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The subtitle of this collection of 14 original essays reveals a touch of anxiety about Ralph 
Ellison’s legacy.  As the author of one of the great twentieth-century US novels, published 
almost at its midpoint, Ellison can too easily be seen as a man of his time.  Moreover, 
Invisible Man consciously echoes major works of nineteenth-century literature (especially 
by Melville and Whitman) as well as classics of early twentieth-century modernism, 
rooting him even more firmly in a bygone era.  One of the charges that this collection 
seeks to refute is the assertion that Ellison could not even keep up with changes in black 
American life toward the end of the twentieth century: critics have often interpreted his 
infamous inability to complete the follow-up to his masterpiece as a failure to 
accommodate the radical changes of the 1960s.   
 
The collection asserts Ellison’s relevance in the twenty-first century as a prescient thinker, 
a vital subject for critical inquiry, and an artist whose vision can finally be appreciated 
now that his unpublished works have become available posthumously.  Editors Marc 
Conner and Lucas Morel promise new approaches to Invisible Man as well as inroads into 
the relatively uncharted territory of the 1000-plus-page tome Three Days Before the Shooting 
. . . , which was published in 2010, 16 years after Ellison’s death. The collection exudes 
optimism that Ellison’s moment in the sun is only now arriving. The editors summarize 
the recent spike in criticism this way: “the attention paid to Ellison in the twenty-first 
century has equaled all the work done on Ellison in the five decades leading up to this 
moment” (15).  
 
The measure of this body of criticism is not only quantity, though; there is a need to 
prioritize, reorganize, and even perhaps to recenter the critical discourse about Ellison’s 
work. The critical challenge is to find new ways to talk about Invisible Man and also to 
engage with Ellison’s other writings.  The tripartite organization of this volume is a little 
awkward in this regard: it begins with a section on Invisible Man, then includes a set of 
essays on Three Days, and concludes with a section on Ellison and US culture which is, 
largely, also about Invisible Man. The narrator of that novel might compare this structure 
to “the boomerang of history”: Ellison’s major work keeps returning, even as critics try 
to move into new territory.  The primacy of Invisible Man in the book’s final section also 
suggests that the new territory is vaster than it might appear.  Conner and Morel argue 
that, along with Emerson, Ellison is “perhaps the greatest essayist in the history of 
American letters” (11).  Given that lofty claim, one would expect some emphasis on 
Ellison’s nonfiction here, especially since the title riffs on his essay collection Going to the 
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Territory. Ellison’s essays are occasionally mentioned in this collection, but they are not 
discussed in any detail. 
 
Some of the contributions are exemplary in showcasing Ellison’s continued importance 
in our time.  A few use Barack Obama’s presidency as context, an approach that 
emphasizes Ellison’s relevance even if it does not necessarily yield remarkably new 
interpretations of his work.  The collection’s emphasis on Obama relates to a glaring 
omission: the events that led to the creation of the Black Lives Matter movement are 
scarcely mentioned in these pages.  This omission is especially puzzling given that a 
central event in Invisible Man is the shooting of a young black man by a white police 
officer, which leads to a riot.  The editors are eager to move beyond the “old narrative of 
victimization” (8) that has been used as one main narrative of black American life 
throughout history, but the astonishing number of headlines about black victims of police 
bullets in recent years is certainly germane here: BLM seems at least as important a 
cultural context for Invisible Man as the Obama presidency is.   
 
Two essays are especially fresh in their approaches to Invisible Man.  Patrice Rankine’s 
essay on the 2012 stage version of Ellison’s masterpiece is impressive in the way it 
comments on literary genre, the ancient and modern function of theater, the idea of race 
as performance, and the significance of black bodies within both the novel and its 
dramatic adaptation.  Rankine’s essay truly brings Invisible Man into the twenty-first 
century, putting it in conversation with the London riots of 2011 while advancing original 
ideas about the novel’s content.  Herman Beavers’ essay offers a sophisticated reading of 
sound and listening as important motifs, building upon a long history of interpretations 
of music and Invisible Man. Beavers’s radical practice is to read the novel backward, 
yielding a convincing interpretation that also mimics the narrator’s stated goal of getting 
out of the flow of time (time, in this case, being the onrushing plot of the main body of 
the novel).   
 
The essays dedicated to Three Days tend to approach the text with less emphasis on 
context, which is not surprising given the complexity of the novel, its recent publication, 
and the lack of an established standard interpretation.  The contexts and approaches are 
ones associated with twentieth-century criticism: mythology, fatherhood (two essays on 
that subject), art, literary form, and music.  Above all, these essays use Invisible Man as 
the primary springboard into Three Days.  One contributor, Timothy Parrish, claims, “It 
may be that, ultimately, Three Days will be considered the summit of Ellison’s 
achievement” (196).  I realize the collection aspires to look at Ellison in the twenty-first 
century, when Three Days was published, but based on the essays included here, I’m 
skeptical.  Even Parrish’s essay spends as much time discussing Invisible Man as it does 
Three Days, and says that the latter “deepens” (196) the concerns of the former.  At least 
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for now, the latter depends on the former: it is unlikely that anyone will ever read Ellison’s 
unfinished and unwieldy second novel without having read Invisible Man.  If that reader 
exists, he or she would be at a disadvantage: even while arguing for the merits of the 
“second novel” (as the critics frequently refer to Three Days), these essays suggest that it 
is almost impossible to appreciate it apart from Invisible Man.   
 
This observation demonstrates the herculean task Ellison’s critics face if they are trying 
to step out of the long shadow cast by Invisible Man and into the twenty-first century 
simply by interpreting the posthumous work. This trend is likely to continue until critics 
have established what the significance of “the second novel” is, and only when they can 
free themselves from that term, which is unconsciously hierarchical.  For all of its interest, 
Three Days remains an unstable text insofar as multiple versions of it exist in archives and 
because part of it was originally published to decidedly mixed reviews as Juneteenth 
(which doesn’t get mentioned much in this collection). Plus, it really cannot be separated 
from its legendary, weird, long journey to posthumous publication.  The one essay (by 
Grant Shreve) about “the second novel” that is not overly burdened by the first novel still 
makes extensive use of archival material, especially Ellison’s notes on the composition of 
the work. Ellison’s most prominent critic and literary executor John Callahan validates 
this archival approach in the final essay, nearly flogging other critics with the phrase, 
“look to the notes, the notes, the notes” (327).  Nothing against archive-based or formalist 
close reading, but such an approach alone isn’t likely to catapult Ellison criticism into the 
current moment. One wonders what a feminist critic (for instance) might make of the 
novel, especially if that critic were approaching the text without feeling the burden of 
constantly referencing Invisible Man.  
 
I’d be remiss if I didn’t point out a fairly clear bias stated in the Introduction and iterated 
in several essays: a tendency toward hero worship risks closing down the possibility of 
the critical dissent that might lead to broader understandings of Ellison’s legacy.  The 
editors repeatedly call out two major works in particular, Arnold Rampersad’s “often 
troubling” 2007 Ralph Ellison: A Biography, which they consider “negative and reductive” 
[17]), even “condemnatory,” along with Barbara Foley’s 2010 study Wrestling with the Left: 
The Making of Ralph Ellison’s Invisible Man, also called “reductive” (24). This trend recurs 
throughout. I understand that this volume seeks to create a counternarrative to 
assessments that might diminish an author’s reputation, but these specific critiques 
reinforce a slightly hagiographic predisposition that implies that those who find fault 
with Ellison (politically or otherwise) perhaps don’t understand him well enough. The 
repeated targeting of these two works (and conversely the lack of similar engagement 
with the other 14 critical books on Ellison published in the twenty-first century) comes 
across as a little defensive.  Connor and Morel argue repeatedly for the need to cultivate 
“complexity” (one of Ellison’s favorite words), yet a complex body of criticism should be 
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able to accommodate critical dissent.  Still, The New Territory establishes the importance 
of finding fresh approaches to Ellison as we move deeper into the twenty-first century.  
There is plenty of territory left to explore, and more ways to conceive of that exploration. 


