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Near the end of Charles Johnson's 1990 novel Middle Passage, the
rapacious captain Ebenezer Falcon lies interred in his cabin, buried in an
avalanche of books, maps, papers, and ship's logs, after his rebellious slave
cargo fires a cannon through his door. He tries to extricate himself by
"grabbing the base of a bookcase and dragging himself forward" (143), but he
remains pinned by textual debris. No longer able to write, he wills his log to
Rutherford Calhoun, the freed slave who serves as cook's helper aboard
Falcon's ship and as narrator for Middle Passage. Falcon then commits
suicide, and Calhoun rewrites the "truth" of this voyage not from the white
slave captain's perspective but "first and foremost, as I saw it" (147).

This scene epitomizes the disruptive significations of textuality that shape
Middle Passage. A victim of the most radical sort of canon revisionism,
Falcon is the necessary sacrifice to the bibliomachia that Johnson orchestrates
throughout his novel. This paper will suggest that one can read Middle
Passage as a battle of the books, as an arena in which disparate literary
traditions are brought into forced confrontation. The purpose of such a
confrontation, I believe, is to enable a new direction for contemporary African-
American writing while claiming an old, and rightful, inheritance.

Two years before the publication of Middle Passage, Johnson wrote a
somewhat iconoclastic critical text titled Being & Race. This work interrogates
common assumptions about African-American literature: it takes issue with
the lingering ethos of racial essentialism, with the "emphasis on communalism
and anti-individualism [that] trivializes the role of the very person Negritude
wishes to elevate" (Being 19); it denies the value--and possibility--of literary
exclusivity, asserting that black writers' expression "is inevitably a compromise
between the one and the many, African and European, the present and the past"
(Being 40). Indeed, Johnson challenges black writers to broaden cultural and
aesthetic horizons, to resist artistic and experiential separatism :

[B]lack fiction could benefit greatly from the revitalizing influences
of cross-cultural fertilization . . . found in formal variations and
technical virtuosity. It would be a pleasure, I believe, to see our






