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22. The Artificial Nigger [all]
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Reading, Mercy

(Piano)

He had not walked five hundred yards down the road when he saw, within reach of him, the plaster figure of a Negro sitting bent over on a low yellow brick fence that curved around a wide lawn. The Negro was about Nelson's size and he 
was pitched forward at an unsteady angle because the putty that held him to the wall had cracked. One of his eyes was entirely white and he held a piece of brown watermelon. Mr. Head stood looking at him silently until Nelson stopped at a 
little distance. Then as the two of them stood there, Mr. Head breathed,....................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................................... "An artificial nigger!" 

It was not possible to tell if the artificial Negro were meant to be young or old; he looked too miserable to be either. He was meant to look happy because his mouth was stretched up at the corners but the chipped eye and the angle he was 
cocked at gave him a wild look of misery instead. "An artificial nigger!"Nelson repeated in Mr. Head's exact tone. The two of them stood there with their necks forward at almost the same angle and their shoulders curved in almost exactly 
the same way and their hands trembling identically in their pockets. 

They stood gazing at the artificial Negro as if they were faced with some great mystery, some monument to another's victory that brought them together in their common defeat. They could both feel it dissolving their 
differences like an action of mercy. Mr. Head had never known before what mercy felt like because he had been too good to deserve any, but he felt he knew now.
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23. Home
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13

Reading, Mercy

(Piano)

He looked at Nelson and understood that he must say something to the child to show that he was still wise and in the look the boy returned he saw a hungry need for that assurance. Nelson's eyes seemed to implore him to 
explain once and for all  the mystery of existence.  Mr. Head opened his lips to make a lofty statement and heard himself say,  "They ain't got enough real ones here.  They got to have an artificial  one." After a  second, the boy 
nodded with a strange shivering about his mouth, and said, "Let's go home before we get ourselves lost again."

Their train glided into the suburb stop ten minutes before it was due to arrive at the junction, they went to the door and stood ready to jump off if it did not stop; but it did, just as the moon, restored to its full splendor, sprang from a cloud 
and flooded the clearing with light.   Mr. Head stood very still and felt the action of mercy touch him again but this time he knew that there were no words in the world that could name it. He had never thought him self a great sinner before 
but he saw now that his true depravity had been hidden from him lest it cause him despair.

He realized that he was forgiven for sins from the beginning of time, when he had conceived in his own heart the sin of Adam, until the present, when he had denied poor Nelson. He saw that no Sin was too monstrous for him to 
claim as his own, and since God loved in proportion as He forgave, he felt ready at that instant to enter Paradise.


