
African Heritage and Diasporic 
Identity in Paule Marshall�s 
Praisesong for the Widow



Valenza Pauline Burke, later known as Paule Marshall, was born on April 9, 
1929, in Brooklyn, New York. She was the daughter of immigrants from 
Barbados, and she grew up in a neighborhood where families from the West 
Indies were numerous. Her writing was deeply inspired by the conversations 
between her mother and other Barbadian women, their musical accents and 
storytelling skills. Her use of language reflects her West Indian culture. Her first 
novel, Brown Girl, Brownstones, was published in 1959. It narrates the coming 
of age of a West Indian girl in the context of the Black diasporic experience in 
America. Marshall’s fiction is rooted in Black cultural history. Her novels focus 
on Black female characters and address the conditions of women from a Black 
diasporic perspective. Other works are: Soul Clap Hands and Sing (1961), 
Reena (1962), The Chosen Place, the Timeless People (1969), Praisesong for the 
Widow (1983), and Daughters (1991). Praisesong won the Before Columbus 
Foundation American Book Award in 1984. It was written to honor her 
ancestors and is dedicated to Marshall’s grandmother (To Da-Duh). The novel 
takes place in the 1970s and it chronicles the life of Avey Johnson, a 64-year-
old African American widow on a journey in the Caribbean, who discovers a 
possibility to reconnect with the cultures of African descent.



New York Times obituary

Paule Marshall (1929-2019)





�Shaping the World of My Art�
(1973)

�… for black people to define ourselves on 
our own terms we must consciously engage 
our past…

The past offers much instruction for the 
present struggle…�









“Meditations on Language and the Self: A Conversation with Paule Marshall,” by 
Lisa Sisco and Melody Graulich, NWSA Journal 1992





THE  TITLE
● In West African cultures a praisesong is a particular kind of traditional

heroic poem, intended to be recited or sung at public occasions, that can
mark the advancement of a person from one group or stage to the next.

● This novel celebrates the widow’s coming to terms with her widowhood
and reconnection with her black heritage. The entire narrative in itself acts
as a “praisesong” for the widow.

● The title also refers specifically to the communal song and the dance of the
“Beg Pardon” at the end of the novel, which itself becomes a praisesong
for Avey’s homecoming.

● It’s the story of a journey which is not only physical, but also psychological.
● It's a journey of reclamation and healing of a past that has been largely

forgotten or erased in Avey’s efforts to escape the poverty of her younger
years and obtain the American dream of financial security and white-
defined respectability.

● The novel reiterates Marshall’s belief in “the need for black people to make
the psychological and spiritual journey back through their past.”



Praisesongs

• Praisesongs may embrace the history, myths, and 
legends of a whole people or their representative 
and can be used to celebrate communal triumph 
or the greatness or rulers, and the nobility of the 
valiant and brave, whether in life or death. 
Important for its use [in Marshall’s novel], they 
can also be sung to mark social transition. Sung as 
a part of rites of passage, they mark the upward 
movement of a person from one group to the 
next.

• Abena P. A. Busia, “What Is Your Nation?”, 1989 



The novel: Four sections - In medias res beginning and flashbacks

�Runagate�: chapters 1-6 (Bianca Pride/Grenada/Tatem; Avey, feeling sick, 
abandons the cruise, leaving behind her friends Thomasina and Clarice, and finds a 
room in a hotel, while waiting for the first flight back to New York; strange visions
and dreams, memories of her aunt Cuney and Tatem, Sea Islands); epigraphs: 
�Runagate, Runagate� by Robert Hayden (poem about a fugitive slave); �leroy� by 
Amiri Baraka
�Sleeper’s Wake�: chapters 1-5 (Grenada; during the night, Avey recalls her married
life, moving to Halsey Street, having her daughters, struggling to make ends meet, 
the good times and the deteriorating relationship with Jay, moving to North White 
Plains, Jay’s death
�Lavé Tête�: chapters 1- 6(Grenada/Carriacou; goes strolling on the beach, meets
Lebert Joseph, unexpectedly starts telling him about leaving the cruise etc, after he 
asks her what «her nation» is and she can’t reply; accepts his invitation to attend
the great dance for the «Old Parents» in Carriacou, the Big Drum; sea-sick during
the boat trip to the island); epigraphs: vodou prayer, poem by Randall Jarrell
�The Beg Pardon�: chapters 1-3 (Carriacou; Rosalie, Lebert Joseph’s daughter, takes
care of her like a mother, Avey takes part in the Big Drum and joins the dance;on the 
plane to Grenada, flashforward to her future life); epigraph: Susan Sontag on 
memory



Avey Johnson�s Journey away 
from Blackness 

Harlem

Brooklyn (Halsey Street)

North White Plains 

Bianca Pride



Back to Roots

Bianca Pride cruising the Caribbean (�Runagate�)

Grenada (�The Sleeper�s Wake�,�Lavé Tête�)

Carriacou (�The Beg Pardon�)

Tatem



Themes
• Rational mind vs body
• Conforming vs differing
• History vs myth
• Materialism vs spiritualism
• Individual vs community
• Spiritual death vs awakening
• Modernity vs timelessness
• Standard language vs Vernacular
• Writing vs orality
• Institutionalized knowledge vs alternative ways of 

knowing (music, dance, rituals)



1) “Runagate” is a reference to Robert Hayden’s famous poem of that name (about a slave 
escaping from bondage towards a mythic North, enveloped in darkness)
runagate> runaway
is Avey running away from her blackness towards whiteness? Several occurrences of whiteness
(Bianca Pride, North White Plains, a white neighborhood in NY, the whitennes of other cruisers) 
vs blackness (Avey’s body etc)
She is also running away from a disturbing familiarity with the islanders? Language is foreign
but familiar at the same time

split self, denial, etc. A. is not able to recognize herself in the mirror

3 types of African American womanhood: Thomasina, the tragic mulatta (high valued within
the black community), Jezebel; Clarice, the submissive black woman (Mama Johnson); Avey, 
queenly, proud, the virago or debil woman
Avatara (named after an ancestor): sounds too black so she has shortened it to Avey; avatar: 
embodiment of divinity
Denial of her blackness through clothing, language, external appearance, non-verbal behavior
BUT black body re-emerging in the bottom lip

Denial of racial issues and American racism, resurfacing in her dreams
She starts dreaming again, dream about great-aunt Cuney

Her ancestor claiming her

The Ibo landing: Myth spread throughout the African diaspora in the Americas (mass suicide 



2) Sleeper’s Wake

a wake for the past, the whole section’s action takes place in Avey’s mind

while she is laying on the bed in an expensive hotel room in Grenada waiting to 

catch the first plane to NYC

Avey reviews her marriage to Jerome Johnson, from the first happy years

(dance and music and love) when he was just Jay, to his transformation into a 

hard-working no nonsense man whose fear of poverty and degradation leads

to spiritual starvation

White mask

Is a different way possible? «Couldn’t they have done differently? Hadn’t there

perhaps been another way? […] It would have taken strength on their part, and 

the will and even cunning necessary to withstand the glitter and the excess. To 

take only what was needed and to run. And distance. Above all, a certain

distance of the mind and heart had been absolutely essential» 

Avey peels off her accessories, releases her anger, she is ready for spiritual 

cleansing and the opening of the bars of her body



3) Lavé Tete
Lebert Joseph: resembles (name, 
appearance, behavior) the Yoruba 
god of the crossroads and trickster, 
Eshu-Elegba, or Legba. Legba is 
the opener of the gates between 
the human world and the spirit 
world. In Haiti, Legba is depicted as 
an old man supported by a walking 
cane, smoking a pipe and carrying 
a macoute, a large straw bag.
Besides being opener of the gates, 
Legba is guardian of the 
crossroads, the point of entry to 
the spirit world. As its guardian 
Legba straddles the worlds of the 
living and the world of the dead.



4) The Beg Pardon
The Big Drum dance as a 
community ritual where
diasporic blacks remember
their ancestors and beg
them to forgive them for
being far from the ancestral
land. Avey recovers her
black identity, one that is
not an essentialized
Africanness but rather a 
partially reconstructed self 
from memory and 
imagination.
Flashforward to the future: 
she takes over her aunt
Cuney ‘s role as keeper of 
memories.



Anna Scacchi, “Never Too Late to 
Remember: Cruising the Past in Paule
Marshall’s Praisesong for the Widow.” 







































The story that gives Ebos Landing its name is one of the most colorful and enduring tales in 
Georgia's rich literary history. Better known as the "Myth of the Flying Africans," this narrative 
has been told and embellished for 200 years in the form of local legends, children's stories, 
movies, novels, and television shows. Based on an actual historical event, this remarkable tale of 
an Ebo (also known as Igbo or Ibo) slave rebellion on St. Simons Island has become a powerful 
metaphor of African American courage, longing, and conviction.
The historical roots of the flying Africans legend can be traced back to the spring of 1803, when 
a group of Igbo slaves arrived in Savannah after enduring the nightmare of the Middle Passage. 
The Igbo (from what is now the nation of Nigeria, in central West Africa) were renowned 
throughout the American South for being fiercely independent and unwilling to tolerate the 
humiliations of chattel slavery. The Igbo who became known as the flying Africans were 
purchased at the slave market in Savannah by agents working on behalf of John Couper and 
Thomas Spalding. Loaded aboard a small vessel, the Igbo were confined below deck for the trip 
down the coast to St. Simons. During the course of the journey, however, the Igbo rose up in 
rebellion against the white agents, who jumped overboard and were drowned.
What happened next is a striking example of the ways in which African American slaves and 
white slave masters interpreted "history" in starkly different terms. One of the only 
contemporary written accounts of the event was by Roswell King, a white overseer on the 
nearby plantation of Pierce Butler. King recounted that as soon as the Igbo landed on St. Simons 
Island, they "took to the swamp"—committing suicide by walking into Dunbar Creek. From 
King's perspective the salient feature of the story was the loss of a substantial financial 
investment for Couper and Spalding.

https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/ebos-landing



African American oral tradition, on the other hand, has preserved a very different account of the 
events that transpired that day. As with all oral histories, the facts of the story have evolved as
storytellers elaborated the tale over the years, such that there are now dozens of variations on 
the original episode. In the late 1930s, more than 100 years after the Igbo uprising on St. 
Simons, members of the Federal Writers Project collected oral histories in the Sea Islands (many
of which can now be found in Drums and Shadows: Survival Studies among the Georgia Coastal
Negroes). An older African American man by the name of Wallace Quarterman was asked if he 
had heard the story of Ebos landing. Quarterman replied:

Ain't you heard about them? Well, at that time Mr. Blue he was the overseer and . . . Mr. Blue 
he go down one morning with a long whip for to whip them good. . . . Anyway, he whipped
them good and they got together and stuck that hoe in the field and then . . . rose up in the sky
and turned themselves into buzzards and flew right back to Africa. . . . Everybody knows about
them.

This account of transforming the hardships of slavery into the magical powers of freedom has
been retold by a distinguished array of African American artists throughout the last century. 
Virginia Hamilton and Julius Lester rendered the tale for children. Julie Dash celebrated the 
memory of Ebos Landing in elegant visual terms with her film Daughters of the Dust (1991). 
Perhaps most important, Nobel Prize–winning writer Toni Morrison used the myth of the flying
Africans as the basis for her novel Song of Solomon (1977).
https://www.georgiaencyclopedia.org/articles/history-archaeology/ebos-landing



Igbo Landing, painting by LaRue 
(Dee Williams)



Black Imagination and the Middle Passage, ed. by Maria Diedrich, Henry Louis Gates, 
Carl Pedersen, p. 159





Sophia Nahli Allison, “Revisiting the Legend of Flying Africans,” The New Yorker 2019 
https://www.newyorker.com/culture/culture-desk/revisiting-the-legend-of-flying-africans





Still from Beyoncé’s Love Drought Video 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUyQSKe75L4

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CUyQSKe75L4
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Caroline Brown, The Black Female Body in American Literature and Art, 2012
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