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PASSAGE ONE: Page 23 
Everyone fought hysterically. It was 
complete anarchy. 
Everybody fought everybody else. No group 
fought together for long. Two, three, four, 
fought one, then turned to fight each other, 
were themselves attacked. Blows landed 
below the belt and in the kidney, with gloves 
open as well as closed, and with my eye 
partly opened now there was not so much 
terror. I moved carefully, avoiding blows, 
although not too many to attract attention, 
fighting from group to group. The boys 
groped about like blind, cautious crabs 
crouching to protect their mid- sections, 
their heads pulled in short against their 
shoulders, their arms stretched nervously 
before them, with their fists testing the 
smoke-filled air like the knobbed feelers of 
hypersensitive snails. In one corner I 
glimpsed a boy violently punching the air 
and heard him scream in pain as he smashed 
his hand against a ring post. For a second I 
saw him bent over holding his hand, then 
going down as a blow caught his unprotected 
head. I played one group against the other, 
slipping in and throwing a punch then 
stepping out of range while pushing the 
others into the melee to take the blows 
blindly aimed at me. The smoke was 
agonizing and there were no rounds, no bells 
at three minute intervals to relieve our 
exhaustion. The room spun round me, a 
swirl of lights, smoke, sweating bodies 
surrounded by tense white faces. I bled 
from both nose and mouth, the blood 
spattering upon my chest. 
 

PASSAGE TWO: Page 34 
It was a beautiful college. The buildings 
were old and covered with vines and the 
roads gracefully winding, lined with hedges 
and wild roses that dazzled the eyes in the 
summer sun. Honeysuckle and purple 
wisteria hung heavy from the trees and 
white magnolias mixed with their scents in 
the bee-humming air. I've recalled it often, 
here in my hole: How the grass turned 
green in the springtime and how the 
mocking birds fluttered their tails and sang, 
how the moon shone down on the buildings, 
how the bell in the chapel tower rang out the 
precious short- lived hours; how the girls in 
bright summer dresses promenaded the 
grassy lawn. Many times, here at night, I've 
closed my eyes and walked along the 
forbidden road that winds past the girls' 
dormitories, past the hall with the clock in 
the tower, its windows warmly aglow, on 
down past the small white Home Economics 
practice cottage, whiter still in the moonlight, 
and on down the road with its sloping and 
turning, paralleling the black powerhouse 
with its engines droning earth-shaking 
rhythms in the dark, its windows red from 
the glow of the furnace, on to where the road 
became a bridge over a dry riverbed, tangled 
with brush and clinging vines; the bridge of 
rustic logs, made for trysting, but virginal 



and untested by lovers; on up the road, past 
the buildings, with the southern verandas 
half-a-city-block long, to the sudden forking, 
barren of buildings, birds, or grass, where 
the road turned off to the insane asylum. 
 
PASSAGE Three: Page 35 
I always come this far and open my eyes. 
The spell breaks and I try to re-see the 
rabbits, so tame through having never been 
hunted, that played in the hedges and along 
the road. And I see the purple and silver of 
thistle growing between the broken glass 
and sunheated stones, the ants moving 
nervously in single file, and I turn and 
retrace my steps and come back to the 
winding road past the hospital, where at 
night in certain wards the gay student nurses 
dispensed a far more precious thing than 
pills to lucky boys in the know; and I come to 
a stop at the chapel. And then it is suddenly 
winter, with the moon high above and the 
chimes in the steeple ringing and a sonorous 
choir of trombones rendering a Christmas 
carol; and over all is a quietness and an ache 
as though all the world were loneliness. And 
I stand and listen beneath the high-hung 
moon, hearing "A Mighty Fortress Is Our 
God," majestically mellow, on four 
trombones, and then the organ. The sound 
floats over all, clear like the night, liquid, 
serene, and lonely. And I stand as for an 
answer and see in my mind's eye the cabins 
surrounded by empty fields beyond red clay 
roads, and beyond a certain road a river, 
sluggish and covered with algae more yellow 
than green in its stagnant stillness; past more 
empty fields, to the sun-shrunk shacks at the 
railroad crossing where the disabled 
veterans visited the whores, hobbling down 
the tracks on crutches and canes; sometimes 

pushing the legless, thighless one in a red 
wheelchair. And sometimes I listen to hear 
if music reaches that far, but recall only the 
drunken laughter of sad, sad whores. 
 
PASSAGE FOUR: Page 39 
His voice was mellow and loaded with more 
meaning than I could fathom. As I drove, 
faded and yellowed pictures of the school's 
early days displayed in the library flashed 
across the screen of my mind, coming 
fitfulling and fragmentarily to life - 
- photographs of men and women in wagons 
drawn by mule teams and oxen, dressed in 
black, dusty clothing, people who seemed 
almost without individuality, a black mob 
that seemed to be waiting, looking with 
blank faces, and among them the inevitable 
collection of white men and women in 
smiles, clear of features, striking, elegant and 
confident. Until now, and although I could 
recognize the Founder and Dr. Bledsoe 
among them, the figures in the photographs 
had never seemed actually to have been 
alive, but were more like signs or symbols 
one found on the last pages of the 
dictionary...But now I felt that I was sharing 
in a great work and, with the car leaping 
leisurely beneath the pressure of my foot, I 
identified myself with the rich man 
reminiscing on the rear seat... 
 
PASSAGE FIVE: Page 99 
I headed the car through the red-brick 
campus gateposts with a sense of cold 
apprehension. Now even the rows of neat 
dormitories seemed to threaten me, the 
rolling lawns appearing as hostile as the gray 
highway with its white dividing line. As of 
its own compulsion, the car slowed as we 
passed the chapel with its low, sweeping 



eaves. The sun shone coolly through the 
avenue of trees, dappling the curving drive. 
Students strolled through the shade, down a 
hill of tender grass toward the brick-red 
stretch of tennis courts. Far beyond, players 
in whites showed sharp against the red of 
the courts surrounded by grass, a gay vista 
washed by the sun. 
In the brief interval I heard a cheer arise. 
My predicament struck me like a stab. I had 
a sense of losing control of the car and 
slammed on the brakes in the middle of the 
road, then apologized and drove on. Here 
within this quiet greenness I possessed the 
only identity I had ever known, and I was 
losing it. In this brief moment of passage I 
became aware of the connection between 
these lawns and buildings and my hopes and 
dreams. I wanted to stop the car and talk 
with Mr. Norton, to beg his pardon for what 
he had seen; to plead and show him tears, 
unashamed tears like those of a child before 
his parent; to denounce all we'd seen and 
heard; to assure him that far from being like 
any of the people we had seen, I hated them, 
that I believed in the principles of the 
Founder with all my heart and soul, and that 
I believed in his own goodness and kindness 
in extending the hand of his benevolence to 
helping us poor, ignorant people out of the 
mire and darkness. 
 
PASSAGE SIX: Pages 109-110 
At the sound of vespers I moved across the 
campus with groups of students, walking 
slowly, their voices soft in the mellow dusk. I 
remember the yellowed globes of frosted 
glass making lacy silhouettes on the gravel 
and the walk of the leaves and branches 
above us as we moved slow through the dusk 
so restless with scents of lilac, honeysuckle 

and verbena, and the feel of spring 
greenness; and I recall the sudden arpeggios 
of laughter lilting across the tender, 
springtime grass -- gay-welling, far-floating, 
fluent, spontaneous, a bell-like feminine 
fluting, then suppressed; as though snuffed 
swiftly and irrevocably beneath the quiet 
solemnity of the vespered air now vibrant 
with somber chapel bells. Dong! Dong! 
Dong! Above the decorous walking around 
me, sounds of footsteps leaving the verandas 
of far-flung buildings and moving toward the 
walks and over the walks to the asphalt 
drives lined with whitewashed stones, those 
cryptic messages for men and women, boys 
and girls heading quietly toward where the 
visitors waited, and we moving not in the 
mood of worship but of judgment; as though 
even here in the filtering dusk, here beneath 
the deep indigo sky, here, alive with looping 
swifts and darting moths, here in the 
hereness of the night not yet lighted by the 
moon that looms blood- red behind the 
chapel like a fallen sun, its radiance shedding 
not upon the here-dusk of twittering bats, 
nor on the there-night of cricket and 
whippoorwill, but focused short-rayed upon 
our place of convergence; and we drifting 
forward with rigid motions, limbs stiff and 
voices now silent, as though on exhibit even 
in the dark, and the moon a white man's 
bloodshot eye. 
 
PASSAGE SEVEN: Pages 116-117 
As the organ voices died, I saw a thin brown 
girl arise noiselessly with the rigid control of 
a modern dancer, high in the upper rows of 
the choir, and begin to sing a cappella. She 
began softly, as though singing to herself of 
emotions of utmost privacy, a sound not 
addressed to the gathering, but which they 



overheard almost against her will. Gradually 
she increased its volume, until at times the 
voice seemed to become a disembodied force 
that sought to enter her, to violate her, 
shaking her, rocking her rhythmically, as 
though it had become the source of her 
being, rather than the fluid web of her own 
creation. 
I saw the guests on the platform turn to look 
behind them, to see the thin brown girl in 
white choir robe standing high against the 
organ pipes, herself become before our eyes 
a pipe of contained, controlled and 
sublimated anguish, a thin plain face 
transformed by music. I could not 
understand the words, but only the mood, 
sorrowful, vague and ethereal, of the singing. 
It throbbed with nostalgia, regret and 
repentance, and I sat with a lump in my 
throat as she sank slowly down; not a sitting 
but a controlled collapsing, as though she 
were balancing, sustaining the simmering 
bubble of her final tone by some delicate 
rhythm of her heart's blood, or by some 
mystic concentration of her being, focused 
upon the sound through the contained liquid 
of her large uplifted eyes. 

 


	Invisible Man Ralph Ellison  PASSAGE ONE: Page 23
	PASSAGE TWO: Page 34
	PASSAGE Three: Page 35
	PASSAGE FOUR: Page 39
	PASSAGE FIVE: Page 99
	PASSAGE SIX: Pages 109-110
	PASSAGE SEVEN: Pages 116-117

