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Introduction
The public a tion of Sing, Unburied, Sing granted Jesmyn Ward the
National Book Award for Fiction for a second time, but most
import antly it rendered the trans gen er a tional predic a ment of black
families’ lives in the South more visible, forti fying the sense of hope
to the people of her community. Aligning with Alex andre Gefen’s
affirm a tion that contem porary writing 1 priv ileges its “thera peut ical”
angle (11), Ward’s novel bears on revis iting the post- plantation South,
and restoring the trau matic past of mass incarceration. Sing,
Unburied, Sing enters into the realm of the liter ature of repar a tions
and empower ment, as the novel seeks to “patch” the profound wound
that chronic injustice regarding minor ities and the gener al ized
feeling of anti black ness have left in the history of the United States.
For Gefen, “identi fying, and acting upon global wounds […] are at the
epicenter of contem porary literary projects”, a double induce ment
whose gene a logy can be traced in “diverse aesthetic tradi tions”,
namely in social empathy, in what he calls “mystic empathy”, in coping
with grief or in writing about cata strophes (11, 13, my trans la tions).
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Although Ward’s novel revisits intergen er a tional trauma, it does not
seem to conform with the examples that Gefen has pinpointed. The
afore men tioned literary explor a tions mostly focus on singu lar ities,
which even tu ally give access to the communal. Ward’s point of
depar ture, nonethe less, is the sedi ment a tion of trauma and injustice
that a family faces—a mini ature soci etal schema and prerequisite to
the form a tion of more complex entities—an example that she uses to
shed light upon community empowerment.

Notwith standing its “thera peut ical” or “repar ative” nature, Sing,
Unburied, Sing is far from being a “soothing” novel. Ward chooses
very care fully the iden tities of her char ac ters, providing a
spati otem por ally heraldic book; the rapid sedi ment a tion of the
present (or what Pierre Nora called the “accel er a tion of history” 2), as
well as the tracing of future expect a tions, spring from the
re‐emer gence of the past. In the novel, the past is not only echoed, it
re‐emerges in an embodied way with the return of Richie, the ghost
of Pop’s close friend from his prison time at Parchman.

2

The use of the ghost in the novel serves multiple purposes: it bonds
the past with the present and future of the narra tion; Richie’s
first‐person diegesis trans forms the book into a poly phonic account
of indi vidual and social trauma; simul tan eously, it adds another layer
to the depic tion of a multi cul tural South where the pres ence of
spirits surpasses the “super nat ural” or the “folk loric” and becomes
part of the cultural specificities of the area. Most signi fic antly,
however, Richie encom passes a multimodal kind of resurgence.

3

Resur gence being the main hinge or point of depar ture, in this paper
I wish to explore what is at stake when the trope of the specter, a
common place in Southern Gothic, 3 is revis ited in
contem porary fiction. 4 Placing Sing, Unburied, Sing in the Southern
Gothic tradi tion is relevant but such venture would call for a dili gent
elab or a tion (lengthier than this text). Instead, the focal point of this
analysis is to read Richie’s appar i tion as a textual leap which
surpasses indi vidual trauma as well as the super nat ural and the
grot esque—recur rent elements of the Southern Gothic—to provide
another inter pret ative possib ility. Similar to Beloved in Morrison’s
eponymous novel, his spec tral resur gence under pins collective racial
injustice, and the “dispos ab ility” of black bodies. The profound sense
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of anni hil a tion will be discussed as the initial trigger of, and the locus
of prepar a tion for Richie’s appar i tion. Related to the mendacity
and doggedness 5 of the spec tral figure, Richie’s mischievous
resur gence and even tual ostra cism will be also explored. Even tu ally,
the figure of the specter or the revenant will be asso ci ated to Gefen’s
elab or a tion on the possib il ities of the liter ature of repar a tions (11).

“The goat is inside out”: spec ‐
tral preparations
There is some thing unset tling that permeates the opening scene of
Sing, Unburied, Sing. Jojo, a thirteen- year-old mixed- race adoles cent,
follows his grand father Pop/River Red outside the house to help him
slaughter a goat and prepare its meat:

5

I try to look like this is normal and boring so Pop will think I’ve
earned these thir teen years, so Pop will know I’m ready to pull what
needs to be pulled. […] I want Pop to know I can get bloody. Today’s
my birthday. I grab the door so it don’t slam, ease it into the jamb. (1)

In Jojo’s artic u la tion, death and birth merge dialect ic ally. Wanting to
prove that he is mature and cour ageous enough, he accom panies his
grand father in the killing and evis cer a tion of the goat on the very day
of his birthday. Simul tan eously, not wanting to wake up Kayla, his
baby sister, and Mam, his grand mother who is suffering from cancer,
he tries to exit the house as gently as possible. The novel begins with
the promise of an unin ter rupted calm tinged by rustic tones of
southern life, but as Jojo and Pop are about to slaughter the goat, a
subtle yet unset tling energy, an unhomely thing seems to lurk behind
the scene of initi ation: “I try to look like this is normal and boring” (6),
he says, but the act of killing will very soon bring into play Jojo’s
under stand able vulner ab ility as a child:

I know it’s stomach and intest ines, but all I can see is […] the soft eye
of the goat and then I can’t hold myself still and watch no more, then
I am out of the door of the shed and I’m throwing up in the grass
outside. My face is hot, but my arms are cold. (6)
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Initially, Jojo is desirous to show his exper i enced stead i ness. By
evis cer ating the animal, he thinks that he faces the image of death.
But the grot esque scene, tinged with the color of hot animal blood
and the foul smell of the goat’s entrails, makes him empty his
stomach. Refer ring to desire and the state of the abject, Julia Kristeva
contents how “appre hensive, [the subject’s] desire turns aside;
sickened, it rejects” (4). It seems that Jojo is himself uncon sciously
“appre hensive” of the animal’s fungib ility; his vomiting is a coping
mech anism for the grot esque eeri ness he exper i ences since his
young self cannot yet accom modate the exper i ence of death. Hence,
the evoc ative scene of the goat’s evis cer a tion or Jojo’s failed initi ation
into “death‐learning” are followed by his need for storytelling: the
young narrator asks his grand father to tell the story of his past—
a prison story that he has repeated to Jojo many times but that never
seems to come to its end: “Pop, you going to tell me about you and
Stag again?” (16). In other words, the image of blood resus cit ates a
need for reas sur ance, which Jojo tries to quench by asking to hear his
grand father’s story. Most import antly, however, the goat’s and Jojo’s
“turning inside out” connote the spec tral re‐emer gence of Richie and
Given further on in the novel. Both the dissecting and gutting of the
animal and the move ment of the fluids from the inside to the outside
could meta leptic ally hint at the “revenant’s” move ment whose
pres ence springs from the invis ible chro no tope of the past to the
visible present. In other words, his abjec tion could be an indic ator, or
a “sign” to use Avery Gordon’s words, of an elusive event that
permeates the scene to the point of haunting it (Gordon 8).

Greg Chase reads Pop’s lesson as a “modeling [of] the art of humanely
killing a goat”, an art that Jojo needs to master in order to survive in
the envir on ment of anti black ness of the novel (212). The boy’s
invis ib ility is accen tu ated from the opening chapter of the book,
where Jojo reflects on the beha vior of his racist grand father, Joseph,
“the man who ain’t never once said my name” and his father, Michael:
“Back then I didn’t realize how Michael noticed and didn’t notice, how
some times he saw me and then, whole days of weeks, he didn’t” (10).
Pop’s lesson could be an act of empower ment of his young grandson,
but could also allude to death’s prox imity, a fact that has permeated
Pop’s life time and is proved to be true for Jojo too who almost gets
shot by a policeman on the family’s way back home from Parchman.
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Isol ated by the policeman, scared Jojo reaches in his pocket to touch
the gri- gri bag his grand father made for him, but the officer
trans lates his gesture differ ently, believing that the boy carries a gun:

I feel Pop’s bag in my shorts, and I reach for it. Figure if I could feel
the tooth, the feather, the note, maybe I could feel those things
running through me. Maybe I wouldn’t cry. […] But then the cop has
his gun out, pointing at me. Kicking me. Yelling at me to get down in
the grass. Cuffing me. Asking me, “What you got in your pocket, boy?”
as he reaches for Pop’s bag. (170, emphasis added)

During the goat’s prepar a tion, Pop’s gestures have a gentle quality in
them, as if the animal’s death was an inev it ab ility which he then
inter re lates to Pop’s tormented past and the unjust but inev it able
death of his son, Given. Boasting about his hunting skills, Given goes
hunting with some white youths, but when he manages to win a bet
and kill a buck with his bow first, Michael’s slow- witted and irrit able
cousin ends up shooting him fatally. The sheriff dismisses Given’s
death as a “hunting acci dent” (50), concealing under the heavy
grave stone of history yet another unpro sec uted case of a young black
man’s murder. Lucy Arnold goes as far as to say that Given’s death
aligns with the dehu man izing state where “a human is substi tuted for
the intended prey” (229), a logic remin is cent of slavery. From then on,
his parents, Philomène and River, will lead a life of bitter grieving, and
his sister, Leonie, will suffer from the loss of her brother that
re‐emerges as a ghost every time she consumes drugs: “Three years
ago, I did a line and saw Given for the first time” (51).

The dispos ab ility of the animal’s life, which is soon down graded to
meat, is paralleled to the dispos ab ility of black life in the inhos pit able
South, where a single instance of the bold ness of youth may cut a
black man’s life short. Unfor tu nately, Given is not the only absence
River has had to endure in his life time. At the age of fifteen, River was
sent to Parchman penit en tiary for shel tering his mentally unstable
and delin quent brother, Stag. During his years as a pris oner, River
befriended a twelve- year-old boy, Richie, who was sent to prison for
having stolen food for his sick and famished siblings: “Richie, he was
called. Real name was Richard, and he wasn’t nothing but twelve
years old. He was in for three years for stealing food: salted meat” (21).
Richie’s passing acquires the nature of a trau matic burden in Pop’s

7
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heart which he carries in the form of a frag mented story into his
late years.

Consequently, Jojo’s somatic vulner ab ility gives access, although
partially, to Pop’s trau matic past. The act of vomiting func tions as a
metonymic reen act ment of the suffering black body, an element that
has impreg nated Pop’s life from his teenage years well into
parent hood. As a matter of fact, Pop loses his friend, Richie, to a
raging lynching mob: “They was going to come for that boy and cut
him piece from piece till he was just some bloody, soft, screaming
thing” (255). To prevent Richie from utmost agony, Pop decides he will
be the executor. Years later, his son, Given, will be killed for having
bragged about his bow skills and having won the bet, Michael’s white
cousin shooting him dead out of jeal ousy. Like Given’s body which hit
the floor next to the dead buck, an image rendering animal and their
death equal, Richie’s dead body lay next to lynched Blue, who had
been skinned like an animal after “they […] had cut pieces of him off.
Fingers. Toes. Ears. Nose” (254). Hence, when gutting out the goat,
Pop’s careful gestures elucidate pieces of a past where the black body
“[was] liter ally disas sembled, through ritual lynching” to the point of
losing its human char ac ter istics (Lloyd 248). The idea of death being
more urgent than life for black youths, whether at the hands of a
lynch mob or Pop, consol id ates the notion of human fungib ility. This
trans lates Richie and Given’s deaths into the consequences of white
people’s short com ings. Consequently, Richie’s unburied body, and
subsequent lingering state, together with the injustice behind his
death, contribute to his spec tral transformation.

8

Announ cing the resur gence of the past through bodily rejec tion is
recur rent in Sing, Unburied, Sing. In fact, in Ward’s fiction, vomit
acquires the posi tion of an over arching trope that can be traced to
her earlier novel, Salvage the Bones (2011), where Esch’s father falls
sick and his body abjures to hold any fluids in. His sick ness
fore shadows the ravaging hurricane Katrina which mirrors his
condi tion accord ingly. In fact, when Esch contem plates on her
destroyed neigh bor hood, she describes how the bay from her
child hood memories has now “swal lowed” (Ward 2011, 178) her
neigh bor hood, Bois Sauvage, and spat it out in pieces:

9
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With all the trees gone, it is easy to see that we are approaching the
train tracks, the same train tracks that carried the trains we heard
blowing rauc ously when we were younger, swim ming in the same
oyster- lined bay that came in and swal lowed Bois, swal lowed the
back of St. Cath erine, and vomited it out in pieces. (Salvage 197;
emphasis added)

In Sing, Unburied, Sing, stomach sick ness announces the arrival of
another uncom fort able incident. As in the opening scene, the trope
permeates the family’s long journey to Parchman for Michael’s release
too. Unable to hold any fluids down, Kayla’s sick stomach, her
vomiting, could be read as a rejec tion of the prob lem atic
mother figure 6 but also as a prepar a tion for some thing
unfathom able, or “indi gest ible”, like the blue Powerade she drinks,
which makes her vomit a blue fluid (100). Indeed, on their way back
from the road trip, Jojo and Kayla realize that a liminal pres ence has
accom panied them in the car; it is undeni ably that of Richie, who,
having felt Pop’s gener a tional pres ence, has been resus cit ated. His
re‐emer gence happens gradu ally: when Kayla sees birds picking the
ground for worms, Jojo real izes that the shadowy figures with the
benched backs look like humans:

10

I look out at the fields but I don’t see birds. I squint and for a second,
I see men bent at the waist, […] looking like a great murder of crows
landed and chat tering and picking for bugs in the ground. One
shorter than the rest, stands and looks straight at me. (125)

Jojo is unaware of the signi fic a tion of the men in the fields that look
like a “murder of crows” and pays little atten tion to the “one shorter
than the rest” but for the not- yet-ghost Richie, the scene consti tutes
a point of anagnorisis. However, his re‐emer gence, which will be
discussed in the next part, encom passes more than an indi vidual
story of sadness and brutality; in fact, I read his haunting exhuma tion
as a possib ility, or a source of empower ment for the new gener a tion,
as I will argue later in this paper.
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Ghosts, social haunting and the
mean ness of the dead
The reasons behind Richie’s resur gence are neither auspi cious, nor
do they chime with Given’s. Given’s ghost is the product of
drug‐induced hallu cin a tion and his sister’s incom plete mourning; he
re‐emerges only when Leonie uses narcotics, some thing that Marco
Petrelli inter prets as a way to protect Leonie when she is in danger or
about to take the wrong decision, providing an “ethereal yet enduring
support” (322). These traits yield a bene fi cial angle to his ghostly
pres ence. Despite his hallu cin atory point of depar ture, he repres ents
the void that his absence has caused to Leonie. He, there fore, is a
personal ghost: Leonie’s lost “object of love”, whose loss she has not
yet processed (Abraham and Torok 427). Given’s fabric a tion by his
sister is further confirmed by Abraham and Torok’s state ments that
ghosts are human inven tions made in order to “objec tify” […] “the
lacuna” that “the conceal ment of the object of love’s part of life has
created in us” 7 (427, my trans la tion). Failed mourning makes Leonie
carry her dead brother inside her, in the form of a crypt (427). Richie,
however, does not belong to this category of spec tral entities. Even if
he repres ents Pop’s trau matic past of cruel, juvenile incar cer a tion at
Parchman, his emer gence extends to the communal level.

11

The after maths of tracking down Pop’s grand chil dren and his
insisting on “going home” (Sing 131) are as dubious as the very notion
of “home” in Ward’s novel. While at Parchman, Richie’s urgent
decision to escape is inspired by his need to return “home” (126);
never the less, even after what he used to call “home” has been
effaced, he clings to the remaining substi tute of family, namely, Pop
or River Red, as he was nick named in prison: “Him, my big brother.
Him, my father”, and “That I knew him when he was called River
Red” (135, 136). The absence of home and Richie’s desperate need to
belong some where draw his spirit to Leonie’s car. For the ghost’s
reclam a tion of a “place” in the world, temporal circum stances further
facil itate his resur gence. Avery Gordon contends that being in a
spec tral state also “affects being in time” which means that liminal
entities trans gress the accepted temporal condi tions of present, past

12
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and future (XVI). In chapter six, Richie describes how before coming
back to the present, he lingered weight less in a liminal space:

In the begin ning, I woke in a stand of young pine trees on a cloudy,
half- lit day. I could not remember how I came to be crouching in the
pine needles, soft and sharp as boar’s hair under my legs. There was
no warmth or cold there. Walking was like swimming through tepid
gray water. I paced in circles. I don’t know why I stayed in that
place […]. (134, emphasis added)

Nonethe less, upon remem bering Pop, “[Richie] drop[s] from [his]
flight, the memory pulling [him] to earth” (136). The “magnetic” power
of trau matic memory, so powerful it outweighs forget ful ness, raises
specters and alters the notion of time (Gordon XVI). What
differ en ti ates Richie’s rise from Given’s is that the former’s is related
to a socially, rather than indi vidu ally, unavow able fact. For Gordon,
trau mat izing events—in this case, mass incar cer a tion and insuf fi cient
law enforce ment—are sources of haunting, as “to be haunted is to be
tied to histor ical and social effects” (190). After all, ghosts are only
“signs” that desig nate that some thing larger, haunting, is taking place,
as she states at the begin ning of her ground breaking book Ghostly
Matters: Haunting and the Soci olo gical Imagination (8).

Temporal circum stances do not only include Richie’s memory
reac quis i tion, as I argued earlier, but also Pop’s state. Mam’s health
has deteri or ated greatly, and the poten tial reper cus sions of Michael’s
home coming can only be seen with great skep ti cism. In a word, with
Pop’s home under siege, Richie’s resur gence not only intens i fies the
family’s peri peteia, but has been induced by its very “ill” state. As
Gordon suggests: “These specters or ghosts appear when the trouble
they represent and symp tomize is no longer being contained or
repressed or blocked from view” (XVI). With Pop preoc cu pied by the
new prob lems that have arisen in the house hold, she pushes his
trau matic past aside, a gesture that renders Richie even
more obstinate.

13

Initially, the ghost returns in an attempt to belong some where, to
“go home” as he repet it ively claims (Sing 126, 131, 255). His pursuit
carries the egotism and malevol ence concom itant to the “revenant”
in Jacques Derrida’s Specters of Marx. Drawing on the stage
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direc tions of Hamlet: “Enter the Ghost, Exit the Ghost, Enter the
Ghost, as before”, Derrida elab or ates on the spaci otem poral
specificity of the specter: “A ques tion of repe ti tion: a specter is
always a revenant. One cannot control its comings and
goings because it begins by coming back” (13, emphasis added). Having
returned to the present, Richie urges Jojo to persuade his grand father
to confide in him the end of his story, namely Richie’s death at
Parchman, a frag ment that Pop refuses to unveil. Richie explains to
the young boy that the reason he needs to know the entire story is
because it will help him to get back home, but his state ment
is dubious:

“I guess I didn’t make it.” Richie laughs, and it’s a drag ging, limping
chuckle. Then he turns serious, his face night in the bright sunlight.
“But I don’t know how. I need to know how.” He looks up at the roof of
the car. “Riv will know.” “It’s how I get home.” (181, 182,
emphasis added)

Even tu ally, when his grand father shares the end of the story he
explains that during his last inter ac tion with Richie, he prom ised to
take him home, only to kill him with his knife: 8 “‘I’m going home, Riv?’
[…] ‘Yes, Richie, I’m a take you home’, I said. And then I took the shank
I kept in my boot and I punched it one time into his neck” (Sing 255).
In lieu of leaving Richie suffer in the hands of the lynching mob, Pop
kills his friend. By placing it in the context of Jim Crow‐era Parchman,
Greg Chase alludes to the possib ility Pop has to get rewarded or even
freed for having killed a black delin quent, since his “act […] could
easily be read by prison author ities as contrib uting to their project of
racial control” (212). Never the less, the old man is driven by remorse
for many years after: “I washed my hands every day, Jojo. But that
damn blood ain’t never come out” (256). Another act of viol ence with
similar consequences, committed for the purpose of agency is traced
in Morrison’s A Mercy, where “minha mãe” gives away her daughter
Florens to Jacob Vaark, as she sees in him the possib ility of a life away
from the obscen ities and sexual abuse of D’Ortega’s tobacco
plant a tion: “Take you, my daughter. Because I saw the tall man see
you as a human child, not pieces of eight. I knelt before him. Hoping
for a miracle. He said yes” (A Mercy 158). Her seven- year-old daughter
is unable to read through her mother’s act of aban don ment, an event
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that haunts both mother and daughter for life. To draw a parallel,
unable to under stand that Pop offered Richie a digni fied and less
painful death, Richie resorts to repressing the circum stances around
his death from his memory. Consequently, the fact that for black
people death and aban don ment acquire the status of an ulti matum
tran scends time. To wit, similar mech an isms around agency are used
both in pre‐national America, in the case of A Mercy, and in post- 
plantation United States, in Sing, Unburied, Sing.

Chronic injustice and black life fungib ility truly contribute to Richie’s
spec tral profile that goes beyond gothic or super nat ural traits. First
he is bound to the social viol ence that requires a 12‐year‐old boy who
stole food to be sent to Parchman—a place that years after Michael
describes as “no place for no man. Black or White. Don’t make no
differ ence. This a place for the dead” (Sing 96). But Richie’s specter
encom passes not only his indi vidual strife and tortuous life in prison,
it is also emblem atic of the lives of all those black people who were
lynched, tortured, raped, silenced, enslaved. His rising makes him a
“social figure” (Gordon XVI) that has “register[ed] the harm inflicted or
the loss sustained by a social viol ence done in the past or in the
present” (Gordon 8). Hence, the specter tran scends its
repres ent a tional cocoon—dead Richie—and instead becomes a point
of confla tion that Gordon calls a “dense site” where “history and
subjectivity make social life” (8).

15

Spec tral resur gence echoes historic injustice toward black and ethnic
minority people; never the less, the mendacity that char ac ter izes
spec tral entities persists in Richie’s case too. As psycho ana lysts
Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok have theor ized, the phantom’s
resur gence is not related to the uncov ering of the truth, but to the
main ten ance of a buried secret. Reson ating with Abraham and Torok’s
work, Colin Davis also argues that “ghosts are liars” whose even tual
plan is to further repress the secret in ques tion that haunts the
future gener a tion and not simply the carrier: “its effects are designed
to mislead the haunted subject and to ensure that its secret remains
shrouded in mystery” (Davis 10). Thus, trans gen er a tional trauma takes
the form of a secret trans ferred among a family or community, in this
case, the exist ence of secret in Richie’s death is known to Jojo, but
because the secret is never really shared, its haunting power
even tu ally prevails, leading to its trans form a tion into a “phantom”. 9
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The phantom is then known to the child, who soon becomes a
“phantom carrier” (Berthin 5).

Howbeit, after learning the truth of his death, Richie’s ghost will not
go away; in fact, he will try to disrupt the fragile balance in Jojo’s
family so as to prevail. With Jojo being haunted by Richie, Pop’s secret
even tu ally emerges to the surface as the ghost’s personal request.
Similar motifs can be traced in many ghost stories, namely in Hamlet:
the ghost of the dead king does not simply return to unveil the truth
of his pois oning to his son, but to haunt him asking for revenge.
Accord ingly, in Beloved, the ghost of Sethe’s murdered daughter
re‐emerges to visit her, an act that leads to a longed for anagnorisis.
Nonethe less, after tasting Sethe’s moth erly nurture, Beloved’s ghost
becomes insa ti able: “[Denver] saw Sethe’s eyes bright but dead, alert
but vacant, paying atten tion to everything about Beloved […],
everything except her basket- fat stomach” (285). Beloved threatens
Sethe’s phys ical and mental health (292), as Sethe becomes “list less
and sleepy with hunger [to the point that] the flesh between her […]
fore finger and thumb fade” (285); Beloved also moves Paul D out of
house hold (134); and isol ates Denver who becomes the observer of
her mother’s demise (285–286).
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Both in Sing, Unburied, Sing and in Beloved, the unquench able
persever ance of the specter leads to its ostra cism. Once he has taken
hold of his full story, Richie turns to Pop’s loved ones. Vainly trying to
quench his thirst for belonging, the ghost will not leave; instead it
seeks a new mother figure in Pop’s dying wife, Philomène/Mam: “‘He
want Mam!’ [Michaela] screams” and “‘Says he want me to be his
mama’” (262, 265). Found hanging “half off the bed, half on” (263),
Mam is attacked by Richie, the “bird” that only Kayla can see in the
bedroom, which is now permeated by the eerie smell of death: “The
room smells like Mama has been turned inside out. Like piss and shit
and blood” (263). Using the same olfactory and visual imagery as at
the begin ning of the novel, Ward prepares the reader for Mam’s scene
of passing. Already preyed upon by Richie and her illness, Mam is
conquered and her deathbed trans forms into a liminal space where
ghosts become visible: at first Leonie can only see her brother’s ghost
but soon she will discern the figure of the “black bird” Kayla refers to:
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There’s no time. This moment done ate it all up: the past, the future.
Do I say the words? I blink, and up on the ceiling there is a boy, a boy
with the face of a toddler. I blink again, sand scouring my eye, and
there is nothing. (267)

Even tu ally ushering “Maman Brigitte, Mother of all the Gede.
Mistress of the cemetery and mother of all the dead” (268), Leonie
manages to put an end to Mam’s unnat ural suffering with the help of
her Hoodoo tradi tional know ledge. Her litany redresses the initial
inter sti tial state of time: “Time floods the room in a storm
surge” (269), helping her ailing mother to leave the world and the
ghosts that haunt her. Leonie’s litany manages to terminate Mam’s
suffering as her son, Given “come[s] with the boat” to get her (269),
but it is not clear if Richie’s ghost has been affected in the same way.
As the latter has started haunting Jojo even before his appar i tion
through Pop’s stories, his conjuring has yet to fully take place.
Instead, a few days later, the animals of the forest, whose voices are
audible to Jojo, bring the news of Richie’s return, or, more precisely,
the news of his static state: “Another day, a large white snake drops
onto the path in front of me […] The rasp of scales against bark: The
boy floats and wanders. Still stuck” (280).

Haunting as a possibility
Richie’s resur gence even after he has been ousted from the house
could be inter preted in various ways: “Until I see the boy laying,
curled into the roots of a great live oak, looking half‐dead and
half‐sleep, and all ghost” (280). Still visible to Jojo, Richie’s needy
specter lurks in the forest for its next chance to belong some where,
namely the family’s next moment of weak ness—some thing that is
argu ably possible as after her mother’s death, Leonie spends less and
less time sober with her chil dren. Looking weakened, “half‐dead,
half‐sleep”, Richie’s banish ment resembles the end of Beloved after
the neigh bor hood’s women come to conjure her out of 124 Blue stone
Road. Her visible traces are gone and yet her ghost has not
fully disappeared:
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By and by all trace is gone, and what is forgotten is not only the
foot prints but the water too and what it is down there. The rest
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is weather. Not the breath of the disre membered and unac counted
for, but the wind in the eaves, or spring ice thawing too quickly. Just
weather. (Beloved 324; emphasis added)

“Curled into the root of a great live oak” Richie’s ming ling with the
forest’s veget a tion, where he “floats and wanders” (280), echoes
Beloved’s move ment out of the house and her trans form a tion into
“weather”: into the “unac counted for” and barely notice able back drop
of history and social memory. And although “by and by all trace is
gone” and everything is gradu ally forgotten, the specter of Beloved is
dislo cated but not completely gone. As a matter of fact, since the only
remainder of Beloved’s communal exor cism is mere “weather”, her
limin ality acquires an all‐encom passing quality. This idea could be
rein forced by Christina Sharpe’s explor a tion of weather, for whom
it is “the totality of our envir on ments; the weather is the total
climate; and that climate is anti black” (104). Thus, “weather” and the
atmo spheric shifts of nature carry the haunting memory of anti black
viol ence that refuses to be completely effaced, instead it becomes
unnotice ably ubiquitous.

By the end of the book, Richie tries to attain “home” anew and this
time by becoming part of the “song”: “‘I thought once I knew, I could.
Cross the waters. Be home. Maybe there, I could’—the word sounds
like a ripped rag—‘become some thing else. Maybe, I could. Become.
The song.’” (281). The song is an element that had been scarcely
explored up to that moment in the novel although it features in the
title. Richie’s initial resur gence has caused great trouble to Jojo’s
family. It shocks Leonie and causes her violent feat against her son
instead of artic u lating her thoughts: “What you seen, boy, what
you seen?” (272). It disap points Mam who wished the first ghost she
would see upon her last living moments would be Given’s: “‘I always
thought—’ […] ‘It would be your brother.’ […] ‘The first dead
I see …’” (265). And it brings great pain to Pop who has to cope with
the loss of his wife at the same time as the terrible memories of his
prison times are resuscitated:
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[…] looking where she looked when she died, his eyes staring, heard
him calling her name, a name I hadn’t heard said since before
the cancer: Philomène. And then: Phillie. And then I knew what he
was doing when he thought us asleep. (279)
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As much as this is true, his haunting comes together with a possib ility
for resi li ence and, even tu ally, change. This hope can be traced
throughout Avery Gordon’s Ghostly Matters where, as she suggests,
haunting opens the door for “something- to-be-done”, an element
that differ en ti ates haunting from trauma, she argues (Gordon XVI).

Undoubtedly, by the end of the book Leonie’s alien a tion, together
with the embra cing of her drug- addiction leave but small space for
hope. Her fall has been care fully constructed throughout the novel, at
first indic ated in her mitig ated interest in her chil dren’s welfare
during the trip; and then, in her failure to prac tice the tradi tional
know ledge that her healer mother tried to pass down to her.
Conquered by her unfin ished grief of family members, her figure
concen trates a sense of rejec tion and futility. She is afflicted by the
grav it a tional forces of loneli ness, drug addic tion and social exclu sion
to such an extent that Leonie vacil lates in a liminal state where she
rejects all social roles and phys ical func tions: “I can’t be a mother right
now. I can’t be a daughter. I can’t remember. I can’t see. I can’t breathe”
(Sing 274). But it is because of the mother figure’s alien a tion that her
chil dren find ways of self‐agency. Jojo supports his sister ever so
actively, and, most import antly, two‐year‐old Kayla manages to “sing”
Richie home, imper son ating the resi li ence of future gener a tions
when it comes to facing the past or the uncer tainty of the future.
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Kayla’s song echoes Gefen’s state ment about repar atory narrat ives, as
new writers seek to rewrite what was histor ic ally left out and to give
voice to those silenced—in a word, to “sing” the little that is left of
history’s “ceno taph” (Gefen 222). “When the writer comes too late to
inter cede in matters of the present”, Gefen poignantly suggests, “then
it is the wounds of the past that he aims at healing” (221, my
trans la tion). Ward trans poses the task of healing to Kayla. But before
exploring her contri bu tion toward the end of the novel, it should be
under lined that ghostly resur gence would not lead to new
possib il ities but to obstruc tions, had Mam not bequeathed her
tradi tional know ledge of Hoodoo and Haitian Vodou prac tices, to
Leonie and, indir ectly, to her grand chil dren. Jojo and Kayla manage to
see some thing that for the rest of the char ac ters remains invis ible,
impalp able, non‐existent. They see Richie’s trans form a tion from an
invis ible bird into a ghost in human shape; Jojo is able to converse
with him, despite being unable to make him go: “You got what you
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came for. Now get” (268). One of the key char ac ter istics of Hoodoo is
that it seeks to seal the found a tions of community through family by
strength ening their sense of “spir itual belonging” (Arnold 226). This is
exactly what Mam and Pop have accom plished through their
meth od ical nurturing, encour aging their grand chil dren to be
avail able or well disposed toward “other ness”. Besides, the different
African spir itual prac tices on the Amer ican Gulf Coast are
char ac ter ized by the “inter twined rela tion ship between human and
non‐human” (227) which rein forces their avail ab ility to events that are
seen as super nat ural, ficti tious or even fake in Western epistem o logy.
This rela tion ship is extens ively explored in Sing, Unburied, Sing; from
the very begin ning Jojo is able to listen to the animals speak or think,
an ability that was passed down by Mam: “When I was younger, my
mama complained about her stomach, how she had ulcers. They was
sounding to me, saying, We eat, we eat, we eat; I was confused and
kept asking her if she was hungry” (41).

Jojo and Kayla’s enga ging with their spir itual heritage throughout the
novel func tions as a prepar a tion for the last chapter. As shown
earlier, Richie’s ghost has merged with the dense veget a tion of the
forest, expanding next to Pop’s line of prop erty. Richie explains to Jojo
that he thought Pop’s testi mony would help him attain home and
disap pear, instead, he is inde term in ately blocked in the present:
“I can’t. Come inside. I tried. Yesterday. There has to be some need,
some lack. Like a keyhole. Makes it so I can come in” (Sing 281). The
ghost is bound to its limin ality, but its inab ility to surpass its
trau matic past further corrob or ates its collectivity. Richie says that
“there has to be some need, some lack”, confirming Gordon’s
elab or a tion on haunting as some thing more than indi vidual trauma.
Indeed, Richie’s ghost is bound to linger on earth exactly because his
resur gence is not exclus ively linked to Pop’s and Richie’s forced
incar cer a tion stories. Instead, Richie’s ghost is elev ated,
encom passing the “law enforce ment specter” in its border line
pres ence Lloyd explains (247), or becoming, according to Petrelli,
“a reluctant symbol of unre dressed anti- Black viol ence” (322). To a
certain extent, his ghost repres ents not only the chronic injustice
against black life in the United States, but also the way this injustice is
actu ally a muta tion, an “afterlife” 10 of slavery (Hartman 6).
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A glimpse of possib ility to redress the trau matic past can be found in
the last chapter of Sing, Unburied, Sing, when both Jojo and Richie
seem unable to surpass the burdens of history: “‘There’s so many’
Richie says. His voice is molasses slow. ‘So many of us,’ he says.
‘Hitting. The wrong keys. Wandering against. The song’” (282). Richie
moment arily loses his human traits climbing a tree “like a white
snake” (282). It is precisely at that moment that a sighing tree unfurls
in front of Jojo; its branches are full of ghosts “perch[ing] like birds,
but look[ing] as people” (282). The use of the tree is not acci dental.
It conveys both the Hoodoo cultural belief that spirits reside on trees
and the racially targeted prac tices of lynching, where the victim is
hung and tortured, and vice versa. In a word, the use of the tree full
of ghosts could allude to “the condi tion of haunting in this Missis sippi
land scape” (Lloyd 250).
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Hanging from the branches, the ghosts narrate their stories of
unfathom able suffering which bound them to their limin ality,
repres enting the multiple dark angles of history:
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They speak with their eyes: He raped me and suffoc ated me until
I died I put my hands up and he shot me eight times she locked me in
the shed and starved me to death while I listened to my babies
playing with her in the yard they came in my cell in the middle of the
night and they hung me they found I could read and they dragged me
out to the barn and gouged my eyes before they beat me still I was
sick and he said I was an abom in a tion and Jesus say suffer little
chil dren so let her go and he put me under the water and I couldn’t
breathe. (282–283)

A momentary tabula rasa of trau matic memories, Kayla listens to the
ghosts’ testi mony, and responds. She offers to bandage their festering
wounds in the way she can, providing a powerful song, a call for the
unburied to accom pany her and to sing. Her song, “of mismatched,
half- garbled words, [which is] nothing that [Jojo or Pop] can
under stand” (284) becomes an embodied “speech act” whose urgency
does not so much lie in its meaning (locu tionary act), but in the force
it emits (illoc u tionary act) and in its power to convince
(perlocu tionary act) (Austin 120). The perform ativity of Kayla’s
babbling tran scends conven tional speech (“nothing that I can
under stand”) outmatching the ghosts’ haunting stories. What is more,
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it should be high lighted that her vocal impro visa tion is espe cially
mean ingful when placed in the context of the tradi tion of jazz music.
Her “mismatched” lyrics of her impro vised song are remin is cent of
“scat singing”, 11 for instance; and the fact that her song comes as an
answer to the ghosts’ speech alludes to the “call and response”
tech nique, reaf firming the import ance of orality in African Amer ican
liter ature and music.

Adopting Mam’s stance, “the way she looks upward, like she is
meas uring the tree, all Mam” (284), Kayla reaf firms the power of her
ancestry offering an altern ative way to converse with the inef fable.
Her song, only decipher able by the liminal pres ences inhab iting the
tree, has the power of a remedy that alle vi ates their bitter ness and
sorrow, “enabl[ing] the ghosts to relin quish some of the trauma” they
carry (Lloyd 250). Lastly, her song confirms Derrida’s sugges tion that
for the “intel lec tual” the only way to “learn to live” is to learn to live
with the ghosts (221). Jojo’s sister manages to make the ghosts comply
with reality, offering them a kind of “home”, a new sense of belonging
in the world leading to the novel’s powerful closure: “Home, they say.
Home” (285).
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Taking a decisive step, Kayla offers to “mother” those ghosts, calming
them from their mali cious energy and offering remin is cence. Echoing
the title, her act of singing becomes her very first instance of
empower ment, ascer taining her being- into-place and offering a link
between past and future. Thus her “memory‐work” is registered at a
level of corpor eality bringing Sing, Unburied, Sing closer to the
contem porary “embodied” and “material” ways to commem orate the
past, to use Lloyd’s termin o logy (251, 252). Ulti mately, her song brings
calm; it makes the ghosts “smile with some thing like relief, some thing
like remem brance, some thing like ease” (Sing 284).

27

Conclusion
Despite his mendacious nature, Richie’s appar i tion and even tual
ostra cism clear the ground for possib ility. Accel er ated by Richie’s
inter ven tion, Mam’s death does not contribute to Richie’s fading;
instead his ghost remains chained to a liminal space. Richie mingles
with the back ground, gets to be part of an all‐encom passing
atmo sphere, echoing once more Beloved’s exor cism and her

28



Waking up the Ghosts: Trauma Resurgence as a Possibility in Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied,
Sing (2017)

BIBLIOGRAPHIE

ABRAHAM, Nicolas and TOROK, Maria. “Notules sur le fantôme”, in L’Écorce et le noyau
[1987]. Paris: Flammarion, coll. “Champs essais”, 2009, pp. 426–433.

ANDRES, Emmanuelle. Entre sacrifice et sacré : l’écriture de Toni Morrison. 2009.
Université François Rabelais de Tours, PhD Thesis. <https://theses.fr/2009TOUR201
1> (accessed December 2023).

ARNOLD, Lucy. “‘Something Like Praying’: Syncretic Spirituality and Racial Justice in
Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing,” in Sheri-Marie Harrison, Arin Keeble, and Maria
Elena Torres-Quevedo (eds), Jesmyn Ward: New Critical Essays. Edinburgh:
Edinburgh University Press, 2023, pp. 223–239. <https://doi.org/10.1515/9781399510
639-016>.

AUSTIN, John L. How to Do Things with Words (The Williams James Lectures). London:
Oxford University Press, 1962.

BERTHIN, Christine. Gothic Hauntings: Melancholy Crypts and Textual Ghosts. London:
Palgrave Macmillan, 2010.

BJERRE, Ærvold Thomas. “Southern Gothic Literature”. Oxford Research Encyclopedia
of Literature, 2007. <doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.304>.

BLANCO, Maria del Pilar and PEEREN, Esther (eds). “Introduction”, in The Spectralities
Reader: Ghosts and Haunting in Contemporary Cultural Theory. London: Bloomsbury,
2013, pp. 1–28.

CHASE, Greg. “Of Trips Taken and Time Served: How Ward’s Sing, Unburied, Sing
Grapples with Faulkner’s Ghosts”. African American Review, vol. 53, no. 3, 2020,
pp. 201–216. <https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/afa.2020.0031>.

DAVIS, Colin. Haunted Subjects. London: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007.

DERRIDA, Jacques. Specters of Marx: The State of the Debt, the Work of Mourning and
the New International [1993]. Trans. Peggy Kamuf, New York: Routledge, 2006.

becoming part of the “weather”. In the last chapter, Richie is depicted
as part of a spec tral whole that inhabits a sighing tree, a symbol of
Southern scenery and of the legacy of spec tacle lynching. Hence, the
ghost magni fies its point of depar ture to verify its nature as a “sign”
of greater haunting (Gordon 8). To a certain extent, Richie’s ghost is a
collective social figure, exposing America’s recent past of racial terror
to the present, and showing the persisting image of black life as an
easily dispos able one, which Morrison referred to as “fodder”
(“Unspeak able Things” 161).

https://theses.fr/2009TOUR2011
https://doi.org/10.1515/9781399510639-016
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.013.304
https://dx.doi.org/10.1353/afa.2020.0031


Waking up the Ghosts: Trauma Resurgence as a Possibility in Jesmyn Ward’s Sing, Unburied,
Sing (2017)

NOTES
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into a histor ical past that is gone for good” (7). The import ance of the
present wastes away while the past gains more and more ground.

3  The term southern Gothic refers to a literary genre prevalent in the
South of the United States since the 19th century. It is considered an
evol u tion from European Gothic. Edgar Allan Poe had been recog nized as
the first “Southern Gothic” writer (he was inspired by the land scape of
Virginia), yet it was William Faulkner and Flan nery O’Connor who
consol id ated and modern ized the genre. Appro pri ated by African Amer ican
writers such as Toni Morrison, Jean Toomer, Alice Walker or even Octavia
E. Butler, their work led to a re‐inven tion of its poten tial: the “grot esque”
and the “super nat ural” elements of the Gothic, among others, trans formed
into tools of repres enting the horrendous reality of anti black ness as well as
the legacy of slavery in the area. For more, see Bjerre.

4  Some modern Southern Gothic novels are: Toni Morrison’s
Beloved (1987), Octavia E. Butler’s Kindred (1979), Cormac McCarthy’s
The Road (2006), and Jesmyn Ward’s Salvage the Bones (2011), to name but
a few.

5  In L’Écorce et le noyau (2009), Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok chart
the dead men’s reasons behind their return: “more often than not, they
return to lead the living into an ill‐fated trap, or to send them down some
tragic spiral” (426, my translation).

6  Teenage moth er hood as well as moth er hood and addic tion or precarity
feature among Ward’s recur rent themes. Leonie’s prob lem atic moth er hood,
Michael’s absence as a father figure, and their drug‐addic tion are of
consid er able signi fic ance in Sing, Unburied, Sing. As for Salvage the Bones,
teenage moth er hood and precarity have been explored by Chiara Margiotta
and Zsuz sanna Lénart- Muszka in their respective papers in Jesmyn Ward:
New Crit ical Essays (edited by Sheri- Marie Harrison, Arin Keeble, and Maria
Elena Torres- Quevedo, Edin burgh Univer sity Press, 2023).

7  In the original: “Un fait est certain : le fantôme — sur toutes ces
formes — est bien l’inven tion des vivants […]. Une inven tion [qui] doit
object iver […] la lacune qu’a créé en nous l’occulta tion d’une partie de la vie
d’un objet aimé.”

8  Pop liber ates Richie by killing him; a similar ambi val ence of freedom
over arches in the African Amer ican tradi tion of spir ituals. For example, in
Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, the return home, and the senti ments of
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liber a tion it carries, are achieved through death. This detail adds a cultural
layer to any inter pret a tion of the scene. For more, see Andres.

9  In their work, Nich olas Abraham and Maria Torok use the term
“phantom”. In this paper, I use the terms “ghost” and “specter”
inter change ably. It should be mentioned, however, that Maria del Pilar
Blanco and Esther Peeren draw a distinc tion between the two, relating the
former to more “mundane” entities. They argue that the use of the term
“specter” is often prior it ized because of its asso ci ation to issues of visib ility
and vision. For more, see Blanco and Peeren.

10  According to Saidiya Hartman, slavery is still polit ic ally [sic] relevant not
because of an obses sion with a long‐gone past but because a “racial
calculus” still dispar ages black life (6). This is what she calls the “after life”
of slavery.

11  Scat singing is a vocal impro visa tion tech nique widely used in jazz music.
Gener ally, it is when a singer emulates the sounds of musical instru ments
(namely of the trumpet). It is easily iden ti fi able in Ella Fitzgerald’s
perform ance of How High the Moon in 1966, or of One Note Samba in 1969,
and in Louis Armstrong’s Dinah in 1933. For more about the gene a logy of
scat singing, see Tonelli.

RÉSUMÉS

English
What is at stake when the trope of the specter, a common place in the genre
of the Southern Gothic, is revis ited in contem porary fiction? In this paper,
I argue that Richie’s appar i tion surpasses the super nat ural, repres enting
much more than indi vidual trauma. His spec tral resur gence fights against
collective racial injustice, and refuses the “dispos ab ility” of the black body,
echoing Beloved’s specter, in Morrison’s eponymous novel (1987). Related to
the mendacity of the spec tral figure, Richie’s mischievous appar i tion seeks
to break the fragile balance in Jojo’s family, an act leading to his ostra cism.
Based on Avery Gordon’s idea of the specter as a “social figure”, Richie’s
ghost will be examined as a case of agency or “counter‐resist ance” for the
next gener a tion, repres ented by the chil dren in the novel.

Français
Qu’est‐ce qui est en cause lorsque le trope du spectre, un lieu commun du
« Southern Gothic », est revi sité dans la fiction contem po raine ? Dans cet
article, je montre que l’appa ri tion de Richie dépasse le cadre du surna turel
et repré sente bien plus qu’un trau ma tisme indi vi duel. Faisant écho à
Beloved dans le roman éponyme de Morrison (1987), sa résur gence spec trale
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combat l’injus tice raciale collec tive et refuse l’idée d’un corps noir
« jetable ». Liée à l’impos ture de la figure spec trale, l’appa ri tion espiègle de
Richie cherche à rompre l’équi libre fragile de la famille de Jojo, un acte qui
conduit à son ostra cisme. S’inspi rant de l’idée d’Avery Gordon selon laquelle
le spectre est une « figure sociale », le fantôme de Richie sera examiné
comme un cas d’agen ti vité ou de « contre‐résis tance » pour la géné ra tion
suivante, repré sentée par les enfants dans le roman.
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