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By the time I arrived on page two of “Nineteen Fifty-Five”, a short story by Alice Walker, author of Everyday Use and The Color Purple, I had already started scratching my head and asking, “What is going on?” which would become a common question throughout the story.  In her attempt to reflect the raw, southern atmosphere of the story, Walker tells the story in an unperfected, rural dialect that had me re-reading paragraphs trying to decipher the descriptions from the dialogue as if I were trying to put together a jig-saw puzzle.  Any mood that is added to the story is quickly lost in pure confusion.

Set in the South, it is written in diary form from 1955-1977, as a friendship develops between the unlikeliest of people.  Gracie is a poor, obese black singer who is completely content with her life despite her hardships.  Traynor is a male singer with everything most people could ask for (money, fame, etc...).  Gracie sells the rights to a song she wrote to Traynor.  Over the years he becomes depressed and does not realize the meaning of the song; that happiness cannot be bought.  This moral is important and strongly carried out, but the overall confusing nature of the writing keeps it from hitting as hard as it should. Small conventional changes, such as the use of quotations marks, would make it a much more easier and interesting read and would tell the story in a more effective manner.


Walker is a well-respected and accomplished author, whose career has included the Pulitzer Prize in 1983.  However, “Nineteen Fifty-Five”, a short story in the anthology You Can’t Keep a good Woman Down, falls off the author’s otherwise superb mark. It’s confusing grammar and dialogue subtract from an otherwise strong story and make this a story better left on the shelf. – Rob Esposito
