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Born in Eatonton, Georgia, in 1944, Alice'Walker is tbe yowngest of
eight cbildren. Her fatber wds a shareuopper, and ber mother was a
maid. A graduate of Sarah Lawrence College, Walker has been an
actiue worker for ciuil rigbts. Sbe has been a fellow of the Radcliffe
Institute, a contributing and consubing editor for Ms. magazine,
and a teacher of literature and writing at a nwmber of colleges and
uniuersities. She bas published poetry, essctys, short stories, and fiue
nouels: The Third Life of Grange Copeland (1970), Meridian
(1975), The Color Purple (1982), for which she won the pulitzer
P r ize, The Temple of My Familiar ( 1 9 B 9 ) an d By the Light of My Fa-
ther's Smile (1998). "Beauty: When the Other Dancer ls tbe Self "
first appeared in Ms. magazine and later in a collection of essays,In
Search of Our Mothers' Gardens (1983). Wben asked why sbe
writes, Walker said, "l'm really paying homage to people I loue, tbe
people who are thought to be dumb and backward but who were tbe
ones who first taught me to see beauty."

It is a bright summer day in 1947. My father, a fat, funny man with
beautiful eyes and a subversive wit, is trying to decide which of his eight
children he will take with him to the county fair. My mother, of course,
will not go. She is knocked out from gerting most of us ready: I hold my
neck stiff against the pressure of her knuckles as she hastily completes the
braiding and then beribboning of my hair.

My father is the driver for the rich old white lady up the road. Her name
is Miss Mey. She owns all the land for miles around, as well as the house in
which we live. All I remember about her is that she once offered to pay my
mother thirty-five cents for cleaning her house, raking up piles of her mag-
nolia leaves, and washing her family's clothes, and that my mother-she of
no money, eight children, and a chronic earache-refused it. But I do not
think of this in 1,947.r am two and a half years old. I want ro go everywhere
my daddy goes. I am excited at the prospect of riding in a car. Someone has
told me fairs are fun. That there is room in the car for only three of us doesn't
faze me at all. 'sThirling 

happily in my srarchy frock, showing off my biscuit-
polished patent-leather shoes and lavender socks, tossing my head in a way
that makes my ribbons bounce, I stand, hands on hips, before my fathei.
"Take me, Daddy," I say with assurance; .,I,m the prettiest!,,
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Later, it does not surprise me to find myself in Miss Mey's shiny black
car, sharing the back seat with the other lucky ones. Does not surprise me
that I thoroughly enjoy the fair. At home that night I tell the unlucky ones
all I can remember about the merry-go-round, the man who eats live chick-
ens, and the teddy bears, until they say: that's enough, baby Alice. Shut up
now, and go to sleep.

It is Easter Sunday, 1950. I am dressed in a green, flocked, scalloped-
hem dress (handmade by *y adoring sister, Ruth) that has its own smooth
satin petticoat and tiny hot-pink roses tucked into each scallop. My shoes,
new T-strap patent leather, again highly biscuit-polished. I am six years old
and have learned one of the longest Easter speeches to be heard that day,
totally unlike the speech I said when I was two: "Easter lilies / pure and
white / blossom in / the morning light." When I rise to give my spiech I do
so on a great wave of love and pride and expectation. People in the church
stop rustling their new crinolines. They seem to hold their breath. I can tell
they admire my dress, but it is my spirit, bordering on sassiness (woman-
ishness), they secretly applaud.

"That girl's a little mess," they whisper to each other, pleased.
Naturally I say my speech without stammer or pause, unlike those who

stutter, stammer, or worst of all, forget. This is before the word "beauti-
ful" exists in people's vocabulary, but "Oh, isn't she the cwtest thing!', fre-
quently floats my way. "And got so much sense!" they gratefully add...
for which thoughtful addition I thank them to this day.

It was great fun being cute. But then, one day, it ended.

I am eight years old and a tomboy. I have a cowboy hat, cowboy
boots, checkered shirt and pants, all red. My playmates are my brothers,
two and four years older than I. Their colors are black and green, the only
difference in the way we are dressed. on saturday nights we all go ro the
picture show, even my mother; 's7esterns are her favorite kind of movie.
Back home, "on the ranch," we pretend we are Tom Mix, Hopalong Cas-
sidy, Lash LaRue (we've even named one of our dogs Lash LaRue); we
chase each other for hours rustling cattle, being outlaws, delivering
damsels from distress. Then my parents decide to buy my brothers guns.
These are not "real" guns. They shoot "BBs," copper pellets my brothers
say will kill birds. Because I am a girl, I do not get a gun. Instantly I am rel-
egated to the position of Indian. Now there appears a great distance be-
nveen us' They shoot and shoot at everything with their new guns. I try to
keep up with my bow and arrows.

One day while I am standing on rop of our makeshift ,,garage,'-
pieces of tin nailed across some poles-holding my bow and arrow and
looking out toward the fields, I feel an incredible blow in my right eye. I
look dorvn just in time to see my brother lower his gun.
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Both brothers rush to my side. My eye stings, and I cover it with my
hand. "If you tell," they say, "we will get a whipping. You don't want that
to happen, do you?" I do not. "Here is a piece of wire," says the older
brother, picking it up from the roof; "say you stepped on one end of it and
the other flew up and hit you." The pain is beginning to start. "Yes," I say.

"Yes, I will say that is what happened." If I do not say this is what hap-
pened, I know my brothers will find ways to make me wish I had. But now
I will say anything that gets me to my mother.

Confronted by our parents we stick to the lie agreed upon. They place
me on a bench on the porch and I close my left eye while they examine the
right. There is a tree growing from underneath the porch that climbs past
the railing to the roof. It is the last thing my right eye sees. I watch as its
trunk, its branches, and then its leaves are blotted out by the rising blood.

I am in shock. First there is intense fever, which my father tries to
break using lily leaves bound around my head. Then there are chills: my
mother tries to get me to eat soup. Eventually, I do not know how, my par-
ents learn what has happened. A week after the "accident" they take me to
see a doctor. "Ifhy did you wait so long to come?" he asks, looking into
my eye and shaking his head. "Eyes are sympathetic," he says. "If one is
blind, the other will likely become blind too."

This comment of the doctor's terrifies me. But it is really how I look
that bothers me most. !7here the BB pellet struck there is a glob of whitish
scar tissue, a hideous cataract, on my eye. Now when I stare at people-a
favorite pastime, up to now-they will stare back. Not at the "cute" little
girl, but at her scar. For six years I do not stare at anyone, because I do not
raise my head.

Years later, in the throes of a mid-life crisis, I ask my mother and sister
whether I changed after the "accident." "No," they say, puzzled. "'W'hat
do you mean?"

Wbat do I mean?
I am eight, and, for the first time, doing poorly in school, where I have

been something of a whiz since I was four. We have just moved to the place
where the "accident" occurred. 

'!7e 
do not know any of the people around

us because this is a different county. The only time I see the friends I knew
is when we go back to our old church. The new school is the former state
penitentiary. It is a large stone building, cold and drafty, crammed to over-
flowing with boisterous, ill-disciplined children. On the third floor there is
a huge circular imprint of some partition that has been torn out.

"'What used to be here?" I ask a sullen girl next to me on our way past
it to lunch.

"The electric chair," says she.

At night I have nightmares about the electric chair, and about all the
people reputedly "fried" in it. I am afraid of the school, where all the stu-
dents seem to be budding criminals.
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"'What's the matter with your eye?,, they ask, critically.
when I don't answer (I cannot decide whether it *"s 

"r, 
,,accident,, or

not), they shove me, insist on a fight.
My brother, the one who created the story about the wire, comes to

my rescue. But then brags so much about .,protecting,' 
me, I become sick.

After months of torture at the school, my parents decide to send me
back to our old community, to my old school. tiiu. *ith -y gr"rrap"r.rt,
and the teacher they board. But there is no room for phoef{ my cat. By
the time my grandparents decide there zs room, and I ask for my cat, she
cannot be found. Miss yarborough, the boarding teacher, t"k., _. ,rrd.,
her.wing, and begins to teach me to play the piino. gut r"o; Je marries
an African-a "prince," she says-a"a is wtrisked away a t i, .o.,rirr.r,.

At my old school there is at least one teacher *ho rou.s me. She is the
teacher who "knew me before I was born,, and bought _y firrt b"Uy
clothes. It is she who makes life bearable. It is her presence that finally
helps me rurn on the one child at the school *h; :;;;;;i"ry ."tt, *.
"one-eyed birch." one day I simply grab him by his ..;,;;; beat him
until I am satisfied. It is my teachei who tells -. -y "r.irr* iriri.

My mother is lying in bed in the middle of the day, something I have
never seen. she is in too much pain to speak. She has an'abscess in her ear.I stand looking down on her, knowing ihat if she dies, t ."r.roi live. She is
being treated with warm oils and hot 

"bricks 
held against rr.. .rr..r.. Finally

a doctor comes. But I must go back to my grandpa"rents' house. The weeks
pass but I am hardly aware of it. Alr I kno"w rs th"t -y ,,o,h., might die,
my father is nor so jolly, my brothers still have their guns, 

";J 
i"", rhe one

sent away from home.
"You did not change,,, they say.
Did I imagine the anguish of neuer looking up?

I am twelve. When relatives come to visit I hide in my room. My
cousin Brenda, just my age, whose father works in the port offi.. ,rrd
whose mother is a nurse, comes to find me. .,Hello,,,rh.iryr. And then
she. asks, looting at my recent school picture, which I did not want taken,
and on w-hlch the "glob," as I think of it, is ciearly visible, ,.you1tiil can,t
see out of that eye?"

."No," I say, and flop back on the bed over my book.
That night, as I do almost every night, I abuse my eye. I ranr and rave

at it, in front of the mirror. I plead with it ro clea*p t.ior. -orrrrg. t t.[it I hate and despise it. I do not pray for sight. I pray for beauty.
"You did not change,,' they say.

I am fourteen and baby-sitting for my brother Bilr, who lives in Boston.
He is my favorite brother and thire is a strong borri b.t-..r, or. urrd..-
standing my feelings of shame and ugliness he and his wife take ,rr. to a local
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hospital, where the "glob" is removed by a doctor named O. Henry. There is

still a small bluish crater where scar tissue was, but the ugly white stuff is
gone. Almost immediately I become a different person from the girl who does
not raise her head. Or so I think. Now that I've raised my head I win the
boyfriend of my dreams. Now that I've raised my head I have plenty of
friends. Now that I've raised my head classwork comes from my lips fault-
lessly as Easter speeches did, and I leave high school as valedictorian, most
popular student, and queen,hardly believing my luck. Ironically, the girl who
was voted most beautiful in our class (and was) was later shot twice through
the chest by a male companion, using a "real" gun, while she was pregnant.
But that's another story in itself. Or is it?

"You did not change," they say.

It is now thirty years since the "accident." A beautiful journalist comes
to visit and to interview me. She is going to write a cover story for her
magazine that focuses on my latest book. "Decide how you want to look
on the cover," she says. "Glamorous, whateyer."

Never mind "glamorous," it is the "whatever" that I hear. Suddenly all
I can think of is whether I will get enough sleep the night before the pho-
tography session: if I don't, my eye will be tired and wander, as blind eyes

will.
At night in bed with my lover I think up reasons why I should not ap-

pear on the cover of a magazine. "My meanest critics will say I've sold
out," I say. "My family will now realize I write scandalous books."

"But what's the real reason you don't want to do this?" he asks.
"Because in all probability," I say in a rush, "my eye won't be

straight. "
'It will be straight enough," he says. Then, "Besides, I thought you'd

made your peace with that."
And I suddenly remember that I have.
I remember:
I am talking to my brother Jimmy, asking if he remembers anything

unusual about the day I was shot. He does not know I consider that day
the last time my father, with his sweet home remedy of cool lily leaves,

chose me, and that I suffered and raged inside because of this. "'Well," he

says, "all I remember is standing by the side of the highway with Daddy,
trying to flag down a car. A white man stopped, but when Daddy said he

needed somebody to take his little girl to the doctor, he drove off."
I remember:
I am in the desert for the first time. I fall totally in love with it. I am so

overwhelmed by its beauty, I confront for the first time, consciously, the
meaning of the doctor's words years ago: "Eyes are sympathetic. If one is
blind, the other will likely become blind too." I rcalize I have dashed about
the world madly, looking at this, looking at that, storing up images against
the fading of the light. But I might haue missed seeing the desert!The shock
of that possibility-and gratitude for over twenty-five years of sight-
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sends me literally to my knees. poem after poem comes-which is perhaps
how poets pray.

ON SIGHT

I am so thankful I have seen
The Desert
And the creatures in the desert
And the desert Itself.

The desert has its own moon
\Which I have seen
With my own eye.

There is no flag on it.

Trees of the desert have arms
All cf which are always up
That is because the moon is up
The sun is up
AIso the sky
The stars
Clouds
None with flags.

If there were flags,I doubt
the trees would point.
Would you?

But mostly, I remember this: 4s

_I am twenty-seven, and my baby daughter is almost three. Since her
birth I have worried about her discovery tilat her morher,s .y", ,r. differ-
ent-from other people's. will she be embarrassed? i think. ivhat will she
say? Every day she watches_a terevision program calred .,Big Blue Marble.,,
h. begins with a picture of the earth as ii apperrs from 

"the 
moon. It is

bluish, a little battered-looking, but full oi iight, with *hit-irt clouds
swirling around it. Every time I see it I weep witl love, as if it is a picture
of Grandma's house. One day when I am putting Rebecca down for her
nap, she suddenly focuses 9l -y eye. Somethiniinside -.-.ring.r, g.r,
ready to-try to protect myself. Alr children are.rier about physical differ-
ences, I know from experience, and that they don,t "l*ryr'_*n to be is
another matter. I assume Rebecca will be the same.

But no-o-o-o. She studies my face intently as we stand, her inside andme outside her crib. 
_She even holds my fac. *aternariy between he,dimpled little hands. Then, looking every bit as seriou, 

"ra tr*y.rlike asher father, she says, as if it may just possibly hare slippeJ*y'l*.rr,ior'
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"Mommy, there's aworld in your eye." (As in, ,,Don,t be alarmed, or do
anything crazy.") And then, gently, but with great interest: ,.Mommy,
where did you get that world in your eye?"

For the r-nost part, the pain left then. (So what, if my brothers grew up
to buy even more powerful pellet guns for their sons and to carry real guni
themselves. So what, if a young "Morehouse man"1 once nearly fell off the
steps of Trevor Arnett Library because he thought my eyes were blue.) Cry-
ing and laughing I ran to the bathroom, while Rebecca mumbled and sang
herself off to sleep. Yes indeed, r realized, looking into the mirror. There
was a world in my eye. And I saw that it was possible to love it: that in
fact, for all it had taught me of shame and anger and inner vision, r did
love it. Even to see it drifting out of orbit in boredom, or rolling up out of
fatigue, not to mention floating back at attention in excitement [bearing
witness, a friend has called it), deeply suitable to my personality, and even
characteristic of me.

That night I dream I am dancing to Stevie Wonder's song ,,Always,,
(the name of the song is really "As," but I hear it as ,.Always,,). As I dance,
whirling and joyous, happier than I've ever been in my life, another bright-
faced dancer joins me. 'w'e dance and kiss each other and hold each oiher
through the night. The other dancer has obviously come through all right,
as I have done. She is beautiful, whole and free. And she is also me.

QunsrroNs

1. walker's essay moves forward in time through abrupt though steadily
progressive descriptions of episodes. \7hat effect on the reader does this
structure produce? 'why do you suppose's7alker chose this form instead
of providing transitions from one episode to the next?

2. Consider \Talker's method of contrasting other people's memories with
her own. SThat effect is created by the repetition of ..you did not
change" ?

3. Consider \Talker's choices of episodes or examples of beauty. How
does each one work toward developing a definition of beauty?

4. In what ways does this essay play with the possible meanings of the fa-
miliar adage, "Beauty is in the eye of the beholder',?

5. one theme of this essay could be that of coming to terms with a disfig-
urement, an imagined loss of physical beauty. Recall an event (or acci-
dent) in your own life that changed your perception of yourself. write a
reflective narrative in which you use $Talker's method of chronologi-
cally aranged episodes, including a reflection on the time before the

TMorebouse mdn: a student at Morehouse college, a traditionally black col,
lege for men in Atlanta. [Eds.]
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change, as well as the change itself, and episodes from the time follow-
ing. Like Walker, you may want to contrast (or compare) your memo-
ries with those of others.

6. Recall a memorable event that occurre d a year or more ago. It might be

an event in your family's life or a public event at which you and your
friends were present. 

'!7rite down your memories of the event, and then
interview your family or friends and write down their recollections.
Compare the various memories of the event. Come to some conclusion
about the differences or similarities you find and perhaps about the se-

lectivity of memory.

MexrNc CowNncrIoNs

\Talker's daughter's exclamation, "Mommy, there's a world in your eye,"

is obviously a transcendent moment. It is also a metaphor. Other writers in
this section could also be said to have a world in their eye. For example,

Carl Sagan's description of how insight depends on a degree of restriction
(p. 178) is closely related to'$Talker's theme. Select another essay from this
section, and show how'W'alker's reflections on her blind eye can help us

understand the discoveries the writer of the other essay is making.


