the ballad of black tom

The Ballad of Black Tom is a short story by Victor LaValle that reimagines H.P. Lovecraft's tale "The
Horror at Red Hook." It serves as both an homage to Lovecraft's work and a critique of his racial
insensitivity. This powerful narrative intertwines themes of racism, identity, and the supernatural,
providing readers with an engaging and thought-provoking experience. In this article, we will explore
the background of LaValle's work, the main themes, characters, and the significance of the story in

contemporary literature.

Background of The Ballad of Black Tom

Victor LaValle is a prominent figure in contemporary literature, known for his ability to blend horror with
social commentary. "The Ballad of Black Tom" was published in 2016 and has received critical acclaim
for its unique approach to Lovecraftian themes. LaValle's story is set in 1924, during a time when
racial tensions were high in America, particularly in New York City. By reinterpreting Lovecraft's
narrative through the perspective of a Black protagonist, LaValle highlights the systemic racism that

permeated society and the literary canon.

Influence of H.P. Lovecraft

H.P. Lovecraft's influence on the horror genre is immense, but his legacy is complicated by his overt
racism. LaValle's story serves as a response to Lovecraft's prejudiced views, demonstrating how such
ideologies can be both damaging and limiting. LaValle aims to reclaim the narrative by centering the

experiences of a Black character, thus providing a counter-narrative to Lovecraft's work.



Summary of the Story

"The Ballad of Black Tom" follows Charles Thomas Tester, a hustler in 1920s Harlem who resorts to
illegal activities to survive. When he is hired to deliver a mysterious package to a reclusive artist, he
unwittingly becomes entangled in a dark supernatural plot involving ancient cosmic beings and

forbidden knowledge. As Tester navigates this treacherous landscape, he confronts not only external

threats but also the internal struggles related to his identity and society's perceptions of him.

Main Themes

LaValle's story is rich with thematic elements that resonate deeply with contemporary issues. Here are

some of the key themes explored in the narrative:

¢ Racism and Identity: The story addresses the pervasive racism of the early 20th century,
highlighting how it impacts the lives of Black individuals. Tester's experiences reflect the struggle

for identity in a society that marginalizes him.

e Survival and Desperation: Tester's hustle illustrates the lengths to which individuals will go to

survive in a system that often leaves them with few options.

e The Supernatural as Metaphor: The cosmic horrors in the story serve as metaphors for the real-
life horrors of racism and oppression. The supernatural elements are intricately tied to the

characters' realities, blurring the line between fantasy and the harsh truth of existence.

* Reclaiming Narratives: By centering the story on a Black character, LaValle reclaims the
narrative from Lovecraft's racially charged perspective, creating space for diverse voices in the

horror genre.



Character Analysis

The characters in "The Ballad of Black Tom" are vividly drawn and serve to embody the themes of the

story.

Charles Thomas Tester

Charles Thomas Tester, often referred to as Tom, is the protagonist of the story. His character is
complex, balancing his role as a hustler with the desire for dignity and respect. Key aspects of his

character include:

- Resilience: Tom's survival instincts drive him to engage in various dubious activities, showcasing his
determination to make a living.

- Conflict with Identity: Throughout the story, Tom grapples with how society views him versus how he
sees himself. This internal conflict is a significant part of his character arc.

- Moral Ambiguity: Tom often operates in a morally gray area, making choices that challenge readers'

perceptions of right and wrong.

The Antagonist: Robert Suydam

Robert Suydam is a wealthy, eccentric artist who becomes entangled with Tom. He embodies many of

the themes related to privilege and power:

- Privilege and Power Dynamics: Suydam's character reflects the societal hierarchies that oppress
individuals like Tom. His wealth gives him access to forbidden knowledge and otherworldly

connections.



- Manipulation: Suydam's obsession with the supernatural leads him to manipulate others, particularly

Tom, showcasing the dangers of unchecked ambition and privilege.

Impact and Significance

"The Ballad of Black Tom" has garnered praise not only for its storytelling but also for its significance

within the horror genre and literature as a whole.

Reimagining Lovecraftian Horror

LaValle's work challenges the traditional narrative of Lovecraftian horror by introducing a Black
protagonist who confronts the genre's often unexamined racial dynamics. By doing so, LaValle opens
the door for more inclusive storytelling, encouraging other writers to explore themes of race and

identity within speculative fiction.

Engagement with Contemporary Issues

The themes presented in "The Ballad of Black Tom" remain relevant today. Issues of racism,
inequality, and the struggle for identity continue to resonate within society. LaValle's narrative serves
as a reminder of the historical context of these issues while providing a lens through which readers

can examine their contemporary implications.

Conclusion

In "The Ballad of Black Tom," Victor LaValle skillfully weaves a tale that reclaims the narrative of

Lovecraftian horror, offering a critical examination of racism and identity. Through the experiences of



Charles Thomas Tester, LaValle addresses the struggles faced by marginalized individuals in a society
fraught with prejudice. The story not only serves as an homage to Lovecraft but also as a powerful
statement on the importance of diverse voices in literature. As readers engage with the rich themes
and complex characters, they are invited to reflect on their understanding of horror and the societal
structures that shape our realities. LaValle's work stands as a significant contribution to contemporary

literature, one that challenges us to confront the past while envisioning a more inclusive future.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the central theme of 'The Ballad of Black Tom'?

The central theme of 'The Ballad of Black Tom' revolves around racism, otherness, and the struggle
for identity, framed within a horror narrative that explores the intersection of Lovecraftian elements and

African American experiences.

How does 'The Ballad of Black Tom' reinterpret H.P. Lovecraft's
works?

'The Ballad of Black Tom' serves as a retelling of Lovecraft's story 'The Horror at Red Hook,' offering a
critique of Lovecraft's racial attitudes by centering a black protagonist and highlighting the prejudices of

the era, while still engaging with Lovecraftian horror.

Who is the protagonist of 'The Ballad of Black Tom' and what is his
significance?

The protagonist, Charles Thomas Tester, is significant as he embodies the struggles of marginalized
communities in early 20th century America, navigating a world rife with systemic racism while also

confronting supernatural horrors.



What literary techniques are employed in 'The Ballad of Black Tom'?

The novella employs techniques such as symbolism, vivid imagery, and a blend of horror and social
commentary, utilizing a first-person narrative to create an intimate connection between the reader and

the protagonist's experiences.

What role does setting play in 'The Ballad of Black Tom'?

The setting of early 20th century New York City is crucial as it reflects the racial tensions and
socioeconomic struggles of the time, serving as a backdrop for both the personal and supernatural

conflicts faced by the protagonist.

How has 'The Ballad of Black Tom' been received by critics and
readers?

'"The Ballad of Black Tom' has been well-received, praised for its blend of horror and social critique,
and recognized as an important work that challenges traditional narratives in speculative fiction,

garnering awards and nominations.

What impact does 'The Ballad of Black Tom' have on discussions of
representation in horror literature?

'The Ballad of Black Tom' impacts discussions of representation by highlighting the importance of
diverse voices in horror literature, advocating for the inclusion of stories that reflect the experiences of

marginalized groups and challenge existing genre norms.
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