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Literary Analysis


People with little in common are often drawn together by a few shared bonds.  Alice Walker’s short story “1955” tells the story of two singers, and their relationship throughout years of knowing one another.  Despite some obvious similarities, at the core of their souls and personalities they are two distinctly contrasting characters.  This contrast becomes the basis for the entire story as and plays a key role in driving the plot.  The first striking difference between the characters is their standing in life.  Gracie Mae Still, a poor, overweight, black woman living in the racially unequal South during the fifties, is more or less content with her life.  On the other hand, Traynor is a young and handsome white singer who has a good career, legions of adoring fans, but does not have happiness inside himself.  Also, due to their difference in skin color, Gracie Mae and Traynor go down different paths with their careers, despite the fact that they both have exceptional talents.  Finally, Traynor buys one of his first big hits from Gracie Mae and makes a lot of money singing it.  However, it plagues him they he can never understand the song and Gracie Mae can.

One striking difference between Gracie Mae and Traynor is their feelings about their own lives.  It is obvious that Gracie Mae lives without many of the luxuries that Traynor does, but she is content with her life.  She is true to herself and her roots and has one of the most important things a person can have; self-respect.  Traynor on the other hand, bought Gracie Mae’s song and made him self famous from it.  He however feels like he is living a lie.  He feels like his singing and the fans that adore him are fake.  Gracie Mae is proud of her small following of fans and notes that they would know if what she was singing wasn’t true (17).  She goes on to say that “it would have been worth my life to try to sing ‘em somebody else’s stuff that I didn’t know nothing about” (17).  This illustrates that Gracie Mae had passionate fans that would know when she was bluffing.  She sang what she knew, simply because she had no other choice.  Traynor’s fans, however, were just trying to get a taste of a life they were not familiar with (17).


Racism also had different effects on both singers.  The effects were greatly illustrated near the end of the story when Traynor brought Gracie Mae onto the Johnny Carson show.  From the start, the fans find Gracie Mae, a large black woman, to be humorous.  She still goes forward and sings her song, the one that made Traynor famous, and absolutely nails it.  It is met with little response and receives a polite, two second clap when she finishes (18).  This response seems to make Traynor angrier than Gracie Mae, and she later consoles him by saying, “It don’t matter, Son.  Try to make the people you know happy” (18).  Gracie Mae says that Traynor sings the song with the same voice, tone, and inflection that she does, but he is met with a much warmer reception.  The only thing that separated them in this regard, was the color of their skin.

Finally, the one thing they seem to have in common turns out to be their biggest difference.  Traynor spends years trying to figure out what Gracie Mae’s song means but can never figure it out.  Gracie Mae is never able to give Traynor an answer to this question as she only sings what she knows.  At the time, Traynor cannot understand this, as he feels that he and his fan are a fake (17).  It is not until the Johnny Carson show, when Gracie Mae tells him that he should only try to please the people he knows, that Traynor finds the meaning of the song.  “Is that in the song?” he asked Gracie Mae.  Her reply was simply, “Maybe” (19).

