
Go Tell It On The Mountain James Baldwin

Downloaded from order.fishbonesusa.com by Glover & Werner • Books are a uniquely
portable magic. • Page 1

Go Tell It On The Mountain James
Baldwin

Go Tell It On The Mountain by James Baldwin:
A Timeless Masterpiece of American Literature

When  discussing  the  most  influential  works  of  20th-century  American
literature, few novels carry the weight, beauty, and raw emotional power of Go
Tell It On The Mountain by James Baldwin. Published in 1953, this semi-
autobiographical novel remains a cornerstone of African American literature
and a profound exploration of faith, identity,  race, and family.  For readers
seeking to understand the complexities of the Black experience in America, or
for  anyone  drawn  to  deeply  human  stories  of  struggle  and  redemption,
Baldwin's  first  novel  offers  an  unforgettable  journey.  This  article  provides  a
comprehensive look at the novel, its themes, its characters, and its enduring
legacy, offering valuable insights for students, literary enthusiasts, and general
readers alike.

Understanding Go Tell  It  On The Mountain  is  not  merely  an  academic
exercise; it is an opportunity to engage with a work that continues to resonate
with contemporary issues of social justice, religious hypocrisy, and personal
liberation. As we explore this landmark text, we will uncover why Baldwin's
voice remains as vital today as it was nearly seven decades ago.

The Genesis of a Masterpiece: James Baldwin's
Early Life

To  fully  appreciate  Go Tell  It  On The Mountain,  one  must  first  understand
the man who wrote it. James Baldwin was born in Harlem, New York, in 1924.
He grew up in poverty and faced severe racial discrimination from a young age.
His stepfather, David Baldwin, was a strict and often harsh minister in the
Pentecostal church. This environment of religious fervor and domestic tension
became the crucible in which Baldwin's literary sensibilities were forged.

Baldwin  himself  became  a  teenage  preacher  at  the  Fireside  Pentecostal
Assembly, an experience that gave him an intimate knowledge of the rhythms
and  power  of  African  American  church  culture.  The  Bible's  language,  the
cadence of  sermons,  and the intense emotional  release of  worship deeply
influenced  his  writing  style.  However,  as  Baldwin  matured,  he  began  to
question the very foundations of the faith he had been raised in, grappling with
the  hypocrisy  he  saw  within  the  church,  particularly  its  condemnation  of
homosexuality and its passive acceptance of racial injustice.

Leaving the pulpit and eventually the United States for France in 1948 allowed



Baldwin the distance he needed to process his experiences. Go Tell It On The
Mountain  was  the  direct  result  of  this  period  of  reflection.  It  is  not  simply  a
novel; it is a deeply personal exorcism of the demons of his youth, transformed
into art of extraordinary power.

Plot Overview of Go Tell It On The Mountain

The novel is structured around a single day and night in the life of John Grimes,
a fourteen-year-old boy growing up in Harlem in 1935. The story culminates in
a powerful  and transformative religious experience at  the "threshing floor"  of
his church, the Temple of the Fire Baptized.

The main narrative unfolds through three distinct parts: "The Seventh Day,"
"The Prayers of the Saints," and "The Threshing Floor."

The Seventh Day

This opening section takes place on John's fourteenth birthday, a Saturday. It is
a day filled with tension and dread. John lives in fear of his stepfather, Gabriel
Grimes, a tyrannical and deeply religious man who sees John as a sinner and a
source of shame. John's internal world is rich with confusion. He is a bright,
sensitive boy who excels in school but feels alienated from his family and his
community.  The  section  establishes  the  claustrophobic  atmosphere  of  the
Grimes household and sets the stage for the spiritual crisis to come.

The Prayers of the Saints

This  is  the  heart  of  the  novel,  a  masterful  use  of  flashback.  As  the  evening
church service begins, the narrative shifts to the past of each of the three adult
characters who are central  to John's  life:  his  aunt Florence,  his  stepfather
Gabriel,  and  his  mother  Elizabeth.  Through  their  prayers  and  memories,
Baldwin  reveals  the  hidden  histories  of  sin,  guilt,  and  suffering  that  have
shaped  the  family's  present.

Florence's Prayer: Florence prays with bitterness and resentment. Her
flashback reveals her difficult life as a woman who left the South to
escape an abusive husband, only to find a different kind of hardship in
the North. She knows the darkest secrets of her brother Gabriel.
Gabriel's Prayer: Gabriel's prayer is a hypocritical plea for forgiveness.
His story reveals a man who preaches holiness while living a life of moral
failure. He fathered an illegitimate son, Royal, with a woman named
Esther, and his pride and cruelty have destroyed much of what he
touches.
Elizabeth's Prayer: Elizabeth's flashback is the most tender and tragic.
It tells the story of her love for Richard, John's biological father, a young
man full of promise who was brutally beaten and humiliated by the police
for a crime he did not commit. The trauma of this experience led to
Richard's suicide, leaving Elizabeth alone and pregnant with John. She
married Gabriel out of desperation and a sense of sin.
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The Threshing Floor

The final  section  returns  to  the  present  and the  intense climax of  the  church
service. John, on the "threshing floor" before the altar, experiences a profound
spiritual crisis. He is torn between the love of God and the terror of damnation.
The language becomes almost hallucinatory as John battles his own demons,
his  hatred for  his  stepfather,  and his  emerging sexuality.  In a moment of
surrender, he has a vision of the Lord and is "saved." However, the novel ends
on  an  ambiguous  note.  John's  salvation  is  real,  but  it  is  also  a  form  of
submission to the very authority he has been struggling against. The final line,
"I'm saved," is both a declaration of joy and a poignant question.

Major Themes in Go Tell It On The Mountain

Baldwin's novel is remarkable for the density of its themes. It can be read on
multiple levels, each one rewarding careful analysis.

Religion, Faith, and Hypocrisy

This is the most central and complex theme. Baldwin, who left the church, does
not simply condemn it. He shows the church as a source of genuine comfort
and community for  oppressed people.  The spirituals,  the prayers,  and the
fellowship provide a vital support system. However, he also ruthlessly exposes
the hypocrisy of  figures like Gabriel,  who uses religion as a mask for  his  own
sins  and  a  weapon  to  control  others.  John's  journey  is  a  struggle  to  find  a
genuine, personal faith that is distinct from the vengeful God preached by his
stepfather. The question of whether true redemption is possible within such a
flawed institution lies at the heart of the novel.

Race and Systemic Oppression

While the novel is intensely focused on the internal world of its characters, the
external  reality  of  racism  is  a  constant,  oppressive  force.  This  is  most
powerfully  illustrated  in  the  story  of  Richard,  John's  biological  father.  His
brutalization at the hands of the police is a stark reminder that for a Black man
in America, no amount of innocence can guarantee safety. The characters'
lives in Harlem are shaped by the limitations and humiliations of a segregated
society.  The  church  itself  is  both  a  refuge  from  this  oppression  and,  in
Baldwin's view, a place where anger at injustice is often turned inward into
guilt and self-hatred.

Sexuality and Shame

Although not explicit by modern standards, the theme of suppressed sexuality
runs throughout the novel. John is aware of his own body and his attraction to
other boys, particularly his friend Elisha, a young Sunday school teacher. This
natural desire fills him with a profound sense of sin and shame, as the church
condemns all sexual feeling outside of marriage. Baldwin, who was gay, writes
about  this  internal  conflict  with  heartbreaking  empathy.  John's  crisis  on  the



threshing floor is deeply connected to his need for self-acceptance and his fear
of his own identity. The "salvation" he finds is also a kind of death, a denial of a
vital part of himself.

Family, Fathers, and Identity

The novel is a profound study of family dysfunction. John's primary struggle is
with  the  figure  of  the  father.  His  biological  father,  Richard,  was  a  loving  but
broken man who was destroyed by racism. His stepfather, Gabriel, is a cruel
and unloving surrogate who denies John any sense of worth. John is desperate
for the love and approval of a father figure, a need that is transferred onto God
the Father. The novel explores how the sins and traumas of the parents are
passed down to the children, creating a cycle of pain that is difficult to break.
John's ultimate challenge is to forge his own identity, separate from the legacy
of his family and the weight of their expectations.

Literary Style and Significance

Baldwin's prose in Go Tell It On The Mountain is a stunning blend of two
traditions. The first is the lyrical, rhythmic, and biblical language of the African
American  sermon and  spiritual.  The  second  is  the  complex,  psychological
narration  of  the  modern  novel,  influenced  by  writers  like  Henry  James  and
Fyodor  Dostoevsky.

The result  is  a  unique and powerful  style  that  is  both  poetic  and deeply
analytical. Baldwin can capture the soaring emotions of a religious conversion
and then, in the next paragraph, dissect the psychological motivations of his
characters  with  surgical  precision.  The  use  of  the  flashback  structure  in  "The
Prayers  of  the  Saints"  is  particularly  brilliant,  as  it  allows  the  reader  to
understand the present moment through the deep, accumulated weight of the
past.

This  novel  is  significant not only for  its  artistic  merit  but also for  its  historical
context. Published in 1953, on the eve of the Civil Rights Movement, it offered
a  nuanced  and  unflinching  portrait  of  Black  life  that  was  rare  in  mainstream
American literature. It moved beyond stereotypes of poverty and victimhood to
explore the rich inner lives of its characters. It was a foundational text of the
post-war African American literary renaissance.

Character Analysis: The Grimes Family

The characters in Go Tell It On The Mountain are not simply types; they are
complex, flawed, and deeply human.

John Grimes: The protagonist, a sensitive and intelligent boy standing
at the crossroads of adolescence. His journey is one of spiritual and
personal discovery. He represents the potential for change and the
difficult choice between submission and freedom.
Gabriel Grimes: The antagonist. He is a study in self-deception and the
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corrupting power of authority. Convinced of his own righteousness, he is
one of the most memorable examples of religious hypocrisy in American
literature. His inability to love is his defining tragedy.
Elizabeth Grimes: John's mother. She is a figure of quiet endurance and
deep suffering. Her story is the emotional heart of the novel. Her love for
John is genuine, but she is trapped by her own guilt and her dependence
on Gabriel.
Florence Grimes: Gabriel's sister. She is the truth-teller of the family.
Her bitterness is earned, and she stands as the only character who sees
Gabriel for exactly what he is and is unafraid to condemn him.

The Enduring Legacy of Go Tell It On The
Mountain

Why does Go Tell It On The Mountain  continue to be read and studied
today? The reasons are manifold. First, its literary quality is undeniable. It is a
perfectly constructed novel, with a powerful architecture and a voice that is
entirely its own. Second, its themes remain urgently relevant. The intersection
of  race,  religion,  and sexuality  is  still  a  battleground in  American culture.
Baldwin's insights into the psychology of oppression and the search for identity
speak directly to contemporary readers.

Furthermore,  the  novel  has  influenced  countless  writers.  Authors  like  Toni
Morrison, Alice Walker, and Ta-Nehisi Coates have all acknowledged Baldwin's
profound  impact  on  their  work.  The  novel's  unflinching  honesty  about  the
complexities of Black life, its refusal to offer easy answers, and its commitment
to the full humanity of its characters set a new standard for American fiction.

In a world still grappling with systemic racism, religious fundamentalism, and
the struggle for personal authenticity, Baldwin's voice is more necessary than
ever. Go Tell It On The Mountain is not a relic of the past; it is a living,
breathing work of art that continues to challenge, console, and illuminate.

Conclusion: A Novel for the Ages

Reading Go Tell It On The Mountain by James Baldwin is an experience that
stays  with  you  long  after  you  have  turned  the  final  page.  It  is  a  story  of
suffering  and  hope,  of  sin  and  redemption,  of  the


