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Echoing the voices of ordinary people in writing is hardly new, but having
colloquial voices dominate work intended for more than local color
entertainment is rare. When local color is in fashion, a few writers, such as
Mark Twain, can transcend the local color genre to create literature of
interesting complexity and depth, but more often, colloquial language remains
in the domain of quaint characterization and fails to express complex thinking
on the part of character or author. Many contemporary writers are, however,
using colloquial language as serious literary expression. This can be seen in
many regional writers, but contemporary North Carolina writing seems to be
especially rich in local voices telling stories that reveal wise truths about
making sense of complex lives. One of the first of recent North Carolina
writers to make extensive use of colloquial voice was Lee Smith. She was soon
joined by Clyde Edgerton, Jill McCorkle, T. R. Pearson, Allan Gurganus, and
others who transcend the limits of colloquialism to create fictions that capture,
hold, and alter the readers' perceptions of reality.

The first work in which Lee Smith orchestrates colloquial voices to
dramatically render truths about the characters' lives is Oral History (1983).
The voice that first captivates readers is that of Granny Younger, speaking out
of the Appalachian mountain past to tell her version of the Cantrell family
story. She reminds us that she is telling someone else's story:

Iffen twas my story, I never would tell it at all. There's tales I'll tell
and tales I won't. And iffen twas my story why I'd be hemmed in by
the facts of it. . . . I know moren you know and mought be I'll tell
you moren you want to hear. I'll tell you a story that's truer than
true, and nothing so true is so pretty. It's blood on the moon, as I
said. The way I tell a story is the way I want to, and iffen you
mislike it, you don't have to hear (27-28).

Addressing us directly from her late nineteenth century perspective, Granny
Younger lures us into the tale that Sally, a late twentieth century Cantrell,
completes.

Sally's voice echoes the certainty of Granny Younger's in a contemporary
idiom. Sally introduces herself to us by saying, "There's two things I like to do
better than anything else in this world, even at my age--and one of them is talk.
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