situation as this womanist author 
sees it is the degradation of the human spirit as people bcgin to 
equate happiness and success with acquiring material goods 
which are substituted for spiritual enrichment and positive 
relationships with the world and nature, amen to other people 
and oneself. The author warns against the "accumulation of 
assets" l. As the key to happiness in much of her work, but most 
specifically in contrasting Grade Mae with Traynor in her short 
story entitled "1955". 

Ronnald A. Gagnon writes that "1955" is a "thinly disguised, 
fictionalized account of the story of Elvis Pressley and Big Mama 
Thornton, who wrote and originally recorded Elvis' first big hit, 
'Hound Dog', a situation repcated often during the late 1950s as 
earlywhite rock and rol! singers discovered, adaptcd and recorded 
black rhythm and blues music"2. Walker herself admonishcd the 
reader/ lis tener not ot think too narrowly, though, beca use 
Traynor (or "El vis") is used only as the symbolof the exploitation 

I in the Novcmber. 1982, issue of Block Enlerprise (vol. 12, n.9 4) Ihe edilor wrote that 
"",e all know what"s bchind the ",orst material handicaps that racism has placcd on us: Wc 
",ere denied the chanee to accumulatc ass<.ts matching those of other Americans". "Thc 
Family Car: As American as Apple Pie", p. 11. 

2 "Recordings: Litcraturc", LibraryJournal, vol. 107, n.9 2 (Junc 15,1982), p. 1.207. 
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of black music by whites. Both these statements are mislcading, 
however, in that the actual theme of the story is much more 
profound - how the adherence to a false system of valucs can 
¡ead to a spiritually empty life3. 

Ostensibly "1955" deals with Traynor's obsession with disco
vering the true meaning of the song4 "the deacon" buys for $500 
from Gracie Mae and which Traynor makes incredibly popular, 
earning $40,000 a day form its proceeds. (Grade Mae is quite 
aware, nonetheless, that Traynor's popularity has a good deal to 
do with "that nasty Httle jerk hewasdoing from the waist down", 
not just her song; You C'ant Keep a Good Woman Down, p. 7)5. 
From the first, however, WaJker contrasts two entirely different 
ways of Jife, two kinds of people. The deacon, Traynor's agent, 
has "cold gray eyes" that "loo k like they're sweating" (p. 4) and 
Grade Mae thinks that "nobody I'd care to know is behind thcm" 
(p. 5). This man is strictly money-minded and through his 
managing of Traynor's career begins to direct Traynor Qust a 
"boy" at the time) away from meaningful human relationships 
and into business. Walker contrasts this kind of parasitic 
rclationship with one of the mutuallove between Grade and 1. T.: 
when Traynor first arrives she has her "foots up in J.T's lap" 
watching the ballgame (p. 3) and later is found "snuggling down 
beside him" (p. 5). Traynor, however, is haunted by Gracie's song 
and keeps turning up in her Jife to find out what she really meant 
when she wrote it, for she apparently has found in her life 
something which Traynor, for al! his success, never seems to 
capture. Ironically while achieving absolutely everything that 
modern society defines as necessary for happiness, Traynor 
cannot fathom just what it is he is missing, thus turning to Grade 
Mae. 

The second time Traynor appears (in 1957), he is accompanicd 
by so many long black cars full of his bodyguards that G¡-acie 

3 "Oral lnterview with Alice Walkcr··. Audio Prose Library, n.o WAlII81 (1981). 
4 Walker quietly devclops her story around the exproprialion of black music by ",hiles 

who ha ve no real underslanding of ils meaning. an accu ation violenlly thro",n up by Clay 10 
lula in leroi Jones' DlIIchman: 

"Old bald·hcaded four·eyes ofays popping their fingers ... and don't know yet whal they're 
doing. They sayo '1 love Bessie Smith". And don'l even undel>tand that Bessie Smith is saying. 
'Kiss my ass. kissmy black unruly ass·. Before love. suffering. desire. anything you can explain. 
she's saying. and very plainly. 'Kiss my black ass·. And if yo don't know thal. it's you thal's 
doing Ihe kissing ... 

"Charlie Parker? Charlie Parker. Al! the hip while boys scream for Bird. And Bird saying. 
'Up your ass. feeble·minded ofay!. Up your ass· ... (london: Faber and Faber. 1977). pp. 34·35. 

5 The television show Gracie Mae refers 10 is obviously Ihe Ed Sullivan Show on which 
Elvis made his TV debul wilh "Hound Dog". and the "nasly liule jerk" was black out on 
national network in those more prudish times. 
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thinks "they looked like a funeral proccssion" (p. 19), an 
appropriate metaphor since long before Traynor's physical death 
at the end of the story, his human spirit has withered away. This 
loneliness is nowhere to be found in Gracie's life, however. When 
Traynor arrives, it is Christmas Day and "J.T. and me and the 
children and their fr.iends and grandkids of al! description had 
just finished dinner" (p. 7). Perhaps not so oddly, thc army gives 
Traynor the discipline he needs to shape up and wake up, though 
he is still worrying about the meanig of that first song, yet eight 
years la ter he again turns up at Gracie's house: 

Holy Toledo! said Horacc. (He gOl a real scxy voice like Ray Charlcs). Look al 
it. He meant the long line of flash cars and the white men in white summer suits 
jumping out on lhe driver's sides and standing at attenlion. With wings they could 
pass for angels, with hoods they could be the Klan. 

(p. 11) 

The image of death in the funeral procession of before is here 
extended by "angels", symbol of afterlife, and by the "Klan", 
always a symbol of death to black people. Gracie herself has not 
been untouched by death -J. T. has since died of a head cold
yet this physical dying is shown to be eminently human and 
taking place naturally, within a context of love and friendship: 
"His good friend Horace helped me put him away, and then 
about ayear later Horace and me started going together" (p. 11). 

Traynor meanwhile has given in to the easy life of wealth: 

Traynor comes waddling up Ihe walk. 
And suddenly 1 know what il is he could pass foro An Arab like the ones you 

see in storybooks. Plump and soft and with never a carc about weight. Because 
with so much money, who cares? Traynor is almosl dressed like someone from a 
storybook too. He has on, 1 swear, about ten necklaces. Two seIs of bracelets on 
his arms, at least one ring on every finger, and sorne king of shining bucklcs on 
his shoes, so that when he walks you get quite a fcw twinkling lights. 

(pp. 11 -12) 

Though Gracie herself is fat, much fatter that Traynor, it only 
serves to point up again thc difference in their lives: 

Hc's getting fal for sure, bul he's still slim compared 10 me. ['IJ never sec threc 
hundred pounds again and I've just about said (excuse me) fuck it. 1 got lo 
Ihinking about it one day an' 1 thought: asidc from the fact Ihat Ihey say it's 
unhealthy, my fa! ain't never been no Irouble. Mens always have loved me. My 
kids ain't nevcr complained. Plus lhey's fato And fat like 1 is 1 looks dislinguished. 
You see me coming and know somcbody's Ihere. 

(p. 12) 
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Traynor is attended, Gracie is loved. Moreover, in affirming 
her physical prescnce -"somebody's there"- she contrasts 
Traynor's spiritual absence: 

1 had bcen mad, but suddenly 1 ealmed down. Traynor was talking very 
dreamily. It was dark but seems Iike 1 could teH his eyes weren't right. lt was like 
somerhing \Vas sitting there talking to me but not necessarily with a person 
behind it. 

(p. 13) 

What is more, when he laughs, Gracie cannot swear "that it's 
better than no laugh at all" (p. 12). 

Though Traynor reminds Gracie about all her marriages (good 
and bad) and her relationships with men, be himself never 
manages to understand what mutual caring and understanding 
are all about: 

1 married but it never went Iike it was supposed too I neve!" could squeeze any 
of my own life either into it or out of it. lt was like singing somebody else's record. 
1 copied the way it was sposed to be exacrly but 1 never had a c\ue \l/hat marriage 
meant. 

(p. 13) 

Hc han been so nilüfied by his own success and wealth that he 
can do no more than copy Iife, never live it. Because he has no 
true idcntity on the one hand, and beca use hc fecls that he owes 
his "good fortunc" in great stead to Gracie Mae's song, 
he introduces her to his own wife, this time at thcir own mansion, 
beca use "1 want you to know me" (p. 15). 

By this time Traynor is looking "like a fat dracula" (another 
image of death by a being that literally sucks its victims dry), 
overeating to the point of gluttony, and slurring his words "like 
his tongue is too thick for his mouth" (p. 16). The falseness of his 
relationships with other people is drawn up in his awareness that 
the people who hear him sing: 

want what you got but they don't \l/ant you. They want what 1 got only it ain't 
mine. That's \l/hat makes 'em so hungry for me when 1 sing. They getting the 
flavor of something but they ain't getting the thing itself. 

(p. 17) 

which is exactly Traynor's own predicament: he has copied life, 
he has the flavor of it, but he has never enjoyed Iife itself. WaIker 
unceremoniously dumps the large majority of Americans into the 
same category when she has Gracie criticize Traynor's fans: 
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Don't worry 'bout your fans, I sayo They don't know thcir asses from a hole in. 
the ground. 1 doubt there's an honest one in the bunch. 

(p. 17) 

Though Gracie (Walker) sees Traynor as a vlctlm of false 
values, her most virulent criticism is for the people in contem
porary society who choose to worship such false ideals: 

One day this is going to be a pitiful country, 1 thought. 
(p. 20) 

When Gracie is invited to visit him in his mansion (which she 
dubs "the Tara Hotel") she is sure he is preparing to give her a 
house. Her description of the trip üp the mountain is a brief 
allegory of Traynor's own climb to "success". The magnolia-lined 
road leads through lakes and ponds, past deer and sheep, things 
that are not natural enclaves of nature but artificially set up to 
"represent England and Wales. Or something out of Europe" (p. 
i S). Magnolias even line Traynor's driveway though the further 
up the mountain they go the cooler it gets and these transplanted 
flowers are "not in such good shape". Like Traynor they have 
been transported into a false environment, one in which they 
cannot even live, much less f1ourish; and Iike Traynor, Gracie 
Mae does not "think they're gonna make it" (p. 1 S). 

When Traynor tries to offer her his little surprise, Gracie Mae 
is not only not surprised, she says she does not even want it: 

1 alrcady got a house. Horace is right this minute painting the kitchcn. 1 bought 
that house. My kids feel comfortable in that housc. 

(p. 16) 

Gracie Mae's priorities clearly reside with the peopIe in her life 
not with the things. Moreover, she is not intercsted in having to 
clean a big house and when Traynor offers to pay for somebody 
to live in, she is horrified: 

I don't want other folks living 'round me Makes me nervous ... 
What 1 want to wake up and sce folks 1 don't even know for? 

(p. 16) 

For this woman the love and homeliness she sharcs with the 
peopIe she cares about and who ca re about her is too valuable to 
her to ever let strangers intrude upon her cozy niche. Her family 
and friends mean more to her than material possessions ever 
could. To the contrary Traynor, who has neither family nor 
friends, has nothing but his wealth and a rathcr shaky fa me, bui!t 

465 



Jl4slille Tally 

as it all is on music he did not write and cannot understand, and 
worshipped by people who have "no more sense of endings and 
beginnings than hogs" (p. 18). Walker obviously slaps at a white 
culture that has expropriated black music without having the 
experience to use it or appreciate it, but at the same time and on 
a deeper level she criticizes a culture whose value system has put 
material possessions and fame before genuine human feeling. 
Traynor may have everything his heart desires material1y 
speaking, but Gracie Mae "wouldn't be in his bed all alone at 
night for nothing" (p. 14). 
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