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Nickel wasn't that bad. He expected tall stone walls and barbed
wire, but there were no walls at all. The campus was kept up
meticulously, a bounty of lush green dotted with two- and
three-story buildings of red brick. The cedar trees and beeches
cut out portions of shade, tall and ancient. It was the nicest-
looking property Elwood had ever seen—a real school, a good

one.(47)®
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Elwood was asleep when a different roar commenced. It came
from outside, a rush and a whoosh without variation.
Forbidding and mechanical and granting no clue to its origin.
He didn't know which book he'd picked it up from, but the
word came to him: torrential. A voice across the room said,

“Somebody’'s going out for ice cream,” and a few boys
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It was easy to root for the winners. No, he liked the punch-
drunk ones, half walking at mile twenty three, tongues flapping

like Labradors.(159)
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Elwood received the best gift of his life on Christmas Day 1962,
even if the ideas it put in his head were his undoing. Martin
Luther King at Zion Hill was the only aloum he owned and it
never left the turntable. . . . Every scratch and pop it gathered
over the months was a mark of his enlightenment, tracking
each time he entered into a new understanding of the

reverend’s words. The crackle of truth.(11)
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Abstract

Excavation of Black History through Literary Imagination:

Whitehead's reinterpretation of history in 7he Nickel Boys

BAN HYUNG JU
Department of Foreign Language Education
The Graduate School

Seoul National University

While several articles regard Colson Whitehead's The Nickel Boys as a
novel of historical realism (Salvan 2), this essay analyzes the novel through
the framework of "Historiographic Metafiction," which is coined by Linda
Hutcheon at A Poetics of Postmodernism. The reason for classifying The
Nickel Boys as a historiographic metafiction is that this novel rearranges and
reconstructs historical events to express the author's consciousness of existing
history—a hidden story of the Jim Crow era. To prove this premise, this essay
will explore and examine the three critical questions that Whitehead addresses
throughout the novel: If revealed history is this terrible, what would the
hidden history be like?; Could King's spirit have survived the history of
violence?; How can modern black realism and the idealism of the civil rights
movement generation be integrated?

The first question allows readers to see American society from the
inside and outside and offers reasonable grounds for a re-view of American
history. The second question is a remembrance for the black people who died
silently during the Jim Crow era, and a re-examination of the violence that
took their lives. And, it is also emphasized by Whitehead that the existence of

Elwood, who eventually dies without being able to tell the world Nickel's
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secret, has limitations in the spirit of the civil rights movement at the level of
individual practice. The main subject of analysis—the third question—is how
the limitations of the spirit of the civil rights movement identified can be
supplemented in modern American society. Whitehead argues that in order to
properly inherit the spirit of the civil rights movement in modern American
society, re-recognition of history at the community level and acceptance of
members of society are necessary. Through the above three questions,
Whitehead diagnoses the racial problems of the Jim Crow era and suggests
how to integrate the consciousness of the civil rights movement into modern

society so that the problem does not repeat.

Keywords : Colson Whitehead, The Nickel Boys, Modern American
Literature, Historiographic Metafiction, Jim Crow Era, Race Issues
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