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FROM A DEATH IN THE FAMILY
By James Agee

Knoxville: Summer 1915

We are talking now of summer evenings in Knoxville, Tennessee in the time that I lived
there so successfully disguised to myself as a child. It was a little bit mixed sort of block,
fairly solidly lower middle class, with one or two juts apiece on either side of that. The
houses corresponded. middle-sized gracefully fretted wood houses built in the late
nineties and early nineteen hundreds, with small front and side and more spacious back
yards, and trees in the yards, and porches. These were soft-wooded trees, poplars, tulip
trees, cottonwoods. There were fences around one or two of the houses, but mainly the
yards ran into each other with only now and then a low hedge that wasn’t doing very
well. There were few good friends among the grown people, and they were not poor
enough for the other sort of intimate acquaintance, but everyone nodded and spoke, and
even might talk short times, trivially, and at the two extremes of the general or the
particular, and ordinarily next-door neighbors talked quite a bit when they happened to
run into each other, and never paid calls. The men were mostly small businessmen, one or
two very modestly executives, one or two worked with their hands, most of them clerical,
and most of them between thirty and forty-five.

But it is of these evenings, I speak.

Supper was at six and was over by half past. There was still daylight, shining softly and
with a tarnish, like the lining of a shell, and the carbon lamps lifted at the corners were on
in the light, and the locusts were started, and the fire flies were out, and a few frogs;”
were flopping in the dewy grass, by the time the fathers and the children came out. The
children ran out first hell bent and yelling those names by which they were known; then
the fathers sank out leisurely in crossed suspenders, their collars removed and their necks
looking tall and shy. The mothers stayed back in the kitchen washing and drying, putting
things away, re-crossing their traceless footsteps like the lifetime journeys of bees,
measuring out the dry cocoa for breakfast. When they came out they had taken off their
aprons and their skirts were dampened and they sat in rockers on their porches quietly.

It is not of the games children play in the evening that I want to speak now, it is of a
contemporaneous atmosphere that has little to do with them: that of the fathers of
families, each in his space of lawn, his shirt fishlike pale in the unnatural light and his
face nearly anonymous, hosing their lawns. The hoses were attached at spigots that stood
out of the brick foundations of the houses. The nozzles were variously set but usually so
there was a long sweet stream of spray, the nozzle wet in the hand, the water trickling the
right forearm and the peeled-back cuff, and the water whishing out a long loose and low-
curved cone, and so gentle a sound. First an insane noise of violence in the nozzle, then



the still irregular sound of adjustment, then the smoothing into steadiness and a pitch as
accurately tuned to the size and style of stream as any violin. So many qualities of sound
out of one hose: so many choral differences out of those several hoses that were in
earshot. ...

Parents on porches. rock and rock: From damp strings morning glories: hang their ancient
faces.

The dry and exalted noise of the locusts from all the air at once enchants my eardrums.

On the rough wet grass of the back yard my father and mother have spread quilts. We all

lie there, my mother, my father, my uncle, my aunt, and I too am lying there. First we
were sitting up, then one of us lay down, and then we all lay down, on our stomachs, or
on our sides, or on our backs, and they have kept on talking. They are not talking much,
and the talk is quiet, of nothing in particular, of nothing at all in particular, of nothing at
all. The stars are wide and alive, they seem each like a smile of great sweetness, and they
seem very near. All my people are larger bodies than mine, quiet, with voices gentle and
meaningless like the voices of sleeping birds. One is an artist, he is living at home. One is
a musician, she is living at Home. One is my mother who is good to me. One is my father
who is good to me. By some chance, here they are, all on this earth; and who shall ever
tell the sorrow of being on this earth, lying, on quilts, on the grass, in a summer evening,
among the sounds of the night. May God bless my people, my uncle, my aunt, my
mother, my good father, oh, remember them kindly in their time of trouble; and in the
hour of their taking away.

After a little I am taken in and put to bed. Sleep, soft smiling, draws me unto her: and
those receive me, who quietly treat me, as one familiar and well-beloved in that Home:
but will not, oh, will not, not now, not ever; but will not ever tell me who I am.



