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Jesi Kelley

Words about Dunfords, 
Because the Words in Dunfords are Work

The language in which we are speaking is his before it is mine. […] I cannot 
speak or write these words without unrest of spirit. His language, so familiar 
and so foreign, will always be for me an acquired speech. I have not made or 
accepted its words. My voice holds them at bay. My soul frets in the shadow 
of his language.

Joyce, A Portrait of the Artist

My father, William Melvin Kelley, read the Bible to 
my sister and me—a chapter or two a week—every Saturday, 

beginning when I was about eight. By the time I moved away from 
home at age twenty-two we had managed to read the Bible in its en-
tirety from Genesis to Revelations at least once, the Old Testament 
maybe twice and the Pentateuch several times. Consequently, several 
of the old Testament stories have been burned into my memory.

One in particular is of the Tower of Babel. According to the story, 
after the Great Flood humans multiplied and gained knowledge, and 
with that knowledge decided to build a tower high enough to reach 
heaven. God saw this and decided it was not good, “confound[ed]” 
our language so that we couldn’t understand each other and scat-
tered us across the earth. As a young girl I wondered at the reason. 
My father was a deeply spiritual man and believed that God was 
infinitely merciful, kind and all-knowing, but I couldn’t really fath-
om any kindness in humans confounded and not able to understand 
each other. Wouldn’t God in His kindness and wisdom want for us 
to be unified? Wouldn’t we work together better if we all spoke the 
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same? Wouldn’t there be less war, more peace and greater unity if 
we all understood each other? Isn’t human kindness predicated on 
understanding?

During my childhood there was no internet; no Facebook, no Twitter, 
no Google Translate. Whatever books or texts I read or learned from 
were written in the language I spoke at home. But then the internet 
happened and more recently the automatically-translated internet, 
with the result that cultural lines once defined by spoken language 
became decidedly blurred. One day I signed in to Twitter and read 
something that rubbed me the wrong way. I started to respond but 
quickly realized that not only had the tweet originally been written 
in another language, it was about a situation that had nothing to do 
with anything I was familiar with. Twitter had automatically trans-
lated it and I hadn’t even realized. I was responding solely because I 
read the message in my default language, but as a result I was miss-
ing context and nuance. Suddenly the story of the Tower of Babel 
came to mind and began to make sense; when everyone is speaking 
the same language, we automatically process information purely be-
cause the information exists and is understandable, though we filter 
it based on what we know. Whereas if we don’t understand what we 
are reading or hearing, we automatically relegate the information to 
a less important space or ignore it altogether. On the one hand, we 
erase the possibility of other contexts and nuances with translation, 
whilst on the other hand without translation we erase everything. 

And then there is the added component of dominance. If every-
one has adopted English as the lingua franca, it is highly likely that 
some people are speaking this way due to colonization, and it is 
also highly likely that everything they think or feel to say in their 
own language will be automatically relegated to a less important 
space by the dominant culture. We can call this by what it is: rac-
ism. We can also acknowledge that any work that seeks to maintain 
context and nuance while uniting languages to express an experi-
ence, one that is not accommodated by the colonial lingua franca,  
will require different tools.
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When Africans crossed the Atlantic Ocean in chains, wherever they 
landed their native language was the second thing they lost, the first 
being control over their humanity. While they were not necessarily 
physically forced to speak English, they came from different tribes 
and even different countries in Africa, and there were so many dialects 
and languages they were forced by necessity to not only meld their 
language with each other, but also with the language of their cap-
tors so that they could communicate. In some places, the Creole or 
Pidgin they spoke evolved into a distinct language all its own, while in 
other places a dialect closer to their colonial language was developed.  
For some, the preservation of the mother tongue became a means of 
resistance. By the time American Europeans turned their attention 
to the eradication of the First Nations of America, they aggressively 
banned the speaking of Indigenous language when placing Native 
children into Indian Boarding Schools and beat them for speaking in 
the language of home. But some children continued to do so in secret, 
thereby keeping their language alive as an act of defiance. For the en-
slaved sons and daughters of Africa who survived the trip to America 
the new language itself was a double-edged sword; on the one hand 
it too was an act of defiance—a continually evolving way of com-
municating—while at the same time it became a target for European 
American disdain and derision. 

My father grew up speaking Standard American English after his 
father William Melvin Kelley Sr. had “worked hard to eradicate all 
vestiges of Negroness from his voice”, a fact which no doubt helped 
ease my father’s assimilation into Fieldston, the liberal, upper-class 
mostly Jewish private school he attended on scholarship.1 But when he 
played with his friends outside his Bronx home, he spoke in the local 
Bronx accent, tinged with the vernacular of his working-class Italian-
American friends. He didn’t learn Africamerican Creole until late in 
his teens, after his parents had died and he stayed with a family friend 
on 141st street in Hamilton Heights.2 

1 William Melvin Kelley, ‘Breeds of America’, in Cheryl Strayed (ed.), The Best American 
Essays 2013 (Boston and New York: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2013), p. 71. First pub-
lished in Harper’s Magazine in August 2012.
2 The term “Africamerican Creole” is also Kelley’s. Ibid., pp. 67, 71 and 72.
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He perceived the power of the language right away, perceived how it 
gave people in African American communities like Harlem the ability 
to express themselves freely, in words not subject to white domination 
and hidden from white interpretation. In a 1962 article for the New York 
Times entitled ‘If You’re Woke You Dig It’, he observed that “A few 
Negroes guard the idiom so fervently they will consciously invent a new 
term as soon as they hear the existing one coming from a white’s lips.”3

My father never learned to speak another language but he was able to 
speak the different English dialects with relative ease; he had an ear for 
them in the same way he had an ear for music. And it made the charac-
ters he wrote convincing; he gave them the language that defined who 
they were. The main character in Dunfords Travels Everyhweres, private-
schooled and middle-class Chig Dunford, speaks Standard American 
English, whereas the character Carlyle Bedlow, who we first meet as 
a boy in the short story ‘Brother Carlyle’, setting his younger brother 
on fire as a gang initiation, is a working class kid from the Bronx who 
grows up to hustle in Harlem and speaks Africamerican Creole.

Somewhere in the 1960’s, my father read Ulysses. My father claimed he 
wasn’t a ‘good reader’; in fact he attributed his flunking out of Harvard 
to his inability to keep up with the reading. But then he would go on to 
list the books in his life that he had actually read as an adult; The Bible, 
Jiddu Krishnamurti’s Think on These Things, and Ulysses and Finnegans 
Wake. I’m inclined to think he just couldn’t focus on reading things that 
didn’t interest him because only the brave have attempted—let alone 
finished—any one of the aforementioned books. These books both cap-
tivated and had a profound effect on him, and in turn his fiction. The 
stylistic parallels between the multi-lingual passages in Dunfords and 
Finnegans Wake are evidence of my father’s passion for Joyce’s work. 
Likewise, his completed but as-yet-unpublished novel Dis//Integration, 
which returns to the character Chig, mirrors the action of Ulysses, with 
events taking place all on one day, in this case ‘SUN22DEC85.’ 

3 William Melvin Kelley, ‘If You’re Woke You Dig It’, New York Times (May 20, 1962).
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Much about Chig was inspired by Leopold Bloom, whom my father 
felt was a fabulous character: an ordinary yet basically kind man; a man 
who seemingly had no effect on the life around him but nevertheless 
acted as its center point. Chig first appeared as a teenager in a short 
story ‘A Visit to Grandmother’ but later, when my father began to flesh 
out the character of the now grown-up Chig, he reflected on his read-
ing of Ulysses. Chig, though intelligent and observant, doesn’t have any 
real effect on events unfolding around him other than the fact that he 
is present—he doesn’t save the girl or save the day. He is integrated 
and accepted by white people because he is generally non-threatening; 
they feel comfortable showing him their imperfections knowing he 
doesn’t have the power to use those imperfections against them. Carlyle 
Bedlow on the other hand, could be compared to Joyce’s character 
Stephen Dedalus, in that he functions like a main character.  Smooth-
talking and confident, Carlyle is not integrated and not afraid of the 
white people who enter his sphere of influence. Carlyle also appears 
in the novel Dem (published in 1967) and, when white Mitchell Pierce 
needs to come to Harlem to see Carlyle about a matter, Carlyle is in full 
control. Were Carlyle to step outside of his orbit, his physical presence 
combined with his language would make him a threat to white society. 

After Ulysses my father next read Finnegans Wake. It happened that this 
was a period (1967–1970) he considered to be one of the apex points in 
his life. He had a family. He was married to someone he loved and who 
loved him unconditionally, had two young daughters he adored and en-
joyed, he was making a passable living doing what he loved and what 
he was good at, but most importantly, he had ‘escaped the plantation’ 
by moving to Paris. He had left America and her race problem behind 
him, hopefully for good, with plans to emigrate with his young family 
to Africa. He was at the end of a three-book contract with Doubleday. 
The novels A Drop of Patience and Dem had already been published, and 
he was largely on his own to complete the third (in fact, Dunfords was 
unseen and unedited by the people at Doubleday until its publication). 
At thirty-one years old he felt like he had won. He was truly free.
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He was also beginning to feel that he much preferred writing short 
stories rather than full-length novels. ‘The Dentist’s Wife’, wherein 
Carlyle is paid to seduce a woman so her husband can divorce her, was 
published in Playboy magazine in 1968. In October 1969, a short story 
that would later become chapter nine of Dunfords (the chapter repro-
duced in this issue) appeared in Negro Digest as ‘Jest, Like Sam’.

Where Ulysses had given my father the tools with which to hone his 
characters, Finnegans Wake gave him the code with which to pull this 
last book on the contract together. He had always known that Chig and 
Carlyle were the two sides of the same Africamerican experience—he 
himself was acquainted with both, having lived in both. Now, in the 
‘negative space’ that kept Chig and Carlyle separated yet tethered, my 
father developed language that drew on the sound of the collective 
African experiences in America. Where Finnegans Wake was created 
from the Irish Gaelic, European mythology and a wide range of literary 
works, Dunfords drew on sources unique to the African American expe-
rience —The Gullah Bible, Joel Chandler Harris’ Uncle Remus and Brer 
Rabbit, and The Palm-Wine Drinkard by Amos Tutuola. Additionally, as 
the Kelleys were now ensconced in Kingston, Jamaica, newly indepen-
dent from formal British rule, my father was able to immerse himself 
in the sound of Jamaican Patwah, a language birthed from the same 
parentage as Africamerican Creole, but with entirely different results.  

My parents both lived their lives intertwined with art. There was no 
separation; neither of them had a job that subsidized either the art of 
the other partner, or the family. In a 1967 phone interview from Paris 
with the American writer and literary editor Gordon Lish, my father 
said “I’m a black man who writes… I don’t see very much separation be-
tween art and life… and I found that I’ve been reinforced in that belief 
by all of African culture, which itself sees no separation between art and 
life.”4 My mother, a painter and visual artist who had studied under the 
Bauhaus-influenced and German-born painter Kurt Roesch at Sarah 

4 Gordon Lish, ‘Kelley, W.M. ‘Not exactly Lena Horne’ (Roy Glenn, reader)’, in New 
Sounds in American Fiction, (New Sounds, 1969), LP 4. Sound recording.
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Lawrence College (where my father later taught), had also studied my-
thology under Joseph Campbell. Where other couples may have ‘pillow 
talk’ to sustain them, my parent’s marriage lived, thrived and survived 
through their art. 

My father later developed what he called the “family motto”: “We must 
unify the written and the visual arts.” While writing Dunfords they talk-
ed extensively about the language he was creating, deciding together 
that it needed visualization. Using pen and ink, my mother made art 
based on the dream sequences, and ultimately sixteen black and white 
drawings were finalized. While the publisher didn’t make too much 
noise about the unedited and unseen manuscript for the book, at the 
time they didn’t see the significance of including the illustrations in the 
1970 edition and wouldn’t publish them, something that disappointed 
both my parents bitterly.

Towards the end of Lish’s 1967 interview, my father remarked that “[…] 
I’m trying to create a picture, to recreate I suppose, or create, a new pic-
ture of the experience of Black people in the United States.”5  He went 
on to say that up until that point he had been writing about America 
in his present, his own lifetime, and that he would like to go back and 
write more historical fiction. But as it turns out, the language took 
him on a journey forwards, towards Afro-futurism, to a place where 
Africamericans have blended their experiences whole, with language 
and dialect making a new understanding of themselves, as well as with 
humankind. 

In her critical essay, ‘Dream and Language in Dunfords Travels 
Everywheres’, Marieme Sy explains clearly the way this aim of my fa-
ther’s underpins the work of Dunfords:

In trying so hard to categorize Dunfords […] critics miss alto-
gether Kelley's purpose: the creation of a universal story wherein 
the Collective Unconscious of black people would emerge into the 

5 Ibid.
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Collective Unconscious of mankind while freely expressing itself. 
The language used ceases to be the dream language of a particular 
individual or group of people; it becomes instead the dream language 
of mankind developed through understanding of the unconscious 
levels of meanings which underlie ghetto street language. These un-
conscious levels of meanings reach down to the basically African 
nature of the Afro-American personality and could only be uncov-
ered through the African approach which Kelley calls “Africurekey,” 
explicitly Africa, the key to the cure. In other words, the only place 
where the black man is to seek an answer to the black situation is 
inside himself, and the novel could be perceived as a guide in the 
journey to the inner souls of black folks.6

Which brings me back to the Tower of Babel, and the concept of a 
dominant language. The language my father created in Dunfords is the 
sound of “begending,” a sound-picture of the colonialization of African 
peoples across the diaspora, but more specifically to those of us in the 
US who experienced a particularly brutal and degrading form of slav-
ery. We were stolen from a place where our languages and dialects told 
our history, our lineage and our clans, and brought to places where a 
dominant language not our own was forced upon us. And ever since, 
everything we know about ourselves is told to us with words that aren’t 
ours. This is really the point of the language in Dunfords; Dunfords is the 
story and the healing of us, in our own words.

As my father was most proud of and said often, the daughters and sons 
of Africa are resilient. We survived, and we survived because of our abil-
ity to improvise. Like jazz, we improvised on the conquerors’ language, 
‘riffing’ a way to talk to each other. “We are constantly improvising; 
that's how we survived”, he said in his conversations with Marieme Sy.  
“If we had been rigid and rock down in our beliefs and our ways of deal-
ing with things, we would not have survived in America. We wouldn't 
have been able to adapt to the change that we had to undergo[….] You 

6 Marieme Sy ‘Dream and Language in Dunfords Travels Everywheres’, College Lan-
guage Association Journal, Vol. 25, No. 4 ( June 1982), 459–60.
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put us in the ghetto, we adapt. You put us in a rat-infested ghetto, we 
tame the rats. We always survive.”7

Upon Dunfords publication, the critic Christopher Lehmen-Haupt re-
viewed the novel for the New York Times, comparing it extensively to 
Finnegans Wake and questioning whether it was “worth the trouble” to 
decipher either of them. He noted that “to make complete sense of the 
parts demands a familiarity with black argot that only certain blacks, 
and precious few whites, possess. Not to mention one's need for at least 
a casual acquaintance with Bantu, Coptic, Pidgin English, creolized 
language and God knows what other languages—although here, I ad-
mit, I'm purely guessing.”8 This statement feels flippant and vaguely rac-
ist towards both Africamericans and the Irish, as if our languages are 
unworthy of the effort to understand, and therefore to be relegated to 
less important spaces. Yes, one could argue that Finnegans Wake needs 
familiarity with an Irish dialect and several languages (alive and dead) 
in order to make perfect sense of it “part by part”, but that surely isn’t 
the point. In either case the trick is to read it aloud to yourself, re-
laxing into it, as if a dream; you’ll soon find yourself awick tspike Mr. 
Chiglyle’s Languish.

7 Marieme Sy, ‘Dream and Language in Dunfords Travels Everywheres’, p.464. From a 
personal interview with William Melvin Kelley.
8 Christopher Lehmen-Haupt, ‘Africans Dream’, New York Times (September 7, 1970).


