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About the Author

John Edgar Wideman was born on June 14, 1941 in Washington D.C to Edgar and Betty French Wideman and is the oldest of five children.   Before his first birthday, the Wideman family moved to Bruston Hill, which is a neighborhood in the Homewood section of Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. John Edgar Wideman’s grandmother, Sylvia Owens, established Homewood with a group of fellow runaway slaves, and since it has remained a predominately African-American community.  Wideman attended one of the more prestigious secondary schools in the area, Peabody High School, which he graduated from in 1959. He attended the University of Pennsylvania after being awarded the Benjamin Franklin Scholarship.  


Wideman was captain of UPenn’s basketball team and earned All-Ivy first-team honors for his success as a forward.  Wideman also successfully competed on the university’s track team and graduated from UPenn in 1963 with a B.A. in English.  Upon graduation, he was granted a Rhodes scholarship for his athletic and academic success and was only the second African-American to receive this recognition.  This scholarship gave Wideman the opportunity to study philosophy at Oxford University’s New College.  He married Judith Ann Goldman in 1965 and returned to the United States after graduation in 1966.


Wideman spent his first year back as a Kent Fellow in a creative writing workshop at the University of Iowa.  He published his first novel, A Glance Away, in 1967 at the age of twenty-six.  A Glance Away is considered a seminal text within the aesthetics of the African American Civil Rights Movement. Wideman’s early work, Hurry Home (1970) The Lynchers (1973), established him as a prominent figure in contemporary literature and critics compared his writing to T.S. Eliot and James Joyce.  Wideman, however, took an eight year hiatus from writing to experiment with and explore his narrative voice to avoid the label of the prototypical “black writer.”  This hiatus proved to be a success as The Homewood Trilogy was touted by critics and the third piece, Sent for you Yesterday (1983) earned the PEN/Faulkner Award for Fiction.  Philadelphia Fire (1990) also received this award and Wideman is the only author to win this honor twice.  Wideman’s body of work not only positioned him as prominent writer in African-American literature, but also in the American literary canon. Currently, Wideman is a Professor of Africana Studies at Brown University.   On September 28, 2010 he was awarded the Janet Weis Fellow in Contemporary Letters at Bucknell University. 
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Philadelphia Fire Plot Summary

Wideman’s novel is more than just a retelling of the story of the MOVE cult and the fire that brought them down.  Through the character Cudjoe the author tells of the pursuit of that story, about the dangers of accepting any one source or piece of evidence as fact, and about the hope that this process, more journalistic than imaginary, can be somehow therapeutic.  The novel is also about Cudjoe himself, a figure that Wideman converses with and admits might be a kind of mirror of the author (122).  He is a middle-aged man who has lost his family, whose son’s life ended before it even began, and who chases the fire because he believes it offers him the chance to connect with a kid, last seen burning and running, whom he may be able to help.  Mixed into this story of research is another one, the story of race-relations in the city and how, between the 1960s and the 1990s, the black / white dynamic there has changed (and of course how it’s stayed the same).  Wideman’s choice to involve an all-African-American performance of Shakespeare’s The Tempest is one of the major happenings in the novel through which race is addressed.
Core Critical Texts
Dubey, Madhu. "Literature and Urban Crisis: John Edgar Wideman's Philadelphia Fire." 
African American Review 32.4 (1998): 579-95. MLA International Bibliography. 
Web. 09 Oct. 2010.

This article examines the social and political intent of Wideman’s Philadelphia Fire.  Dubey discusses how African American literature of the past twenty years has focused on the urban community whereas literature of the preceding generation, the Civil Rights Movement, appealed to audiences on a national level. Dubey argues that Philadelphia Fire’s urban setting and conflict symbolize the social and political turmoil underscoring contemporary American cities.  

Hogue, W. Lawrence. "Radical Democracy, African American (Male) Subjectivity, and 
John Edgar Wideman's Philadelphia Fire." MELUS: The Journal of the Society 
for the Study of the Multi-Ethnic Literature of the United States 33.3 (2008): 47-
69. MLA International Bibliography. Web. 09 Oct. 2010.

This article discusses the position of Philadelphia Fire in relation to African American literary history.  Hogue suggests that African American literature has tried to ground itself inside the literary canon while challenging hegemonic culture and tradition.  Hogue argues that through Philadelphia Fire Wideman reevaluates the image of the African American from a peripheral standpoint.

MOVE 25 Years Later.  Philadelphia Inquirer.  Web.  7 Oct 2010. 


<http://www.philly.com/philly/news/93137669.html>
This website, assembled by the Philadelphia Inquirer, allows the newspaper’s readers to look back at the real-life events around which Wideman’s novel is centered, and also provides some articles offering contemporary perspectives on the events of May 13, 1985.

Richard, Jean-Pierre.  “Philadelphia Fire, or the Shape of a City.”  Callaloo 22.3 (1999): 
603-613.  MLA International Bibliography.  Web. 09 Oct 2010.

This reading of the novel comes from an author who had worked to translate it into French.  His study of that process leads him to a consideration of the etymology of the word “Philadelphia,” and unpacks ideas therein involving kinship.  This analysis also works through Wideman’s use of Shakespeare’s The Tempest, to say why time and performance are important to the author’s vision.

TuSmith, Bonnie, and Keith E. Byerman.  Critical Essays on John Edgar Wideman.  
Knoxville: University of Tennessee, 2006. Print.

This collection brings together some of the most recent critical work being done on Wideman’s writing.  Essays include “‘’All My Father’s Texts’: John Edgar Wideman’s Historical Vision in Philadelphia Fire, The Cattle Killing, and Fatheralong,” by Tracie Church Guzzio, “Philadelphia Fire and The Fire Next Time: Wideman responds to Baldwin,” by Leslie W. Lewis, and “The Funky Novels of John Edgar Wideman: Odor and Ideology in Reuben, Philadelphia Fire, and The Cattle Killing,” by Stephen Casmier.  Its editors teach at Northeastern University and Indiana State University, respectively.

Varsava, Jerry. "'Woven of Many Strands;' Multiple Subjectivity in John Edgar 
Wideman's Philadelphia Fire." Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction 41.4 
(2000): 425-44. MLA 
International Bibliography. Web. 09 Oct. 2010.

Varsava’s essay examines Wideman’s stance on African American identity and argues that Philadelphia Fire not only analyzes the effects of race in constructing an identity, but suggests that gender, class, and intergenerational relations also play a significant role. Varsava believes that Wideman’s evocation of different subjectivities promotes self-recognition and, in turn, a sense of social agency.

Overview of these and other Relevant Critical and Historical Sources

Most critics working with Philadelphia Fire approach the novel from some historically derived context.  Whether these relate directly to concrete events, such as the founding or burning of the city, or to more general canons and dialogues, like the history of African-American fiction, not one of the sources presented here does anything to separate Wideman’s message from the real-world circumstances that gave rise to it.  This should all reinforce the fact that Wideman’s novel is very much a part of the real world.  Even though his prose style is usually that of the writer of fiction, his subject matter, his character development, and, in the case of this book, his occasionally self-aware narration all indicate that the meaning we find inside of this book exists primarily because of the people and circumstances that operate outside of it.  For this reason Lou and I spent a little time on the Philly Inquirer website, looking at the history of the fire as other city resident-writers tell it.  The story of how this fire happened and what went down afterwards, usually approached indirectly in Wideman’s dense prose, is there clearly laid out in a way that, if not representative of every voice, at least gives us a chance to hear some of the big truths that the fire communicated.
