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Year after year, readers are drawn to this novel, To Kill A Mockingbird, whose title begins with an infinitive, which carries no subject.  Nobody is responsible for the action implied in that verbal, to kill.  Still, time after time, folks wax ecstatic about how much they love this book that puts a southern tomboy as its center.  Others hate it, put off by its placement in the segregationist status quo and its quite liberal use of the n-word.  Others are outraged at the frank discussion of rape.  Through it all, To Kill A Mockingbird remains popular, even ranking up there close to the Bible in the number of people who have read it, and remember its characters.  Why is this book such a perennial, routinely listed as the most popular novel of the twentieth century?  
One reason might be that it encourages us to be young again, to see the world with fresh eyes and to be hopeful on the edge of change.  Harper Lee, through the main character of Scout Finch, a bright, inquisitive, engaging girl, takes us back to an idyllic time of memory and possibility.  Scout is one of three children romping through the book, playing together in the endless days of summer, and learning the harder lessons of life.  With them, readers can be wide-eyed and curious about the future.  Along with the bold threesome, we can tag in on their escapades as they play tricks on Boo Radley, the neighborhood mystery man, and break decorum by hiding in the courthouse balcony where the black folk from town, many of them sharecroppers, have to sit in order to watch the trial of the year in 1930s small town Alabama.  Atticus Finch, Scout and Jem’s lawyer father, defends the racial underdog, and we can collectively feel good about ourselves for being on the right side of the contest, even if it isn’t an equal fight.    

In some ways, Harper Lee is an anomaly.  In other ways, she is not.  She doesn’t court publicity.  She never thought her book would sell.  She doesn’t give interviews.  She has never written another novel, but she didn’t have to; this one took over her life and so many other lives as well.  That has happened before, a southern woman writing about race and taking everybody by surprise, leaving her mark deep on the literary landscape.  There’s just something about women writers and the question of race in a southern setting that draws us over and over, century after century, talking, perhaps, to our need to be well cared for and comforted as children and as adults.  The phenomenon came to the fore in the 1850s with Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe, which was set in Kentucky and Louisiana and was the most popular and best-selling novel of the nineteenth century, then immediately went to the stage and then to the screen more than once.  Then, in the first half of the century, in the 1930s, the country was swept away by Margaret Mitchell’s Gone With the Wind, set primarily in Georgia during and just after the Civil War.  The story was immortalized on film, and who doesn’t know the names of Scarlett O’Hara and Rhett Butler and what they said to each other.  
A southern setting, with black folks as subordinates, forms much of the ground of our popular American culture.  Mockingbird, published early in the 1960s on the cusp of civil rights change, has a black mammy named Calpurnia who is related to the matronly red petticoat-wearing Mammy in Gone With the Wind, the competent one who knows how to solve problems and keep her charges in line, out of danger.  But danger aplenty is in store for Tom Robinson, the black laborer accused of rape in Mockingbird who bears a kinship to the long-suffering, morally upstanding but martyred Uncle Tom, a hated byword even today.  Uncle Tom is known for missing a backbone, being Christian to a fault, and having no spine.  He is a toady.  Tom Robinson is not quite that, but he doesn’t know how to fight back, how to take on more powerful forces and prevail.  His innocence is no help, and almost everyone in town is convinced that he is guilty, simply because he is black, male, strong, off the social leash.  So he is scapegoated, just as Uncle Tom was.  The overseer does not whip him to death on the master’s orders, but the legal system has him in a tight grip, and there is no escape this side of death.  
Who is this woman, this Harper Lee, who stands in the illustrious line that Stowe initiated and who wears the literary mantle of the twentieth century?  She is still alive in Alabama, although she rarely makes public appearances.  This retiring quality is not just a factor of age.  She was never one to seek the limelight, even when younger.   A glimpse of Lee, reenacted on film, is available in Tru, the biopic about Truman Capote that netted Philip Seymour Hoffman an Oscar in 2006.  Capote, the southern author of Breakfast at Tiffany’s and In Cold Blood, among other works, was fixated on self in his pursuit of literary fame.  Even his intimates ended up, foibles and all, in his fiction, which could also be called faction – so close it was and is to fact.  Lee includes Capote in Mockingbird, her coming of age novel, not with malicious intent but because he was there, growing up beside her and her older brother.  In Mockingbird, Capote is Dill, the motherless boy next-door who comes to live with his Aunt Rachel in the summers.  Scout and Jem are also minus a mother, and the three children bond and become each other’s family.

At the beginning of Tru, Lee has not yet published a novel, but Capote has had a musical on Broadway and has written Breakfast at Tiffany’s.  When the film starts, it is 1959, and the racial dynamic in America is shifting, becoming more open and equitable as well as contentious, in the aftermath of segregation.  Lee sets her narrative in the 1930s, when the racial fence was firmly in place, and justice for a black man was in rare supply.  It is a disruptive time, on the verge of a new era, and Capote senses the change too, which he communicates in his novel, In Cold Blood, about the Clutter family that has been murdered in a remote Kansas town.  When he is commissioned to write an article for the New Yorker about the murders, he takes Harper Lee along as his research assistant, his amanuensis. She is there to look after him, much like Calpurnia does for the children in Mockingbird.  

Throughout the film, the contrast between the writers is key.  Lee, who is also working on her own novel, is much more interested in the story she has to tell, in crafting it, working and reworking the material until she shapes it in a way that feels right and communicates what she wants to say about the times and the experiences through which she has lived.  Capote courts the sensational, and he becomes so infatuated with one of the accused men, Perry Smith, that he loses focus.  His unbalanced mental state alienates him from friends, which is evident in the film during Lee’s book party.  The place is thronged, and Lee is now the literary star, no longer the lowly assistant.  Capote cannot handle this turn of events.  All he can do is bemoan how unhappy he feels.  The friendship flounders shortly after that, and so do their individual careers.  In Cold Blood (1966), about the Kansas murders, was Capote’s last major work.  Still, theirs was a fertile friendship, immortalized on the page in Mockingbird and on the screen in Tru.

Now, let’s look a bit more at the shadowy side of Mockingbird, which draws lightly from a failed legal case that Harper Lee’s father handled in 1919 and may also reference the several Scottsboro Boys trials of the 1930s, in which a questionable accusation of rape was prominent, as is the case in this novel.  Being accused of rape was no light matter for a black man.  It was usually a set-up for lynching, a subject that has been much in the news lately with nooses showing up in school yards, on southern roads, in northern Ivy League universities, and with references to lynching being made on sports network news, as in the advice that a woman sportscaster named Kelly Tlighman gave to opponents frustrated by Tiger Woods’ prowess on the golf course.  Just take him to a back alley, she advised, and lynch him.  That’s the only way to win.  Of course, her comment was characterized as a joke.  But there is a long history to that joke, if indeed it can be described as such, a history that Harper Lee invokes in the linking of rape and a black man.  The rumor of a black male raping a white woman was the catalyst of choice for a lynching party.  

In the novel, there is the fight between ignorance and knowledge, between the old, closed ways, and a new fairness.  Atticus Finch and his children try to be fair.  So do a few upstanding neighbors, but others are benighted.  It is a divided world that the Finches inhabit, separated not only by color but also by class.  The poor white folks live on the outskirts of town, with little except the knowledge that their white skin gives them a badge of belonging and protection.  Mayella Ewell, a twenty-something year old female member of an impoverished family, tyrannized by an alcoholic, abusive father, is lonely.  No one comes to visit.  She has seen Tom walk by, seen him work, seen his muscles, and she wants him to pay her some court.  She beckons him into the house to handle some repairs for her, but there is nothing to fix except her need.  When Tom realizes her intent, he tries to leave, but the girl’s father comes into the house and accuses him of rape.  Robinson is carted off to trial, and although there is no evidence against him, he is convicted and sent to jail.

Was Tom legally lynched?  That is a question we can ask and answer together.  By reading this novel as a community, and responding to it intellectually, emotionally, and creatively for the next few months, we will learn about our collective history and our current perceptions.  We will widen our understanding of the cultural and literary legacy we’ve inherited and sharpen our sense of where we stand today.   Just past the middle of the last century when Mockingbird was published, the question of how committed we were as a nation to moving forward or staying in place was on the table, just as it its today.  In our reading, let us pay special attention to the characters in the shadows, for example, Tom Robinson, Boo Radley, Mayella Ewell, and Calpurnia.  You may be drawn to other characters, to the poor but proud boy who comes home to lunch at the Finches, to Aunt Alexandra, or to some other neighbor in town or on the outskirts.  Harper Lee, I believe, would approve our investigation of the shadows.  After all, Lee found strength in the shadows, enough to step out of Capote’s shadow, making the world listen to her words and the inimitable quality of her voice.  In reading this novel, however we approach it, and the ways are endless, we will be investing in and building up, aided by the narrative that Lee created, a common culture that links us across campus and community, connecting past to present and mind to mind as we discuss and dialogue and gain greater understanding of ourselves through a classic of our time.
