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				Critics generally don’t associate black people with ideas.

				—Toni Morrison

			

		

	
		
			On Difficulty

			There are many ways to be difficult in this world. You can be demanding, inconvenient, stubborn, complicated, troublesome, baffling, illegible. Black womanhood is one place where all these forms of difficulty overlap. I have always known this; I have been called difficult more times in my life than I can count. But I only began to understand, to discover the meanings and uses of my own difficulty, because of Toni Morrison.

			Morrison has shaped the way we think about everything from literature to politics to criticism to ethics to the responsibilities of making art. But the facts remain: She is difficult to read. She is difficult to teach. Notwithstanding the voluminous train of profiles, reviews, and scholarly analysis that she drags behind her, she is difficult to write about. More to the point, she is our only truly canonical black, female writer—and her work is highly complex. This, it seems, is difficult to swallow.

			The very fact of Morrison—a black woman and a genius—has been, to some people, simply an affront. In 1979, she was interviewed for two major profiles, one in The New York Times and one in Vogue. At that point in her career, she was the author of three novels, her most recent, Song of Solomon, having won the National Book Critics Circle Award for 1977.

			One might expect an aura of celebration, but the Times profile instead had this oddly truculent tone:

			
				She is, at 48, a big, handsome woman with beginning-to-gray hair. She is often breathless, often running, often (I was to learn) late…. Her defensiveness was palpable. I would soon learn that she is a woman of many moods. Not just ordinary moods: abrupt, seismic shifts, as if the energy within were caught between opposite poles—the need to express and the need to defend. She will often put on an act. In conversation, she might suddenly “get down” and be very chicken-and-ribs, sucking her teeth, poking a finger into her scalp and scratching—a strange, primitive gesture that makes her hairdo rock back and forth on her scalp like a wig. It’s not difficult to get the impression that she’s putting you on, at times, taking pleasure in watching you try to figure her out.

			

			Putting aside the casual racism of the time (and the Times), what strikes me is the interviewer’s palpable resentment about the myriad ways in which Morrison was difficult: late, defensive, moody, abrupt, performative, “strange,” “primitive,” manipulative, implicitly sadistic. What seems to have irked the interviewer most of all was her impression that Morrison actively enjoyed being difficult.

			In the other profile, in Vogue, Morrison spoke of a white American reader who had “told her how difficult it was to understand black culture in her books—it was so removed from his experience.” She had responded: “Boy, you must have had a hell of a time with Beowulf!” The Vogue interviewer, missing the wit in this retort, went on to comment: “Morrison has no patience with people who plead ignorance; but then, she does not pride herself on being a patient woman. ‘I find myself being more and more difficult,’ she says. ‘It’s something I really relish.’ ” Even Morrison’s literary difficulty and the pleasure she took in it was translated here into personal difficulty, a moral failing: How dare she be impatient! Well, wouldn’t you be?

			One reason for Morrison’s air of pique was surely the strain of trying to balance the demands of multiple careers simultaneously. She was an editor, a professor, a writer, a critic, and a public intellectual. I have worked in these worlds as well, but not for nearly as long and rarely at the same time. To bolster my spirits, I often recite her words about how these professions are really all one thing: “I read books. I teach books. I write books. I think about books. It’s one job.”

			But extending many branches is sometimes a way of distracting yourself from the exigency of the core vocation. The commitment to writing over all else is often viewed by detractors as selfish; when gender is factored into the equation, the charge can carry the stigma of illegitimacy. “For a woman to say, ‘I am a writer’ is difficult,” Morrison noted succinctly.

			She struggled to accommodate these forms of often underpaid literary labor with the unpaid domestic labor of raising two sons as a single mother: “It was very difficult writing and rearing children because they deserve all your time, and you don’t have it.” This occupational difficulty was exacerbated not only by the fact that she was unique in her fields but also by the fact that she often chose to go it alone.

			For example, she didn’t tell anyone at her first job in trade publishing that she was writing a novel until The Bluest Eye came out at another house. And it is notable that not one of Morrison’s sole-authored books has an acknowledgments page.

			While autonomy was indispensable to Morrison’s success in her professional life, it was also a source of trouble within it. Her longtime editor, Robert Gottlieb, who is the person who gave her permission to be a writer when she grew up, as she put it, once said: “Toni appears to be such a formidable person, and is such a formidable person, that people assume that working with her could be difficult. It’s exactly the opposite.” But his view seems to have been the exception that proves the rule.

			Dana A. Williams’s recent book Toni at Random, a fascinating overview of Morrison’s own editorial work, divulges the clashes Morrison had with her (mostly white) colleagues and her (mostly black) authors over the years. Williams generously refers to some of Morrison’s more cutting remarks as signifying, a black art form of insult that prizes accuracy over tact. But there’s no mistaking Morrison’s arch tone in her correspondence with her authors.

			She wrote to one who had accused her of racism: “I will probably always be befuddled about what you imagine this publishing company to be and about your reasons for ascribing sinister motives to a copyediting mistake.” She teased a sculptor venturing into poetry for the first time, noting drily, “This is a commercial house historically unenchanted with 500 slim volumes of profound poetry that languish in stockrooms,” and writing more sharply in a follow-up letter draft: “If you wanted an anonymous, plain, uneventful recessive jacket you should never have come to this publisher. The only time that works is when the poet is very well known—as a poet. You are not.”

			When it came to playing well with others as a critic, we need only consider the series of angry letters to the editor in The New York Times about Morrison’s review in 1971 of an anthology, To Be a Black Woman, which was edited by two men and which she had faulted for its sexism. And when it came to Morrison as a collaborator, there are the various slings and arrows of outrageous misunderstanding between her and the white producers of her play Dreaming Emmett.

			As troublesome as it may have been for her professionally, she seemed genuinely to delight in the difficulty of other black women artists such as the black jazz pianist and composer Mary Lou Williams; for Morrison, it was a sign that they had insisted on being taken seriously. Being taken seriously is of course what most artists want, though for obvious reasons, it does not always need such insistence. Part of my project in this book is to show you how to read Morrison with the seriousness that she deserves. To do so requires that we account for the knot—or bind—of gender and race that she and I share.

			It is not an easy one to untangle. As Morrison wrote in a 1971 New York Times op-ed, in order to recognize feminism’s elisions and delusions about race, “one must look very closely at the black woman herself—a difficult, inevitably doomed proposition, for if anything is true of black women, it is how consistently they have (deliberately, I suspect) defied classification.”

			Let me begin by looking very closely at Morrison herself, at how her own deliberate difficulty—personal, political, and literary—defied classification…and made for brilliance. Difficult, doomed propositions are our forte, after all.
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			Morrison’s childhood stories read like photonegatives of the standard American race narratives. She spoke of her black father’s “defensive racism,” which prompted him to throw a predatory white landlord down the stairs. She spoke of her mother’s insistence on integrating every new movie theater in town. She spoke of how when her “pitch-black” great-grandmother had first set eyes on Morrison and her sister, she said the girls had “been tampered with,” which was meant racially: “We were not pure and she was.” And she spoke of growing up in an ethnically mixed, working-class town in the Midwest, which meant that she experienced paper-bag–test colorism for the first time only when she arrived at Howard University in the 1950s. It struck her as “silly.”

			I identify with Morrison’s sense of remove about the usual racial logics. The dynamics of my mixed-race family didn’t match the norms, either. My Zambian grandmother, for whom I’m named, initially disapproved of my mother’s decision to marry a white man; my mother's older sister refused to attend the wedding. Our moves to the United Kingdom and then to the United States when I was a kid—followed by a year back in Zambia when I was a teenager—were punctuated by moments of racial absurdity. Everywhere we went, I got the same ridiculous questions: “What are you? Black or white?” (As if I had a choice!) Yet even now, at my grown age, my first response to racism is surprise.

			Despite our respective births in disparate times and places (Lorain, Ohio, in 1931; Lusaka, Zambia, in 1980), I think Morrison and I both lucked into the strange privilege of zooming out from or boomeranging around race. This perhaps explains why neither of us, for example, tends to capitalize the word black when referring to people in our writing. It concedes too much; it protests too much.

			I would argue that Morrison’s other counterintuitive political takes as a public intellectual arose from what we might call this insider-outsider’s view. Take her famous quote:

			
				The function, the very serious function of racism…is distraction. It keeps you from doing your work. It keeps you explaining, over and over again, your reason for being. Somebody says you have no language and so you spend 20 years proving that you do. Somebody says your head isn’t shaped properly so you have scientists working on the fact that it is. Somebody says that you have no art so you dredge that up. Somebody says that you have no kingdoms and so you dredge that up. None of that is necessary.

			

			Apart from being solid advice about how to save time, this is essentially a description of structural racism—and Morrison was making it in 1975. Racism isn’t a bunch of bad ideas or personal opinions we ought to persuade people to relinquish. It is a political ideology with a function.

			Morrison’s way of making us reflect on race was always dialectical, in multiple senses. She often turned questions back on her interviewers, forcing them to interrogate their own premises. When Charlie Rose asked her how she dealt with everyday racism, she responded:

			
				Let me tell you, that’s the wrong question…. How do you feel?…Don’t you understand that the people who do this thing, who practice racism, are bereft, that there’s something distorted about the psyche? It’s a huge waste and it’s a corruption and a distortion. It’s like a profound neurosis that nobody examines for what it is. It feels crazy, it is crazy, and it leaves—it has just as much of a deleterious effect on white people and possibly equal that it does black people. I always knew I had the moral high ground. All my life.

			

			Note the reversals. The question is questioned, as is the questioner; superiority and inferiority are swapped; racism’s neurosis belongs to the racist; the moral high ground is with racism’s victim, who disdains victimhood anyway—“I’m not a victim. I refuse to be one,” Morrison went on to say.

			In the same interview, she staged a scathing mock trial of an imagined white racist: “I take your race away, and there you are, all strung out. And all you got is your little self, and what is that? What are you without racism? Are you any good? Are you still strong? Are you still smart? Do you still like yourself?” Here, the self-doubt that is presumed to split the black mind into a pathological double consciousness is redirected to the racist’s “little self.”

			And American racism—which ever since W. E. B. Du Bois’s question in 1897, How does it feel to be a problem?, has been presumed to be a black burden—is returned to sender. “If you can only be tall because somebody is on their knees, then you have a serious problem,” Morrison concluded. “And my feeling is that white people have a very, very serious problem and they should start thinking about what they can do about it. Take me out of it.”

			Morrison often articulated her political beliefs in this roundabout way—considering things from another angle or from a distance—to powerful rhetorical effect. This is how she argued, for instance, that writers should unionize in her keynote speech at the 1981 American Writers Congress:

			
				We have to stop loving our horror stories. Joyce’s Ulysses was rejected fourteen [sic] times. I don’t like that story; I hate it. Fitzgerald burned out and could not work. Hemingway despaired and could not work. A went mad, B died in penury, C drank herself to death, D was blacklisted, E committed suicide. I hate those stories. Great works are written in prisons and holding camps. So are stupid books. The misery does not validate the work.

			

			Her call for “protection in the form of structure: an accessible organization” came from looking at the “romanticized” individualism of the starving artist in the turret from the other side.

			She did strongly believe in one individual right, however: Morrison was a free speech absolutist. She worked for years with PEN to speak out against censorship of all kinds, and she thought it was absurd to ban racist books or cut the word nigger from literary works. She accounted for this view in an unexpected way, too: it was precisely because she was black that she wouldn’t stand for it.

			In a 1982 interview for a PEN event, she calmly explained, between drags on her cigarette: “I come from a race of people for whom at one time in this country…it was illegal and punishable by physical punishment and sometime fatal punishment to learn how to read.” She pointed out that those who had made it “a criminal act for black people to read are the ancestors of the same people who are making it a criminal act for their own children to read.”

			Morrison, often controversial, could at times be downright contrarian. She resisted affiliating with what she called “Women’s Lib,” which she felt did not serve the interests of black women or “cope with the uniqueness of their experience.” Asked whether a novel of hers was “feminist,” she said scornfully, “I don’t write ‘ist’ novels,” then willfully misconstrued the question: “I don’t subscribe to patriarchy, and I don’t think it should be substituted with matriarchy.”

			She once remarked that a reputation for absenteeism had “always been to me one of the most attractive features about black male life. I guess I’m not supposed to say that. But the fact that they would split in a minute just delights me.” Morrison loved shirking and shucking what was then called political correctness, and she cherished her prerogative to say what she wasn’t supposed to, even if it raised eyebrows or swords.

			Her refusal to toe the line sometimes had her stepping into a political welter, as in the case of two volumes that she edited with the unbearably ’90s titles Race-ing Justice, En-gendering Power: Essays on Anita Hill, Clarence Thomas, and the Construction of Social Reality, and Birth of a Nation’hood: Gaze, Script, and Spectacle in the O. J. Simpson Case. Morrison overreached in her introductions to both. She claimed, in the case of Thomas, that “an accusation of such weight as sexual misconduct would probably have disqualified a white candidate on its face.” (Ahem, Brett Kavanaugh in 2018.) She claimed, in the case of Simpson, that “the absence of a rational analysis” of a black man’s behavior made it impossible to “complete a believable narrative” that he killed his wife. (Ahem, If I Did It: Confessions of the Killer, published in 2007.)

			Morrison also drew fire with another of her startling counterfactuals. She wrote an essay in 1998 calling Bill Clinton “our first black President” because he displayed “almost every trope of blackness: single-parent household, born poor, working-class, saxophone-playing, McDonald’s-and-junk-food-loving boy from Arkansas.” Her point had been to draw attention to Clinton’s public mistreatment: the way his “body, his privacy, his unpoliced sexuality became the focus of the persecution” when “he was metaphorically seized and body-searched.”

			Nevertheless, applying her tools as a sharp reader and an exquisite writer to these public spectacles clearly backfired. When we look back, the blaze of her righteous fury and her rhetorical fireworks may dazzle. But the smoke and ashes of real history are harder to choke down.
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			Still, Morrison’s imperiousness never failed to electrify me. In my first year as an assistant professor at the University of California, Berkeley, I took my students to see her speak in San Francisco. Quizzed about the homoerotic overtones in her 1973 novel of female friendship, Sula, Morrison said that she knew of a critic who had made the argument that it was a queer novel—“Barbara…Barbara…” She frowned and gestured to the audience for help recalling the critic’s surname. I lit up and shouted the name of my former professor, whose essay on Sula I had just revisited: “Johnson!”

			Morrison accepted it: “Yes, Johnson.” My students seemed impressed that in an audience of hundreds, their professor alone knew the right answer. Then Morrison tilted her head and said something like: “But if I wanted to write about a lesbian love affair, don’t you think I would have done that?” I didn’t mind that my assist had been the setup to a lofty punch line—until I sat up in bed at 2 a.m. with a start.

			Wrong Barbara! It was Barbara Smith, not Barbara Johnson, who had argued that Sula was a lesbian novel. I was in a quandary. I had substituted a white critic for a black critic—but Morrison had dismissed her idea anyway. My students had seen a black woman professor display her knowledge about a black woman artist—but it was the wrong knowledge. The next class, hand trembling, I wrote the full names of the two Barbaras and the titles of their pieces on the board. Both were fascinating essays, I said, well worth reading. Sula wasn’t even on my syllabus that semester.

			I’m amused now by how nervous I was to admit my mistake. Morrison had in fact given me an object lesson in how to use an error as an opportunity to embrace contradiction and conflicting truths. She had confessed she didn’t remember a black female critic’s name, acknowledged her argument nonetheless, then slyly implied that she, the author, knew better. Later in the same event, when she was asked about the black woman who did more to popularize her work than anybody else, Morrison had chuckled. “Oprah Winfrey made me a rich woman,” I remember her replying. “And that’s all I have to say about that.”

			I had watched with a kind of gleeful terror when Morrison had appeared on The Oprah Winfrey Show to discuss Paradise in 1998. According to the transcript, one audience member had confessed: “I was lost because I came into—I really wanted to read the book and love it and learn some life lessons; and when I got into it, it was so confusing I questioned the value of a book that is that hard to understand.” When a Salon interviewer mentioned that this was not an uncommon response to that novel, Morrison was all high dudgeon: “That always strikes me—it makes me breathless—to be told that this is ‘difficult’ writing.”

			Winfrey likes to tell a story about her first time reading Beloved: “I found her number, called her, and when I asked her, ‘Is it true that sometimes people have to read over your work in order to understand it, to get the full meaning?’ she bluntly replied, ‘That, my dear, is called reading.’ ” And that, my dear, is called shade. Morrison’s response is far more withering than Jonathan Franzen ever was in calling Oprah’s Book Club “middlebrow.” But black people are unabashed about critical judgment, even—in fact, especially—of ourselves. As Morrison said, “We have always been a very fastidious people.”

			She declined the idea that because she was a black woman, she had to patronize or flatter anyone, even other black women. One interviewer said he got the sense that certain comparisons bothered her because she felt demoted. “The first book of Maya’s I really enjoyed, and Alice has written at least one, maybe two books that I admire a lot,” Morrison responded. “They’re very different writers, very, very different from me.” How so? “Well, one self-edits and one doesn’t.” Now, it’s impossible to know whether by “one doesn’t” she meant Angelou or Walker—or both. But there’s no mistaking that Morrisonian hauteur, that combination of poise and scathe.

			I often think the writer she had the most in common with was Vladimir Nabokov, another notoriously difficult insider-outsider and artist-reader who now, in an unlikely turn, sits close to the center of the American canon. Each evinced a snobbery that wasn’t defensive but inborn, and cut with a dry sense of humor. Morrison liked to say she grew up feeling superior, “like an aristocrat,” and she read canonical literature for filth in her criticism and speeches. Nabokov was born a literal aristocrat, and his interviews and lectures are spiked with acerbic dismissals of other writers.

			Morrison’s titles are softer—Beloved, Love, Paradise, A Mercy—but her novels, like Nabokov’s, brim with cruelty. A father rapes his daughter. A mother lights her son on fire. A woman poisons her boss. Most people don’t know that Toni Morrison wrote horror novels. But she was more invested in genre fiction than you might imagine. She and Nabokov were equally fascinated by Edgar Allan Poe, for example, and flirted with melodrama, the fantastic, the Gothic.

			At the same time, both writers willfully, sometimes irrepressibly, penned rather difficult prose. I’m a full professor of English with tenure at Harvard University, and I’m not ashamed to admit that it took me at least three readings to comprehend Beloved at even a basic level. There are passages in Morrison’s works that no reader I’ve ever met understands on the first go. But this literary difficulty was neither aesthetically coy nor glibly aspirational. It was an ethos.

			Morrison’s insistence on making us puzzle things out was an attempt to effect, she said, an “egalitarianism that places us all (reader, the novel’s population, the narrator’s voice) on the same footing.” This democratic orientation to the work doesn’t pander. Morrison doesn’t condescend to your level; she challenges you to rise to hers. “My writing expects, demands participatory reading,” she said. “My language has to have holes and spaces so that the reader can come into it.”

			In other words, this ambiguity has a purpose. The point is that we cannot know, we cannot judge—and sometimes the point is that there are ways of doing both that allow contradictions to coexist. Morrison believed that literary form could instantiate philosophical ideas of this kind. As she said of William Faulkner: “The structure is the argument.” As she wrote of Mark Twain: “The brilliance of Huckleberry Finn is that it is the argument it raises.”

			I should note that Morrison may well have rejected these comparisons to white male writers, too: “I am not like James Joyce; I am not like Thomas Hardy; I am not like Faulkner,” she insisted. “I am not like in that sense.” She knew she was their equal, but she felt that this critical shortcut of analyzing her in relation to them relegated her to the minor (read: minority) status of the acolyte or the copycat.

			On one hand, she refused to be subsumed by and whitewashed into canonical neutrality. On the other hand, she refused for her work to be reduced solely to her race and her gender, or to be forced to fit the expectations foisted upon it as a result. As she once lamented, “I’m already discredited, I’m already politicized, before I get out of the gate.” This double bind proved both a crux and a crucible for Morrison’s creative difficulty.
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			The afterlife of literature is increasingly a digital limbo. I see clips of old Morrison interviews circulating on social media all the time. In one of my favorites, we see her explaining how she came to eschew that omnipresent fog, the white gaze:

			
				The people who helped me most arrive at that kind of language were African writers. Chinua Achebe. Bessie Head. Those writers who could assume the centrality of their race because they were Africans. And they didn’t explain anything to white people…there was a language, there was a posture, there were the parameters. I could step in now, and I didn’t have to be consumed by, or be concerned by, the white gaze.

			

			This liberating revelation made Morrison uncompromising about the richness of black life: “From my perspective there are only black people. When I say ‘people,’ that’s what I mean.”

			This has always been the default meaning of people for me, too. As a Zambian, I grew up assuming the centrality of the black experience in the country of my birth. As an adult living in the United States, I have many times had a kind of reverse epiphany to Morrison’s. Oh! It will dawn on me. This person thinks of me as marginal because I’m not white.

			The white gaze is a perennial source of irritation and indignation, regardless of when and where you come to it. But what Morrison emphasized is less the frustration and the bafflement that one’s humanity is not taken for granted under its lens and more what that experience affords when one resists it.

			Another clip I often see online is of Morrison being asked for the umpteenth time when she’ll finally write about white people. In a gently probing voice, she notes that she already has, then turns the question back on the interviewer: “You can’t understand how powerfully racist that question is, can you?…You could never ask a white author, ‘When are you going to write about black people?’ ”

			Behind the interviewer’s question was the idea that “there’s the center, which is white, and then there are these regional blacks or Asians, or any sort of marginal people.” For Morrison to write books where “the white world was marginalized” was to flip the script: “I stood at the border, stood at the edge and claimed it as central. I claimed it as central and let the rest of the world move over to where I was.”

			Morrison temperamentally disliked being pigeonholed. But she was willing to accept “the labels” of race and gender precisely because, as she put it in a profile in The New Yorker, “being a black woman writer is not a shallow place but a rich place to write from. It doesn’t limit my imagination; it expands it. It’s richer than being a white male writer because I know more and I’ve experienced more.” On her eighty-eighth birthday, I noticed that The New Yorker had shared this quotation on social media but with the final sentence about white men excised.

			Why would a statement like this be controversial? Isn’t it self-evident that black women writers must know more, must experience more, in a world that insists we read Beowulf as well as Beloved? The Vietnamese American writer Viet Thanh Nguyen likes to quote a Chicano professor who told him in college: “We have to read their literature, but they don’t have to read ours.”

			What Morrison always knew was that changing imbalances like these is not just a numbers game; it is a literary one, too. She spent her whole career negotiating the Scylla and Charybdis of trying to write what she called “nonracist, yet race-specific literature”—meaning literature that neither panders to the white gaze nor indulges in black stereotypes.

			In 1983, she published a story, “Recitatif,” that doesn’t specify either of its two protagonists’ racial identities. A few years later, she intimated:

			
				What I really want to do, and expect to do, is not identify my characters by race. But I won’t be writing about white people. I’ll be writing about black people. It will be part of my job to make sure my readers aren’t confused. But can you think what it would mean for me and my relationship to language and to texts to be able to write without having to always specify to the reader the race of the characters?

			

			About a decade after that, she published Paradise, which famously begins, “They shoot the white girl first,” but never informs us which of the women whose stories it goes on to recount at length is white. This is still considered a radical formal experiment.

			In 2014, I wrote a short story that didn’t mark its hero as black until halfway through. The magazine editor queried this: “I assumed that these characters were white.” I queried back, citing “Recitatif.” We disagreed, then fought. Hackles and tempers rose. Sweeping statements were made about genre and obliquity and readerly expectations. At one point, they wondered if I might want to “pull the story and take a kill fee and move on.” I didn’t mind being unreasonable, but I didn’t want to go unpublished. I made a concession: I labeled some of my minor characters as white, instead. The editor later told me that, looking back, they were grateful for my “wherewithal.” Nice euphemism.
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			Whenever I read or teach or write or think about black books, I feel daunted. What kind of difficult do I want to be? Do I insist on the ingenuity and complexity of black aesthetics? Can I simultaneously refuse condescension and commit to solidarity? Is there a way to defend black culture without sounding sentimental or aggrieved? How do I acknowledge that while black suffering may be the subject, black art is the form—and the point?

			Morrison often complained that literary criticism was unequipped to read black writing. Critics tended to read it as merely representative, in both the tokenistic and identitarian senses of the word: “Black literature is taught as sociology, as tolerance, not as a serious, rigorous art form,” Morrison said. She had a good laugh about this in an interview, where she presented one of her reverse thought experiments: “I’ve always had a secret desire to write reviews of white people’s books from that point of view…. I think it would be a scream. I’d say, ‘This is a better book because that’s the way white people really are.’ I mean, what does that mean?”

			She didn’t like discovering that, once she’d achieved fame, her “books were taught in classes in law, feminist studies, black studies. Every place but the English department.” But she felt that English professors didn’t seem to know enough to interpret her work properly either: “I long for a critic who will know what I mean when I say ‘church,’ or ‘community,’ or when I say ‘ancestor,’ or ‘chorus.’ Because my books come out of those things and represent how they function in the black cosmology.” Out of this necessity, Morrison asserted, “black people must be the only people who set out our criteria in criticism.”

			She knew that this was no guarantee: “I recognize and despise the artificial black writing some writers do. I feel them slumming among black people.” Black subject matter is not the same as black aesthetics. She often emphasized these distinctions in interviews:

			
				I don’t regard Black literature as simply books written by Black people, or simply as literature written about Black people, or simply as literature that uses a certain mode of language in which you just sort of drop g’s. There is something very special and very identifiable about it and it is my struggle to find that elusive but identifiable style.

			

			We can describe Morrison’s career as a decades-long effort to locate that style, elucidate it, refine it, draw it out in the work of others—and transform it radically from within.

			Artistic manifestos from the Harlem Renaissance to Negritude to the Black Arts Movement sometimes pretend that black forms can be tied to some racial essence. We still like to make jokes about our natural predilection for bright colors and our singular ability to clap on the beat. But while black forms aren’t in the blood, they are undoubtedly distinctive because of their historical formation, the common circumstances that unite the African populations that were dispersed throughout the Western hemisphere during the transatlantic slave trade.

			Morrison was an Afrodiasporic writer who deliberately braided African, Caribbean, Latin American, and black American influences in her work. As she wrote in an essay:

			
				Because my métier is black, the artistic demands of black culture are such that I cannot patronize, control, or pontificate. In the third-world cosmology as I perceive it…if my work is to confront a reality unlike that received reality of the West, it must centralize and animate information discredited by the West…dismissed as “lore” or “gossip” or “magic” or “sentiment.” If my work is faithfully to reflect the aesthetic tradition of Afro-American culture, it must make conscious use of the characteristics of its art.

			

			In other words, the black cultures of the diaspora informed not just what she wrote about, but how she wrote as such.

			Morrison was fundamentally interested in the forms that black cultural practices generated, and the way they wielded, adapted, and bent other cultural sources to new aesthetic ends. A small, and by no means exhaustive, selection of these forms, as I’ve gathered from her works and interviews, include: antiphony, negation, syncretism, masks, metafiction, black humor, a chorus, abjection, the carnivalesque, irony, improvisation, audience participation, signifying and shade, communal debate, productive failure, unresolved contradiction, a relationship to the ancestors, and an oblique and multifarious access to the divine.

			Morrison often said that her highest aim in her creative work was to achieve a particular combination that she found in one of the blackest of black art forms:

			
				I think of jazz music as very complicated, very sophisticated and very difficult. It is also very popular. And it has the characteristic of being sensual and illegal. And its sensuality and its illegality may prevent people from seeing how sophisticated it is…. I would like my work to do two things: be as demanding and sophisticated as I want it to be, and at the same time be accessible in a sort of emotional way to lots of people, just like jazz. That’s a hard task. But that’s what I want to do.

			

			“Just like jazz.” What better way to describe the swoops and dips of aesthetic thrill and intellectual challenge, the disquieting yet divine ecstasies afforded by reading her work?

			The ultimate source of Morrison’s famed difficulty was not, I would submit, her intersectional identity, her prickly personality, or her contrarian politics. It was this commitment to plumbing the depths of black aesthetics—misunderstood, understudied, “very complicated, very sophisticated and very difficult”—in her writing.
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			This is what I have set out to explore in On Morrison, with that jazzy two-fold goal in mind: to be as demanding and sophisticated as I want to be, and at the same time accessible. I do not presume to know what Morrison meant all the time, in each of the works—the eleven novels, one short story, and handful of critical pieces, plays, and poems—that I focus on in this book. But over the years, through my work and experience as a literature professor and fiction writer, I’ve learned a lot about the black cultural traditions that ground her aesthetics. And I am, as she often said of herself, a very good reader.

			I never met Morrison. I never tried to, either. I have loved knowing her through reading her over the decades of my life. Reading was the ground of everything that she did. “Writing to me is an advanced and slow form of reading,” she said. This is what On Morrison offers: a version of the advanced and slow alchemy that turns reading into writing, the relay of human imaginations through language that she once called “one’s own mind dancing with another’s.”

			But as we can see in those wonderful photos of Morrison raising the roof at a disco party in 1974—sporting an afro, hoops, and a long, tight, shimmery dress—dancing for her was neither delicate nor decorous. It was a wild, loose engagement with others that involved moves and countermoves, getting close and spinning out, exuberant effort and a kind of ecstasy. This book aims for that combination of liberty and rigor, that joyful and serious business.

			I wrote it to justify Morrison’s ways to us. I believe that she remains woefully misread—even underread—in both literary and political ways. Her close friend, the writer Fran Lebowitz, told The New York Times upon Morrison’s passing in 2019:

			
				I know it sounds like a crazy thing to say, but I always thought Toni’s writing was underappreciated. Because people always looked at it through the prism of her being black and being a woman. But Toni was a very experimental writer. There were a lot of things Toni did through her writing that just went unremarked upon. I do think she was misunderstood and underrated.

			

			It outrages me, too, that Morrison’s writing has this asterisk beside it, like a dazzling little star that blinds us to the words. The manifold difficulty of her black womanhood has for too long been an excuse—be it out of awe or resentment—to neglect the work that emerged from it.

			When Beloved didn’t receive a National Book Award in 1987, the letter of protest, “Black Writers in Praise of Toni Morrison,” had only forty-eight signatories. A decade later, she had become the only black woman ever to win the Nobel Prize for Literature, after which she accumulated countless other awards and honors. That swing, over that span, is apparently still difficult for many people to reconcile.

			They dismiss Morrison’s stature as either undeserved or obvious, as if surely so much praise either begs the question or settles it. Whether critical or admiring of her, they justify their disinclination to engage with the words on the page by gesturing to what we might call her DEI-fication or her Oprah-priation, as if Toni Morrison became Toni Morrison through some kind of literary affirmative action plan.

			In 2019, a British magazine asked me to contribute a piece about her forthcoming book of collected nonfiction, The Source of Self-Regard. I sent along a personal essay about revising an academic book chapter on Beloved during a sabbatical I spent in England when I was an assistant professor. The magazine editors said they found this a little niche, and my next draft, too academic. Again, the euphemisms. But fair enough.

			Their explanation of what they wanted instead discomfited me, though: “We are looking for a hard-nosed feature that also addresses the many mantles that have been foisted on Morrison over the years and questions whether anyone can ever live up to them. It does need to be quite a tough piece!” It was clear they wanted a harsh critique of Morrison—specifically “from the perspective of a black writer,” which made me wince—and not to learn or make anything new, but for its own sake, because her reputation couldn’t possibly have been earned by the work.

			My British aunt told me she had found Beloved both “perplexing” and “a potboiler”—as if Morrison wrote a modernist masterpiece to make money. It is rumored that a black woman novelist on the board voted against the novel receiving a National Book Award in the first place. A white colleague of mine told me he found Beloved sentimental—it never occurred to him that Morrison could have been intentionally leaning into that aesthetic for effect. I once watched two eminent black scholars joke about whether she had stolen the book’s plot about a fugitive slave, and about whether her literary ambition had made her a bad mother.

			Morrison incensed all kinds of people. How dare she be a difficult writer and a black woman? How dare she refuse to placate or translate? How dare she insist on her own brilliance? How dare she demand to be taken seriously? How dare she be a black person with ideas? How dare she request that we actually read her writing, and on its own terms?

			It could not have been easy to be Toni Morrison. Yet I aspire to it. I yearn for that freedom she so beautifully embodied: to feel at ease to be difficult. It is in that spirit that I invite you to dance with us.

		

	
		
			
				1

				Nobody Knows The Bluest Eye

			
			Banned as it’s been, everybody knows what The Bluest Eye (1970) is about: a little black girl who wishes she had blue eyes. That’s not really a spoiler. Besides, Toni Morrison didn’t believe in spoilers. In fact, she gave away the whole plot of this, her very first novel, in its opening narration: “Quiet as it’s kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941. We thought, at the time, that it was because Pecola was having her father’s baby that the marigolds did not grow.”

			The gossipy tone and the mystery of the missing marigolds divert our attention from those six key words: “Pecola was having her father’s baby.” But these are in fact the book’s shocking revelations: incest, rape, child pregnancy, and as yet more spoilers in these early pages go on to tell us—“Cholly Breedlove is dead; our innocence too. The seeds shriveled and died; her baby too”—stillbirth and death. This preface concludes: “There is really nothing more to say—except why. But since why is difficult to handle, one must take refuge in how.”

			Morrison’s novels always teach us how to read them—and, if we pay attention, how to write our own. There is a direct line between the beginning of The Bluest Eye and the opening of my 2022 novel, The Furrows: “I don’t want to tell you what happened. I want to tell you how it felt. When I was twelve, my little brother drowned. He was seven. I was with him. I swam him to shore.” Deliberate spoilers like these force the reader to shift their expectations away from narrative suspense and plot resolution, and toward experience and feeling instead.

			In other words, if the reader already knows that the marigolds didn’t grow, that the ill-begotten baby died, that the little boy drowned in the arms of his sister, then they must focus their attention not on what happened or why, but on how it happened, how it felt. Spoilers are a confidence trick: a writer must have faith that a mere series of events is less interesting than how it is told. Having minored in classics at Howard, Morrison would have been well aware that the Greeks had watched Oedipus Rex again and again, all the while knowing its cataclysmic ending.

			She even went so far as to have most of this early page of The Bluest Eye—spoilers and all—printed on the cover of its first edition, which came out with Holt, Rinehart, and Winston in 1970. You can find images of it online. Designed by Herb Lubalin, it is all white and filled to the margins with Times New Roman text of Morrison’s prose. It produces a postmodern trompe l’oeil effect, as if you are looking at a book whose cover has gone missing from misuse or overuse. Only when you look closely do you realize that all of the dots above the lowercase i’s are blue, a kind of typographic pun on the titular “bluest eye.”

			Once, at the end of a lecture I was giving on the novel, I brought up Morrison’s choice to print The Bluest Eye’s intense disclosures of abuse and death on its very cover. This was evidence, I suggested, that she didn’t believe in trigger warnings any more than she believed in spoiler alerts. The next class, a student raised their hand even before I began to speak. They had been thinking about what I’d said. They agreed with me that to put “Pecola was having her father’s baby” on the book’s cover was a spoiler. But they argued that this was also in fact a trigger warning, because it would prevent some bookstore browsers from opening the novel to read further.

			Good point. But, I wondered aloud in my reply, is that a trigger warning, or is it just a trigger? Aren’t these rather traumatic things to encounter on the cover of a book? Is Morrison giving us an off-ramp to avoid violence or is she seeking as swiftly as possible to inflict it upon us? And why print a label on a book that would surely push some readers away? These are not easy questions to answer.

			Quiet as it’s kept, nobody knows what The Bluest Eye is really about. Ever since its publication, it has left many unsure about what to make of it. Why did Morrison decide to take her first steps into her literary career in this confrontational and paradoxical way? Over the years, she offered several different origin stories for the novel. In one interview, she said, “It was a book I wanted to read and I couldn’t find it anywhere, so I began to write it…. Since I’m a very good reader, and a very fastidious and careful reader, very picky about what I like, I would try to write the kind of book that I really wanted to read.”

			In a later interview, she noted that she wrote the book in a cultural moment dominated by black male writers and by slogans like “Black Is Beautiful,” which, as she put it, were “gonna skip over something” unless she reminded people “that it wasn’t always beautiful” and “how hurtful a certain kind of internecine racism is.” Interested in “the feelings of being ugly…how it feels,” she chose to write about “the most vulnerable people in the world…female black children, who have never held center stage.”

			In the 1993 foreword to the novel, Morrison suggested that a real-life incident from her childhood had inspired it:

			
				The origin of the novel lay in a conversation I had with a childhood friend. We had just started elementary school. She said she wanted blue eyes. I looked around to picture her with them and was violently repelled by what I imagined she would look like if she had her wish…. The Bluest Eye was my effort to say something about that.

			

			These authorial comments, which Morrison generally warned us to take with a grain of salt, have come to dominate The Bluest Eye, even occlude it.

			The novel’s Wikipedia page, as well as the plethora of student papers I’ve read about it, suggest that it is still widely believed to be a sorrowful meditation on the effects of white beauty standards on a black child, like a literary version of the doll study in Brown vs. Board of Education. This reputation has always irritated me. I find it reductive. It ignores the novel’s aesthetic design in favor of its subject matter. To rephrase Morrison’s justification for her spoilers, the inspiration for a novel (what it’s about, why you wrote it) is no more important than its effects (how we experience it).

			Trying to write the novel from the black female child’s point of view had in fact posed an interesting formal problem: “The main character could not stand alone since her passivity made her a narrative void.” Morrison’s “solution—break the narrative into parts that had to be reassembled by the reader”—was a formal one, too: “an attempt to shape a silence while breaking it.” As she put it in a later essay, she wanted to construct “the story of a shattered, fractured perception resulting from a shattered, splintered life.” This led her to realize that “the visual image of a splintered mirror, or the corridor of split mirrors in blue eyes, is the form as well as the context in The Bluest Eye.”

			Whether historical, biographical, or literary, all of these reasons for writing the novel have in common a response to absence: “I couldn’t find it anywhere”; we were going to “skip over something”; “female black children, who have never held center stage”; “a narrative void”; an “attempt to shape a silence while breaking it”; “there is really nothing more to say.” This emphasis on absence—the void, the vacuum, the vanished; the failed, the silenced, the missing—is precisely why The Bluest Eye is not just another identitarian sob story but a work of art.

			Morrison’s form in the novel, her how, operates through negation: she takes things away; she leaves things out; she embeds absence at every level of form, from the novel’s structure to its tropes and images, down to the most minute elements of its prose style. And this, I’ll suggest, is a black aesthetic, part of her effort, as she puts it in her foreword, “to transfigure the complexity and wealth of Black American culture into a language worthy of the culture.”
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			The Bluest Eye seems to begin thrice, a kind of opening shudder. First, we get a typographical flourish: Morrison’s version of a “Dick and Jane” or “Alice and Jerry” story in a midcentury, suburban, white, American setting: “Here is the house. It is green and white. It has a red door. It is very pretty.” These lines run together, losing their punctuation (“Here is the house it is green and white it has a red door”), then their spaces (“hereisthehouseitisgreenandwhite”), yielding a modernist slurry. Capitalized, italicized snippets of this (“HEREISTHEHOUSE”) go on to serve as the titles for specific chapters about Pecola Breedlove’s life.

			The novel begins again with that opening narration printed on the first edition’s cover: “Quiet as it’s kept, there were no marigolds in the fall of 1941.” Finally, we start over a third time with a part title page: “Autumn.” This isn’t the fall of 1941, however; we soon realize as we read on that we’ve in fact looped back to the fall of 1940 so as to move forward through the “Winter” of 1940, then the “Spring” and “Summer” of 1941, and end up where we began.

			These three staggered beginnings-that-are-endings are all circular: Dick and Jane are forever ignorant and blissful; the seasons return; the seeds shrivel and die. But this is less a reassuring cycle of life than a self-devouring ouroboros that lends a belated, doomed quality to the novel, the last line of which is “It’s much, much, much too late.”

			Given the novel’s reputation as the piteous tale of a black girl who yearns for blue eyes, it may come as a surprise to some new readers that The Bluest Eye is narrated not by Pecola herself, but by a woman named Claudia MacTeer, from Lorain, Ohio. In one of the few biographical gestures of her oeuvre, Morrison, whose grandmother’s maiden name was McTear, used her real hometown, where she grew up as Chloe Wofford.

			Claudia is what is known as a character-narrator. As a young character, Claudia meets Pecola when her parents briefly take the girl in after a crisis in the Breedlove home. As an adult narrator, Claudia dips freely into the minds of the other people in the community. This means that we largely learn about Pecola from a distance, through rich, detailed portraits of the people in her life who have, as Morrison explains in her foreword, “mounted a series of rejections” of her, “some routine, some exceptional, some monstrous.”

			Each of these interlinked vignettes sheds light on an aspect of Pecola’s life, starting with her poverty (a chapter whose title begins “HEREISTHEHOUSE…”) and her parents’ abusive relationship (“HEREISTHEFAMILY…”). We bear witness to her rejection by a Polish grocer, Mr. Yacobowski, then by a group of white boys, then by a group of black boys, then by a group of black girls including Claudia; her sister, Frieda; and a light-skinned girl, Maureen, who adopts Pecola as a kind of pet, only to turn on her: “I am cute! And you ugly! Black and ugly.”

			We shift to a quasi-sociological account of a black neighbor, Geraldine, an aspirational migrant from the South, whose horrid son, Junior, throws a cat at Pecola (“SEETHECAT…”), and then frames her for killing it, leading his mother to spit an epithet at the girl: “You nasty little black bitch.” This episode yields the image that Pecola fixates on: “the blue eyes in the black face” of the cat.

			We spend more time with Pauline Breedlove (“SEEMOTHER…”), and read of the accidents of life that marred her destiny when she was young: a nail in the floor that made her lame; a tooth that went unattended, rotted, and fell out; her escapist moviegoing, which only fed the self-loathing that made her name her daughter after Peola, the light-skinned girl who wishes to be white in John M. Stahl’s 1934 version of the film Imitation of Life.

			We turn our gaze to Cholly Breedlove (“SEEFATHER…”), who also has known severe humiliations in his youth: the first time he has sex, two white men discover the young couple, then proceed to watch and instruct; when he finds the father who abandoned him, he is rejected so painfully that he soils himself. It is in Cholly’s chapter, and from his perspective, that we learn how he ends up raping his own daughter, Pecola.

			We move to the personal history of another neighbor, a minister turned grifter named Soaphead Church (né Elihue Micah Whitcomb), going all the way back to the “decaying British nobleman” who introduced the whiteness into his family line that he still strains to maintain. Soaphead is a believer—part of his chapter is structured as a letter to God—a self-described intellectual, and a repressed pedophile. Rather than molest Pecola, Soaphead decides to manipulate her, convincing her that if she poisons a dog (“SEETHEDOG…”) that’s been bothering him, she’ll get the blue eyes she prays for.

			These “rejections” have cumulatively fractured Pecola’s psyche entirely by the novel’s end, where she finally speaks in the first person, but in a disturbing dialogue with herself (“HERECOMESAFRIEND…”). Why approach this broken child through this complex structure and sundry cast of characters? Why not let Pecola tell her own story straight? Why not simply give the voiceless a voice?

			Morrison explained that she felt “centering the weight of the novel’s inquiry on so delicate and vulnerable a character could smash her and lead readers into the comfort of pitying her rather than into an interrogation of themselves for the smashing.” Further, to avoid both sentimentality and “complicity in the demonization process,” she found it necessary to treat “racism as a cause, consequence, and manifestation of individual and social psychosis.”

			Disdaining straightforward storytelling and a personal account from the point of view of the victim, Morrison instead broke “the narrative into parts” that have to “be reassembled by the reader,” who must piece together the myriad overdetermined forces that have obliterated this young girl. The novel in essence enacts structural racism while refusing to villainize individual culprits: “I did not want to dehumanize the characters who trashed Pecola and contributed to her collapse.”

			This is how it happens, the novel insists: class politics, family trauma, extreme poverty, popular culture, intraracial colorism, and a cruelty bred of perversity all pile on together to blot out Pecola. Nobody is responsible; everybody is responsible. This contradictory judgment is not an abdication of responsibility. It is a refusal to simplify. It is also an effort to use form to create a specific reading experience—not passive pity or easy villainizing, but active reassembly and self-interrogation.

			With its central void, typographical play, and division into multiple points of view, The Bluest Eye fits right into the modernist canon Morrison had tried to master, so to speak, in her 1955 master’s thesis on William Faulkner and Virginia Woolf. Morrison sometimes called that thesis “shaky”; having read it, I have to agree; she was only twenty-four years old when she finished it, after all.

			But among her heavy-handed interpretations, we find ideas that would reappear in her own sure-footed novels: the question of dominion (“The greatest pain one human can inflict on another is to impose his will upon him”); the risk of love (“Her determination to connect herself intimately with others hinders her self-knowledge”); the binds of Greek tragedy (“the conflict between individual will and fate and the self-wrought catastrophe of the protagonist”); and certain paradoxes of time (“Death…offers a way to outwit time”; “there is an innate desire for eternity and, simultaneously, a profound doubt that it exists”).

			Just as significant as these themes are the formal techniques Morrison took from the modernists. While she sometimes disdained being compared to the canonical writers she had studied, she did not deny the effect they had on her work: “Woolf with her gaps, Faulkner with his delays both control the reader and lead her to operate within the text…. I admit to this deliberate deployment in almost all of my own books.” This influence sometimes manifested in negative fashion. “He could infuriate you in such wonderful ways,” she once said of Faulkner, and elsewhere described his deliberate use of absence in this way: “As a reader you have been forced to hunt for a drop of black blood that means everything and nothing…. So the structure is the argument.”

			In The Bluest Eye, too, the structure is the argument. We see Morrison’s awareness of her modernist design in seemingly incidental images in the novel. There is a motif of broken things inside the Breedloves’ home in an old storefront, such as “the split” in a couch “which became a gash, which became a gaping chasm.” The Breedloves themselves slip in and out of that abode, “each member of the family in his own cell of consciousness, each making his own patchwork quilt of reality—collecting fragments of experience here, pieces of information there.”

			A pavement is “flagged in calculated disorder, hiding the cunning symmetry.” A child’s speculation about adult behavior is said to be “wildly fitting in its incoherence.” A funeral is “like a street tragedy with spontaneity tucked softly into the corners of a highly formal structure.” Soaphead Church’s personality is described as “an arabesque: intricate, symmetrical, balanced, and tightly constructed—except for one flaw.”

			Critics refer to moments like these as covert metafiction, whereby an author embeds clues in a text about its fictional construction. Morrison hints to us in these ways that The Bluest Eye as a whole structure is possessed of calculated disorder, wildly fitting incoherence, spontaneity tucked into a highly formal structure, and patchwork fragmentation. It is, in sum, a modernist literary “arabesque: intricate, symmetrical, balanced, tightly constructed” with “one flaw”—Pecola herself, the narrative void, the absent center around which the novel’s shards revolve.
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			When Morrison said she was attempting to shape a silence “while breaking it,” she of course meant this colloquially—to break a silence as in to disclose—but also, in a strange way, she meant it literally: to shatter silence itself. What would it look like to crack the quiet open, to break absence into pieces, to subject a void to rupture? How does it work, how does it feel, when things appear in a novel in the form of negative space, acts of undoing, or events under the sign of erasure?

			Let’s start with a minor tic in Morrison’s depiction of speech:

			
				“I’m willing to do what I can for folks. Can’t nobody say I ain’t.”

				“Ain’t nobody bothering you.”

				“Don’t nobody know nothing about them…Don’t seem to have no people.”

			

			Each of these sentence fragments exhibits Morrison’s insistence on using “speakerly, aural, colloquial” language as part of her aesthetic project. These examples of dialogue sound natural, overheard, spoken, and black. And that’s because they all use double negatives.

			The double negative is a recognizable feature of colloquial American speech, but especially of African American Vernacular English or, as I prefer to call it, black English. Morrison is not just using it to make her dialogue realistic, though; here, it is part of her aesthetics of negation. It is significant that the black double negative does not signify a positive term (as it does in so-called standard English), but rather doubles down on the negative, suggesting a surplus of nothing, an intensification of the naught.

			You can find this aesthetic everywhere in black works of art, from lines of poetry by Sun Ra such as “out of nowhere they come from the no point” to Kerry James Marshall’s “Black Painting” (2003/2006), which layers black paint over an image of Fred Hampton’s apartment at night, including a wall poster of the iconic Black Panthers logo. This aesthetic expresses the idea, as the critic Stephen Best puts it, that “there is something impossible about blackness…to be black is also to participate, of necessity, in a collective undoing, if not…a self-undoing.”

			Self-undoing is the perfect way to describe another of Morrison’s forms of negation in The Bluest Eye. Pecola, watching her parents exchange punches with “brutal formalism,” thinks:

			
				“Please make me disappear.” She squeezed her eyes shut. Little parts of her body faded away. Now slowly, now with a rush. Slowly again. Her fingers went, one by one; then her arms disappeared all the way to the elbow. Her feet now. Yes, that was good. The legs all at once. It was hardest above the thighs. She had to be real still and pull. Her stomach would not go. But finally it, too, went away. Then her chest, her neck. The face was hard, too. Almost done, almost. Only her tight, tight eyes were left. They were always left.

			

			A contreblazon—the reverse of a blazon, the poetic listing of a beloved’s physical features—describes the wrong parts of the body or negates them completely, as in Shakespeare’s words about his Dark Lady: “My mistress’ eyes are nothing like the sun.” Pecola’s self-negation, body part by body part, announces via elimination both what makes up her body and what it is reduced to: the “tight, tight” eyes that function as repository, agent, and object of the gaze.

			The pattern of eyes in the novel, which begins with its title, traces a web of gazes that binds the characters—like those between white movie stars and Pauline in the audience—yet always seems to omit one. Pecola goes ever unseen, as in her encounter with Mr. Yacobowski:

			
				She looks up at him and sees the vacuum where curiosity ought to lodge. And something more. The total absence of human recognition—the glazed separateness…. [T]his vacuum is not new to her. It has an edge; somewhere in the bottom lid is the distaste. She has seen it lurking in the eyes of all white people. So. The distaste must be for her, her blackness. All things in her are flux and anticipation. But her blackness is static and dread. And it is the blackness that accounts for, that creates, the vacuum edged with distaste in white eyes.

			

			Morrison inverts the classic scene of racial interpellation whereby a person is labeled and rejected, as when Frantz Fanon describes a white child pointing at him in the street, shouting, “Look, a Negro!” Here, it is the white adult’s “absence of human recognition,” the “vacuum edged with distaste,” that turns the child’s sense of her blackness to “static and dread.”

			Negation is often strangely active in The Bluest Eye, a narrative form of creatio ex nihilo. When Pecola arrives at the MacTeers’ to stay for a short while, she arrives “with nothing. No little paper bag with the other dress, or a nightgown, or two pair of whitish cotton bloomers.” These lines might seem just to convey all the things young Claudia expected Pecola to have with her. But notice how the simple word “nothing” seems to fill up with the very things that are said to be missing.

			When we read sentences, especially those that describe objects in specific detail (“two pair of whitish cotton bloomers”), we tend to picture them. This means that we mentally conjure even those things we are explicitly told aren’t there. Here, we hold the initial “nothing” and later “no” in reserve—or rather, they operate as imaginary lines striking through what follows, placing them under the sign of erasure.

			Morrison often makes absence manifest through this obliquely ironic move called paralepsis, whereby you raise a subject by denying it outright or by feigning that you’re not going to bring it up. This rhetorical trope is familiar to us from the dry conversational gambit of saying “not to mention” before you go on ahead and mention, as with this passing example from The Bluest Eye: “Nothing in his life even suggested that the feat was possible, not to say desirable or necessary.” Paralepsis is usually just a form of wry emphasis.

			But when Morrison elaborates paralepsis at narrative scale, this technique of negation produces extraordinary effects:

			
				There is nothing more to say about the furnishings. They were anything but describable, having been conceived, manufactured, shipped, and sold in various states of thoughtlessness, greed, and indifference. The furniture had aged without ever having become familiar. People had owned it, but never known it. No one had lost a penny or a brooch under the cushions of either sofa and remembered the place and time of the loss or the finding. No one had clucked and said, “But I had it just a minute ago. I was sitting right there talking to…” or “Here it is. It must have slipped down while I was feeding the baby!” No one had given birth in one of the beds—or remembered with fondness the peeled paint places, because that’s what the baby, when he learned to pull himself up, used to pick loose. No thrifty child had tucked a wad of gum under the table. No happy drunk—a friend of the family, with a fat neck, unmarried, you know, but God how he eats!—had sat at the piano and played “You Are My Sunshine”…

			

			The paragraph goes on, listing all that isn’t there in the Breedlove home. Poverty robs you; it’s worth making an inventory of the stolen goods. We feel absence more poignantly through this photonegative of the life—the liveliness—that is missing, that ought to be possible.

			Along the same lines, Pauline’s damaged foot—caused by a rusty nail in her impoverished childhood home—explains “why she alone of all the children had no nickname; why there were no funny jokes and anecdotes about funny things she had done; why no one ever remarked on her food preferences—no saving of the wing or neck for her.”

			When, as an adult woman working as a maid for a white family, Pauline bathes their child, it is:

			
				in a porcelain tub with silvery taps running infinite quantities of hot, clear water. She dried her in fluffy white towels and put her in cuddly night clothes…. No zinc tub, no buckets of stove-heated water, no flaky, stiff, grayish towels washed in a kitchen sink, dried in a dusty backyard, no tangled black puffs of rough wool to comb.

			

			What is not at her place of work (the textures and shades of the scenes of washing she’s used to at home) hovers behind the gleaming surfaces.

			By invoking both, Morrison uses a painterly effect called chiaroscuro, juxtaposing the brightness of porcelain, silvery, and fluffy white with the darkness of zinc, grayish, and black puffs. This technique intensifies the stark contrast of presence and absence, but also aligns them with racial blackness and whiteness in the novel.

			Claudia invokes the same black-and-white palette when she makes two counterintuitive confessions about herself as a child. One is that she preferred being unclean, loathed the “hateful bath in a galvanized zinc tub” that led to “the dreadful and humiliating absence of dirt. The irritable, unimaginative cleanliness. Gone the ink marks from legs and face.” The other, more disconcertingly, is that she longed to dismember every “blue-eyed, yellow-haired, pink-skinned doll” that she received.

			Later in the novel, she imagines Pecola’s unborn child, “the baby that everybody wanted dead,” with the opposite features:

			
				I thought about…and saw it very clearly. It was in a dark, wet place, its head covered with great O’s of wool, the black face holding, like nickels, two clean black eyes, the flared nose, kissing-thick lips, and the living, breathing silk of black skin. No synthetic yellow bangs suspended over marble-blue eyes, no pinched nose and bowline mouth. More strongly than my fondness for Pecola, I felt a need for someone to want the black baby to live—just to counteract the universal love of white baby dolls.

			

			The stereotypical connotations of the respective sides of the racial binary are reversed: now, blackness is what is great, clean, breathing, silk, bright as a nickel, while whiteness is what is synthetic, marble, pinched—and, more important, what is placed under the sign of erasure.

			Claudia’s negative diction—no yellow bangs, no pinched nose—enacts her methodical dismemberment of white dolls, but it also figuratively counters her own erasure in the zinc tub, as well as Pecola’s self-canceling contreblazon. Claudia has, by force of double negation as much as by force of imagination, brought an otherwise nullified blackness to shimmering, vibrant life.

			This effort to reverse the interracial dynamic between white and black, however, distracts the characters—and many readers—from the intraracial one. The passage closes with the adult Claudia realizing, again in negative fashion, that “we did not think of the fact that Pecola was not married…we did not dwell on the fact that the baby’s father was Pecola’s father, too.”

			This childish denial is a refusal or inability to confront what white racism has led to: a terrible violence within the black world, one that will tear this little black girl’s spirit asunder. Pecola also goes unseen by her own family, also becomes invisible to her own community. This is what Morrison meant when she said she wanted to depict a “hurtful…internecine racism.”

			In her evocation of this internal fracture, Morrison makes negative use of a characteristically black form: repetition and revision, or repetition with a difference. Claudia tells us that the result of the Breedloves’ domestic drama is that everybody in the family is now outdoors, “the real terror of life.” She explains: “There is a difference between being put out and being put outdoors…like the difference between the concept of death and being, in fact, dead.”

			Morrison later uses this stylistic device of polyptoton, which emphasizes minor differences between words of the same root, when she has Cholly reflect that “lonely was much better than alone.” It is no coincidence that each of these terms about the destruction that haunts black life from within—out, outdoors, death, dead, lonely, alone—connotes a kind of evacuation. In other words, Morrison is drawing attention to differences within the negative. This is yet another reason that her form breaks silence, fractures absence: in order to show how the negated black world, too, annihilates its own people.
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			In Morrison’s writing, a crack of negation can creep even into a single word—with profound ethical reverberations. She makes use of negative prefixes like un-, in-, or dis- as much as any writer of prose in English might, but it is notable that versions of the words indifferent and disinterested in particular recur in her work.

			Sometimes she deploys them to characterize structural oppression, like the “thoughtlessness, greed, and indifference” of the conditions that ravaged the Breedloves’ furniture or “the complete indifference with which a rusty nail was met” when it punched through young Pauline’s foot. Capitalism, in short, is indifferent to those it skewers. In other cases, Morrison uses these self-negating words to characterize certain people’s moral codes, as with “the disinterested wrath” of the “merry gargoyles,” the prostitutes who live above the Breedloves and apparently take pleasure in cheating men of all races.

			Claudia uses both terms to describe what her pathological desire to destroy white dolls betrays:

			
				The truly horrifying thing was the transference of the same impulses to little white girls. The indifference with which I could have axed them was shaken only by my desire to do so…. When I learned how repulsive this disinterested violence was, that it was repulsive because it was disinterested, my shame floundered about for refuge.

			

			For Morrison, disinterest and indifference seem to sit on a spectrum of human experience that doesn’t concern only perception or intellection or feeling, but ethics as well.

			Several critics have noted that a cool neutrality in both theme and style appears across Morrison’s oeuvre. It permeates the violence within the ironically named Peace clan in Sula; it emerges in the clinical brutality of an enslaver called “schoolteacher” and his nephews in Beloved. What I find striking about this Morrisonian theme is that disinterestedness in particular is often thought of as an ideal of Enlightenment philosophy, an ethical good when it comes to both justice and art.

			Immanuel Kant carefully distinguished disinterestedness from the “instrumentality” that would treat people as a means to an end rather than, in the famous formulation, as “an end in themselves.” But for Morrison, disinterestedness—figured as a loss of interest in the human world and in its vivid, distinct internal differences—can in fact be worse than purposive instrumentality.

			The moral implications of an absence of interest first emerge in the context of the appalling crux of The Bluest Eye, Cholly Breedlove’s rape of his own daughter, Pecola. The novel’s explanation for how he became capable of this act is surprising:

			
				Cholly was free. Dangerously free. Free to feel whatever he felt—fear, guilt, shame, love, grief, pity. Free to be tender or violent, to whistle or weep…free to live his fantasies, and free even to die, the how and the when of which held no interest for him…. Abandoned in a junk heap by his mother, rejected for a crap game by his father, there was nothing more to lose…. Nothing, nothing, interested him now. Not himself, not other people.

			

			That last “Nothing, nothing” emphasizes that Cholly is no longer tied down by, nor tied to, anyone. The rejections he has undergone have granted him a perverse freedom—not from feelings as such, but from being interested in them or differentiating between them.

			It is notable that Cholly’s rape isn’t depicted as an act of instrumental abuse: he doesn’t rape Pecola out of pedophilic desire, nor is he simply a bad man. Rather, it happens because he’s so indifferent to her that he can barely distinguish her as a person. Like Claudia’s fantasy of dismembering white dolls/girls, his act of violence emerges as an elision of crucial differences.

			He initially confuses his daughter with his wife due to a shared gesture: Pecola stands “on one foot scratching the back of her calf with her toe…. [T]hat was what Pauline was doing the first time he saw her.” As he approaches, he sees Pecola “dimly and could not tell what he saw or what he felt.” After the deed is done, he finds her fingers clenched around his wrist, though “whether her grip was from a hopeless but stubborn struggle to be free, or from some other emotion, he could not tell.” His “dangerous freedom” doesn’t just curtail Pecola’s own “struggle to be free”; it makes him incapable of discerning it.

			What is perhaps most shocking about the scene of incestuous rape itself, which is quite explicit for a debut novel published in 1970, is that it is told from the rapist’s point of view:

			
				The confused mixture of his memories of Pauline and the doing of a wild and forbidden thing excited him, and a bolt of desire ran down his genitals, giving it length, and softening the lips of his anus. Surrounding all of this lust was a border of politeness. He wanted to fuck her—tenderly. But the tenderness would not hold. The tightness of her vagina was more than he could bear. His soul seemed to slip down to his guts and fly out into her, and the gigantic thrust he made into her then provoked the only sound she made—a hollow suck of air in the back of her throat. Like the rapid loss of air from a circus balloon.

			

			The passage is in the third person but we see it through Cholly’s eyes, feel it through his body, experience it through his consciousness. Because it is in free indirect style, it is colored by his idiomatic phrases (“fuck her,” “his guts”) even as it also uses the narrator’s detached diction (“genitals,” “anus,” “a border of politeness”).

			Both voices seem present in that incongruous simile for Pecola’s “hollow suck of air”: “Like the rapid loss of air from a circus balloon.” This reminder of what is missing from her childhood, like that “vacuum” she sees in the eyes of white people, signifies a lack of recognition that grounds if not causes the annihilation of her spirit. This indifference, this absence of care, the novel suggests, is the very substance of cruelty.

			The neutrality—not the titillation—of this scene’s tone is what makes it so disturbing. It also surely accounts at least in part for the perennial efforts to ban The Bluest Eye. Morrison ferociously resisted that censorship—and was a loud-spoken critic of censorship of all kinds—but even she was perplexed by those who wished to teach her first novel to students in junior high: “I wonder, why do they want them to read it so young. It’s not a children’s book. It is scary.”

			I, too, was surprised when, back in 2020, I saw the marketing for a “public reading” of the entirety of The Bluest Eye for Black History Month by “eleven critically acclaimed and bestselling authors” as part of an initiative “at the intersection of racial equity, social justice, and literacy.” Who would volunteer to read Cholly’s scandalous pages aloud in public?

			The politics of representation so often trump Morrison’s complex aesthetic and ethical project that it’s easy to miss the fact that The Bluest Eye has a lot in common with a fellow victim of censorship, Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita (1955). Humbert Humbert says of the twelve-year-old he rapes: “Reader, she seduced me.” Pecola’s double accuses her of enjoying the “second time” with her father; Morrison’s notes confirm that, yearning for human touch, she seduces him. In Lolita, the beloved is “safely solipsized.” In The Bluest Eye, “the loved one is shorn, neutralized, frozen in the glare of the lover’s inward eye.” In both cases, the father figure has grown numb to the reality of another person, has lost track of the fundamental difference that she is a child.

			Morrison’s rape scene also responds to another novel premised on blackness as absence, one about which she was ambivalent to say the least. “Invisible to whom?” she was fond of retorting when Ralph Ellison’s masterwork was mentioned, but she was clearly invoking it with her own novel of negation.

			Early in Invisible Man (1952), the narrator accompanies a white philanthropist around the southern Negro college he is attending. They encounter a former sharecropper, Jim Trueblood, who regales the stranger with a story about raping and impregnating his own daughter. Morrison offers a counterpoint to Ellison’s grotesque, satirical portrait of Trueblood, whose name she quasi-anagrams to the incestuous Breedlove, through her nuanced psychological portraits of two black male child rapists: Cholly, with his surplus of freedom, and Soaphead Church, with his intellectualized perversity.

			Soaphead’s chapter specifically engages with another scene in Invisible Man, in which the narrator buys roasted yams on the street in New York, refusing to be embarrassed to eat this southern black food in public. “I yam what I am!” the invisible man says to the vendor, cleverly entwining three allusions: to God’s words to Moses in the Old Testament; to the cartoon Popeye; and to Descartes’s dictum “I think therefore I am.”

			Soaphead echoes this moment in his letter to God: “Is that why to the simplest and friendliest of questions: ‘What is your name?’ put to you by Moses, You would not say, and said instead ‘I am who I am.’ Like Popeye? I Yam What I Yam?” Soaphead goes on to justify his sexual proclivities through a sophisticated—or sophistic—reasoning process that sounds more like Ellison’s brilliant hero than the uneducated Trueblood.

			This subtle critique of Ellison also seems to indict Morrison herself, who, like Soaphead, was an avid reader and writer with a complicated relationship to God. Nobody knows why, but another part of Soaphead’s chapter is in fact an almost exact transcription from a letter that Toni Morrison, or rather Chloe Wofford, wrote to God.

			The language of this undated personal letter in her papers is almost identical to Soaphead’s words about his ex:

			
				She (Velma) left me the way people leave a hotel room. A hotel room is a place to be when you are doing something else. Of itself it is of no consequence to one’s major scheme. A hotel room is convenient. But its convenience is limited to the time you need it while you are in that particular town on that particular business; you hope it is comfortable, but prefer, rather, that it be anonymous. It is not, after all, where you live.

			

			The two letters even bear the same lengthy addressee—“He Who Greatly Ennobled Human Nature by Creating It”—though only one is signed with the initials for that abandoned hotel room. Morrison often spoke of the need to imagine herself into every character. Here, she sacrifices her own pain, her own loss, projects it into Soaphead, not to defend him but to humanize him—and to interrogate herself.

			In Morrison’s opening literary foray, then, she uses formal techniques of negation and an authorial self-abnegation to trouble the spiritual, intellectual, and artistic ideals many of us take for granted. So-called Enlightenment values of freedom and disinterestedness become the measure of Claudia’s speculative dismemberment of little white girls—“it was repulsive because it was disinterested”—then get aligned with the very real violence of men who rape little black girls.

			With this novel, Morrison dramatizes the argument that Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer made in the wake of World War II. They theorized that the concentration camps arose out of a mechanical instrumentalization of Enlightenment reasoning, which, as Aimé Césaire had already pointed out, had long been used to justify the violence of colonialism. Even more remarkable is that, in The Bluest Eye, Morrison took advantage of a personal catastrophe as well as the simplest form of grammatical nullification—prefixes that undo difference and interest—to stage her own negative dialectics of enlightenment.
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			Morrison’s forms of negation build over the course of The Bluest Eye toward a chilling climax—or vortex—at its close. In a chapter whose title begins “HERECOMESAFRIEND…” we find a set of alternating roman and italicized lines. We finally get to hear Pecola’s voice—except that she’s speaking with herself.

			The two Pecolas discuss why everybody looks away whenever she catches their eye these days. One Pecola says: “Can you imagine? Something like that happening to a person, and nobody but nobody saying anything about it?” They decide it’s due to jealousy over her new blue eyes, which she deliriously believes have finally been bestowed upon her by God.

			We know, of course, that people look away because she was raped and impregnated by her father; what we hear in the line “nobody but nobody saying anything” is the complicit silence of her community about “something like that happening to a person.” This is the culmination, or nadir, of the negations of the novel, swallowing Pecola down into an abyss of “nothings,” “nobodies,” and “nots”—rejection, denial, vacuity, silence, erasure.

			The doubled nobody-but-nobody also evokes that Morrisonian black sound, which runs underneath the psychological desolation so many associate with the novel. My sense is that there’s actually a piece of black humor here about imaginary friends, “nobody but nobody” signifying both the nullified Pecola and her nonexistent shadow self.

			This chimes with the coy responses the double sends back to Pecola at other moments in this mono-dia-logue:

			
				I was so lonely for friends. And you were right here. Right before my eyes.

				No, honey. Right after your eyes.

				…

				I thought you were my friend.

				I am. I am.

			

			The conversation with Ellison continues, but this “I am. I am.” feels less like a musing on black identity or on God’s mysteries than like a pun on the “double” consciousness at work in the scene.

			What are these jokes doing in the midst of all this bleakness? Morrison once described irony as the most “authentic” feature of black style: “Any irony is the mainstay…. taking that which is peripheral, or violent or doomed or something that nobody else can see any value in and making value out of it.” The way The Bluest Eye wrings ironic value out of the doomed and devalued sounds a lot to me like the blues.

			As with many writers, music is foundational to Morrison’s literary self-fashioning: “My effort is to be like something that has probably only been fully expressed perhaps in music.” This echoes Walter Pater’s old dictum that “all art constantly aspires towards the condition of music”—except that for Morrison, black music is the primary model:

			
				Jazz always keeps you on the edge. There is no final chord. There may be a long chord, but no final chord. And it agitates you. Spirituals agitate you, no matter what they are saying about how it is all going to be. There is something underneath them that is incomplete. There is always something else that you want from the music. I want my books to be like that—because I want that feeling of something held in reserve.

			

			Incompleteness, fragmentation, irony, and tragicomic feeling are the shared notes, or overtones, between modernist techniques and the black music of The Bluest Eye.

			The novel invokes the latter explicitly in its story world—in negative fashion, of course. A woman sings the spiritual “Precious Lord”: “Ivy sang the dark sweetness that Pauline could not name; she sang the death-defying death that Pauline yearned for.” The narrator claims that “the pieces of Cholly’s life could become coherent only in the head of a musician,” but goes on to scatter those glittering pieces over the course of a glorious digression anyway:

			
				Only those who talk their talk through the gold of curved metal, or in the touch of black-and-white rectangles and taut skins and strings echoing from wooden corridors, could give true form to his life. Only they would know how to connect the heart of a red watermelon to the asafetida bag to the muscadine to the flashlight on his behind to the fists of money to the lemonade in a Mason jar to a man called Blue and come up with what all of that meant in joy, in pain, in anger, in love, and give it its final and pervading ache of freedom.

			

			This narrative paralepsis—saying what is allegedly impossible to say—conjures a spectral blues: the horns, keys, strings; the surreal lyrical juxtapositions; the contradictory emotional tone.

			Claudia’s mother sings songs infused with this same pervading but pleasurable ache:

			
				She would sing about hard times, bad times, and somebody-done-gone-and-left-me times. But her voice was so sweet and her singing-eyes so melty I found myself longing for those hard times, yearning to be grown without “a thin di-i-ime to my name.” I looked forward to the delicious time when “my man” would leave me, when I would “hate to see that evening sun go down…” ’cause then I would know “my man has left this town.”

			

			If black musical forms double down and elaborate on absence and negation—what is “incomplete” or “held in reserve,” the “death-defying death” of spirituals, the “done-gone-and-left-me” blues—it is precisely to convince us through their beauty that “pain was not only endurable, it was sweet.”

			This paradoxical feeling is a refrain in the novel: a prostitute’s singing voice is “sweet and hard, like new strawberries”; with eyes “full of sorrow,” Claudia’s sister sings to her when she’s sick, turning her illness into “a productive and fructifying pain.” As Morrison says in an essay, “It’s impossible to hear that sort of blues cry without acknowledging in it the defiance, the grandeur, the agency.”

			This is why, when I think of The Bluest Eye, I do not think only of Pecola’s wretched despair. I think also of Pauline’s iridescent orgasms: “I feel like I’m laughing between my legs, and the laughing gets all mixed up with the colors, and I’m afraid I’ll come, and afraid I won’t. But I know I will. And I do. And it be rainbow all inside.” I think, too, of Cholly’s delectation in the sight of a freshly opened watermelon: “Blood red, its planes dull and blunted with sweetness, its edges rigid with juice. Too obvious, almost obscene, in the joy it promised.”

			I think of even Pecola’s precious relationship with “the codes and touchstones of the world…. she owned the crack that made her stumble; she owned the clumps of dandelions whose white heads, last fall, she had blown away; whose yellow heads, this fall, she peered into. And owning them made her part of the world, and the world a part of her.”

			This isn’t to say that The Bluest Eye is really about healing or uplift. After all, these passages of pleasure, joy, and connection are bound in the same pages as Pecola’s inexorable, irreparable doom. By drawing pain and beauty together—by seeing them as co-constitutive, a darkness brimming over—the novel expresses that double feeling we try to express with the word saudade, the word exquisite, the word poignant, but truly capture only with the word blues.

			Though she took issue with Ellison’s depiction of black invisibility and pathology, Morrison no doubt agreed with his two well-known definitions of the blues, as “an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically,” and as “an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it…by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism.” The Bluest Eye is the closest Morrison would ever get to a semi-autobiographical chronicle. In it, she fingers the jagged grain of other people’s personal catastrophes, presses their brutal experiences into a lyrical, bittersweet, black-and-blue record.

			The blues tone of the novel even seeps into its title, which has lost some of its strangeness over time. The superlative adjective is actually quite odd—how can eyes be more or less blue, or the most blue? It comes from Pecola’s dialogue with herself about her new blue eyes, where she says she wants still bluer eyes, indeed “the bluest eyes in the whole world.” That impossible, asymptotic bluest may convey the futility of her obsession. That singular eye may suggest that it has made of Pecola the saddest I. But it is also no accident that The Bluest Eye has the blues right at the heart of it.
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			It is another irony that this exceptional first novel haunted Morrison with regret more than any other she wrote. Archival manuscripts show that she drafted, then cut, a whole chapter from the perspective of a social worker. She talked about how “thrilling” it was initially to rewrite the novel from scratch, but described the result as “failed.” She admitted in the foreword to the novel that its execution “does not satisfy me now. Besides, it didn’t work.”

			And when she spoke in an interview of how her love for her characters grounded her writing, she mentioned one exception: “That girl, Maureen Peal. I was not good with her. She was too easy a shot. I wouldn’t do that now with her…. I was unfair to her. I did not in that book look at anything from her point of view inside. I only showed the facade.”

			Almost nobody knows this, but Morrison very nearly tried to do something different with Maureen, indeed with The Bluest Eye entirely. In the late 1980s, Morrison and her former literary agent, Lynn Nesbit, had an exchange about an offer from Holt to sell the rights to her own first novel back to her for an amount that, at that stage in her career, she found exorbitant. Morrison, breathless with fury, threatened to rewrite the book, self-publish this rewrite at her own expense, sell a few copies by hand to recoup the costs, and call for a national boycott of the old edition.

			None of this happened. Nesbit brokered a better deal. The version of The Bluest Eye published in 1970 is the one we still read and teach. But Morrison felt that the act of airing her wish to burn everything to the ground had been productive for her nonetheless, and it unmistakably aligned the mistreatment of the book with the fate of its young heroine.

			I am grateful that The Bluest Eye exists in its original incarnation, imperfect yet brilliant. I am grateful, too, that we now know about Morrison’s breathless, indignant, unfulfilled vow to reclaim it, undo it, and rewrite it, that her blues cry for her firstborn book—in all its defiance, grandeur, and agency—persists even under the sign of erasure.

		

	
		
			
				2

				Naming Sula

			
			It’s the name. Sula. That’s what always strikes a space between my breasts whenever I even think about Toni Morrison’s second novel, published in 1973. There are other names in Morrison’s titles—Solomon, Tar Baby, Beloved—but they do not wear their allegory so lightly. Names in fiction always have this uncertainty about them. Was this name randomly chosen? Chosen to sound random? Or was it selected to convey a symbolic meaning, to represent a metaphysical or social type?

			Sula is clearly a type, but she is the type of person who exceeds typology. She’s the kind of woman about whom you start to say, “She’s the kind of woman…” even though you know that any words that follow will twist like winter leaves before they hit the air, will fall to the ground, dry and dead wrong. She is that oxymoron we call a real character.

			Sula is incomparable; there’s nobody like Sula. But I’ve seen Sula in my days: in my late sister, in friends, in strangers on the street. Morrison saw Sula in someone, too, before she created her:

			
				I began to write my second book…because of my preoccupation with a picture of a woman and the way in which I heard her name pronounced. Her name was Hannah, and I think she was a friend of my mother’s. I don’t remember seeing her very much, but what I do remember is the color around her—a kind of violet, a suffusion of something violet—and her eyes, which appeared to be half closed. But what I remember most is how the women said her name: how they said “Hannah Peace” and smiled to themselves, and there was some secret about her that they knew, which they didn’t talk about, at least not in my hearing, but it seemed loaded in the way in which they said her name. And I suspected that she was a little bit of an outlaw but that they approved in some way.

			

			In the novel, this woman becomes Sula’s mother, Hannah Peace, but elements of her also appear in Sula herself. Morrison’s memory of the woman who inspired them crosses the senses in an almost synesthetic way, as the sound of the name and the smiles garlanding it conjure “a suffusion of something violet.”

			This mosaic of image, feeling, and idea is the originating shape from which Sula unfolds, replicating its ironies. One key irony, again, is that this woman is quintessentially herself—nobody is like her—but she’s also everybody we know whom nobody is like. As Morrison put it in an interview, “I didn’t know anyone like her. I never knew a woman like that at any rate. But I knew women who looked like that, who looked like they could be like that.”

			As we’ve seen, Morrison considered irony to be a “distinctive…authentic…mainstay” of black style, and with Sula, she plays with the starkest form of it: the expression of meaning using language that signifies its opposite. All the formal features of the novel flow through the interlocking valves of this engine of opposition, which coordinates them like an intricate machine, producing topsy-turvy turns. Even minor details, like the names of people and places, become occasions for Morrison to explore the internal contradictions of black love and life.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			Sula has eleven chapters, titled with years; it is divided into two parts, the first spanning 1919 to 1927, the second spanning 1937 to 1965. After a prologue describing its fictional setting—Medallion, Ohio—Part One opens with an account of Shadrack, a traumatized World War I veteran who parades through the town once a year in celebration of “National Suicide Day.” It then turns to the girlhoods of Sula Mae Peace and Nel Wright, and their respective family backgrounds.

			Nel is raised by Helene, who is rebelling against her flamboyant mother, Rochelle, by being as conventional as possible. Sula is raised in a chaotic household by her loose mother, Hannah, and her commanding grandmother Eva, who used insurance money from an injury to buy a house when her husband left her, and who burns her son, Plum, to death when he falls prey to drug addiction, an act seemingly punished by her daughter Hannah’s later accidental death by fire. Despite these opposed backgrounds, Sula and Nel become best friends—true soulmates—a bond threatened when they are both party to the death of a young boy. Some years after, Nel marries Jude Greene and Sula leaves town to attend college.

			Part Two opens with Sula’s glamorous return to Medallion ten years later, wearing a foxtail stole, a felt hat with a veil, and a crepe dress, seemingly accompanied by a “plague of robins.” She promptly commits her grandmother to a nursing home, takes over the family home, and starts sleeping around—even with white men, it’s rumored. The townspeople see Sula’s transgressive behavior as evil, but nevertheless use her to define themselves. Sula and Nel resume their friendship until Nel catches Sula naked with her husband, Jude, severing both relationships.

			Sula falls in love with a man named Ajax, who abandons her when she starts getting too attached. Heartbroken, Sula falls ill; Nel visits, but can’t get past her resentment; Sula dies alone, thinking of Nel. Shadrack recognizes her corpse and holds one last National Suicide Day, during which a tunnel collapses on many of the parading townspeople. Years later, after visiting Eva in the nursing home and passing Shadrack in the street, Nel realizes that this whole time she has been mourning the loss of Sula, not Jude.

			Though the novel revolves around and is named for Sula, we don’t meet her for the first thirty-odd pages. Sula begins instead with a description of its setting, “that part of town where the Negroes lived, the part they called the Bottom in spite of the fact that it was up in the hills.” Morrison claimed to “despise” this entry point into the novel, which she saw in retrospect as a “safe, welcoming lobby,” a “threshold between the reader and the black-topic text.” She would never pay this “deference…to the ‘white’ gaze” again.

			Yet this opening, which “took three months, those four pages, a whole summer of nights” for her to write, introduces the aesthetic of ironic opposition so key to the novel. As Morrison noted, “The view is not from within…but from the point of view of a stranger—the ‘valley man’…for whom all this is mightily strange, even exotic.” As the novel has it, this valley man might see “a dark woman in a flowered dress doing a bit of cakewalk, a bit of black bottom,” he might hear the laughter of her audience, but he won’t notice “the adult pain” in it.

			This rings the key of that ironic bluesy tone Morrison first set in The Bluest Eye: “the laughter was part of the pain.” And the name of the place being described, “the Bottom,” which comes from “a nigger joke” told by both white folks and colored folks, is the first of many dizzying spins between high places and low in the novel, from treetops to holes, hilltops to mud, and skies to tunnels.

			This joke—“it was lovely up in the Bottom”—is also the first of many instances in Sula of what is termed antiphrasis. This rhetorical device, familiar from how we sometimes call a hefty friend “Slim” or a tall one “Tiny,” is at work in the names of several characters. We meet a grown “man named BoyBoy” and a pale man named Tar Baby. We hear about a woman everybody calls Teapot’s Mamma “because being his mamma was precisely her major failure.”

			We learn, too, that the people in the Bottom generally have a “disregard for name changes by marriage.” They mark four gravestones with only the surname Peace, which together “read like a chant” as ironic as it is holy, given that none of the dead therein comes to their end in peace or rests in peace thereafter. I riffed on this scene in my first novel, The Old Drift (2019), describing a series of headstones, most marked “Unknown,” as “warning shots” and appending exclamation points to them.

			In Sula, the grave repetition of the Peaces recalls the three boys adopted by Sula’s grandmother:

			
				They came with woolen caps and names given to them by their mothers, or grandmothers, or somebody’s best friend. Eva snatched the caps off their heads and ignored their names. She looked at the first child closely, his wrists, the shape of his head and the temperament that showed in his eyes and said, “Well. Look at Dewey. My my mymymy.” When later that same year she sent for a child who kept falling down off the porch across the street, she said the same thing. Somebody said, “But, Miss Eva, you calls the other one Dewey.”

				“So? This here’s another one.”

			

			Eva renames the three boys Dewey for a quality she sees in each, as if matching the outer label to some inner thing.

			But this bestowal of singularity is of course contradicted by the general application, especially given that the boys are phenotypically distinct: “Dewey one was a deeply black boy with a beautiful head and the golden eyes of chronic jaundice. Dewey two was light-skinned with freckles everywhere and a head of tight red hair. Dewey three was half Mexican with chocolate skin and black bangs.” These differences cease to matter, an early gambit in Morrison’s larger aesthetic project to destabilize the attribution of race to characters, which she would later take to an extreme in works like “Recitatif” (1983) and Paradise (1997).

			With the deweys, Morrison overturns an even more fundamental idea about labels and personhood. Each dewey soon becomes “in fact as well as in name a dewey—joining with the other two to become a trinity with a plural name…inseparable, loving nothing and no one but themselves.” Morrison keeps “deweys” lowercase, suggesting that the word is meant to go from a proper noun to a common noun, from a name to an identity.

			This loss of individuation between the deweys makes them seem like demons or familiars, imp-like in their eerily silent mischievousness, the chain gang game they play enacting their elision or concatenation: “With the shoelaces of each of them tied to the laces of the others, they stumbled and tumbled out of Eva’s room.” Soon, they stop growing altogether, which means they do not become more distinct over time either; eventually, not even their mamas can tell the deweys apart.

			Each of these reversals of nominal expectation is but a slight topsy-turvy amid the mellifluous waves of Morrison’s prose. Yet this tic of antiphrasis casts all names into doubt, which in turn casts what philosophers call ipseity—the unique quality of a self—into doubt. Names are meant to pinpoint a person, not conflate them with others or flip into their opposite. But, as Morrison noted of the real-life Hannah Peace, even the way a name is spoken can change it indelibly, like the cover of a song. Sula in these ways turns over, and overturns, the familiar logic of marking a person’s uniqueness with a name.

			This is the logic that we recognize in Sula’s initial belief that her best friend, Nel, “was the first person who had been real to her, whose name she knew.” And this is why we relate to Sula’s horror upon learning that the lover she has always known as Ajax is actually Albert Jacks (A. Jacks): “When for the first time in her life she had lain in bed with a man and said his name involuntarily or said it truly meaning him, the name she was screaming and saying was not his at all.”

			Morrison undoes this expectation, raising profound questions: If you can be named for something you’re not, or for somebody other than yourself, are you truly yourself? If your name can dissolve or recombine into another, who are you anyway? The mysteries of selfhood, our shared but unbreachable condition of singularity, twinkle like a string of lights throughout Sula.

			When young Nel leaves the Bottom for the first time to take a trip to New Orleans to visit her grandmother Rochelle—a “tiny woman with the softness and glare of a canary”—she returns to Medallion with an epiphany: “ ‘I’m me,’ she whispered. ‘Me.’ Nel didn’t know quite what she meant, but on the other hand she knew exactly what she meant. ‘I’m me. I’m not their daughter. I’m not Nel. I’m me. Me.’ Each time she said the word me there was a gathering in her like power, like joy, like fear.” Me is a name only you have, yet one that everybody else uses, too; this is the magic of pronouns, what we call their deictic or context-specific nature.

			Nel’s articulation of this insight uses antanaclasis, a subtle version of repetition with a difference in which each iteration has a slightly distinct referent. Eva, annoyed by a pointed question, says, “What you mean you didn’t mean nothing by it?” Nel, as an adult, dwells on the site of marital infidelity, calling it “that bed where they had been and where they also had been.” Mean means two different things, one semantic, the other ethical; they means two different couples, though they share the same man.

			In the same way, each me that Nel utters to herself gathers a minute difference—something like power, like joy, like fear—from time’s movement. With each iteration of the pronoun, the narrator tells us, she “didn’t know quite what she meant, but on the other hand she knew exactly what she meant.” Nel is herself, and also not herself.
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			This is a philosophical quandary, a quotidian irony, but also a paradox of the central subject of the novel: friendship. Nel’s selfhood is inextricable from Sula’s selfhood. Morrison constructs them as opposite types—dutiful, married, loving Nel; wild, promiscuous, unbothered Sula—who grew up in opposite homes: Nel in “the high silence of her mother’s incredibly orderly house, feeling the neatness pointing at her back”; Sula “wedged into a household of throbbing disorder constantly awry.”

			The two begin their friendship as deeply connected as the deweys and in a manner just as fantastical: they first meet in their sleep, each sensing that “watching the dream along with her, were some smiling sympathetic eyes.” In an interview, Morrison said of the two that “if they had been one person, I suppose they would’ve been a rather marvelous person. But each one lacked something that the other one had.”

			Late in the novel, Nel tries desperately to distinguish herself from Sula, only to be checked by a blunt rhetorical question: “You. Sula. What’s the difference?” Like Nel’s revelation of self-regard, her friendship with Sula, “as intense as it was sudden,” is both highly specific to them and deeply familiar to me, both the same and radically other.

			When I think of Sula and feel that thrum at my breastbone, I’m remembering the tart green sap of young girl friendship (“Hey, girl,” “Hey yourself,” they say). I’m awash in “adventuresomeness,” their “mean determination to explore everything that interested them,” and the perfection of this qualifying sentence: “And they had no priorities.”

			I’m conjuring the teetering into fleshliness at the age when, suddenly, like a flock erupting in flight, all the boys are beautiful: “It was in that summer, the summer of their twelfth year, the summer of the beautiful black boys, that they became skittish, frightened and bold.” I’m back in that trembling time, its desire and ache, “small breasts just now beginning to create some pleasant discomfort,” the feeling of running a gauntlet of men’s gazes (“pig meat,” one of them calls after the girls), secretly thrilled by what lies curled behind the seams of their trousers.

			I’m reliving this girlish queerness—neither straight nor lesbian exactly, but feverish with slant possibility—the dewy conspiracy of lying within a “square of four leaf-locked trees…foreheads almost touching…bodies stretched away from each other at a 180-degree angle.” Without looking at each other, they each repeatedly stroke blades of grass up and down, then strip the bark off two “thick twigs” down to “a smooth, creamy innocence.” Playtime begins:

			
				When a generous clearing was made, Sula traced intricate patterns in it with her twig. At first Nel was content to do the same. But soon she grew impatient and poked her twig rhythmically and intensely into the earth, making a small neat hole that grew deeper and wider with the least manipulation of her twig. Sula copied her, and soon each had a hole the size of a cup…. Together they worked until the two holes were one and the same. When the depression was the size of a small dishpan, Nel’s twig broke. With a gesture of disgust she threw the pieces into the hole they had made. Sula threw hers in too. Nel saw a bottle cap and tossed it in as well. Each then looked around for more debris to throw into the hole: paper, bits of glass, butts of cigarettes, until all of the small defiling things they could find were collected there. Carefully they replaced the soil and covered the entire grave with uprooted grass.

				Neither one had spoken a word.

			

			What strikes me, again, is this extended scene’s combination of strangeness and familiarity: the weird games that kids play when they’re outside and have no toys; the sense that as a girl, I, too, once played this exact kind of pointless, pointed game with other girls (Hilda, Chanda, Nyaka); the way that silence—ambiguous, complicitous—can become the mortar that cements a friendship.

			The smallest details of the scene—the literal bits and pieces Sula and Nel gather to throw away—shudder between the random and the meaningful. Are the grass blades and the thick twigs and the cigarette butts that the girls fondle “rhythmically and intensely” and insert into their merged hole just…what’s around? Or are they miniature penises and vaginas with which the girls can sublimate the feelings kindled by those lovely black boys? And when, with “a gesture of disgust,” they place these “small defiling things” in a kind of grave, are they submerging them or concealing them? Are they burying waste or making it?

			This scene of uncanny intimacy climaxes in a horrifying and beautiful death—horrifying because it is beautiful—that cleaves Nel and Sula, draws them together yet scores a permanent “space, a separateness, between them.” After the girls cover up their play grave, “a little boy in too big knickers” joins them, a finger in his nose, “eatin’ snot.” Chicken Little is younger than the girls; they toy with him, help him climb a tree, pretend they’ll leave him up there. Sula takes his hands and spins him “outward then around and around,” his knickers ballooning. He slips from her grasp and goes sailing out over the water, which closes “quickly over the place where Chicken Little sank.” The telling is as quiet and swift as the moment it tells, over before it has begun: “The water was so peaceful now. There was nothing but the baking sun and something newly missing.”

			This calm surface is broken by the later image of the corpse being discovered by a bargeman:

			
				He prodded the body loose, netted it and hauled it aboard. He shook his head in disgust at the kind of parents who would drown their own children. When, he wondered, will those people ever be anything but animals, fit for nothing but substitutes for mules, only mules didn’t kill each other the way niggers did. He dumped Chicken Little into a burlap sack and tossed him next to some egg crates and boxes of wool cloth. Later, sitting down to smoke on an empty lard tin, still bemused by God’s curse and the terrible burden his own kind had of elevating Ham’s sons, he suddenly became alarmed by the thought that the corpse in this heat would have a terrible odor, which might get into the fabric of his woolen cloth. He dragged the sack away and hooked it over the side, so that the [sic] Chicken’s body was half in and half out of the water.

			

			In his liminal watery tomb, the boy’s body—“half in and half out of the water,” unidentified yet racialized, eventually left to rot for days because the white man who finds him sees no reason for haste—hovers between a “nigger” child and “Ham’s son,” between human flesh and decaying meat, between person and animal.

			Morrison made this tonal ambivalence so pervasive in this scene that an error was inadvertently introduced into the novel. This is one of the only typos I’ve found in her published works: “so that the Chicken’s body,” the novel reads, the insertion of the definite article turning a boy’s tender nickname into a bestial insult. This white outsider’s viewpoint, like that of the valley man visiting the Bottom, offers a chilling, ironic contrast to the intimacy and grief of Chicken Little’s earlier death and eventual funeral.
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			Morrison’s inclusion of this external perspective on a decomposing corpse suggests her marked penchant not just for the macabre, but for the abject—waste and trash, filth and mess; death and dismemberment; bodily fluids and organs; that which is “jettisoned”; that which “does not respect borders, positions, rules”; that which “disturbs identity, system, order.” It is fitting that on the day Sula sends Chicken Little to his watery grave, she overhears her mother say, “I love Sula. I just don’t like her” and runs off abjectly, feeling cast out like slops. Earlier in the novel, Sula threatens four white bullies in an abject way: she “squatted down in the dirt road” and “slashed off…the tip of her finger…the scrap of flesh, like a button mushroom, curling in the cherry blood.”

			Every other page of Sula references shit, piss, asses, constipation, restrooms, and so on. During a battle of wits with her grandmother, Sula sprawls out on the bed and turns “her buttocks toward Eva,” a breathtaking act of rudeness within a black family. The Bottom is at least a triple pun. As a young mother, Eva goes to the outhouse with her baby boy, Plum, and sticks her finger up his ass to loosen his bowels until “black hard stools ricocheted onto the frozen ground.”

			In an oblique foreshadow of a later Morrison novel, Eva seems to contemplate letting them both die there (“what was she doing down on her haunches with her beloved baby boy”). She instead loses a leg, many suspect on purpose for the insurance, though Eva tells a tall tale—riffing on the classic African American “jes grew” formula—that a corn on her toe “just grew and grew and grew until her whole foot was a corn and then it traveled on up her leg and wouldn’t stop growing.”

			Years later, she mistakes a cup of blood from her grown son’s drug kit for strawberry crush and takes an unfortunate swig. Disgusted by Plum’s regression into helpless drug addiction (“thinking baby thoughts and dreaming baby dreams and messing up his pants again”), Eva douses him in kerosene, which he perceives through his intoxicated haze as “some kind of baptism, some kind of blessing,” sets him on fire, then closes his bedroom door.

			Irony determines “the perfection of the judgment against her” for this act of cruelty/mercy: Eva’s daughter Hannah dies the same way, accidentally, while lighting a yard fire. Eva, wheelchair-bound, tries and fails to rescue her. Meanwhile, Sula, as she did with Chicken Little, merely watches, either paralyzed by the sight of her mother burning or, Eva suspects, “because she was interested.”

			As if to capture this cool distance, the narrator describes Hannah’s death in disconcertingly graphic, aestheticized terms: “the flaming, dancing figure,” “the smoke-and-flame-bound woman” with “a mask of agony,” who had “already begun to bubble and blister so badly that the coffin had to be kept closed at the funeral and the women who washed the body and dressed it for death wept for her burned hair and wrinkled breasts as though they themselves had been her lovers.” These images of dance, spectacle, and mask, along with that last line’s bouncy alliteration, infuse Morrison’s grotesquerie with an incongruous flamboyance.

			This tone marks out the ways that Morrison’s aesthetic investment in abjection does not quite hew to the genre conventions of the Gothic that are familiar to us through writers like Mary Shelley or Edgar Allan Poe. The brutal violence to the body in Morrison’s work suggests conversely that her quasi-mystical or supernatural events—such as the plague of robins that heralds Sula’s return to Medallion or the ice storm that follows her death—cannot be reduced to magical realism, either.

			Morrison understood why readers might think that her work fit this genre, often associated with Latin American literature, but she felt it was “just another evasive label” that “dilutes the realism” and was a way of “not talking about the politics.” She maintained that the shiftiness between the real and the unreal in her novels reflected instead what she called “enchantment.” This black “cosmology” could “blend the acceptance of the supernatural and a profound rootedness in the real world at the same time with neither taking precedence over the other.”

			The combination of the grotesque and the fantastical in Sula seems more aligned with the African tradition of masquerade that developed, through transatlantic trade and travel, into various versions of carnival across the black diaspora. The scenes of abjection in the novel betray the aesthetic features of what the theorist Mikhail Bakhtin called the carnivalesque: an abrupt overturning of norms, an eruption of transgression, a colorful palette, childish images and icons, an uncannily festive tone, and a dialectic of order and disorder.

			A scene that Morrison had to rewrite captures the way the carnivalesque operates as a kind of aesthetic atmosphere in Sula. Originally, when Eva’s husband, BoyBoy, briefly returns to the Bottom, Morrison said that she’d had him depart in a car: “He jumped into a T-Model Ford that was pea-green and he hit the horn, and it said, ‘oogah, oogah!!!’ the way those old cars did. And as soon as she heard that sound, then she knew what to think: she hated him.” But, as her editor pointed out, T-Model Fords didn’t exist at that time, so Morrison revised the scene. In the published novel, BoyBoy goes outside to meet his new woman, who wears a pea-green dress and bursts into “a high-pitched big-city laugh that reminded Eva of Chicago” and that hits her “like a sledgehammer” with the realization of her hatred.

			It might seem that a text that flirts with enchantment wouldn’t need to adhere to historical accuracy in this way. In fact, as I’ve found in incorporating magical or fairy-tale elements into my own work, precise details are necessary to build the plausible foundation that makes improbable events come to life. The material texture of reality becomes the ground that allows aesthetic effects—here, the nauseating brashness, the cartoonish hyperbole, the jubilance edged with violence—to conjure visceral feelings in both the characters and the reader.

			Sula’s carnivalesque mode relies on the irony of coinciding opposites, the core of which is the juxtaposition of the “incredibly orderly” Nel and the “throbbing disorder” of Sula. Think of the square of trees and the centripetal force drawing the girls’ heads together at 180 degrees, versus the loose spin that follows, the centrifugal force that sends Chicken Little out into the dissolution of death. Consider Plum’s small, close bedroom and the door Eva shuts behind her after she sets him alight or the window through which she watches Hannah burn in the yard, versus the unruly bodies and flames that burst through these frames.

			We can also observe this carnivalesque oscillation of order and disorder in Shadrack’s subplot, which, like his home, skirts the outer edges of Sula. Shadrack’s name points us to the Old Testament Book of Daniel, where King Nebuchadnezzar II throws three men, one named Shadrach, into a furnace for refusing to bow to the king’s image. This biblical tale echoes the respective immolation of Plum and Hannah, as well as Shadrack’s infernal experience of war: “he turned his head a little to the right and saw the face of a soldier near him fly off.”

			Like Virginia Woolf’s character Septimus Smith, whom Morrison analyzed in her master’s thesis, shell shock and trauma have made Shadrack’s mind unravel. His fingers seem “to grow in higgledy-piggledy fashion like Jack’s beanstalk” and then to merge with his shoelaces: “The four fingers of each hand fused into the fabric, knotted themselves and zigzagged in and out of the tiny eyeholes.” He is soothed only by the “neat balance,” the “equilibrium,” of a food tray separating the mess of rice, tomatoes, and meat into triangles: “All their repugnance was contained.”

			The same logic lies behind Shadrack’s founding of National Suicide Day, a darkly ironic name for an annual event. His yearly march through the town, with a hangman’s rope, a bell, and a song welcoming others to join him, is a way “to order and focus experience,” to make “a place for fear as a way of controlling it.” He reasons that “if one day a year were devoted to it, everybody could get it out of the way and the rest of the year would be safe and free.”

			His shack on the riverbank, too, is a place of containment beside a slurry; Sula, who sees it when she is trying to determine whether he witnessed Chicken Little’s drowning, is startled by “the neatness, the order” within, given the chaotic mind it houses. As if contagious, Shadrack’s efforts to order disorder dictate how others treat him: “Once the people understood the boundaries and nature of his madness, they could fit him, so to speak, into the scheme of things.”

			It is apt that Shadrack’s last National Suicide Day, which is sparked by his recognition of Sula’s corpse in the morgue, becomes a literal carnival parade. “Shadrack’s doomy, gloomy bell glinting in all that sweet sunshine” beckons the townspeople to form “a pied piper’s band,” which grows into “a larger and larger crowd that strutted, skipped, marched, and shuffled down the road” toward the New River tunnel being built by a discriminatory whites-only crew.

			Per one major social remit of a carnival—to flip hierarchies, albeit temporarily—the black residents of the Bottom, “old and young, women and children, lame and hearty…killed, as best they could, the tunnel they were forbidden to build.” But then, in an unexpected turn, it collapses on their heads in a quasi-scatological burial: “The earth, now warm, shifted; the first forepole slipped; loose rock fell from the face of the tunnel and caused a shield to give way. They found themselves in a chamber of water.”

			Though he has led them to this disaster, Shadrack survives, ringing his bell in a daze. It is a heartrending irony that his distraction over Sula’s death is what saves him, and that a kind of non-encounter between him and Nel in the street years later is what ultimately uncovers her grief for her friend: “Shadrack and Nel moved in opposite directions, each thinking separate thoughts about the past. The distance between them increased as they both remembered gone things.”

			With these geometric lines—opposite, separate, an increasing distance between them—we come to understand why Shadrack appears in this novel at all. He triangulates the two women, makes an equilibrium of the vectors among them, which in turn frames the eruptive life, consummate loves, and catastrophic death of that unaccountable being named Sula.
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			Who—or what—is Sula? Her very name bespeaks irony and opposition. Sula the woman is beautiful and loose, brilliant and careless; she works little and discards people; she sleeps around with many of the men in town and catches feelings for only one. On one hand, Sula is completely understandable, the natural outgrowth of her mother and grandmother, who are mean to women but seem to adore men.

			On the other hand, Sula is utterly alien. Morrison insisted in interviews that her banishment of Eva to a nursing home would have been an “unforgivable” act from the perspective of the black townspeople. Similarly, while they don’t mind that Sula takes up with married men, it is shocking to all that when she’s caught naked with her best friend’s husband, they’re on their hands and knees licking each other’s lips like dogs, neither of them notably aroused.

			The critic Barbara Johnson zooms in on a surprising phrase in that scene. When Nel walks in on them, she thinks: “I waited for Sula to look up at me any minute and say one of those lovely college words like aesthetic or rapport.” What is severed in this tableau, Johnson argues, is the emotional and ethical rapport between the three of them; what dictates its dynamics instead is an aesthetic disposition that treats people as mere forms.

			This disposition is strongly associated with Sula at first. While many readers identify with and even admire her, Sula is in fact one of Morrison’s antiheroes. Sula’s aloof distance from others in fact raises the same questions about the Enlightenment values of freedom and disinterestedness we saw Morrison exploring through two rapists in The Bluest Eye. Like Soaphead Church, Sula’s college education alienates her from the community; like Cholly Breedlove, Sula’s experience of abjection has made her “completely free of ambition, with no affection for money, property or things, no greed, no desire to command attention or compliments—no ego.”

			The narrator tells us of Sula that “in the midst of a pleasant conversation with someone she might say, ‘Why do you chew with your mouth open?’ not because the answer interested her but because she wanted to see the person’s face change rapidly.” Recall that when Sula watches Hannah dancing in the flames, Eva thinks the girl is “interested” in the spectacle—which of course stands in ironically for a disinterest in preventing or grieving her mother’s death.

			Stories in the community about Sula’s general “elusiveness” and “delicious indifference” are precisely what arouse Ajax’s curiosity about her after she returns to town. She is curious about him, too. When they become lovers, she describes his body in a highly unsettling way: “Oh yes, skin black. Very black. So black that only a steady careful rubbing with steel wool would remove it, and as it was removed there was the glint of gold leaf and under the gold leaf the cold alabaster and deep, deep down under the cold alabaster more black only this time the black of warm loam.” This gorgeous but disturbing metaphor suggests the ethical trouble of a woman who approaches her lover’s body with a purely formal curiosity.

			We glimpse another example of Sula’s cold-blooded aestheticizing through a conceit about her sense that Nel has become

			
				one of them. One of the spiders whose only thought was the next rung of the web, who dangled in dark dry places suspended by their own spittle, more terrified of the free fall than the snake’s breath below. Their eyes so intent on the wayward stranger who trips into their net, they were blind to the cobalt on their own backs, the moonshine fighting to pierce their corners. If they were touched by the snake’s breath, however fatal, they were merely victims and knew how to behave in that role (just as Nel knew how to behave as the wronged wife). But the free fall, oh no, that required—demanded—invention: a thing to do with the wings, a way of holding the legs and most of all a full surrender to the downward flight if they wished to taste their tongues or stay alive.

			

			The jewel tones, surrealist juxtapositions, and atmosphere of cold-blooded danger resonate with the skin-gold-alabaster-loam abrasion Sula imagines during sex with Ajax. Both passages, reflecting Sula’s distance from other people, hover between allegory and what critics call ekphrasis, the verbal description of a visual work of art.

			Sula cannot fulfill her aesthetic potential in either artistic medium—or any other, for that matter:

			
				Had she paints, or clay, or knew the discipline of the dance, or strings; had she anything to engage her tremendous curiosity and her gift for metaphor, she might have exchanged the restlessness and preoccupation with whim for an activity that provided her with all she yearned for. And like any artist with no art form, she became dangerous.

			

			Sula’s only material is life (“hers was an experimental life”) and she makes two masterpieces with it, herself—“I don’t want to make somebody else. I want to make myself”—and the Bottom.

			Sula, like her maker, creates via negation, by rubbing off, carving out, forging ex nihilo: “She had no center, no speck around which to grow.” This internal absence is threatening to the community. It paradoxically makes Sula extra in every sense: she is always doing too much, she is a “wayward stranger,” a “pariah.” Yet she’s also necessary, essential:

			
				Sula’s evil changed them in accountable yet mysterious ways. Once the source of their personal misfortune was identified, they had leave to protect and love one another. They began to cherish their husbands and wives, protect their children, repair their homes and in general band together against the devil in their midst. In their world, aberrations were as much a part of nature as grace. It was not for them to expel or annihilate it.

			

			Sula’s evil makes the good rise in others; her bad brings out their best; her wrongs make them right.

			Morrison provides the psychological, emotional, and social basis for what she considered to be a black understanding of evil: as something you accommodate and make use of rather than try to destroy, a paradigm akin to Shadrack making a place for fear rather than trying to dispel it. Sula has a birthmark over her eye that some characters in the novel see as a rose, which evokes the novel’s epigraph from Tennessee Williams’s 1950 play, The Rose Tattoo; others see it as a snake, ashes, a tadpole. This suggests not the spiritual symbolism of the biblical mark of Cain, but a quotidian and pragmatic ambiguity. It’s as if each person sees the evil in Sula that they need to.

			The people of the Bottom don’t sacrifice her or cast her out like a scapegoat; everybody knows deep down that her magnificent, maleficent presence among them is what unites them. When Sula’s gone, everybody misses her; they miss hating her, they miss measuring themselves against her. When Sula’s gone, everything collapses.
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			The question remains, and is meant to: who—or what—is Sula? Sula is Nel’s grandmother Rochelle, who also conjures birds. Sula is her mother, Hannah, who also is willing to fuck all the men in the Bottom. Sula is her grandmother Eva, who also leaves a boy dead. Sula is Shadrack, another outcast whose hellfire teems at the edges of the community, sealing it whole. But Sula is also simply Sula Mae Peace, every unraveling of that rippling triple moniker.

			As with many of Morrison’s character names, Sula Mae is biblical and contradictory. It could be Shulamit, the name of Solomon’s beloved in the Song of Songs, the woman whose lips are as sweet as the honeycomb. It could be Salome—either the temptress who danced for King Herod and demanded the head of John the Baptist at the behest of her fiery mother, or the female disciple who witnessed Christ’s crucifixion.

			Both the names Shulamit and Salome come from the root shalom, meaning “peace.” So, Sula Mae Peace is also Peace Peace, a spondaic doubling that jars her loose from herself, and makes us wonder whether she’s one of the Peaces buried in that cemetery, or all of them. Sula spelled backward—is it “all us” or “alas” or “a lass” or “a loss”?

			Sula is every one of these possibilities, every line of light on a dew-lined web. But no matter how many times I analyze her names, untangle her threads, she slips from my grasp. Something that lives in my chest and has a bell for a tongue knows the truth of the matter: Sula is just Sula.

			And that Sula belongs, in the end, to Nel. Their friendship is a philosophical matter, if we keep in mind that word’s root in philo + sophos, “love of knowledge,” and the fact that, as Jacques Derrida argued, “that’s how philosophy started…. One of the first questions one could pose…is the question of the difference between the who and the what…. Do I love someone for the absolute singularity of who they are? I love you because you are you. Or do I love your qualities?…The heart of love is divided between the who and what.”

			This subject/object question is what’s at stake in Morrison’s investigation of the love between friends in Sula. Other novels, like Nella Larsen’s Passing (1929)—a possible source for Nel’s name—or Elena Ferrante’s Neapolitan novels (2011–2014) capture the sublimity of female friendship, its intensities, its ambivalences; how, with its passions and jealousies, its agonies of compare and contrast, it becomes a crucible of personhood. But for me, no one except Morrison has ever told so true that question: do I love my friend for who she is or for what she is?

			Morrison sets up then complicates a structure familiar to us from romantic love: opposites attract. So, by contrast with Sula’s finely etched, prismatic way of seeing relationships—layers of skin-gold-alabaster-loam, the crystalline cobalt back of a spider—Nel’s sense of things is fuzzy. Sula’s betrayal with Jude feels to Nel like leaves stirring, mud shifting, and “something just to the right of her, in the air, just out of view. She could not see it, but she knew exactly what it looked like. A gray ball hovering just there. Just there. To the right. Quiet, gray, dirty. A ball of muddy strings, but without weight, fluffy but terrible in its malevolence.”

			I think this floating ball of “fur and string and hair”—which puzzles many readers—is a figure for Nel’s disavowal. It represents what Sigmund Freud called melancholia: “An object choice, an attachment…to a particular person, had at one time existed; then, owing to a real slight or disappointment coming from this loved person, the object-relationship was shattered.”

			In other words, desire, rather than shifting from the disappointing beloved to a new person, has burrowed inward into the lover, who becomes haunted by what has been lost. As Freud put it, in a lovely, evocative phrase, “the shadow of the object fell upon the ego.” In Sula, the soft ball of fur—that tangle of desire and loss, at once a thing and person—lingers over Nel like this shadow; it breaks and scatters only when she lets herself mourn her friend. And this can happen only after she acknowledges that the two of them were perhaps not so opposite, morally speaking.

			Nel is stung by the fact that Eva, whom she has just visited in the nursing home to which Sula outrageously consigned her, seems to have mixed them up:

			
				“Tell me how you killed that little boy.”

				“What? What little boy?”

				“The one you threw in the water…. How did you get him to go in the water?”

				“I didn’t throw no little boy in the river. That was Sula.”

				“You. Sula. What’s the difference? You was there. You watched, didn’t you? Me, I never would’ve watched.”

				“You’re confused, Miss Peace. I’m Nel. Sula’s dead.”

			

			When Nel departs, irritated with Eva’s confusion, “a bright space…opened in her head and memory seeped into it.”

			In that glowing atrium of remembrance, Nel muses on the difference between seeing and watching, either of which might characterize her response to catching Sula and Jude in flagrante delicto—or perhaps in frigore delicto—as well as her “calm, controlled” response to Chicken Little’s death. Deny it as she might, “it was there anyway, as it had always been, the old feeling and the old question.”

			The feeling and the question entwine in the dangerous sensibility that elides a who and a what, a person and a thing: “What she had thought was maturity, serenity, and compassion was only the tranquillity that follows a joyful stimulation. Just as the water closed peacefully over the turbulence of Chicken Little’s body, so had contentment washed over her enjoyment.” This description of Nel’s experience of the sublime—an aesthetic pleasure taken in nature’s capacity to swallow us whole—clearly alludes to, and troubles, William Wordsworth’s famous definition of poetry as “the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings: it takes its origin from emotion recollected in tranquility.”

			If, in The Bluest Eye, ethical trouble arises from freedom and disinterestedness, here that trouble gets indelibly linked to the figure of the artist. Just as Soaphead Church’s letter to God is uncomfortably close to Morrison’s letter to God, implying that literary sophistication can lead to sophistry; and just as Sula’s unfulfilled aesthetic potential teeters on a cool indifference to other people; Nel’s retrospective judgment of herself as a watcher who could take pleasure from a scene of death bespeaks Morrison’s judgment of herself as a writer.

			This revelation of the cruel neutrality to which we are all susceptible often comes, ironically enough, through a best friend—that person who was first real to you, whose name you truly know. And sometimes it comes too late. In their last conversation before she dies, Sula asks Nel: “Hey, girl…. How you know?…About who was good. How you know it was you?” Whenever I read this, I remember, with never-ending circles of sorrow, all the times I looked down on a girl like Sula, a woman like Sula: my sister, my friend, my other selves.

			I remember all the times I judged them for what I thought they were or what I wanted them to be—and all the times I lost them, lost my sense of who they were, of who we were, because of that utterly presumptuous act of judgment. “We was girls together,” Nel cries. “O Lord, Sula…girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.” And it strikes me in my chest like the point of a pin hitting a gong.

		

	
		
			
				3

				Signifying on Song of Solomon

			
			With all that gravitas, you might not realize it, but Toni Morrison is funny as hell. Many of her friends reminisce about her sense of humor; according to some, it bordered on the bawdy. As a close reader of her work, this doesn’t surprise me in the least. She kills me, as they say.

			In The Bluest Eye, for instance, Pecola Breedlove’s joyless family life takes place downstairs from a trio of prostitutes. Through her innocent ears, we hear their ribald banter:

			
				“You think ’cause you skinny, folks think you young? You’d make a haint buy a girdle.”

				“And you look like the north side of a southbound mule.”

				“All I know is, them bandy little legs of yours is every bit as old as mine.”

				“Don’t worry ’bout my bandy legs. That’s the first thing they push aside.”

				All three of the women laughed.

			

			These “merry gargoyles” insult each other ruthlessly, hilariously, but their shared laughter bespeaks a spirit of camaraderie that becomes a respite for poor Pecola. In Sula, Nel nostalgically remembers these “whores” of the past in similar terms: “tough, fat, laughing women with burns on their cheeks and wit married to their meanness.”

			An act of violence attempted by Sethe, the tragic heroine of Morrison’s Beloved, becomes an occasion for jesting between her lover Paul D and her friend Stamp Paid:

			
				“Every time a whiteman come to the door she got to kill somebody?”

				“For all she know, the man could be coming for the rent.”

				“Good thing they don’t deliver mail out that way.”

				“Wouldn’t nobody get no letter.”

				“Except the postman.”

				“Be a mighty hard message.”

				“And his last.”

			

			Here, too, these morbid jokes crack the two men up—“as the scene neither one had witnessed took shape before them, its seriousness and its embarrassment made them shake with laughter”—allowing for a release, a relief, but also a relation between them.

			It is in Song of Solomon, published in 1977, that Morrison makes the most room for this kind of black humor. In her comments about writing her third novel, she described how her use of folktales in it was one way she provided “irony, sometimes humor,” while also insisting on “the ordinariness of the language, its colloquial, vernacular, humorous” qualities.

			While Morrison’s explanations for her formal techniques are as illuminating as ever, I find that when it comes to humor, examples are always more persuasive than analysis. So, here’s an example from when the hero of Song of Solomon, Milkman Dead, visits his aunt, Pilate Dead, for the first time, accompanied by his best friend, Guitar. Pilate says:

			
				“I know your daddy. I know you too.”

				Again Guitar spoke up. “You his daddy’s sister?”

				“The only one he got. Ain’t but three Deads alive.”

				Milkman…heard himself shouting: “I’m a Dead! My mother’s a Dead!”

			

			Each of these family names has an ironic backstory. Milkman’s real name is Macon Dead III; he got his distasteful nickname because his mother breastfed him until he was four. Pilate was named for Pontius Pilate—not the biblical personage with that moniker, but the look of its letters, which her illiterate father found “strong and handsome.”

			According to family lore, their shared surname, Dead, came about when this patriarch gave his information to a drunken man at the Freedman’s Bureau after the Civil War: “He asked Papa where he was born. Papa said Macon. Then he asked him who his father was. Papa said, ‘He’s dead.’ Asked him who owned him, Papa said, ‘I’m free.’ Well, the Yankee wrote it all down, but in the wrong spaces. Had him born in Dunfrie, wherever the hell that is, and in the space for his name the fool wrote, ‘Dead’ comma ‘Macon.’ ”

			The incidental surname, which at first seems a blessing that will “wipe out the past,” allows for all sorts of punning mischief. In the above dialogue, we find Pilate’s wry “Ain’t but three Deads alive” and Milkman’s inadvertently funny “I’m a Dead! My mother’s a Dead!” Later on, Milkman rebuts his mother’s notion that he should be a doctor with two more puns: “How would that look? M.D., M.D. If you were sick, would you go see a man called Dr. Dead?”

			To make dead into a name splits the word between accident and prophecy. “I’m a Dead” and “Dr. Dead” feel both literal and symbolic, forms of self-identification and self-destruction at once. Song of Solomon is mired in death, perhaps because Morrison’s recently deceased father was her muse: “I think it was because I felt closer to him than to myself that, after his death, I deliberately sought his advice for writing the novel that continued to elude me.” The novel is dedicated to “Daddy.”

			It begins when Milkman’s mother, Ruth, goes into labor with him the day after a man jumps from the top of a hospital building after declaring in a note tacked to his house that he’s going to fly to the other side of Lake Superior. (This takes place on February 18, 1931, which is Morrison’s birth date, perhaps a nod to the fact that she grants Milkman details of her own ancestry.) He is born to a couple already sundered by death: when Ruth’s father passed away many years earlier, her husband walked in on her tending to the corpse in a way that disturbed him deeply.

			Milkman, pampered by his wounded mother, tended to by his resentful sisters, First Corinthians and Magdalene, grows into an arrogant young man. He becomes estranged from both his landlord father, Macon Dead II, for whom he works, and from his best friend, Guitar, who has joined a vigilante group called the Seven Days that, inspired by the death of a boy named Till, avenges the murders of black people with randomized murders of white people.

			In the midst of the tumultuous racial politics of the late 1950s, Milkman finds himself torn between the acquisitive calculations of his father and grandfather, the older Macon Deads, and the spiritual priorities of his aunt Pilate, who lives in a ramshackle house on the outskirts of town with her daughter, Reba, and granddaughter, Hagar. This conflict assumes material substance in a sack that hangs from the ceiling of Pilate’s home, which contains what she calls “her inheritance.” Milkman’s father tells him it must hold a treasure that he and Pilate stumbled across as children. When Milkman recruits Guitar to steal it, it turns out to be not a stash of gold but a mess of bones.

			Milkman leaves town to seek out his true inheritance with death threats hanging over him both from his cousin Hagar, who has fallen in love with him, and from Guitar, who believes Milkman has located and is now hoarding the gold for himself. Our hero heads south as “a Dead” man walking, his youthful protestation of “I’m a Dead!” a suspended death sentence. Milkman’s search for his roots is, in essence, an effort to answer the question: What kind of a Dead do you want to be?

			One might submit that this is simply the conditional conundrum of being black in America, from the history of social and literal death imposed on the enslaved to the ongoing threat of police brutality. Song of Solomon isn’t gloomy and melancholy about this zombie existence, however, but sharp and funny. As the critic Glenda Carpio has argued, there is a rich history of dark humor in black art: “Jokes about lynching and other forms of racial violence in the aftermath of slavery…express the quintessential quality of gallows humor.”

			As ought to be clear by now, Morrison makes no bones about making jest of incest, lynching, murder, even infanticide in her work. Milkman’s “I’m a Dead! My mother’s a Dead!” deftly puns on this penumbra of morbidity around black life by riffing on the southern habit of adding an a- to the start of a word (“I’m a-goin’ ”) and on the familiar rhythm of a yo mama joke.
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			Yo mama jokes are a version of a black cultural and social practice known as signifying. I often use this example to illustrate it in my classroom: “Your mama’s so broke, her welcome mat just says ‘Well…’ ” The lyrics of a song recorded in 1938 are a delectably cruder, ruder example:

			
				Oh you dirty motherfucker

				You old cocksucker

				You dirty son of a bitch

				You bastard

				You’re everything

				And yo’ mammy don’t wear no drawers.

			

			The musician who made this ditty famous, Jelly Roll Morton, appears in Song of Solomon in a list of names that are said to bear witness to the “yearnings, gestures, flaws, events, mistakes, weaknesses” of black life.

			The title of this jaunty litany of insults, “The Dirty Dozens,” is one name for the likely origin of both the yo mama joke and the rap battle. Signifying is also known as baiting, boasting, making fun, joning, screaming on, sounding, lying, toasting, loud talking, specifying, reading, dragging, and throwing shade.

			In his 1988 book The Signifying Monkey, the critic Henry Louis Gates Jr. traces the history of these practices through definitions provided by lexicographers of black English in the 1970s: “a very elaborate game traditionally played by black boys, in which the participants insult each other’s relatives, especially their mothers. The object of the game is to test emotional strength”; “language behavior that makes direct or indirect implications of baiting or boasting, the essence of which is making fun of another’s appearance, relatives, or situation”; “communicating (often an obscene or ridiculing message) by indirection.” Note the range of intensity, aggression, and obliquity among the terms game, insult, making fun, and ridiculing.

			Different theories have been posited about why signifying emerged—and why it persists—in black communities. The most convincing to me is the idea that it has a homeopathic or immunizing effect, training the marginalized to withstand more consequential insults and violence that may come from mainstream society.

			A passage about signifying from Zora Neale Hurston’s Dust Tracks on a Road (1942) suggests that it serves cultural and literary purposes as well as social and political ones:

			
				The bookless may have difficulty in reading a paragraph in a newspaper, but when they get down to “playing the dozens” they have no equal in America, and, I’d risk a sizeable bet, in the whole world. Starting off in the first by calling you a seven-sided son-of-a-bitch, and pausing to name the sides, they proceed to “specify” until the tip-top branch of your family tree has been “given a reading.”

			

			By using the word bookless, an outcome born of centuries of the interdiction of black literacy under slavery and Jim Crow, Hurston distinguishes a lack of access to printed words from the ways black people have long relished the elaboration and precision of language, as such.

			Morrison often expressed our underrecognized gift for and delight in words:

			
				It is the thing that black people love so much—the saying of words, holding them on the tongue, experimenting with them, playing with them. It’s a love, a passion…. It’s terrible to think that a child with five different present tenses comes to school to be faced with those books that are less than his own language. And then to be told things about his language, which is him, that are sometimes permanently damaging. He may never know the etymology of Africanisms in his language, not even know that “hip” is a real word or that “the dozens” meant something.

			

			It’s no secret to us that we luxuriate in language and it’s no coincidence that signifying, already a pun on communication, has so many verbally tinged synonyms: boasting, lying, loud talking, reading.

			Signifying grounds Morrison’s black aesthetics in Song of Solomon. We find it in the novel’s extensive use of banter and dialogue; its rambling digressions and fondly combative tone; its sense that disagreement is ultimately fruitful; its wit and comic relief; and its use of insults as a way of drawing notice (performing), giving notice (warning), and keenly noticing (specifying).

			Morrison offers her own definition—and exemplification—of the dozens in an offhand description of how Milkman and Guitar speak to each other as young black men: “When in conversation they came to the battleground of difference, their verbal sparring was full of good humor.” Their repartee over the course of the novel is indeed all jabs and feints, marked by the “extremes of humor and violence” Carpio finds in black fictions.

			For instance, when they’re joking about Hagar’s threats to kill Milkman for rejecting her, a macabre digression about decapitation yields an “unintended pun” on fellatio—“Ain’t nobody giving up no head.” But the threatening tone is really directed toward each other:

			
				“You gonna do me in? My name is Macon, remember? I’m already Dead.”

				Guitar didn’t smile at the familiar joke, but there was enough recognition of it in his face to soften the glare in his eyes.

				“Somebody ought to tell your murderer that,” said Guitar.

			

			Note that Morrison emphasizes the joke for us typographically: the capitalized D in Milkman’s familiar pun, “I’m already Dead,” would be inaudible in a spoken exchange. When Guitar takes up the sword that Hagar lays down and starts to stalk his best friend—or frenemy—these lines vibrate in retrospect: Milkman has already told this new would-be murderer that he’s “already Dead.”

			The liaison between comedy and violence is a commonplace: the stand-up act kills, we die with laughter, a pun makes us groan, a joke has a punch line, wit can be cutting. These days, we litter the internet with the skull emoji and call signifying “shade,” as if it’s made a ghost of us. But the aggressive humor of the dozens—especially between men—can tip easily into real violence, real morbidity, as Morrison demonstrates when Milkman heads down south.

			First, two young black men swap mocking speculations in front of him about whether pussy is different “up North” or whether “pricks” are. “How different?” one asks. “Wee little,” the other replies. Milkman, the only northerner in town, catches the stray and sends it back:

			
				“I wouldn’t know,” said Milkman. “I never spent much time smacking my lips over another man’s dick.” Everybody smiled, including Milkman. It was about to begin.

				“What about his ass hole? Ever smack your lips over that?”

				“Once,” said Milkman. “When a little young nigger made me mad and I had to jam a Coke bottle up his ass.”

				“What’d you use a bottle for? Your cock wouldn’t fill it?”

				“It did. After I took the Coke bottle out. Filled his mouth too.”

				“Prefer mouth, do you?”

				“If it’s big enough, and ugly enough, and belongs to a ignorant motherfucker who is about to get the livin shit whipped out of him.”

				The knife glittered.

			

			This “name-calling toilet contest” builds into fisticuff brutality: “if he’d had a weapon, he would have slaughtered everybody in sight.” Luckily, Milkman bears no arms and the bloodlust dissipates.

			A group of older men then invite him to go hunting, to “test him, match and beat him, probably, on some other ground.” This ends up being a bonding experience, as the men trade jokes and lessons over the expert skinning of a slaughtered animal. The key to signifying is that while its mix of aggression and intimacy can lead to violence, it can also foster connection and resilience.
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			The contestatory energy of this practice infuses Morrison’s use of formal multiplicity in Song of Solomon at the level of image, character, story, genre, and even tradition, transforming a mere diversity into a clash of contradictions. And her evocation of signifying as “verbal sparring…full of good humor” on “the battleground of difference” suggests that this agonistic, funny, and precise exchange of words is a model for working out—or at least laying out—our differences.

			Song of Solomon repeatedly muses on the differences between things: a real fear and an unreal one; northern and southern tea drinkers; a soft-fried egg and a fried egg; the French sun and the Congo sun; a mother and an aunt; a woman and a lady. There are over twenty variations on the question “What’s the difference?” in the novel. You might wonder if a phrase that casual really makes a difference, so to speak. But if we look closely, we find that Song of Solomon almost always raises the question of the difference within something or someone.

			This can be existential, as when Pilate asks herself, “When am I happy and when am I sad and what is the difference?” It can be functional, as when Reba says of Milkman and Hagar: “That ain’t her brother, Mama. They cousins,” and Pilate responds, “What’s the difference in the way you act toward ’em?” Or it can be rhetorical, as in Milkman’s ice-cold assessment of Hagar when they become quasi-incestuous lovers anyway: “She was the third beer. Not the first one, which the throat receives with almost tearful gratitude; nor the second, that confirms and extends the pleasure of the first. But the third, the one you drink because it’s there, because it can’t hurt, and because what difference does it make?”

			A marvelous image for the difference within blackness itself emerges when Pilate describes finding one’s way at night in the countryside:

			
				You think dark is just one color, but it ain’t. There’re five or six kinds of black. Some silky, some woolly. Some just empty. Some like fingers. And it don’t stay still. It moves and changes from one kind of black to another. Saying something is pitch black is like saying something is green. What kind of green? Green like my bottles? Green like a grasshopper? Green like a cucumber, lettuce, or green like the sky is just before it breaks loose to storm? Well, night black is the same way. May as well be a rainbow.

			

			Dark and black are clearly color terms here, and Pilate is using them for shades of night. But they are also racial terms, as hinted by the diction of “some silky, some woolly” for the texture of darkness. Notably, this multiplicity of meaning is possible only because Morrison doesn’t capitalize the word black to refer to race in this novel. This allows a phrase like “there’re five or six kinds of black” to pertain to literal color, bodily phenotype, cultural form, and social history.

			The differences within the black world are always more interesting to Morrison than those between the black world and the white world. But this emphasis on internecine difference in Song of Solomon marks a development in one of her characteristic narrative techniques, which is to recount events from multiple perspectives. This prismatic tendency is there in her work whether she is using first person, third person, or the mix of the two that we call free indirect style. But though we see the world through various characters in both Sula and The Bluest Eye, the conflicts between viewpoints in Song of Solomon are sharper—sometimes to the point of mutual exclusion.

			For instance, Milkman’s parents have very different takes about what Macon saw Ruth doing with her father’s corpse, and why. Macon reports that Ruth was “laying next to” her dead father in the bed, “naked as a yard dog, kissing him. Him dead and white and puffy and skinny, and she had his fingers in her mouth.” But when Milkman asks his mother if this is true, she says, “No. But I did kneel there in my slip at his bedside and kiss his beautiful fingers.” Milkman doesn’t know whom to believe—and neither do we. Morrison sketches out these competing accounts without resolving which one actually took place.

			If her use of multiplicity prompts us to ask What’s the difference? at the level of image (black “may as well be a rainbow”), character (cousins vs. siblings), and event (Macon’s vision vs. Ruth’s vision), the stakes of this “battleground of difference” rise when it comes to the acts of perversion and violence she is so drawn toward depicting. This reaches an apogee in the particular ways that she represents historical atrocity.

			Song of Solomon includes an account of the death of Emmett Till, the fourteen-year-old black boy from Chicago who was lynched in August 1955 when he was visiting his relatives near Money, Mississippi, and whose mother, Mamie Till-Mobley, famously insisted on an open casket for his funeral. Till’s murder remains a point of interest and controversy in a black-and-white America.

			A 2016 painting of Till’s open casket by the white artist Dana Schutz came under fire when the black artist Hannah Black wrote an open letter calling for it to be destroyed. Several op-eds were written about the aesthetic and moral questions this incident raised; I published a short story, “The Work of Art,” parodying the affair. In 2021, Percival Everett published an award-winning novel loosely based on Till’s story called The Trees, and 2022 saw the release of a biopic called Till.

			Back in 1977, Morrison chose to portray Till’s death through the competing perspectives of members of the black community in Song of Solomon. That is, she focused on the question of internal differences, and enacted this formally in both structural and subtle ways. While most readers and critics have not noticed this, Morrison in fact tweaks the details of Till’s history ever so slightly in her novel. She spells Emmett “Emmet”; he is “stomped to death” rather than shot; and it happens “back in fifty-three” rather than in 1955.

			All of the manuscripts of Song of Solomon were destroyed in a fire, but I think we can assume these internal deviations are not errors but purposeful changes. Perhaps Morrison wished to emphasize our slippery grasp on the past or to honor that past by declining to replicate it. As she once put it while musing on her disinterest in writing biographical literature, a real “person owns his life, has a patent on it. It shouldn’t be available for fiction.”

			Ethical questions about how we should represent history became even more central to Morrison’s later dramatization of Till’s life and death in Dreaming Emmett. For a long time, it was believed that this play, which only went up for one four-week run in Albany, New York, in 1986, was lost. But now that scholars can access its draft iterations in Morrison’s papers, we can better trace how she came to view her literary rewriting of history both as a resurrection of the dead and as a mosaic of conflicting, even erroneous accounts.

			In 1983, Morrison drafted the first fifteen pages of a play that was simply titled Emmett. The premise is that the ghost of Emmett Till has returned to write a dramatic work about his own death on, as a later version puts it, “August 29. 28? NO. No, no, no, no. 29, 1956. Sumner, Mississippi.” This opening hesitation about the date of his murder sets off a wobbliness about facts that permeates the play.

			We’re at first meant to attribute these mistakes to Till’s unfamiliarity with and idealization of the South as a city kid from Chicago. But as the wisecracking, charming young ghost begins to summon up the relevant players—the white woman who accused him of whistling at her; the black friends he made that summer; the white men who killed him; and his Ma—he grows steadily dissatisfied. These people, all still alive, are older than he remembers: their faces are all wrong and their recollections of his life and death are jarringly different from his own. Just as he tries to wrest control over the production, a new character appears: a “young black girl” from the present day. “You ain’t in my dream,” Emmett protests. “That’s the trouble with it,” she claps back.

			As Morrison elaborated on the conceit of resurrecting the past in her revisions to the play, she began to lean into artifice and distortion. The names of the characters became Princess, Major, Buck, and Tamara—as in tomorrow—to suggest that each figure that Emmett conjures is an archetype or stereotype. The misremembered faces became more theatrical, literally figured as giant masks. The word Dreaming bloomed before the original title Emmett.

			Most significantly, Morrison established a new central twist: the “Emmett” of the play is in fact the ghost of a different black boy who got shot when he tried to steal a kite from a store in Chicago. The discrepancies in his account are not the fault of his memory but the result of his invention of a more famous fourteen-year-old martyr.

			The final version of the play is less about Emmett dreaming up a belated justice, than about how we—cut off from his reality—are inevitably dreaming Emmett, in our error-riddled reenactments of his death. When Morrison deviates from the historical truth of Till’s story in all these ways, hovering behind the alternative versions of his death like a hallucinatory trail is a question that is almost but not quite rhetorical: even if it happened another way, what difference would it make?

			Differences of opinion and fact—yet continuities of brutality—are crucial to how Till’s story first appears in the earlier Song of Solomon, too. We learn about his fate through “the crisscrossed conversations” among black men in a barbershop:

			
				“It was on the radio! Got to be in the paper!” said Freddie.

				“They don’t put that kind of news in no white paper. Not unless he raped somebody.”

				“What you bet? What you bet it’ll be in there?” said Freddie.

				“Bet anything you can lose,” Porter answered.

				“You on for five.”

				“Wait a minute,” Porter shouted. “Say where.”

				“What you mean, ‘where’? I got five says it’ll be in the morning paper.”

				“On the sports page?” asked Hospital Tommy.

				“Or the funny papers?” said Nero Brown.

				“No, man. Front page. I bet five dollars on front page.”

				“What the fuck is the difference?” shouted Guitar. “A kid is stomped and you standin round fussin about whether some cracker put it in the paper. He stomped, ain’t he? Dead, ain’t he? Dead, ain’t he? Cause he whistled at some Scarlett O’Hara cunt.”

			

			The men go on to discuss who should pay for Till’s death, whether he was carrying a knife, whether he whistled at the white woman, whether his daddy really served in the military.

			Eventually, their digressions lead them “to trade tales of atrocities…. A litany of personal humiliation, outrage, and anger turned sicklelike back to themselves as humor. They laughed then, uproariously, about the speed with which they had run, the pose they had assumed, the ruse they had invented to escape or decrease some threat to their manliness, their humanness.” Despite, or perhaps because of, the seriousness of the issue, the men tease each other, mock themselves, and laugh together.

			In other words, they signify on violent black death in a way that draws them closer even as it again poses Guitar’s rhetorical—but not just rhetorical—question about exactly how it happens: “What the fuck is the difference?” Their argument about how to respond to this ever-present threat goes on to produce other debates: one between Milkman and Guitar after the latter joins the Seven Days vigilantes that vow to avenge every murder of a black person with the murder of a white person; and another between Milkman’s sister First Corinthians and her lover, Henry Porter, who also belongs to the Seven Days.

			Morrison’s representations of Emmett Till’s death thus use the theme of internal difference and the aesthetics of signifying to raise a question with intense social and political stakes, a question that would continue to haunt her: how do we negotiate competing truths in the battleground of difference that is black life—and death?
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			Song of Solomon doesn’t contain multitudes so much as it seethes with them. Morrison grounds the novel’s form in a multifarious genre out of which signifying may have originated: the folktale. As Gates’s research established, there are many black songs and jokes that triangulate the two kings of the animal world—the lion and the elephant—with the so-called signifying monkey. This suggests that the practice and the term may come from African animal fables.

			Aesop himself was a slave, as was Phaedrus, the Roman who set the tales attributed to Aesop in verse. Morrison updated some of these beastly tales—one explicitly as a b-boy battle—in the Who’s Got Game? series of children’s books that she co-wrote with her son Slade. In Song of Solomon, we find Milkman’s father blending two animal fables, comparing Pilate to the snake that sticks “his poison tongue right in the man’s heart” then goes on to say, like the tautological scorpion in another tale, “But you knew I was a snake, didn’t you?”

			Morrison often said she thought of her novels as “village literature,” a notion from John Berger that she applied to black culture: “peasant literature for my people.” She preferred, she said, to make references to folklore instead of high literature so that the reader might “respond on the same plane an illiterate or preliterature reader would.” And notably, she felt that “so-called primitive languages always emphasize differences. You have hundreds of words for yam, but no one word for yam—hundreds of words for every variety. That’s not a deficiency in the thought process; it reflects an emphasis on distinctions.”

			She was especially keen on what she called a “parabolic quality,” the structural irony in parables that “masks judgments when it can no longer defer them,” leaving endings that are open to conjecture: “I am interested in…black folklore, and…most of my novels are very much like folktale endings. It’s open-ended folkloric tales…they don’t close and shut the door, which is like the Western tradition, where the moral is—click!—locked up. But in African folktale, the people often say ‘You end it,’ or ‘What do you think?’ It’s a more communal response.”

			In writing Song of Solomon, Morrison’s wish to make “a radical shift in imagination from a female locus to a male one” led her to construct a hero from a particular set of folkloric traditions, what she called “those classical, mythological archetypal stories”: “A journey, then, with the accomplishment of flight, the triumphant end of a trip through earth, to its surface, on into water, and finally into air. All very saga-like. Old-school heroic.”

			If Milkman is an epic hero, his journey south in the second half of the novel is a reclamation of his kingdom. When he undertakes his quest for the inheritance he believes lies in a cave in Virginia, he in effect reverses the Great Migration. This mass movement of black people from the rural South to urban centers in the North, which Morrison would depict in Jazz (1992) as well, emerged out of World War I and the southern economic depression: burgeoning factories needed more hands for the jobs left vacant by men who enlisted. The movement of this new class of migrant black workers into cities transformed those spaces and their culture, but it also severed them from their roots in the South.

			Like Odysseus’s voyage to Ithaca, Milkman’s journey is in this sense a return home, beset with tests and temptations. He falls under the spell of an ageless witch; he bonds with other men through boasts and hunting; he overcomes obstacles and undergoes twists of fate; he takes up with a woman named Sweet who cleanses his body and spirit; he even has a kind of katabasis, a descent to the underworld, when he finds himself in Pilate’s cellar.

			And just as Odysseus washes ashore naked and disguises himself as a beggar, Milkman gradually loses or forgoes material things, shedding all of his possessions—his shoes, his wallet, his suitcase, his car, and his clothes—until he ends up skinny-dipping in a river, shouting with glee that he has finally grasped the tip-top branches of his family tree. Naturally, the distant relative who grants him this insight into his history gives him neither a genealogical chart nor a monetary inheritance, but rather “gossip, stories, legends, and speculations.”

			With this phrase, Song of Solomon describes itself. Like Milkman, the novel looks to its own ancestors—religious works, children’s games, myths, and folktales. These versions of storytelling make up the substrate of daily life for its characters, but they are also what scholars call syncretic forms, meaning they combine various spiritual beliefs, artistic forms, and schools of thought from different cultures.

			Morrison would have known a lot about how syncretism works in the black diaspora from her studies and teaching at Howard. She would also have picked up some ideas from her job at Random House, where she edited an anthology, Contemporary African Literature (1972), and the book Cultural Relativism: Perspectives in Cultural Pluralism (1973), a posthumous collection of essays by the anthropologist Melville J. Herskovits, who argued that black American practices incorporated cultural retentions from Africa as well as from Europe.

			It seems to me that Afrodiasporic cultures as such are premised on this continual collection of disparate forms, what Herskovits described as the manifestation of “African acculturation” in which “innovation and indigenous custom are merged in syncretic unity.” Among the Chewa people of my country, Zambia, for instance, the Nyau secret society that does masquerade performances embodying animals and ancestral spirits has now incorporated not only Mary, St. Peter, and the Pope, but also “Car,” “Plane,” and “Edzi” (AIDS).

			In this same way, Song of Solomon syncretizes myriad traditions, both reinforcing the originary hybridity of archetypal tales, and making them coincide and conflict in its mid-twentieth-century milieu. These elements of folklore do not mix in a so-called melting pot—an idea that, as Morrison said, “never worked”—nor in a happy salad of diversity, however. Rather, they work like samples or features in a hip-hop song; they interrupt, cut into, contest, and undo one another.

			The contestatory multiplicity of images and perspectives we’ve seen in the novel is enacted in a larger-scale version of signifying, too. This is a “crisscrossed conversation” not just among black men in a barbershop, but also among the “gossip, stories, legends, and speculations” that make up black culture.

			For instance, in The Odyssey, Circe is an enchantress or witch who entraps Odysseus on her island, Aeaea, on his way home from the Trojan War. After she transforms Odysseus’s crew into swine, he persuades her to change them back by promising to live with her for a year as her lover. In Song of Solomon, Milkman visits an old woman named Circe, who took care of his aunt and his father when they were children, and finds himself unaccountably attracted to and aroused by her.

			This allusion to a Greek witch is crossed with the kind Milkman dreamed about as a child: “Witches in black dresses and red underskirts; witches with pink eyes and green lips, tiny witches, long rangy witches, frowning witches, smiling witches, screaming witches and laughing witches, witches that flew, witches that ran, and some that merely glided on the ground.” This later genre of witch comes from the fairy tales made famous by the Brothers Grimm, which may explain why Morrison’s Circe has German dogs (Weimaraners) and why her overgrown home and sexual magnetism suggest “Sleeping Beauty.” The notes of Greek legends and of German fairy tales sound here, chiming with eerie harmonies: enchantment, metamorphosis, eros, violence, and the dilatory paralysis of a spell.

			A fairy-tale logic also intersects with religious subtexts in the novel. Macon and Pilate, who as a young brother and sister are taken in by Circe, invoke the fairy tale “Hansel and Gretel.” But they are also likened to Adam and Eve being cast out of Eden. Pilate is born without a navel, Macon calls her a “snake,” and she is linked with fruits (peaches)—all of which place her in some fashion in the Garden.

			These references tap into the deep-seated Christianity in black social life, which incorporated and elaborated the religions imposed upon the enslaved. Morrison explained, “I used the biblical names to show the impact of the Bible on the lives of Black people, their awe and respect for it coupled with their ability to distort it for their own purposes.” This adaptive syncretism offers a model for the purposive distortions that she creates when she brings distinctive folkloric atmospheres into contact with one another, like coinciding weather fronts.

			The story of Hagar, Pilate’s granddaughter and Milkman’s cousin (once removed) and sometime lover, epitomizes this warping effect. The character shares her name with the Egyptian bondswoman in the Old Testament who became Abraham’s second wife; this marriage made his first wife, Sarah, so jealous that she forced Abraham to cast Hagar and her child into the desert. Morrison uses the biblical name as an ironic index for the romantic tragedy of Hagar, whom Milkman casts off because she is possessed with the “stingy little love” of “spoiled children.”

			Her story is also threaded with references to “Goldilocks and the Three Bears.” When Milkman’s mother visits Pilate’s house to discuss the cousins’ ill-fated romance, she sees “three little beds, and like Goldilocks,” sits on one; later, Hagar herself lies in this “little Goldilocks’-choice bed.” Morrison made this allusion, she said, to chastise her character: “partly because of Hagar’s preoccupations with hair, and partly because, like Goldilocks, a housebreaker if ever there was one, she is greedy for things.”

			The “gold” in Goldilocks in effect signifies on the capitalistic magical thinking underlying fantasies of romance. Marx, in the chapter of Capital titled “The Fetishism of Commodities,” famously brings objects to life to illustrate his theory: a table turns on its head and commodities speak to one another, as animated as any Disney rendition of the Grimms’ tales.

			When Hagar goes on a shopping spree in a last-ditch effort to doll herself up to seduce Milkman, Morrison combines these effects:

			
				Like a smiling sleepwalker she circled. Round and round the diamond-clear counters covered with bottles, wafer-thin disks, round boxes, tubes, and phials. Lipsticks in soft white hands darted out of their sheaths like the shiny red penises of puppies. Peachy powders and milky lotions were grouped in front of poster after cardboard poster of gorgeous grinning faces. Faces in ecstasy. Faces somber with achieved seduction.

			

			The prose grants liveliness to the inanimate—diamond-clear and cardboard surfaces erupt with soft hands, shiny penises, gorgeous faces grinning in ecstasy and somber with seduction—a fetishism heightened by the childish diction of “round and round,” “peachy,” and “milky.”

			When Hagar gets caught in a storm going home, her shopping bags split, “her box of Sunny Glow toppling into a puddle” and exploding “in light peach puffs under the weight of the raindrops,” as if the brand name itself were bursting. She gets soaked, leaving Pilate and Ruby to stare at “the wet ripped hose, the soiled white dress, the sticky, lumpy face powder, the streaked rouge, and the wild wet shoals of hair.” The “Cinderella” tale turns tragic—or is reversed to cinders. This fairy-tale devolution leads the heartbroken Hagar to her bed, then to her deathbed, making the community’s assessment of her overweening desire come true: “one of them graveyard loves.”

			There are other Gothic moments in Song of Solomon as well, from one man’s claim that ghosts killed his mother to the story of a man split down the middle by a sawmill to the cave where Pilate and Macon as children confront the living corpse of a white man beside a sack of gold. One of the spookiest scenes in all of Morrison’s works takes place on the night that Milkman and Guitar, thinking Pilate has hung that fortune from her ceiling, decide to steal it.

			The two young men enter the house, “unprepared for the deeper darkness that met them there in that room. Neither had seen that kind of blackness, not even behind their own eyelids. More unsettling than the darkness, however, was the fact that in contrast to the heat outside…it was as cold as ice in Pilate’s house.” In the moonlight that shines inside “like a flashlight,” they see the sack: “It hung heavy, hung green like the green of Easter eggs left too long in the dye. And like Easter, it promised everything: the Risen Son and the heart’s lone desire.” The darkness, the cold, the glaring moon, and the laden sack—which, as it turns out, holds bones, not gold—drift into an allusion to a Christian holiday that connotes a corpse’s resurrection but also a kids’ treasure hunt.

			The details that preface this scene add yet another cultural tradition to the melee here. “An odor like crystallized ginger” is blowing through town that night: “Breathing the air that could have come straight from a marketplace in Accra, they stood for what seemed to them a very long time. One leaned against a tree, his foot hovering off the ground.” The smell of ginger reaching across the Atlantic and the reminder that Milkman happens to have one leg shorter than the other both reference Afrodiasporic mythology.

			My favorite African divinity goes by the name of Èṣù, sometimes spelled Exu or Eshu. A messenger and a trickster, Èṣù is associated with the crossroads, mischief, and chaos; one of his names translates to “He-who-creates-problems-for-the-innocent.” Èṣù is depicted as having two hats, heads, faces, or sides to his face—sometimes one black, the other white—and occasionally appears to have two genders, as well. Even more pertinent here, he has one longer leg, which stands in the realm of the gods, and one shorter, which stands in the world of humans.

			Having traversed the Middle Passage with the African people brought to North and South America to be enslaved, Èṣù crops up all over the diaspora in syncretic convergence with Christian rites and rituals. He’s a deity in Haitian Vodou and in the Candomblé and Umbanda religions of Latin America; one of his avatars appears in African American culture as the Devil, whom the blues singer Robert Johnson famously meets “at the crossroads.”

			And one theory, posited by Gates, from whom I learned much of the above, is that Èṣù is connected to the signifying monkey, given that the figure is depicted in origin stories and artworks across the diaspora with monkeys nearby. Like Èṣù, Morrison’s Milkman stands at a tilt, at the Afrodiasporic crossroads where mythic, folk, and religious lore from various parts of the world collide in a cross-cultural game of the dozens.
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			The very title of Song of Solomon is a nodal point for these intersecting traditions. King Solomon is a prophet in Judaism, Islam, and Christianity; his name, like Sula’s, derives from shalom, meaning “peace.” Born of King David and Bathsheba, Solomon was considered a wise king; he famously decided the case of two women arguing over a baby by saying he would cut the child in two to prompt the real mother to reveal herself.

			But toward the end of his reign, King Solomon broke the rules against “not multiplying horses or wives, gold or silver,” presumably swayed toward the idolatry of other gods by the foreign women he married, including the Queen of Sheba. Morrison’s reference thus also carries a connotation of mammonistic temptation and an aura of desire heightened by the subtext of the erotic Canticle of Canticles, the superscript to which labels it “the song of songs, which is Solomon’s.”

			Yet Morrison’s title, which she apparently landed on only reluctantly with the encouragement of the writer John Gardner, is less a grandiose religious allusion than a quotidian pun. We discover in the last quarter of the novel that it refers to a literal song about a man literally named Solomon, which Milkman overhears some children singing. The lyrics, alternating with two seemingly nonce responses (“Come booba yalle, come booba tambee”; “Come konka yalle, come konka tambee”), turn out to be the puzzle pieces of his family history.

			We learn of Solomon, who one day “whirled about and touched the sun,” leaving his “baby in a white man’s house” until someone named “Heddy took him to a red man’s house”; meanwhile, an unnamed “black lady fell down on the ground” and “threw her body all around.” The song closes with a nursery-rhyme chant: “Solomon and Ryna Belali Shalut / Yaruba Medina Muhammet too. / Nestor Kalina Saraka cake. / Twenty-one children, the last one Jake!”

			In the story that Milkman gradually cobbles together, his great-grandfather was a “flying African” named Solomon (or Shalimar). When Solomon, having founded a town in Virginia in his name, took off for Africa, his wife went mad with grief. His youngest son, Jake, whom he tried to take with him, tumbled from his hands. Jake, forever marked by this abandonment, became Macon Dead I, Milkman’s grandfather. He married a Native American woman with whom he had grown up, Sing Bird. She bore Pilate and Macon II, but did not live to raise them. Their father eventually put his life at risk to protect his property, and thereby continued the tradition of leaving one’s children orphaned.

			Interspersed among these clues to the history of the Dead is a refrain:

			
				O Solomon don’t leave me here

				Cotton balls to choke me

				O Solomon don’t leave me here

				Buckra’s arms to yoke me

				Solomon done fly, Solomon done gone

				Solomon cut across the sky, Solomon gone home.

			

			We’ve heard Pilate, Reba, and Hagar singing these words throughout the novel, only with Sugarman for Solomon, reminding us that music has always been used to pass down history.

			While Morrison claimed that she based these lyrics on a song from her own family—which had a patriarch named Solomon—she also clearly used elements from the Federal Writers’ Project, which collected testimony from the formerly enslaved and their descendants. Versions of the story of the flying Africans who, like Milkman’s great-grandfather, “whirled about and touched the sun,” appear in the 1940 book Drums and Shadows.

			The details of the tale may have originated in real antebellum history. In May 1803, a group of enslaved Africans of Igbo descent leaped from a ship into Dunbar Creek in St. Simons Island, Georgia. Though one slave agent concluded that the Africans had drowned in a mass suicide, oral accounts from formerly enslaved Gullah Geechee people and their descendants claimed that the “Eboes” or “Ibos” either flew or walked on the water all the way back to Africa.

			In Drums and Shadows, which rather butchers black English with its transcription, one Gullah resident is quoted as saying: “Heahd bout duh Ibo’s Landing? Das duh place weah dey bring duh Ibos obuh in a slabe ship an wen dey git yuh, dey ain lak it an so dey all staht singin an dey mahch right down in duh ribbuh tuh mahch back tuh Africa, but dey ain able tuh get deah. Dey gits drown.” Another interview subject transcribed this song in what appears to be a Bantu dialect: “Dey say, ‘Kum buba yali kuni buba tambe, Kum kunka yali kum kunka tambe,’ quick like. Den dey rise off duh groun an fly away. Nobody ebuh see um no mo. Some say dey fly back tuh Africa.”

			Morrison acknowledged that there were other legends hovering behind the image of flight in her novel: “If it means Icarus to some readers, fine; I want to take credit for that. But my meaning is specific: it is about black people who could fly.” She averred that it was “always part of the folklore of my life; flying was one of our gifts. I don’t care how silly it may seem. It is everywhere—people used to talk about it, it’s in the spirituals and gospels.”

			These slightly different songs and stories are alternative histories, scraps of culture in which whole worlds of belief are interwoven:

			
				It is indicative of the cosmology, the way in which Black people looked at the world. We are very practical people, very down-to-earth, even shrewd people. But within that practicality we also accepted what I suppose could be called superstition and magic, which is another way of knowing things…. And some of those things were…discredited only because Black people were discredited therefore what they knew was “discredited.”…That kind of knowledge has a very strong place in my work.

			

			This co-presence of folklore and the gospels, the supernatural and the real world, practicality and superstition, is simply a fact of the African diaspora. This is a tradition that has always been adaptive to, and inclusive of, cultural forms both imposed and discredited—that had to be, in order to survive.

			Morrison’s version of the flying African song in Song of Solomon traces the threads of this syncretic weave. She includes “yaruba” (Yoruba) and “red man’s house” as signs of Milkman’s respective African and Native American lineages. We also find “Belali Shalut,” “Medina Muhammed,” and “Saraka cake,” which, according to the critic Nada Elia, reflect interviews conducted with the descendants of one “Belali Mohamet.” They revealed customs similar to Islamic rituals, such as praying to the east at certain times of day and baking a “saraka” cake, likely derived from sadaqa or “charity,” an offering of a full meal to the needy. A mingled genealogy of Judeo-Christian, Islamic, Native American, and African traditions is thus tangled with the family roots Milkman uncovers during his odyssey south.
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			Yet Morrison complicates the heroic arc that serves as the backbone of both Milkman’s quest and Solomon’s flight, critiquing their masculine triumphalism. When Milkman recounts the story of the flying African to his lover Sweet, she asks, “Who’d he leave behind?” The ghost of Pilate’s father says enigmatically: “You can’t just fly on off and leave a body.” And Milkman arrives back at Pilate’s home, jubilant with the family news, only to wake up in a cellar next to Hagar’s bones.

			Morrison liked to say “the structure is the argument.” The placement of this fall back to the earth at the height of Milkman’s personal triumph argues, as the novel has it: “While he dreamt of flying, Hagar was dying.” In fact, the novel literally interrupts Milkman’s mythic legend—both his own and the one he wishes to report—right at its climax with the reverse fairy tale of Hagar’s demise, which has been deliberately postponed.

			We are suddenly thrown into a grand, aching funeral scene: “Pilate burst in, shouting, ‘Mercy!’ as though it were a command…. ‘I want mercy!’ she shouted, and began walking toward the coffin, shaking her head from side to side as though somebody had asked her a question and her answer was no.” Pilate goes on to give a full sermon, replete with call-and-response, testifying, and singing that slides between gospel and blues music.

			She closes by “telling in three words the full story of the stumped life in the coffin behind her”:

			
				“My baby girl.” Words tossed like stones into a silent canyon.

				Suddenly, like an elephant who has just found his anger and lifts his trunk over the heads of the little men who want his teeth or his hide or his flesh or his amazing strength, Pilate trumpeted for the sky itself to hear, “And she was loved!”

				It startled one of the sympathetic winos in the vestibule and he dropped his bottle, spurting emerald glass and jungle-red wine everywhere.

			

			Morrison again brings Africa into the room, sending the black church back to the motherland.

			The rapid tonal shifts in this surprise animal fable, characteristic of the aesthetic mode of this roving, unpredictable novel, depict in small form the way that Milkman’s legendary quest, Pilate’s Afro-Christian spirituality, Hagar’s fanciful fairy tales, and Solomon’s diasporic myths collide at Èṣù’s crossroads. What I want to emphasize is that Morrison makes these folkloric traditions intersect not merely in the name of a colorful medley, but as a way to signify on one another, to throw shade at one another, to blacken one another, so to speak.

			Ultimately, this intersection of signifying traditions grants Song of Solomon the feel of a novelistic parable. At the same time, it checks any potential didacticism with both the black humor of signifying and that willful open-endedness Morrison found in black art: “It should have something in it that enlightens; something in it that opens the door and points the way. Something in it that suggests what the conflicts are, what the problems are. But it need not solve those problems because it is not a case study, it is not a recipe.”

			The end of Song of Solomon stages this enlightening open door—or rather, open air. In the novel’s final sequence, Milkman and Pilate return to the hills of Shalimar, Virginia, to bury their ancestor’s bones. Guitar, still mistakenly stalking Milkman for purloined gold, finds him and shoots at him, but misses and hits Pilate instead. She dies in her nephew’s arms as he sings “Sugarman.”

			Milkman stands to confront his friend, his enemy, his shadow:

			
				“Guitar!” he shouted.

				Tar tar tar, said the hills.

				“Over here, brother man! Can you see me?” Milkman cupped his mouth with one hand and waved the other over his head. “Here I am!”

				Am am am am, said the rocks.

				“You want me? Huh? You want my life?”

				Life life life life.

				Squatting on the edge of the other flat-headed rock with only the night to cover him, Guitar smiled over the barrel of his rifle. “My man,” he murmured to himself. “My main man.” He put the rifle on the ground and stood up.

				Milkman stopped waving and narrowed his eyes. He could just make out Guitar’s head and shoulders in the dark. “You want my life?” Milkman was not shouting now. “You need it? Here.” Without wiping away the tears, taking a deep breath, or even bending his knees—he leaped. As fleet and bright as a lodestar he wheeled toward Guitar and it did not matter which one of them would give up his ghost in the killing arms of his brother. For now he knew what Shalimar knew: If you surrendered to the air, you could ride it.

			

			Several mythic traditions hover here: Icarus disobeying his father; Cain murdering his brother; Jacob wrestling with the angel; the Africans flying from Igbo Landing; Lucifer falling from heaven; God’s enigmatic “I am that I am”; even the sticky tar tar tar baby, that black mess that you just can’t escape, and which oozed its way into Morrison’s next novel.

			Several feelings hover here, too: Pilate dies asking for a song; Guitar smiles, signifies, then lowers his gun; Milkman weeps and taunts and leaps. But just as “it did not matter which one of them would give up his ghost,” it does not matter which myth signifies more; which feeling climbs higher; which message you’re supposed to come away with; or whether that lightness in your chest is grief, wonder, or laughter. If you surrender to Morrison’s crisscrossing echoes, you realize something. You don’t have to understand Song of Solomon. You can ride it.

		

	
		
			
				4

				Tar Baby’s Masks

			
			Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby is a stereotypical novel. I don’t mean that it’s boring or conventional. In fact, I would say that Morrison’s fourth novel, published in 1981, is by far her weirdest work of fiction. I mean, rather, that Tar Baby is a novel made up of, carved out of, stereotypes.

			This might seem like an oxymoron, or an insult. Can you make good art with stereotypes? Wouldn’t this end up perpetuating them? Can you afford to depict characters as caricatures? Wouldn’t this make them less real, less relatable? Can clichéd language ever be truly literary?

			Morrison always took a counterintuitive position toward these questions. Consider what she said in her essay about putting together The Black Book, a compilation of archival fragments about black life that she published as a Random House editor in 1974: “Sapphire, Kingfish, Calhoun and Mamma were not hideous stereotypes but ‘characters’ for whom we had much affection.” In interviews, she explained that she liked “to work with, to fret, the cliché,” and even claimed her stories came to her “as clichés. A cliché is a cliché because it’s worthwhile…. A good cliché can never be overwritten; it’s still mysterious.”

			The word stereotype comes from a French term for a relief printing plate cast from a papier-mâché or a plaster mold taken from composed type. The word cliché is onomatopoeic: it is the sound the stereotype machine made. The connection between their cultural meanings and these machinic ones is self-evident: the stereotype, with its gnashing gears, made it easier and faster to duplicate and perpetuate an unchanging and reductive image. The etymology of stereotype combines Greek roots that each imply different dimensions: stereos, meaning “solid” (i.e., a three-dimensional object), and type, meaning “an impression” (i.e., on a two-dimensional surface). This makes sense insofar as stereotypes figuratively compress a person into an image.

			In her words about “Sapphire, Kingfish, Calhoun and Mamma,” Morrison distinguishes characters from the stereotypes that, in E. M. Forster’s terms, deflate them from round (surprising, realistic) to flat (predictable, thin). When Tar Baby came out, the New York Times reviewer gave it a compliment along these lines: “Morrison uncovers all the stereotypical racial fears felt by whites and blacks alike. Like any ambitious writer, she’s unafraid to employ these stereotypes—she embraces the representative quality of her characters without embarrassment, then proceeds to make them individuals too.”

			In this novel that, for the first time in Morrison’s career, directly addressed the white/black racial dichotomy, characters are avatars for race. Morrison often said that she began novels with an idea and only then invented the individual people to embody it; in Tar Baby, she took this allegorical tendency to an extreme with her cast of characters.

			Margaret Lordi is a white woman born into a working-class family, whose striking looks made her a young pageant queen, “The Principal Beauty of Maine.” She’s married to an older man, Valerian Street, the wealthy white heir to a candy fortune. The Streets have brought a black couple, Ondine and Sidney Childs, who serve as their butler and cook in Philadelphia, to their second home, L’Arbe de la Croix, on a fictional Caribbean island Morrison dubs Isle des Chevaliers.

			Sidney and Ondine have a niece, Jadine, who is visiting the island from Paris; with their encouragement—and the Streets’ philanthropic beneficence—she has blossomed into a bougie black woman, a Sorbonne-educated fashion model. The Streets have hired two black local workers from the island, the witchy Marie-Thérèse and her nephew Gideon, a returnee from the United States, where he was married to a nurse and worked at a hospital; a young relative, Alma Estée, lives with them.

			The action begins when a black veteran, whose name we later learn is Son Green, jumps into the sea from a boat, tries to swim inland, and ends up as a stowaway on the Streets’ yacht, the Queen of France. He rides without their knowledge to Isle des Chevaliers, where he infiltrates L’Arbe de la Croix, encroaching upon its garden, then its pantry, then Margaret’s bedroom closet. Though he is simply seated among her clothes, she reacts hysterically—publicly with a scream “loud and full of terror,” and privately with the thought “literally, literally a nigger in the woodpile.”

			Tar Baby’s third-person narration moves among these characters, alternately adopting their respective viewpoints, which are both constrained by and strained through this intricately constructed, quasi-hierarchical complex of race, class, gender, and age. It’s clear that Morrison conceived of it in line with the tradition of the fiction of manners, which was developed by figures such as Jane Austen in England and Edith Wharton in the United States. This genre aims to depict the tensions and dynamics of a constrained social world.

			Tar Baby is set in the early 1980s, but much of it is structured around old-fashioned dinner scenes, which confirms my sense that Morrison is also signifying on the 1967 film Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? The characters include a rich white woman with auburn hair, à la Katharine Hepburn; her wry, white-haired husband, à la Spencer Tracy; a fiercely conventional black housekeeper, Tillie, played by Isabel Sanford; and a respectable “Negro,” played by Sidney Poitier, who lends his first name to the Streets’ butler. There’s even the hint of a potential interracial romance between Jadine and the Streets’ son, Michael.

			In thinking about how to depict these figures cast in cliché, Morrison turned to the idea of masks:

			
				Not masks as covering what is to be hidden, but how masks come to life, take life over, exercise the tensions between itself and what it covers…. [T]he construction is careful and delicately borne, but the masks they make have a life of their own and collide with those they come in contact with. The texture of the novel seemed to want leanness, architecture that was worn and ancient like a piece of mask sculpture: exaggerated, breathing, just athwart the representational life it displaced.

			

			Masks suggest the power but also the fixity of societal artifice. Hence the stagey quality to the plot in Tar Baby, and the stilted way the characters speak and interact as their masks collide.

			One might fault a realist novel for this, but when these characters implausibly introduce themselves as “Rastus” or as “the copper Venus,” Morrison is reminding us that she is intentionally playing with stereotypes such as the grinning darkie and the light-skinned Jezebel. She would go on to literalize this connection in her 1986 play, Dreaming Emmett, by naming certain characters with classic stereotypes such as “Princess” or “Buck” and by covering their faces in giant masks that referenced Greek theater.

			In Tar Baby, Jadine Childs has a master’s degree in art history, allowing the African mask to emerge as an image around which questions of cultural appropriation and aesthetic value revolve. Morrison makes use of these implications of the mask to instantiate a paradox of race: while people still argue it one way or the other, race is both a fiction (insofar as it is a construct with no scientific basis in biology) and a fact (insofar as it has material effects in the social world).

			Paul Laurence Dunbar’s 1895 poem “We Wear the Mask” long ago captured that doubleness, and the way it seems to verge on duplicity:

			
				We wear the mask that grins and lies,

				It hides our cheeks and shades our eyes,—

				This debt we pay to human guile;

				With torn and bleeding hearts we smile,

				And mouth with myriad subtleties.

			

			This is what Morrison took from the remarks made by ordinary black people in the folklorist John Gwaltney’s 1980 collection of interviews, Drylongso: “You never tell a white person the truth. He doesn’t want to hear it…. This helps explain why the theme of the mask is so important in black literature and why I worked so heavily with it in Tar Baby.”

			We might say that, by working so heavily with this emblem of the face (figura in Latin), Morrison is playing with figures, in a few senses of the word: the racial figures and social roles that turn people into types; the figures of speech, like simile and zeugma, that compare the real to the imaginary, connecting the material world to the realm of representation; and the figure-ground distinction, the way we visually differentiate objects from their background, which is the basis, for example, of the black-and-white vase/profile illusion that confuses surface and depth.

			As we’ll see, Tar Baby uses masks to invoke stereotypes not only in these material and historical senses, but also in these symbolic and aesthetic ones. These objectified types, made of two-dimensional planes, seem to shift, when perceived from certain angles, into three-dimensional stereo, such that they come to life in surreal and politically complex ways.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			According to Morrison, her interest in playing with masks grew directly out of the novel’s disturbing titular figure, the tar baby:

			
				It was the image of tar, however, artfully shaped, black, disturbing, threatening yet inviting, that led me to African masks: ancient, alive, and breathing, their features exaggerated, their power mysterious. A blatant sculpture sitting at the heart of the folktale became the bones of the narrative. All of the characters are themselves masks. And like African masks, the novel merged the primal and the contemporary, lore and reality. It was a blend that proved heady, even dizzying, but I believed the plotline solid and familiar enough to withhold or contain a reader’s sense of vertigo.

			

			When I first read this, I was puzzled. In my experience, African masks and sculptures are not usually made of tar; they’re more often made of wood or metal; they’re sometimes dark in color, but not always; and tar is soft and sticky while masks are hard and smooth.

			Then I realized that Morrison is pursuing not the depiction of literal masks, but rather “the uses to which masks and myths”—like that of the tar baby—“are put in Afro-American culture.” The connection is figural rather than strictly representational. Morrison said that considering tar’s “holy uses” and “profane uses” led her to a “guiding motif: ahistorical earth and historical earth,” a theme that she “translated into the structure” of the novel at several levels.

			The tar baby myth she decided to explore has been traced to African fables from all over the continent; to Native American traditions; and to folktales from India, Japan, Indonesia, Haiti, Mexico, Spain, Portugal, Lithuania, France, and China. The trickster rabbit or hare who stars in the story is a common figure in Bantu folktales—in my country, Zambia, he’s known as kalulu.

			Earlier in this book, I argued that Morrison used a crisscrossed weave of folktales, myths, and legends as the allusive subtext for the novel she published four years earlier: “Song of Solomon…required a feeling of lore. In Tar Baby the lore is there but in a more direct, bold way…without even trying to make any explanation.” In both books, Morrison took aesthetic advantage of the Afrodiasporic syncretism—the black stickiness, if you will—that absorbs other cultural forms but also melds them and makes their meanings murky.

			The American version of the tar baby lore was first collected and transcribed in Joel Chandler Harris’s Uncle Remus: His Songs and His Sayings (1880). Harris, a white journalist, gathered tales about “Brother Rabbit,” or “Br’er Rabbit,” from black storytellers on the Turnwold Plantation in Georgia. He said the stories he ventriloquized through his fictional “Uncle Remus” had “become a part of the domestic history of every Southern family.” Theodore Roosevelt famously claimed that as a boy he heard Br’er Rabbit tales from his southern aunt. This may be why the candies that first make Valerian Street’s family rich in Tar Baby are called Teddy Boys.

			Morrison refused to read or reread the tar baby tale when she was writing the novel, relying instead on the version of the story she had heard in her family kitchen, which begins, as she remembered it, “Once upon a time there was this farmer. He planted himself a garden….” Br’er Rabbit comes across the garden and starts to eat as much lettuce as he pleases. To catch Br’er Rabbit, the farmer makes a baby doll out of tar and dresses it as a girl. When Br’er Rabbit next returns for a snack, he greets her by saying “Good morning,” but receives no reply. Offended, Br’er Rabbit punches the tar baby and gets stuck; the more he attacks, the worse he is stuck, the angrier he gets, and the more he attacks. This circularity is why we now use the term tar baby to mean a sticky situation, a “troublesome or tricky problem, especially one which is only aggravated by attempts to solve it, or with which one becomes more entangled the more one tries to extricate oneself from it.”

			The tale concludes when the farmer triumphantly reveals himself and Br’er Rabbit pleads with him, offering to be subjected to any torture imaginable—skinning, roasting, hanging, drowning—so long as he isn’t flung into the briar patch. The sadistic farmer does exactly that, hoping to inflict maximum pain. But, of course, rabbits are quite at home in thickets, and wily Br’er Rabbit escapes.

			If we read Morrison’s Tar Baby as an extended allegory based on this tale, we can easily match the main figures: the rich landowner, Valerian, who possesses not just a garden but a whole island, molds his protégée, Jadine, into an alluring trap for Son, the freewheeling, foolhardy intruder. Though some versions of the tale cast the farmer as Br’er Fox, Morrison’s recollection of her family’s telling of it is what motivated her to write directly about white-black relations for the first time: “This book required white people because of the tar baby story. In the original story, the tar baby is made by a white man—that has to be the case with Jadine. She has to have been almost ‘constructed’ by the Western thing.”

			In the novel, Morrison shifts our gaze from the master and the moral—“outlaw peasant outwits inventive master with wit and cunning”—to what she found to be the more intriguing relationship, that between the subservient Br’er Rabbit and the tar baby: “She snares him; he knows it, yet compounds his entanglement while demanding to be freed. A love story, then. Difficult, unresponsive, but seducing woman and clever, anarchic male.”

			Only Toni Morrison could look at Br’er Rabbit tangling with the tar baby and make of it a love story. Jadine and Son indeed get stuck on each other. As a couple, they visit her world in New York City, which is posited as the realm of the tar baby, white-sponsored and “civilized”; then they visit his hometown in Eloe, Florida—the realm of the rabbit, majority-black and “natural.” The lovers sometimes seem to swap their figurative positions, however, as with their first direct encounter at L’Arbe de la Croix.

			In her bedroom, Jadine lies naked “spread-eagled” on a baby seal coat, a gift from a lover, imagining “the blackness she was sinking into…nestling herself into it.” She’s trying it on before the mirror, looking at herself with her “minky” eyes, when Son comes in. He’s funky from days without bathing, “his skin as dark as a riverbed,” his dreadlocks looking “like bundles of long whips or lashes that could grab her and beat her to jelly…. Wild, aggressive, vicious hair that needed to be put in jail. Uncivilized, reform-school hair. Mau Mau, Attica, chain-gang hair.” Who here is the tar baby?

			Son greets Jadine thrice—“Morning,” then “Good morning,” then “Hey. I was saying good morning to you”—which seems to reinforce his role as the slighted rabbit. But when their flirtation takes a turn, it is Jadine who reaches out first to “kill him with her fists,” which he catches at the wrist to hold her from behind. Locked together, they trade blunt insults (“little white girl,” “nigger”) that again confuse the tale’s color scheme.

			She warns him not to rape her, but nothing nonconsensual will take place between them. Their desire is mutual, if disturbing. It “jangled something in her,” reminding Jadine of a scene she observed as a child: “One dog sniffing at the hindquarters of another, and the female, her back to him, not moving, but letting herself be sniffed.” Son’s smile has already conjured a dogged metaphor for desire, “small dark dogs galloping on silver feet” that Jadine desperately tries to “leash.”

			Morrison sources her surreal image for irrepressible sexual attraction in Jadine’s canine memory, but the idea of dark beasts on the run also uncannily invokes Son’s equine destiny, which will involve the origins of the Isle des Chevaliers, so named for

			
				some slaves who went blind the minute they saw Dominique…. Their ship foundered and sank with Frenchmen, horses and slaves aboard. The blinded slaves could not see how or where to swim so they were at the mercy of the current and the tide. They floated and trod water and ended up on that island along with the horses that had swum ashore…. They ride those horses all over the hills.

			

			Either way, with all this animalistic energy seething through it, the scene of their mutual seduction is raw, ripe, febrile.

			And the ideas we attach to blackness melt into one another across it like pitch, shifting from Jadine’s “fearful, seductive” baby seal coat (“she could not tell whether he or it was the blacker or the shinier”) to Son’s black skin, hair, and smile, to the racist slurs they fling at each other even as they cling to each other. By the time the two make love for the first time a hundred pages later, black matter has become cosmic, all around them: “imagine yourself in that dark, all alone in the sky at night…when a star feels itself, it’s not a twinkle, it’s more like a throb…when they can’t throb anymore, when they can’t hold it anymore, they fall out of the sky.”

			In all of these ways, Morrison complicates the one-to-one match of Son to Br’er Rabbit and Jadine to the tar baby, disrupting and dilating the fable’s rigid scheme, sequence of attack, and undercurrents of desire. She once commented of the tale that, “despite its funny, happy ending, it used to frighten me”; this ambivalence of feeling clearly appealed to her in constructing this unearthly love story.

			An incongruency she noticed in the tale also led her to use tar as a figure for black womanhood in particular:

			
				Tar seemed to me to be an odd thing to be in a Western story, and I found that there is a tar lady in African mythology. I started thinking about tar. At one time, a tar pit was a holy place, at least an important place, because tar was used to build things. It came naturally out of the earth; it held together things like Moses’s little boat and the pyramids. For me, the tar baby came to mean the black woman who can hold things together.

			

			Morrison literalizes this tar pit in the novel as Sein de Vieilles (Witch’s Tit), “a shriveled fogbound oval seeping with a thick black substance” like quicksand. At one point, Jadine is nearly swallowed up by it, as mythical swamp women—who are said to sleep with the chevaliers sometimes, the sound of their “screwing…like thunder”—hang from the trees, watching her.

			I have not found a source for Morrison’s African tar lady. The critic La Vinia Delois Jennings argues that she is referring to the “rubber girl” from a Hausa folktale: when Spider (another trickster, sometimes called Anansi) steals groundnuts from his neighbor, he falls for the trap of a girl made from rubber-tree resin, with “a beautiful long neck and large breasts.” That version of a tar baby may motivate two details of Morrison’s novel. The elderly local on the island Marie-Thérèse has “magic breasts” that still produce milk. And Jadine has a dream in which black women crowd around her, “jostling each other, gently—there wasn’t much room—revealing” their breasts, “soft, loose bags closed at the tip with a brunette eye,” which they “thrust at her like weapons.”

			When I reviewed Jonathan Glazer’s 2013 film, Under the Skin, in which a shiny black alien wears a white woman’s skin suit, I, too, was especially drawn to the dark, viscous substance of which she’s made. I felt it captured something about my womanhood, “the sublimity and the grief of whatever it is that divides me from men”:

			
				Is this because I myself am “black” and “alien”? Is it because more than one lover has told me that I have inside me a darkness, a black intensity that I’ve come, with fondness, to call my tarball? Am I simply cursed with the ineluctable self-loathing of a woman in the West?…I find myself longing for the alien to touch the black surface of herself when it’s unsheathed, to run her fingers over it, grasp its viscosity, sense its texture, draw her eye—my eye—closer to its reflective sheen. I see it…as akin to the thickest slips of wombwall that come out of me every month: dark, dark…shiny and rich.

			

			The interest, again, lies less in the characters than in the role of tar in the story: as Morrison puts it in Tar Baby’s foreword, “not only as its strange, silent center, but also as the sticky mediator” that “moves beyond trickery to art.”

			Disturbing and threatening, mysterious and ancient, alive and breathing, powerful and inviting, heady and dizzying, solid and familiar, primal and modern, and evocative of the lush void of black womanhood, tar is a kind of substrate for Morrison’s form in her novel. This slippery, sticky black aesthetic makes me want to call Tar Baby a work of surrealism, which, as André Breton first defined it in 1924, is the “resolution of these two states, dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute reality, a surreality.”
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			We can convey the feeling of reading Morrison’s phantasmagoric novel by looking very closely at one of a set of nighttime scenes that find the main characters in their beds at L’Arbe de la Croix:

			
				Margaret was not dreaming nor was she quite asleep, although the moon looking at her face believed she was. She was experiencing the thing insomniacs dread—not being awake but the ticky-tacky thoughts that fill in the space where sleep ought to be. Rags and swatches; draincloths and crumpled paper napkins. Old griefs and embarrassments; jealousies and offense. Just common ignoble scraps not deep enough for dreaming and not light enough to dismiss.

			

			As Margaret sways in a limbo of insomnia, between rest and wakefulness, dream and reverie, memory and forgetfulness, “ticky-tacky thoughts fill in the space where sleep ought to be.”

			Ticky-tacky, meaning “inferior or cheap material” or “cheap, in poor taste,” is a word we don’t use much anymore. The ticky seems to have fallen off, leaving us with tacky, which still carries the sense “dowdy, shabby; in poor taste, cheap, vulgar.”

			But even tacky alone is a rich word for this novel. As a noun, it once referred to “a poor white person of the southern states” or to “a degenerate weedy horse”—possible allusions, respectively, to Margaret’s childhood poverty (she later says “living in a trailer was tacky”) and to the blind chevaliers rumbling behind the novel’s domestic and romantic dramas. As an adjective, tacky may derive from a tack that pins something temporarily; this becomes gruesomely literal when we learn that Margaret abused her son when he was a baby by sticking him with pins.

			I think Morrison uses the full archaic form ticky-tacky for a few reasons. Ticky-tacky doubles down on the adhesive quality—the tack in tacky, the ticky in sticky—so significant to the novel’s central conceit. The compound word’s ablaut reduplication also calls to mind the tick-tock of the insomniac’s clock and cues the way the novel puts stark binaries—race, gender, class—into motion. This sets the rhythm of the singsong parallelism that follows: “Rags and swatches; draincloths and crumpled paper napkins.”

			These pairs of nouns oscillate between the real world and the imagistic world. On one hand, they implicitly resemble Margaret’s ticky-tacky thoughts; on the other, they seem to be literal examples of what those thoughts are about, the shabby materials of her childhood—as sentence fragments, they even mimic those ignoble scraps. Shifting between description, metaphor, metonymy, and imitation, this brief passage about Margaret’s insomnia thus jumbles our sense of what is a figurative image and what is a genuine memory.

			In this way it produces the effect of a particular feature of this character’s consciousness: a repeated dissociative forgetfulness, or fugue state, during which she loses her grasp on the “names and uses of things,” or on the borders between simulacra and reality. When she slips into this state, Margaret might attempt to put a telephone in her purse, puzzle over whether to eat her lipstick or write with it, or “scrape her fork tines along the china trying to pick up the painted blossoms at its center.” Notably, these moments of confusion all involve both the dissolution of the outline or purpose of things, and an uncanny animation whereby they dilate from a flat image to a 3D object.

			Tar Baby adopts this character’s unstable perception as a surrealistic style. Take one of Margaret’s later “ticky-tacky thoughts”: a memory of how her father, wanting to confirm that her distinctive flaming red hair ran in the family, once invited his great-aunts, whom he had remembered as “twins with hair the color of saffron,” to visit, only to find that the “saffron had turned to garlic.” The next chapter of the novel seems to pick up this feature of these minor characters in a description of L’Arbe de la Croix: “Fog came to that place in wisps sometimes, like the hair of maiden aunts. Hair so thin and pale it went unnoticed until masses of it gathered around the house and threw back one’s own reflection from the windows.”

			Morrison dwells on this conceit for the fog for several more lines, but it is nevertheless confusing when it returns as a figurative refrain. Further down the page, “the maiden aunts stroked her cheek”; three pages later, “the maiden aunts smiled and tossed their maiden aunt hair”; six pages on, we find “the maiden aunts cowering in the corners of the room”; six pages after that, “the maiden aunts, huddled in the corners of the room, were smiling in their sleep.” With each iteration, I find, there’s a moment when we imagine the maiden aunts as real people in the room before we recall that this is just an extended simile for the weather. It is as if, having come to life as characters—and then fallen out of life, into mere figures of speech—they cannot be expunged from the reader’s mind.

			Turning the pages of Tar Baby feels like dreaming, but less like the daydreaming to which we often compare reading than this hallucinatory oscillation between three dimensions and two. The fog is likened to people but also seems to conjure them; painted blossoms on a plate can bloom on the end of a fork, as if pried loose from their surface. This is how Morrison enacts at the level of language the “heady…dizzying” aesthetics of the mask, which can appear under the right lens to be “breathing, just athwart the representational life it displaced.”

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			The mask is entirely a matter of form in Tar Baby; no literal African mask ever appears in the novel. We glimpse it instead through references and images, like the surreal “vision materialized in a yellow dress” Jadine sees at a Parisian supermarket:

			
				The vision itself was a woman much too tall. Under her long canary yellow dress Jadine knew there was too much hip, too much bust. The agency would laugh her out of the lobby, so why was she and everybody else in the store transfixed? The height? The skin like tar against the canary yellow dress? The woman walked down the aisle as though her many-colored sandals were pressing gold tracks on the floor. Two upside-down V’s were scored into each of her cheeks, her hair was wrapped in a gelée as yellow as her dress…. [T]hey saw something in her eyes so powerful it had burnt away the eyelashes.

			

			Jadine is shopping for a dinner to celebrate receiving both a modeling contract and her degree in art history. This context makes the passage feel even more like an ekphrasis, but it’s hard to say whether the visual work of art being described is a painting, a sculpture, a film, or a fashion spread.

			The attributes that liken the “African woman” Jadine sees to a mask are even more ambiguous. The description of her “skin like tar” clashes with Morrison’s misspelling of her Nigerian gele headwrap as a “gelée,” the French word for “a cosmetic gel” or “a jellied food.” It is as though the woman’s features are not just like tar but also made of some tar-like substance.

			The “two upside-down V’s scored into each of her cheeks” could also constitute either a metaphor—for her high cheekbones or a mask’s etched planes—or literal versions of the scarification used for beautification or distinction in parts of Africa. Similarly, the woman’s eyes, with their lashes seemingly “burnt away,” resemble the eyes in African masks, holes without fringes, but they also invoke the actual burning techniques sometimes used to make those masks.

			The language around this “vision materialized” oscillates between image and reality in other ways, too. The woman places her payment on the counter and makes to leave, holding “three chalk-white eggs in the air.” The other customers wonder what she’ll do with them when she reaches the door, each begging in their “heart that…she would float through the glass the way a vision should.” She does, “of course”—the door opens automatically, as it would for anyone who stepped on the mat. Jadine tracks her profile outside the store window, “all the way to the edge of the world where the plate glass stopped.” The woman turns, looks through it back at Jadine and the others in the store, and “with a small parting of her lips,” shoots “an arrow of saliva between her teeth down to the pavement and the hearts below.”

			This last phrase deploys one of Morrison’s (and one of my) favorite figures of speech, zeugma, in which a word or phrase applies in different senses. Zeugma is often used in satire to deflate the high and mighty, but it can also dignify the low and earthly, as in these examples from The Bluest Eye: “Cholly Breedlove is dead; our innocence too. The seeds shriveled and died; her baby too.”

			The zeugma in Tar Baby instantiates a sharp shift from one class of things to another: the African woman shoots the arrow of saliva down to the (material) pavement and the (metaphorical) hearts of the onlookers. Their hearts are symbolically “below” the woman but literally on the other side of the glass she just appeared to float through. Her spit—itself a translucent arrow—seems to traverse the window even as its landing place changes register.

			As this vision of the African woman with her mask-like face moves behind or through glass, it yields a hallucinatory shuffling of planes—of reality and imagery, but also of figure and ground. The critic Elaine Scarry suggests that by contrast with the “solidity” of our visual perceptions, our imagination is possessed of a “feebleness…a dry, thin, two-dimensionality” allegorized by images of transparency: “We often speak of actual mist, actual gauze, filmy curtains, fog, and blurry rain as dreamlike.” Scarry argues that fiction can “get us to imagine a solid” object by instructing us to visualize passing one surface—shadow, light, a figure—over another: “the transparency of one works to verify the density of the other,” producing the illusion of solidity.

			In Tar Baby, the way this opaque figure—“skin like tar”—moves before, behind, but also through the transparent ground of the glass inverts and troubles this literary mechnism of “occlusion.” Morrison’s figurative manipulation of glass—and the looking glass—recurs in the novel, continually confusing what is a mere vision and what is material reality. Just think of that conceit comparing the ostensibly translucent fog to the hair of maiden aunts: “Masses of it gathered around the house and threw back one’s own reflection from the windows.”

			Or take this description of pale Valerian’s eyes: “Without melanin, they were all reflection, like mirrors, chamber after chamber, corridor after corridor of mirrors, each one taking its shape from the other and giving it back as its own until the final effect was color where no color existed at all.” Neither windows to the soul nor mirrors for a viewer, these empty yet cluttered chambers give back the paradox of an infinite regress of vacuity.

			At one point, Son literally touches “a mirror that gave way to reveal shelf upon shelf of bottles among which were several of shampoo boasting placenta protein among their ingredients. The man chose one and stood before the mirror looking at his hair. It spread like layer upon layer of wings from his head, more alive than the sealskin.” In these last two cases, the surface of the mirror seems to open up, divulging in its depths a layered set of class markers and racial markers.

			This aligns Morrison’s dimensional mirror play with her invocations of stereotypes in the novel. Recall that when Jadine first muses on the “Mau Mau,” “chain-gang” wildness of Son’s locks, she is “staring into the mirror,” which reflects her internalized racism: “the picture…framed for her now in the fruitwood of the mirror: this man had been living among them (in their things) for days.”

			When she is “freed…from the image in the mirror,” Son, who calls himself “Rastus,” confronts her image in turn in magazine pages: “His eyes traveled from the crown of her head to the six centimeters of cleavage supported (more or less) by silver lamé. Her hair in the picture was pressed flat to her head.” Just as she looks at him in the glass, he looks at her through a buffer of mediation (“The pictures are easier. They don’t move”), stroking their surfaces in lieu of her skin and flattened hair. Jadine, wearing gold sandals reminiscent of the African woman’s “gold tracks” through the Parisian supermarket, gazes alongside him at photos of herself as the “copper Venus,” dressed in expensive earrings and “a sculptured piece around her throat.”

			The faceted, sculpted elements of this scene—along with the repeated word “still”—make it almost cubistic, as if the live, erotic relation between this rabbit and this tar baby is caught, trapped in the mask-like surfaces of stereotype. Later, yearning to sketch Son’s beautiful face, Jadine realizes that she has developed a bad habit as a student of art history: “She saw planes and angles and missed character.”
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			Morrison was very interested in art history herself; in 2006, for example, she curated an exhibit called “The Foreigner’s Home” at the Louvre, attuned to themes of displacement, migration, and exile. She knew well that European artists had long been obsessed with both black figures and so-called tribal artifacts from Asia, Australia, South America, and Africa.

			In 1906, Pablo Picasso encountered a Congolese Vili figurine belonging to Henri Matisse for the first time in the home of Gertrude Stein; the following year, Picasso painted Les Demoiselles d’Avignon, blatantly influenced by African masks; within a couple of decades, Man Ray was incorporating Dan masks into his photographs. The Surrealists and Dadaists also used masks in their art and writing to reflect new psychoanalytic ideas about the subconscious as the realm of the “primitive” and about the archetypal significance of dreams.

			This art historical theft or inspiration raises questions about the difference between artwork and craftwork to which Morrison alludes in introducing L’Arbe de la Croix: “It had been designed by a brilliant Mexican architect, but the Haitian laborers had no union and therefore could not distinguish between craft and art, so while the panes did not fit their sashes, the windowsills and door saddles were carved lovingly to perfection.” Carved wood becomes an interface for what Mary Louise Pratt calls contact zones, “where cultures meet, clash and grapple with each other…in contexts of highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths.”

			Morrison’s Sorbonne-educated art historian in Tar Baby knows all about the politics of racial representation. Jadine bluntly says to Valerian: “Picasso is better than an Itumba mask. The fact that he was intrigued by them is proof of his genius, not the mask-makers’.” A little embarrassed by her own claim, she goes on to muse on the “black art shows” she’s seen:

			
				The junior high school sculpture, the illustration-type painting. Eighty percent ludicrous and ten percent derivative to the point of mimicry. But the American Blacks were at least honestly awful; the black artists in Europe were a scandal. The only thing more pitiful than their talent was their pretensions. There was just one exception: a Stateside Black whose work towered over the weeds like a sequoia.

			

			Note that, in this passage, Morrison capitalizes the noun “Black,” but leaves the adjective “black” lowercase—Tar Baby is the only one of her novels where she makes this typographical choice. This oscillation between alphabetical dimensions allows her to separate “American Blacks” from other “black artists,” while drawing attention to “Black” as a person (noun) versus “black” as a feature (adjective).

			These distinctions are, of course, what is at stake in Jadine’s assessment of race and art. Morrison is satirizing her tar baby’s perspective—which has been molded by white benefactors and professors—but she is also gesturing toward another wrinkle in the art historical sequence: what if African American artists were mimicking the European artists who originally mimicked the African artists?

			The question becomes even more complicated when we consider the fact that African American artists were often expressly interested in African iconography, as reflected, for instance, in Harlem Renaissance paintings by Malvin Gray Johnson and Loïs Mailou Jones that incorporate masks. Is this black-on-black influence appropriation, imitation, or reclamation? Does it matter? It is telling that the last note of Jadine’s caustic judgments of the black art of her day is aesthetic rather than sociological or identitarian—she praises the towering work of an unnamed “Stateside Black.”

			If we read the African mask as a sign not just of contested racial authenticity, but also of contested aesthetic values, it raises other questions we still ask about white modernists: Did their work represent a departure from realism? Or did it conjure modes of representation more attuned to reality? I argued in my book Stranger Faces, for example, that Picasso’s and Duchamp’s experiments with Cubism took from the African mask not only the flavor of archetypal savagery and desire, but also the use of imbricated and faceted planes to produce an effect of animation.

			While the abstraction of the African mask would appear to freeze time, it in fact affords, with its facets, a sense of perspective and movement in time that modernists in the West would have been keen to imitate. We might argue further that this Afrodiasporic aesthetic does not flatten life, but rather enacts the lived experience of encountering an other: a full human subject on the verge of collapsing into a mere thing or an idea.

			The contemporary artist Kara Walker plays with this dimensionality in paintings like savant (2010) and Masks (2015). And with her cutouts, she riffs on the relationship between the figural profile and the pseudoscience of phrenology. Walker adheres her black cut-paper silhouettes onto white gallery walls, using this stark chiaroscuro to depict grotesque, cartoonish, violent, and vulgar scenes of plantation life under slavery. As light, projections, and the shadows of viewers ripple over them, these flat figures achieve a disconcerting animatedness. The critic Alessandra Raengo wonders, “How can her figure be so fleshed out and yet so abstract…so iconic?”

			Walker took her interest in making art out of stereotypes to a new level with her wondrous 2014 installation, A Subtlety, or the Marvelous Sugar Baby: Homage to the unpaid and overworked Artisans who have refined our Sweet tastes from the cane fields to the Kitchens of the New World on the Occasion of the demolition of the Domino Sugar Refining Plant. The title’s second word refers to the name for sugar sculptures used as decoration or food in noble medieval European households.

			But it is also a joke. The enormous central piece of the installation, a sculpture made of white sugar depicting a woman with African features in the shape of a sphinx, wearing a kerchief, with her breasts, ass, and vulva exposed, is hardly subtle. This combination of wit, swagger, and sublimity—she bowls you over—is what made me ask my editors to use an image of the sphinx’s behind to illustrate my essay “Black Hole,” which is about the unfathomable depths of black female sexuality—or, to put it more bluntly, black pussy.

			Surrounding Walker’s sphinx were “attendants,” smaller “blackamoor” figurines made of molasses and produced in China. Over the course of the installation, these sculptures slowly dissolved into chiaroscuro matter. In an interview, Walker described how “the molasses-covered surfaces” left in this ruin of the industrial age, the sugar factory, had inspired her aesthetic choices:

			
				The image of the tar baby popped into my head, and also this idea of a stickiness or residue that doesn’t go away. I wanted to draw a bridge between themes—not just between slavery and the sugar trade, but between industry and waste—spawned by the fact that molasses is a by-product of processing sugar…. The whole reason for refining sugar is to make it white. Even the idea of becoming “refined” seems to dovetail with the Western way of dealing with the world…. One of the things I discovered while researching the history of sugar is that the packaging for molasses tended to relate back to slave lore. There was Brer Rabbit Molasses, for instance, and also an Aunt Dinah Molasses picturing a woman in a kerchief.

			

			Working through “slave lore” images like “Brer Rabbit Molasses” that evoke “stickiness” as well as “refinement,” Walker’s A Subtlety offers a fascinating art world counterpoint to Morrison’s aesthetic project in Tar Baby.

			Walker, who made a series of cutouts to illustrate Morrison’s 2002 chapbook, Five Poems, and designed a cutout for the cover of the 2019 New Yorker issue eulogizing the author’s death, often expresses her debt to Morrison’s writing. Whether or not the influence was direct in this case, both artists clearly draw on the history of imperialism and colonialism, and torque what the critic Rebecca B. Clark calls the “archives of stereotype,” creating a vertiginous effect that both underlines and undermines the love and theft that haunt black art.
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			Morrison’s choice to place her American racial scripts in an imaginary postcolonial context—a privately owned Caribbean island off the coast of Dominique—invokes the extractive logic underlying the Black Atlantic world, those connections between “slavery and the sugar trade” and “industry and waste” to which Walker refers. In the triangular diaspora of Africa, Europe, and the Americas, cultural forms like the tar baby tale and the African mask circulated, along with human beings and products such as sugar, often to be consumed by the rich and the powerful.

			It is no accident that Tar Baby stars a candy maker as its white patriarch. Morrison’s satirical Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? climaxes in a perfectly awful Christmas meal, during which Valerian announces that he has fired Marie-Thérèse and Gideon for stealing apples:

			
				Son’s mouth went dry as he watched Valerian chewing a piece of ham, his head-of-a-coin profile content, approving even of the flavor in his mouth although he had been able to dismiss with a flutter of the fingers the people whose sugar and cocoa had allowed him to grow old in regal comfort; although he had taken the sugar and cocoa and paid for it as though it had no value, as though the cutting of cane and picking of beans was child’s play and had no value; but he turned it into candy, the invention of which really was child’s play, and sold it to other children and made a fortune to move near, but not in the midst of, the jungle where the sugar came from and build a palace with more of their labor and then hire them to do more of the work he was not capable of and pay them again according to some scale of value that would outrage Satan himself…

			

			With his head-of-a-coin profile, and his perverse expulsion of black Adam and Eve from their own garden for picking the apples he has decided to steal from them, Valerian is more type than character here.

			The novel seems keen to emphasize that the white patriarch, no less than the tar baby or Br’er Rabbit, is a construct forged by relations of power. The furious run-on sentence elaborating on that power, which frankly seems more Toni Morrison than Son Green in its diction and tone, culminates a page later in this way: “That was the sole lesson of their world: how to make waste, how to make machines that made more waste, how to make wasteful products, how to talk waste, how to study waste.”

			Morrison’s editorial work with Angela Davis alone would have exposed her to Marxist thinking. In essays, interviews, and speeches, especially around this time, Morrison often used materialist terms and concepts and sometimes even quoted from Marx himself. But it is Tar Baby’s peroration on Valerian’s outrageous scale of value that offers the most explicit articulation in any of her works of fiction of a materialist, if not strictly Marxist, analysis.

			The capitalist dynamics embodied and negotiated by the novel’s characters dovetail with its aesthetic principles of the mask and the tar baby through the notion of the fetish. The fetish (the English word is traceable to the Portuguese feitiço, “charm” or “sorcery”) may have emerged in the contact zone between fifteenth-century Europeans and West Africans as a kind of proto-coin, a common currency of exchange among disparate economies.

			In the anthropological, Marxist, and psychoanalytic theories that have sprung from it, a fetish is something we imbue with value as a substitute for something that is lost, absent, or missing. A fetish can be a wooden icon that represents a god we cannot access, a commodity we have bestowed value upon that effaces the labor that made it, or an object we have made erotic to compensate for a sexual inadequacy or lack. Notably, Morrison’s conception of a tar baby maps onto all of these versions of fetishism: it represents a supernatural being, the wealth of its maker, and a racialized sexual fetish.

			Tar Baby also plays with other capitalistic fetish objects. There’s Son’s “original dime, the pretty one, the shiny one, the romantic ten-cent piece,” which Jadine shows him is “not just a dazzling coin, but a piece of currency with a history rooted in gold and cloisonné and humiliation and death.” There’s the unmistakeable pattern of lively hair, from Jadine’s sealskin coat to Son’s dreadlocks to Alma Estée’s terrible auburn wig: “her sweet face, her midnight skin mocked and destroyed by the pile of synthetic dried blood on her head.”

			As we saw in Hagar’s disastrous shopping spree in Song of Solomon, the commodity fetishism that would have us compulsively fondling coins or furs or wigs to disavow humiliation and death is a kind of animism. When we infuse something with value to make up for what is absent or missing, we enact the ambivalent process whereby African masks “come to life, take life over, exercise the tensions between themselves and what they cover.”

			Morrison uses this potentiality of the fetish to her advantage in her wildest formal experiment in Tar Baby—the novel’s setting. “We all knew anyway when we were children, that the trees look back on us,” she said in an interview. “So I put all of that on the surface of the novel in a way that is open to animism or anthropomorphism.” She bends her imaginary island into being, literalizing the objective correlative with the simple grammatical move of granting human verbs to subjects from the natural world: “The clouds gathered together, stood still and watched the river scuttle”; “The avocado swung forward and touched his cheek”; “The young tree sighed and swayed.”

			I adopted a chorus from nature in my novel The Old Drift in this way: a swarm of mosquitos by the banks of the Zambezi River narrates the tale, commenting on the human action and occasionally interfering with it. Perhaps the entomological link is why I’m partial to one particular personification: “Such vigorous flapping in blazing heat was uncommon for them. They hovered near the bedroom windows but the shutters had remained closed all morning and none of them could see a thing. They knew, however, that the woman was in there.” This Emperor butterfly passage also struck Morrison’s friend Toni Cade Bambara, with whom she tried to write a screenplay of Tar Baby.

			The opening and closing sequences of Tar Baby are both suffused with this surreal enlivening of the natural world, which produces an effect both thrilling and threatening. The first line of the novel is “He believed he was safe.” When Son jumps from a boat, he is disabused of this notion by an eerily active sea. He gets caught in “a bracelet of water” that circles his body, then yanks him into a “wide, empty tunnel,” the “wet throat” of a “water-lady” that threatens to swallow him. This foreshadows the “tar lady” swamp into which Jadine later sinks, while referencing African water spirits, one of which, nyaminyami, makes an appearance in the writing I’ve done about the Kariba Dam in Zambia.

			It is possible that Morrison is specifically alluding here to a Dogon water spirit, the nommo, given that Jadine and Son briefly take in a young woman of that name during their volatile stint in New York City. These half-human, half-fish deities are also said to represent the power of the word, and Morrison herself wrote in an essay of summoning nommo as a kind of muse. Language is indeed the trick she uses to conjure life from image, three-dimensional beings from a flat page, unfathomable depths from a surface. The literary word is an animating force. It makes type stereo.

			At the end of Tar Baby, Son again jumps into the water, this time in search of Jadine. The witchy Marie-Thérèse has ferried him to the far side of L’Arbe de la Croix, but before he gets out of her boat, she tells him that he does not have to pursue this doomed love, that he has another choice: “The men are waiting for you…. They are waiting in the hills for you. They are naked and they are blind too. I have seen them; their eyes have no color in them. But they gallop; they race those horses like angels all over the hills where the rain forest is.”

			Son crawls ashore, rises to standing, walks “steadier, now steadier,” then runs like—or perhaps becomes—a horseman, with a sound that races along the novel’s closing lines: “Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Lickety-lickety-lickety-split.” Are we in Son’s love story? The chevaliers’ myth? The tar baby’s tale? Deciding is beside the point.

			I once came across a French edition of Tar Baby at a bouquiniste on the banks of the Seine. How had they translated lickety-split? I wondered. I turned to the last page. “A toute vitesse-toute-vitesse-toute-vitesse.” Yes, I thought. Getting Morrison’s sense was important; this French phrase meaning “at full speed” is close enough. But what the translator had understood is that the form, the rhythm, is paramount.

			For Morrison, the first and last sentences of Tar Baby, with all their attention to the energy pulsing behind the surfaces of the world and shapes of the words, were not meant to explain anything. Nor were they meant to provide a stereotypical arc of character growth or plot resolution. Rather, she said cryptically, they needed to match the way “the exterior planes match the interior, concave ones inside the mask”—as if this remarkable, bewitching book were itself a sculpted disguise.

		

	
		
			
				5

				Misreading “Recitatif”

			
			“Recitatif” is Toni Morrison’s only published short story. It first appeared in a 1983 anthology of black women’s writing, Confirmation, edited by the married poets Amiri and Amina Baraka; it has since been widely anthologized and taught.

			It tells the story of Roberta and Twyla, who meet when they end up at the St. Bonaventure orphanage as eight-year-old girls. They have some things in common. Both are misfits at “St. Bonny’s,” in part because they aren’t “real orphans with beautiful dead parents in the sky.” We learn nothing about their fathers but their mothers are alive, if absent: Twyla’s mother “likes to dance all night,” while Roberta’s is sick. And they are both F students: Twyla can’t “remember what I read or what the teacher said”; Roberta simply can’t read.

			But the girls are different in one key way: as Twyla, who narrates the story, tells us, Roberta is “a girl from a whole other race.” The pair attract a nickname: “We looked like salt and pepper standing there and that’s what the other kids called us sometimes.” The trick of “Recitatif” is that we never find out which girl is which race—which is Salt and which is Pepper.

			The story is structured around five episodes in which Roberta and Twyla coincide over the course of about three decades: their four months at St. Bonny’s in the 1950s; one August morning eight years later, at a Howard Johnson’s diner where Twyla works, when Roberta stops through on the way to a Jimi Hendrix concert; twelve years after that, in late June, as young wives and mothers shopping at a brand-new grocery store in Newburgh, New York; in the fall of that year, during protests about school integration (which may require Twyla’s son and Roberta’s stepchildren to be bussed); and on Christmas Eve in the early 1980s, at a diner next to a hotel where Roberta has just left a party. In each of these moments of convergence, Twyla and Roberta reflect on how race relations have refracted and complicated their childhood, motherhood, and friendship.

			The characters cross paths each time in a specific setting at a specific historical moment, what the theorist Mikhail Bakhtin called a literary chronotope, or “time-space.” And the chronotopes in “Recitatif” are familiar to us as another set of Mary Louise Pratt’s contact zones, here sites of twentieth-century American racial encounter. The orphanage, during a period around Brown vs. Board of Education, houses “all kinds of kids…black ones, white ones, even two Koreans” as well as “New York City Puerto Ricans” and “upstate Indians.” Civil rights sit-ins often took place in diners, and as Twyla remarks, by the late 1960s, “busloads of blacks and whites came into Howard Johnson’s together. They roamed together then: students, musicians, lovers, protesters.”

			The Newburgh grocery store where the characters meet as adults is marked as a site of later gentrification: “Smart IBM people moved out of their suburbs back into the city and put shutters up and herb gardens in their backyards. A brochure came in the mail announcing the opening of a Food Emporium. Gourmet food it said.” And the bussing protests the two women attend become a literal contact zone: “The women…. looked as though they could not wait to throw themselves in front of a police car, or better yet, into my car and drag me away by my ankles. Now they surrounded my car and gently, gently began to rock it.”

			These crossroads of racial encounter encourage us to read “Recitatif” through the lens of what some theorists call intersectionality, a term for how vectors of oppression—such as sexism, racism, classism, ableism, religious prejudice, elitism, and so on—can interlock into grids of power that constrict, bless, or skip over a given life. These forces are not equivalent to the blunt algebra of what we now traduce as identity politics: they don’t just add up mathematically to make things better or worse for certain people, nor are they equivalent or fungible. Rather, their variable interaction in different social environments structures how we perceive, judge, and treat other people.

			Morrison’s ingenious move in “Recitatif” is to use omission to disclose how this works. Critics often quote her words about the story from her scholarly book Playing in the Dark (1992): “The only short story I have ever written, ‘Recitatif,’ was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes from a narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity is crucial.” Through this removal, Morrison draws attention to how race, often relegated to a visual regime, fundamentally works through language or, as she put it, a set of codes.

			As we’ve seen, Morrison had already made ample use of negative space in her earlier novels. She acknowledged the modernist source of this technique in her Paris Review interview, also published in 1992:

			
				[William] Faulkner in Absalom, Absalom! spends the entire book tracing race, and you can’t find it. No one can see it, even the character who is black can’t see it. I did this lecture…tracking all the moments of withheld, partial, or disinformation, when a racial fact or clue sort of comes out but doesn’t quite arrive…. Do you know how hard it is to withhold that kind of information but hinting, pointing all of the time? And then to reveal it in order to say that it is not the point anyway? It is technically just astonishing. As a reader you have been forced to hunt for a drop of black blood that means everything and nothing. The insanity of racism. So the structure is the argument. Not what this one says, or that one says…it is the structure of the book, and you are there hunting this black thing that is nowhere to be found, and yet makes all the difference.

			

			This description of Faulkner’s form—a structure that makes you hunt for race—is resonant with Morrison’s technique in “Recitatif.”

			Indeed, her very next reply in this interview concerned the story. She specified exactly how she tried to “tease” language, “blast its racist straitjacket,” in “Recitatif”: “I use class codes, but no racial codes.” She confirmed that the story was meant to confuse the reader, though with the aim, as ever, “to provoke and enlighten.” And, interestingly, she also said that she wrote it “as a lark”: “What was exciting was to be forced as a writer not to be lazy and rely on obvious codes.”

			This sense of experiment as exciting play runs counter to the seriousness with which many readers treat this story. In the introduction to a recent standalone edition, for instance, the author Zadie Smith describes it this way: “The crucial detail is withheld. A puzzle of a story, then—a game. Only, Toni Morrison does not play. When she called ‘Recitatif’ an ‘experiment,’ she meant it. The subject of the experiment is the reader.”

			The argument that Smith proceeds to make is grounded in two technical definitions of the story’s unusual title: recitatif as an element of opera “sung in the rhythm of ordinary speech with many words on the same note,” and as “the tone or rhythm peculiar to any language” (an obsolete meaning). Smith suggests that, in “Recitatif,”

			
				capturing “ordinary speech” has been deliberately complicated. For many words are here to be “sung on the same note.” That is, we will hear the words of Twyla and the words of Roberta, and, although they are perfectly differentiated the one from the other, we will not be able to differentiate them in the one way we really want to. An experiment easy to imagine but difficult to execute. In order to make it work, you’d need to write in such a way that every phrase precisely straddled the line between characteristically “black” and “white” American speech…. [I]n a racialized system, all manner of things will read as “peculiar to” one kind of person or another. The food a character eats, the music they like, where they live, how they work. Black things, white things.

			

			Many see “Recitatif” as this kind of bias training or Rorschach test of “the one way we really want to” differentiate Twyla and Roberta—whichever character you decide is which race reveals your prejudices. The story is often used in lesson plans for students along these lines.

			Even seasoned readers have succumbed to the idea that it is a winnable game. A 1997 dissertation used surveys to ask “real readers” which character they thought was which race and why. The white female scholar Elizabeth Abel was so perplexed she and a black female scholar had opposite views of which character was which race that she put aside her usual indifference to authorial intention and wrote to Toni Morrison to ask. To no avail, of course: “Her response raised as many questions as it resolved. Morrison explained that her project in this story was to substitute class for racial codes in order to drive a wedge between these typically elided categories.”

			Morrison’s continual recourse to the language of technique and codes in her comments about “Recitatif” ought to direct us away from the idea that the subject of the experiment in “Recitatif” is the reader, or their personal biases. What was of interest to her was not the obviousness of certain race and class categories to each of us; it was how “they are typically elided”—where the word elided can mean either conflated or overlooked—in language.

			For instance, in the scene when Roberta shows up at the Howard Johnson’s where Twyla works, Morrison plays with the unstable connotations of a black rock star:

			
				“We’re on our way to the Coast. He’s got an appointment with Hendrix.” She gestured casually toward the boy next to her.

				“Hendrix? Fantastic,” I said. “Really fantastic. What’s she doing now?”

				Roberta coughed on her cigarette and the two guys rolled their eyes up at the ceiling. “Hendrix. Jimi Hendrix, asshole. He’s only the biggest—Oh, wow. Forget it.”

			

			Do Roberta and her friends scorn Twyla for her racial ignorance (as a Podunk white girl)? Or for her classed ignorance (as a clueless black girl)? Is this scene about the parochialism of a white high-school drop-out? Or about the respectability politics of a working-class black waitress?

			The sartorial descriptions in the scene of Roberta and her two male companions—she with “big and wild” hair and excessive makeup, wearing a halter-top outfit and large hoop earrings; they “smothered in head and facial hair”—are equally equivocal. These cues could signify white bohemian affectation (“hippies are hip”), fashionable race pride (“Black Is Beautiful”), or both—these three Hendrix fans could easily be of different races. These signs of the time, which do not straddle the black and white worlds but rather mark where they coincide, determine how we read the trio’s derision toward Twyla. This scene is also very funny. It is a stroke of comic genius to make Twyla mistake Hendrix—who, of course, needs no first name—for a woman.

			“Recitatif” is really more of a trick than a game, experimental in the playful Oulipian sense or in the sense of black conjure tales, rather than in the sense of a scientific or bureaucratic test. Morrison waves her pen and vanishes “all racial codes” from the story, but importantly she also maintains the proof of material reality, ensuring that “racial identity is crucial” to its characters.

			Because the plot of “Recitatif” is squarely about racialized conflicts—welfare, integration, gentrification—she makes it impossible for us to unsee race, or suspend our racial coding, which is inextricable from class and gender coding. In this way, race, class, and gender get jammed into a discursive knot that reminds us of how consequential their interaction is to how we read people.

			In fact, the story is constructed in such a way that it cannot work unless we make the codes intersect, the gears interlock. And each time we assign race or class or gender, we realize that when one shifts, the others do too. Within the first page of an American short story, we can usually set our projections of identity to automatic—as with the stereotypes Morrison exaggerates and plays with in Tar Baby. But “Recitatif” will not let us settle into these familiar grooves.

			That dissertation’s survey of “real readers” of the story in fact discovered that “some readers cited the same clues as a basis for opposite guesses,” and that “readers continuously second-guess themselves each time they encounter a new clue.” In other words, each piece of “racial” evidence in the story—every reference to food, music, religion, hair, and so on—becomes an occasion for us not to confirm our view but to change our minds, again and again.

			Morrison teases us. She’ll present us with, say, a scene jumbling various stereotypical foods (chicken, milk), then make us revise and laugh at our own assumptions by having the narrator comment: “Things are not right. The wrong food is always with the wrong people. Maybe that’s why I got into waitress work later—to match up the right people with the right food.” Morrison will give us a conflict over school bussing, the ambiguity of which relies on the fact that both white and black communities have historically protested against integration for their own reasons.

			In my first book of criticism, Seven Modes of Uncertainty, I argued that narrative structures of mutual exclusion that present us with either/or options afford a mode of oscillation as we read. In “Recitatif,” we do not decide or choose between, but rather alternate between a black Twyla with a dancing mother and a white Twyla with a dancing mother, between a white Roberta with a Bible-thumping mother and a black Roberta with a Bible-thumping mother. As we read, we keep making subjunctive speculations (what if she’s the black one and she’s the white one?), conjuring alternative scenarios and tracing out their implications.

			I would argue that the key to Morrison’s titular recitatif, then, is neither the idea of singing “many words on the same note” nor the obsolete meaning about “peculiarities” of language. It is its structure or form: an operatic recitatif alternates—between spoken and sung words, and between a solo voice and the instrumental music, which often uses chord progressions that postpone resolutions.

			In a 1984 essay, among a list of features of black aesthetic forms in her work, Morrison named “antiphony,” which is the responsive alternation between two groups, especially of singers. And in The Bluest Eye, a group of kids have “extemporized a verse made up of two insults about matters over which the victim had no control: the color of her skin,” one of many references in her novels to a dance of insults or a painful parley over race.

			This suggests that “Recitatif,” too, sets in motion some asymmetrical, contrapuntal, alternating dialogues: between Twyla’s first-person solo and Roberta’s third-person song, between an individual voice and the instruments of the social world, and between the reader’s experience and the story’s unresolved chords—or codes.
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			Paradoxically, the best word for what this back-and-forth reading produces is misreading. The critic Catherine Seltzer notes that Morrison invites us “to engage in misreading throughout ‘Recitatif,’ only to catch ourselves in our ‘laziness,’ and…think about the reasons that Twyla and Roberta misread one another”—and, I’d add, about the reasons they both misread yet another, too, a woman who worked at St. Bonny’s:

			
				Maggie couldn’t talk. The kids said she had her tongue cut out, but I think she was just born that way: mute. She was old and sandy-colored and she worked in the kitchen. I don’t know if she was nice or not. I just remember her legs like parentheses and how she rocked when she walked…. She wore this really stupid little hat—a kid’s hat with ear flaps—and she wasn’t much taller than we were. A really awful little hat. Even for a mute, it was dumb—dressing like a kid and never saying anything at all.

			

			As Twyla remembers it, Maggie once fell down in the apple orchard, the favored hang-out spot for the intimidating big girls, whom they call “gar girls,” a mondegreen for gargoyles. But in Roberta’s recollection, those big girls in fact pushed Maggie down and “tore her clothes.” Later, a third possibility arises: that either Roberta or Twyla or both performed that act of cruelty.

			This divergence of memory is ramified: Roberta recalls that Maggie was “black,” while Twyla says, “She wasn’t black” and later thinks, “I actually couldn’t be certain. She wasn’t pitch-black, I knew, or I would have remembered that.” One way or another, either Roberta or Twyla misreads Maggie, who stands in for the racial ambiguity that makes us misread all three of them. The story ends in the diner on Christmas Eve with Roberta’s desperate, abject question about this sand- or dirt-colored woman: “Oh shit, Twyla. Shit, shit, shit. What the hell happened to Maggie?” Morrison registers both the dark humor and the sordid sadness of misreading race, what we might call the tragicomedy of racism.

			Critics have started to pay more attention to Maggie in recent years. Some read her as a figure for another intersectional vector of oppression: disability. Some see her as a representation of “a global underclass…unseen and unconsidered within the parochial American conversation, the wretched of the earth.” And some even find in her a reason to pay more attention to punctuation in the story, given her parenthetical legs.

			What I find fascinating about Maggie—beyond the fact that I have been called racially ambiguous—is that she bears her identity as though her body were a multimedial sign. We have seen that she is “sandy-colored” with “legs like parentheses” that send her “rocking, dancing, swaying”; she wears “a kid’s hat with ear flaps” and “chin-straps” that go “swaying…from side to side” as she moves. These visual cues afford uncertainty about her racial identity and the nature of her disability: her bowed legs could come from birth, age, or an injury.

			When it comes to sound, Maggie might be deaf, unable to hear through her ear flaps, or just ignoring the girls, who yell at her and call her “dummy.” She might be mute (“dumb”) from a mental impairment, a physical one, or neither—just unwilling to speak. Twyla reads this silence through a personal allegory: “Maggie was my dancing mother. Deaf, I thought, and dumb. Nobody inside. Nobody who would hear you if you cried in the night. Nobody who could tell you anything important that you could use.”

			One can also read Maggie’s actions symbolically: every day, she cuts “through the orchard so she wouldn’t miss her bus,” as if eluding both boundary walls and fixed crossroads—the story’s cardinal racial logic. The apple orchard evokes one of Morrison’s favorite chronotopes, the garden of Eden, lending a special valence to the moment that Maggie falls, or is pushed, and her clothes are torn, her nakedness revealed. Perhaps her fall is Twyla and Roberta’s fall: into violence, disillusionment, the world of race and racism. Given that the Edenic fall is partly about language—God’s command, the fruit of knowledge, the serpent’s lie—perhaps her holy silence opposes the name-calling directed at her, which is inspired by the devilish gar girls.

			Counterintuitively, we might interpret Maggie as a figure for language itself. If she neither hears nor speaks, if language is foreclosed to her, perhaps this is because she is language: an illegible sign. She is like that question mark attached to the story’s last word: “Maggie?” Or perhaps like the em dash in Roberta’s claim about the 1960s, “you know how it was in those days: black—white,” a punctuation mark that was used in old novels as a way to anonymize names and dates, and that Theodor Adorno once posited “separates things that feign a connection.” The “parentheses” of Maggie’s legs suggest indeterminacy, too: between them is air, nothing, a blank.

			Yet they are what set her rocking, swaying, just as the space between words allows them to signify, the silence between notes highlights their difference, and the syncope between beats makes for a rhythm. The way Twyla and Roberta misread the mute sign of Maggie in fact becomes a major throughline of the plot, highlighting how indispensable absence is to the workings of “Recitatif.”

			As we’ve seen, the story ambiguates race using dialogue; it suggests that race is a set of manipulable codes; it aligns race with the features of a sign; and our oscillations between alternative misreadings are catalyzed by Morrison’s “removal of all racial codes.” But in her remarks on a 1992 PEN panel, she observed that “erasing racist codes, substituting non-racial ones is really not enough—because that’s really a very interesting but elementary grammar school exercise. What seems critical is the assault on the metaphorical, metonymic infrastructure upon which such language rests and luxuriates.”

			“Recitatif” indeed goes beyond erasure and substitution to levy this assault on our general misunderstanding of the structure of language itself. The story essentially uses the constitutive failure of language—that fundamental void inside it that makes every reading a misreading—to achieve its remarkable aesthetic effects.
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			In Morrison’s 1993 Nobel Prize speech, she noted the arrogance and futility of our belief that language can “pin down” meaning: “Its force, its felicity,” she said, is in fact “in its reach toward the ineffable.” The idea that language is a mutable construct with no fixed connection to what it signifies is an insight of structuralism and poststructuralism, theoretical movements about which Morrison read, wrote, and taught.

			Let me provide a brief overview. The Swiss linguist Ferdinand de Saussure posited in the early twentieth century that there is no essential link between how a sign looks and sounds, and what it refers to in the world. Language is comprised of cultural conventions; the French say arbre, the English say tree, to refer to the same thing. Even our onomatopoeic transcriptions of animal sounds vary from language to language: a Spanish dog says guau and an American one says woof. In short, the linguistic sign is arbitrary.

			Saussure theorized that a sign garners what we call meaning not from its referent in the material world, but rather from its relation to other arbitrary signs: “Language is a system of interdependent terms,” in which signs function “not through their intrinsic value but through their relative position.” This means that “in language there are only differences.” This works at many levels, from punctuation to orthography to sound. So, a comma has a tail to distinguish it from a full stop; the letter l is only legible if it lacks the crossbar in the letter t; the word cat signifies because it isn’t the word bat.

			Concepts, too, are “defined not by their positive content but negatively by their relations with the other terms of the system. Their most precise characteristic is in being what the others are not.” Some theorists went on to apply this idea of difference to larger-scale binaries that structure society: male/female, nature/culture, black/white, et cetera.

			Other theorists went on to establish that these differential relations change over time and in the context of communication. Bakhtin, for example, argued that “the word in living conversation is directly, blatantly, oriented toward a future answer-word: it provokes an answer, anticipates it and structures itself in the answer’s direction.”

			Further, though language is a construct, it operates in the real world, with historical and material effects: it is a “concrete discourse…open to dispute, charged with value.” In sum, this modern model of language considers it to be arbitrary, differential, relative, dialogic—and no less materially consequential for all that.

			“Recitatif” reveals that race has all of these characteristics, too. As Smith notes in her introduction, our racial projections as we read the story operate “within a system of signs over which too many humans have collectively labored for hundreds of years.” Race, Smith goes on, “has no objective reality: it is not, like gravity, a principle of the earth.” But it nevertheless has a history and “continues to assert itself, to sometimes lethal effect, in social, economic, educational, and judicial systems” that have a “dehumanizing effect on human life.”

			Morrison literalizes these conceptual parallels between language and race through her formal choices in “Recitatif.” For one, she emphasizes the arbitrariness of both. We see how names change with context and time: “Big Bozo (nobody ever called her Mrs. Itkin, just like nobody ever said St. Bonaventure)”; “They still call the A & P Rico’s”; “gar girls—Roberta’s misheard word.” So, too, the arbitrariness of race under the one-drop rule of American politics means someone “sandy-colored” could be “black” to one observer and “not black” to another.

			The nickname for the pair of friends, “salt and pepper,” demonstrates how racial blackness and whiteness, like signs, operate only in contradistinction, as a matter of difference. It is essential that whenever we decide Twyla is black, Roberta must necessarily be white, and vice versa. When Roberta says, “You know how it was in those days: black—white,” Twyla thinks, “It was just the opposite.” They can swap positions—Morrison winks at this with the line “we changed beds every night”—but their racial identities must remain antithetical.

			They are not therefore meaningless. The story repeatedly says that various things don’t matter—“it didn’t matter that we looked like salt and pepper”; “scissors never worked for me. It didn’t matter, though”; “It didn’t matter that they said, ‘Twyyyyyla, baby.’ ” Yet race is not one of them. It may be a matter of arbitrary difference, but it has profound material effects: it dictates how Twyla and Roberta act toward others; it draws violence and abjection upon Maggie.

			This theory that race is inseparable from language, that it is itself a kind of language, is embedded in the story’s insistent use of dialogue and repetition—its recitative form. The story’s scenes of encounter are staged as live conversations between the two protagonists, each of whom uses formulations of I/you and us/them, reinforcing their binary dynamic: “They never washed their hair and they smelled funny”; “Everything is so easy for them. They think they own the world”; “I used to curl your hair”…“I hated your hands in my hair.”

			The contextual nature of pronouns, which we saw Morrison playing with in Sula, means that each of these words—I, you, they—is shareable and can be assumed by different people at different times. A pronoun is more of an inhabitable position than a fixed identity. In “Recitatif,” race, tied so closely to each protagonist’s social position, similarly becomes deictic, which is sometimes called a shifter. This drives home the fact that the phenotypic attribution of race shifts, is in fact always relative to the discourse and context of culture, history, science, law, and so on.

			Simply having Twyla recount all of “Recitatif” in the first person—an unusual narrative choice for Morrison—does a lot for its ambiguity. Rarely do people explicitly label identity when they’re speaking from their own perspective. The science fiction writer Samuel R. Delany makes use of the first person to similar effect in his 1966 short story “The Star Pit,” leading us to assume a certain gender and sexuality in a character, only for us to learn that we’re mistaken. Morrison and Delany both inspired me to use the deictic “I” to this end in the experimental short stories I’ve written with this kind of obscurity about gender and sexuality (“Bottom’s Up”), and about race (“The Sack,” “Company”).

			Another kind of shared language in “Recitatif,” this time a whole sentence repeated in a heated debate between Roberta and Twyla about bussing, opens up a mise en abyme of identity:

			
				“I wonder what made me think you were different.”

				“I wonder what made me think you were different.”

			

			What is being expressed here is a genuine thought, a real feeling, but also a piece of rhetoric.

			When exchanged by Salt and Pepper, it both undoes racial difference and reinscribes that difference. The lines taken as a pair are the same, yet distinct—the second iteration almost certainly leans on that “you” by way of rhetorical distinction. But Morrison doesn’t mark this emphasis with italics, underlining, or punctuation. Rather, readers mentally impress it onto the otherwise identical transcription, just as we apply race to the otherwise unmarked characters.

			Even the echo of a seemingly insignificant word in the story evinces the mutability of both racial identity and language. Twyla often says “I mean” as a casual clarification that could mark her speech as either black or lower class, or both: for instance, “Roberta sure did. Smell funny, I mean.” Twyla also uses versions of the word mean to signify an intended action—“I meant just to go down to the school”—or communication: “What the hell does that mean?” Finally, she refers to basic human cruelty with that ordinary word: “God did they look mean”; “Our faces looked mean to them.” As in Sula, Morrison riffs on the different valences of the word mean—in language, action, ethics—in a way that reinforces the shiftiness of meaning as such.

			This general relativity of language and race reaches a parodic climax in a war of “signs” that takes place during the school bussing protests. Roberta carries a sign protesting school integration that says: “MOTHERS HAVE RIGHTS TOO!” Twyla responds with her own “decent sign: red spray-painted letters on a white background—AND SO DO CHILDREN****” and later makes other replying signs, such as “HOW WOULD YOU KNOW?,” which throws shade at the fact that Roberta has stepchildren through marriage.

			Over the course of this catty volley of activism, Twyla observes, other “people changed signs from time to time, but Roberta never did and neither did I. Actually my sign didn’t make sense without Roberta’s.” This symbiotic dialogue between literal signs suggests that no race, no word, makes sense without the others.

			Rather than seeing this system of interdependent differences as a source of sorrow over our fallenness from a lost idyll where words had meanings and we all had authentic identities, one might note again that this scene is hilarious. The ambiguity of language doesn’t just yield conflict; it also makes for rich ironies and in fact feeds our desire to communicate. Twyla and Roberta are drawn to each other precisely by their misreadings of each other and of Maggie. Their relationship hums with laughter as much as with tension.

			Our inevitable misreading of “Recitatif,” too, that Sisyphean conjuring of racial scenarios, dramatizes how the features endemic to language—its slipperiness, its dependency—are what make it move, make it dance. This is why Morrison’s “experiment” is a song-like “lark” as well. The absence at the heart of language, the circular conversations that bespeak our endless misreadings, the emptiness within the parenthetical of personhood—these are what send us all “rocking, swaying, dancing” among words, among codes, but also among people.
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			Given how essential language is to the workings of “Recitatif,” it is startling to learn that Morrison initially conceived “Recitatif” as a film. She told its origin story in her Charles Eliot Norton lectures at Harvard, which were published in 2017 as The Origin of Others:

			
				I first tried this technique of racial erasure in a short story titled “Recitatif.” It began as a screenplay that I was asked to write for two actresses—one black, one white. But since in the writing I didn’t know which actress would play which part, I eliminated color altogether, using social class as the marker. The actresses didn’t like my play at all. Later I converted the material into a short story—which, by the way, does exactly the opposite of my plan (the characters are divided by race, but all racial codes have been deliberately removed). Instead of relating to plot and character development, most readers insist on searching for what I have refused them.

			

			No one seems to have noticed this in print before—Zadie Smith begins her 2022 introduction to “Recitatif ” with the factually incorrect sentence: “In 1980, Toni Morrison sat down to write her one and only short story.”

			Morrison’s account of the story’s filmic beginnings is in fact a stunning admission, not least because of the question it immediately raises. How would the racial ambiguity of the story, so essential to her intentions for the story and its subsequent reception, have worked in a movie?

			As it turns out, the first evidence we have for the origins of “Recitatif” comes from a memo Morrison sent to her agent, Lynn Nesbit, on June 15, 1981. It reads: “Enclosed please find the draft of a story I wrote for Marlo Thomas and Cicely Tyson. From it (which they liked) I am doing a script.”

			The archive, that gossipy agent of chaos, has more news. Astonishingly, Morrison’s papers hold draft materials for the dramatic version of “Recitatif,” including two outlines that were on view at the 2023 Princeton Library archival exhibit, “Toni Morrison: Sites of Memory.” The catalogue copy, now online, described them this way: “In these selections from hand and typed written drafts we see Morrison moving between a four and three act play, and rearranging key scenes and settings.”

			But whether it was first a play or a film, the most crucial aspect of the difference from a story is that race is information one cannot easily hide in a visual medium. That means that with these earlier versions of “Recitatif” in the archives, we can finally solve the great mystery: which of the two characters is white, and which black?

			Personally, I’ll never tell. I don’t believe Morrison would have wanted it to be disclosed, though I do think she dropped a big hint in an anecdote about a white childhood friend in a 2004 interview. Besides, it’s entirely possible that she changed her mind as she revised the film treatment into a story. If you’re still curious, now you know where to find some answers.

			More interesting to me are the questions these contextual materials raise. For one, did the two actresses like Morrison’s script or not? For another, in which version did Morrison eliminate “color altogether, using social class as the marker” and in which were characters “divided by race, but all racial codes…deliberately removed”? (And what is the difference?) Why did Morrison transform “Recitatif” from an interracial buddy film into a work of what she would come to call “non-colorist literature”? And how did she know this abortive screenplay would work so well as a racially ambiguous story?

			In lieu of more interviews or archival materials, some of which are missing, we can only speculate. It is as if a deep and irresolvable uncertainty were coded into the very making of “Recitatif.” The existence of an alternative medium for the story, however, allows for a comparative analysis that counterintuitively intensifies my sense of the degree to which it depends on the written word for its extraordinary aesthetic effects and for its trenchant theory of race.

			We can deduce the changes Morrison made to ambiguate racial identity in the story. Once the visual clues through which an audience usually determines race are no longer in play, certain choices clearly follow. Direct interpellations of race such as honky or negro have to go. The story must shift from an external view to an unmarked first-person perspective. We should probably lose extraneous scenes with other characters that beg the question of race.

			As for Maggie, her head-concealing kiddie hat can stay to keep her race murky, but she logically becomes the “sandy-colored” woman Twyla would remember. In a way, the story version of Maggie becomes both more visible and textual. Her bowed legs get likened to parentheses and her name, the story’s final word, gets capped with a question mark: “What the hell happened to Maggie?” It’s as if, caught in Morrison’s process of medial conversion from screen to paper, Maggie fulfills her nature as a hybrid sign—visual, typographical, symbolic, ambiguous, pierced with absence—a residue of misreading rather than a promise of reunion.
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			There’s no doubt that the story works better than the film would have done. Many years later, discussing the 1998 filmic adaptation of Beloved, Morrison noted: “The things that I can create and hint at via the structure, via the choice of words, via the silences are not the kinds of things that would be successful in any movie.” Her transformation of “Recitatif” from film to story may have begun teaching her that lesson.

			How did it come about? On August 31, 1981, a couple of months after Morrison’s memo to her agent about writing a script, Amiri and Amina Baraka solicited a new piece of writing from her for Confirmation: An Anthology of African American Women. Co-publishing an anthology of black women writers with his wife would have struck Morrison as a significant move for Amiri Baraka, who had been accused of misogynoir.

			But Morrison briefly forgot about the request, and other delays followed. The Barakas’ letter confirming official receipt of Morrison’s short story version of “Recitatif,” which briefly lost its title, is dated almost a year later, on July 20, 1982. Once again, we can only speculate. What happened between the summers of 1981 and 1982 that inspired Morrison to remove all racial codes from her film treatment of “Recitatif ” and turn it into a short story?

			Influence is a tricky thing to establish definitively. Morrison sometimes joked that she had no influences, or was unaware of them. And she was quick to correct, but also to reassure, critics who saw allusions in her early work to precursors she hadn’t yet encountered:

			
				Many people who are trying to show certain kinds of connections between myself and Zora Neale Hurston are always dismayed and disappointed in me because…I hadn’t read her until after I had written. In their efforts to establish a tradition, that bothers them a little bit. And I said, “No, no, you should be happy about that.” Because the fact that I had never read Zora Neale Hurston and wrote The Bluest Eye and Sula anyway means that the tradition really exists…that the world as perceived by black women does exist.

			

			In other words, we can think about influence in terms of an amorphous relay of ideas among writers in a particular culture; this can produce both shared resonances and original work.

			I think the translation of “Recitatif” from racially explicit film treatment to racially ambiguous short story may have emerged in this nebulous way. “Recitatif” came into being during the period leading up to Morrison’s departure from her job at Random House, where she had been working as an editor for seventeen years. And one of the last books she edited before she left was a debut novel called Fish Tales by the writer Nettie Jones, recently reissued by Farrar, Straus and Giroux.

			The manuscript arrived on Morrison’s desk because of Gayl Jones (no relation), who had mentored Nettie Jones and given her a list of editors to send it to. Morrison had launched Gayl Jones’s career a decade earlier, publishing her first two novels, Corregidora (1975) and Eva’s Man (1976), and consistently praising her work, which the editor even seemed to envy. “I shuddered before the awesome power of this young woman,” Morrison wrote in a Mademoiselle essay.

			She never said anything like that about Nettie Jones—at least not publicly. But she clearly admired Fish Tales, which she described in a letter to its author as “extraordinary” and compared to Corregidora in her internal correspondence at Random House about publishing it. Michael Gonzales has written about the testy editorial relationship between Nettie Jones and Morrison. When I spoke to Jones, she seemed to feel that Morrison, on her way out, hadn’t done enough for Fish Tales at Random House, and had gone on to slight her socially.

			Their circles in New York overlapped. At one point, Jones lived with Vertamae Smart-Grosvenor, who appears with Morrison in the 1977 photograph taken in June Jordan’s home of the short-lived “Sisterhood” of black women intellectuals. But Jones was not part of that bookish collective. She was busy spending her time in—or on the margins of—the art world she depicted in her debut.

			While Jones obtained a master’s in education and taught in schools and universities, she did not have the aspiration to high literature that her editor did: “I’m no Brontë sister or Ralph Ellison,” she once said. Her most famous photograph, taken in 1984 by Fern Logan, shows her in a white satin robe open to the navel, head tilted seductively.

			Jones originally conceived Fish Tales as a screenplay, which may have determined its structure: “short scenes, the hearts of vignettes,” as one critic put it, or a textual “collage,” as Jones has it—“That was a word I picked up from Romare Bearden. He said, ‘Black artists are collages, because we certainly make something out of nothing.’ ” The novel is essentially broken into brief chapters about the people Lewis has had sex with since the tender age of twelve.

			In Part I, “Disconnect,” we meet: Jason, a “long, skinny, shit-yellow boy”; Kitty, whose “skin was tan, almost the color” of his “cocoa-brown coat”; Sage, like “those Masai Africans…if they came in yellow skin,” with “high cheekbones,” “a Modigliani neck,” and “fine golden red hair” on his arms; Prince, who looks to Lewis like “a rapist,” with his “small recessed eyes, thick nose, pouting mouth, moist lips, strong hands”; Flower, “a real redhead, freckles and all,” with “fair skin unblemished, almost translucent” and rose-tinted glasses that make her blue eyes look grey; and Augus, who resembles a “young tanned Paul Newman,” and has an “ivory body,” a “plump ass,” and “long legs covered with golden hair.”

			All of these characters are phenotypically ambiguous, including Lewis, who is blue-eyed like her maker. They do a lot of drinking and drugs and petty crime. They sometimes make art. They have indiscriminate multi-limbed orgies (fish tales is a bawdy triple pun, if you read tales as tails), which ride the line between sadomasochism and assault. Lewis fucks and hurts herself, fucks and hurts other people, visits the psych ward on and off, flips into and out of dissociation.

			This staccato rhythm persists in Part II, “Connect,” but focuses on Lewis’s relationship—part caretaking, part romance—with Brook, a brilliant textbook writer with “snake-belly white” skin and blue eyes, who happens to be a quadriplegic due to a high-school wrestling accident. Their affair turns dark as the jealous, traumatized Lewis relishes her newfound power over a man. The novel climaxes at its end in a cryptic, manic, erotic act of violence between them.

			Fish Tales is breathtaking and brutal, disorienting and funny. It didn’t do very well when it came out in 1984. Marie Brown, Jones’s friend and a literary agent at the time, told Gonzales, “It was a one-of-a-kind story. There are very few originals out here being published, but that’s not always a good thing in publishing, because people act like they don’t know how to market it or get it reviewed.” Most reviewers were befuddled and unnerved by the book, and many misread Jones’s Sadean satire as merely—or badly—pornographic. One reviewer called it “plain icky,” while another dismissed it as “an excursion into perversion,” a jab all the more insulting for the rhyme.

			The novel’s poor reception may have been due to the confusing decision on the part of Random House to market Fish Tales as a black female version of William Burroughs’s Naked Lunch (1959). This was galling to Jones, the identity trap in particular. Like the Harlem Renaissance author Jean Toomer, the source of the epigraph to Fish Tales, Nettie Jones didn’t want to be published as a black writer. She had written a “colorless” book, she said: “I wanted to present my characters as human beings, their character not determined by their color.”

			Jones wished to maintain this colorlessness for herself, as well: “I refused to have a photo of me, because I did not wish to have anyone not buy my book because of my race.” The designer put a black woman on the cover anyway, a decision Jones begged Random House to reverse and still bemoans: “The book was in final production, so I gave in, but that picture defeated my desire to not include color on the cover or contents.”

			It is telling that black writers seem to have been the only reviewers astute enough to recognize how radical this omission was for the novel’s contents. In his mixed review of Fish Tales, which compared it unfavorably to Jay McInerney’s Bright Lights, Big City (1984), Darryl Pinckney noted that “one of the remarkable aspects of this novel is that race doesn’t matter. There is no sociology; even with descriptions of reddish hair on legs, curly heads, and broad noses it is hard to tell who has rhythm and who hasn’t.”

			Margo Jefferson’s more positive take pointed out that “you can’t tell who’s white and who’s black unless you know how to look beyond light skin and fair hair…. Or listen,” and concluded: “What’s most exciting about Fish Tales is how it plays with boundaries and finalities: when sex is a constant, gender bends and twists slowly in the wind; with race as a given, its codes and signs run riot.”
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			Which brings us back to “Recitatif.” If we overlay the timeline of Morrison’s creation of that story with the timeline of her editing of Fish Tales, we find some striking synchronicities. On June 28, 1982, she wrote a letter to Nettie Jones to say she had finished reading the whole “extraordinary” manuscript of Fish Tales, which Jones saw as, you’ll recall, a “colorless” book conceived as a screenplay and structured as a collage of first-person vignettes. About a month later, Morrison submitted to the Barakas a radical revision of “Recitatif” from a film treatment to a “non-colorist” story, an “experiment in the removal of all racial codes.”

			I can’t be sure of the influence, or of its direction. Jones’s novel and Morrison’s story are very different in style, substance, and the demographic features of their characters. We know that Morrison was already attuned to the arbitrariness of race in her earlier works, as with Sula’s inclusion in the black community of the tricolor “deweys” and a man named “Tar Baby” with “milky skin and cornsilk hair.” The debate between Roberta and Twyla over Maggie’s race was already present in the 1981 film treatment of “Recitatif,” which Morrison wrote before she had read Fish Tales.

			And in Morrison’s 1980 review of a collection of Toomer’s writings, she had asserted: “Pestered by and on account of that little drop, he hated being called Negro, but denied ‘denying his race’—the ultimate racial dilemma.” Her tone suggests that she would have been skeptical of, if not unsympathetic to, Nettie Jones’s desire to present herself or characters as “colorless.”

			The editorial letter Morrison sent to Jones about her manuscript on January 31, 1983, doesn’t mention race. Morrison seems to have been more concerned with pacing and with excising coquettish or “Hustler magazine-type” “bed-talk” around the sex scenes. But in the Random House archives file on Fish Tales, there is an undated draft of a chapter from the novel, with a note from Jones: “Here is the ‘Flower’ that some received. You have a longer version.” Morrison’s light, glancing red marks on the excerpt remove the parentheses around the word white, which appears twice to describe the race of some characters at a bar.

			In the setting copy of the novel, which has both Morrison’s and Jones’s edits, these two instances of white have been crossed out and replaced with blond, which is how the published novel has it. Both the draft chapter in the archives and this setting copy include a racial attribution—“She was so fair and her hair so ashy that for a split second, as the light first hit her, I thought she was white. She wasn’t.”—that disappeared from the book, where Flower is simply “so fair and so ashy” full stop.

			Jones’s archives, housed at Wayne State University, hold her handwritten and typed drafts of Fish Tales dating from 1978 to 1982. There are several instances in these earlier iterations of the novel where she crossed out or bracketed explicit denotations of race (which I’ve formatted below like this) or replaced them with oblique words (like this):

			
				I don’t want to look like a white man that.

				‘(Colored) Little boys got hard, hard heads.’

				His hands were little, brown, and soft.

				‘a big black rugged dude.’

				toes through the sand, big, black and dangerous.

			

			In and around these documents, we can find handwritten notes from Nettie Jones to herself, her readers, her typists, and her mentor, Gayl Jones, sometimes abbreviated as “Gj.”

			The archives do not include any correspondence between the Joneses, but these notes suggest the nature of some of Gayl Jones’s guidance. There’s a passage in a manuscript dated 1982 describing the racial background of two of Lewis’s lovers: “I’m Augus Appletree. I’m a great deal native American. My mother is a mulatto, one-half African, one-half Seminole, my father is nearly a pure blooded Cheayanne…. Kitty was a (mulatto) half and half too, of sorts.” In the margin next to this paragraph, which does not appear in the published novel, Nettie Jones has written “omit” and “See Gj’s note.”

			When I asked her, she did not recall how these decisions to omit racial codes emerged in her writing and editorial processes. It is notable, however, that her second novel, Mischief Makers (1989), does not adopt this technique. And she did tell me that Gayl Jones gave her the epigraph from Toomer’s Essentials—“The human fish is intricate and hidden; the appearance [sic] of his fins are deceptive”—which suits the novel’s titular pun on “fish tails” but could also easily be read as an image of the racial ambiguity that obsessed Toomer as well.

			All of this raises the intriguing possibility that Gayl Jones is the one who suggested, early on in Nettie Jones’s writing process, that explicit designations of race be deleted from Fish Tales. And this, in turn, raises the equally intriguing possibility that the removal of all racial codes from “Recitatif” may have originated—whether Morrison knew it or not—with her earlier and more famous protégée.

			This would not have been the first time that Gayl Jones and Toni Morrison influenced each other. Many readers and critics have assumed that editing Corregidora partly inspired Morrison’s efforts to write her own neo–slave narrative, Beloved. The scholar Dana Williams explains that, conversely, Morrison had made significant edits to Gayl Jones’s first two novels, even granting a title to the second one, Eva’s Man. Though Morrison ended their editorial relationship in the late 1970s due to the volatility and aggression of Gayl Jones’s agent and husband, Bob Higgins, the women were in touch again in 1982—if only transitively—through Nettie Jones’s Fish Tales.

			The relationships among these three women, like those among the three female figures in “Recitatif,” were, in a word, complicated. The real-life triangle of literary admiration and support was made especially uneasy by the marked differences in how each of these black women writers felt about class, race, and gender—as well as the differences in how those intersecting vectors pressed upon their respective lives.

			In Nettie Jones’s archives, there’s a draft of an unpublished “Prologue” to Fish Tales:

			
				Mrs. Morrison,

				What are they gonna do with your office? Rope it off and declare it a national monument? Divide it in parts and put in six desks and six aspiring editors? Advertise for your replacement? If so, I’d like to apply. That would perhaps allow me to not feel that the publishing business is anything but a dream for me.

			

			Jones wrote (but apparently did not send) this letter after she’d learned that her publication date had yet again been delayed and that Morrison was leaving Random House to be a full-time writer. Though it opens with this ironically self-deprecating shade, it closes with agonizing despair—Jones clearly needed the money that would come with publication—and an eerie post-script: “Gayl, I decided to send this on to you because I had to talk to someone.”

			I say eerie because this letter is dated June 29, 1983; Gayl Jones’s husband was arrested for assaulting a woman and pointing a gun at others at a gay rights parade on June 27—just two days earlier. The couple fled the country to skip his court date the following year. That blow to this young writer’s career would have reverberations for all three women, and for how they read—and misread—one another.

			When it comes to the origins of “Recitatif,” all of this is, again, speculation. Maybe Morrison had already decided how she was going to revise it from a film into a story. Maybe racial ambiguity was already on her mind at the time from reviewing Toomer, or from teaching Faulkner. But maybe, just maybe Morrison was keeping up with the Joneses’ insistence on omitting racial codes, on questioning whether the usual attributions of race even made sense given the internal variability of blackness.

			What we know for certain is that the decade or so of editorial collaboration—however fraught, however frangible—between this trio of intense women inspired brilliant works of art from all three of them. And I like to think that working with the words of two other black women geniuses clarified for Morrison the degree to which the medium matters when it comes to how we misread one another—but also the astounding artistic uses to which misreading itself might be put.

		

	
		
			
				6

				Beloved’s Possessions

			
			Why is Beloved a ghost story? This question first occurred to me when I was a graduate student. I was running discussion sections for a professor teaching a lecture course on “The Gothic,” and she had assigned Toni Morrison’s fifth novel, published in 1987, late in the semester. After many fun conversations with the undergraduate students about ghosts and ghouls, jump scares and slasher flicks, now we were confronting real whips, real chains, real murder. It was discomfiting. It made me think about the political implications of genre. Why would Morrison use a haunted house story—with its campy, Halloweeny vibe—to depict a subject as devastating as American slavery?

			Morrison had just left her job as an editor when she began writing Beloved. The critic Dan Sinykin recently made the bold—if tenuous and to my mind glib—argument that the novel is an allegory for Morrison’s fraught relationship with publishing, as if its haunted house were a metonym for Random House. He suggests that the success of authors like Anne Rice and Stephen King had inspired Morrison to pen “a work of horror when horror was the genre du jour.”

			But genre bending was already a strategy widely deployed in the other literary tradition that Morrison was joining. Beloved is what is called a neo–slave narrative, a fictional account of slavery written in modern times. The genre has lately had a bit of a pop culture moment, from Matt Ruff’s weird and Gothic Lovecraft Country (2016) to Colson Whitehead’s steampunkish The Underground Railroad (2016), both of which were adapted into television miniseries.

			The first neo–slave narrative was likely Margaret Walker’s historical novel Jubilee (1966), published half a century earlier. The debut by Gayl Jones that Morrison published in 1975, Corregidora, is a gorgeous, surrealist meditation on the dire inheritances of slavery. Ishmael Reed coined the term “neo–slave narrative” for the novel he published the year after, Flight to Canada, a wildly anachronistic postmodern romp featuring a Beecher Hour TV show (as in Harriet) and jumbo jets that ferry fugitive slaves north. The science fiction writer Octavia Butler’s time-travel neo–slave narrative, Kindred, came out in 1979. Charles Johnson’s comic, mythic picaresque, The Oxherding Tale, followed in 1982.

			As we’ve seen, Morrison’s own earlier works are littered with corpses, thronging with ghosts, spiked with witches, and shimmery with sorcery. She just didn’t apply genre labels like Gothic or horror or magical realism to them. For her, comfort with the supernatural was a part of black life: “My own use of enchantment simply comes because that’s the way the world was for me and for the black people I knew…. It formed a kind of cosmology.” This black cultural norm defied the traditional distinctions between the real and the unreal: “As a child I was brought up on ghost stories…I grew up with people who believed it. When they would tell you stories about visions, they didn’t tell them as though they were visions.”

			The origin stories Morrison gave for Beloved speak to why she leaned into haunting this time. While doing the editorial work of gathering items for The Black Book, that eclectic collection of black cultural artifacts, certain fragments of history had caught her eye:

			
				One was a newspaper clipping about a woman named Margaret Garner in 1851. It said the Abolitionists made a great deal out of her case because she had escaped from Kentucky, I think, with her four children. She lived in a little neighborhood just outside of Cincinnati and she had killed her children. She succeeded in killing one; she tried to kill two others. She hit them in the head with a shovel and they were wounded but they didn’t die. And there was a smaller one that she had at her breast…. She had run off into a little woodshed right outside her house to kill them because she had been caught as a fugitive. And she had made up her mind that they would not suffer the way she had and it was better for them to die. And her mother-in-law was in the house at the same time and she said, “I watched her and I neither encouraged her nor discouraged her.”

			

			These historical figures became the main characters in Beloved: Margaret Garner, the fugitive who committed infanticide, is Sethe; the two children she didn’t kill are her sons Howard and Bugler; the smaller child at her breast is Denver; and her equipoised mother-in-law is Baby Suggs, who “could not approve or condemn Sethe’s rough choice.”

			Morrison conjured the rest of the cast. Paul D, Sixo, and Sethe’s husband, Halle, are enslaved with her at the ironically named Sweet Home plantation in Kentucky, originally owned by the paternalistic Garners (a trace of history in their name), then taken over by a sadistic enslaver known as “schoolteacher” and his two nephews. Stamp Paid and Ella are leaders in the free community in Cincinnati, Ohio, where Baby Suggs moves after her son Halle buys her freedom. When Sethe escapes from Sweet Home, she and her children end up at Baby Suggs’s home, 124 Bluestone Road.

			The novel opens in 1873, when Paul D, now free, shows up at the house, which is now bedeviled by what Sethe calls a “haint.” They begin a romance that promises to heal them, but soon stirs up their painful memories of the previous decade: how each escaped from Sweet Home, and why Halle didn’t make it; how Sethe gave birth as a fugitive with the help of a white girl named Amy Denver; and how when schoolteacher came to claim his “property,” she tried to kill her four children, but succeeded in sending only one, an unnamed infant girl, to the other side.

			As for the novel’s titular figure, Morrison explains, “I got to a point where in asking myself who could judge Sethe adequately, since I couldn’t, and nobody else that knew her could, really, I felt the only person who could judge her would be the daughter she killed. And from there Beloved inserted herself into the text.” A historical tragedy and a problem of judgment caused this dead daughter to interject herself into the narrative.

			This sense of a ghostly incursion reappears in Morrison’s foreword to the novel:

			
				The terrain, slavery, was formidable and pathless. To invite readers (and myself) into the repellant landscape (hidden, but not completely; deliberately buried, but not forgotten) was to pitch a tent in a cemetery inhabited by highly vocal ghosts.

				I sat on the porch, rocking in a swing, looking at giant stones piled up to take the river’s occasional fist. Above the stones is a path through the lawn, but interrupted by an ironwood gazebo situated under a cluster of trees and in deep shade.

				She walked out of the water, climbed the rocks, and leaned against the gazebo. Nice hat.

			

			As the wry compliment that caps this passage reminds us, Morrison restages this apparition in the text of Beloved: a young woman emerges from a creek and leans against a tree, fully dressed in soaking wet clothes and wearing a straw hat. When she makes her way to 124 Bluestone Road, the real drama begins.

			The novel in this way absorbs its own creation story, presenting a well-known analogy between literary inspiration—which comes from the idea of breathing life into—and resurrection or possession: the idea that characters speak through us, that we speak with their tongues. Morrison constructs a ghostly literary genealogy for Beloved that likens it to an act of historical revivification. Only through a genre that is premised around summoning the deceased could she channel the roaring of “the people of the broken necks, of fire-cooked blood” and “the mumbling of the black and angry dead.”

			For Morrison, to raise the dead was more than a diverting, lucrative, or apposite experiment with genre fiction. It was an ethical imperative. She spoke of “the responsibility that I feel for the woman I’m calling Sethe, and for all of these people; these unburied, or at least unceremoniously buried, people made literate in art.” And she dedicated Beloved to “Sixty Million and more,” a number many have noted is pointedly ten times the oft-cited six million victims of the Holocaust.

			Morrison was determined to register the gravity of the earlier massacre, which included those who perished while being rounded up in Africa, in the hell of slavery in the Americas, and in the watery depths between. Baby Suggs says in the novel, “There’s more of us they drowned than there is all of them ever lived from the start of time.”

			By addressing the mass grave of the Middle Passage, Morrison was refusing three “gaps”:

			
				The gap between Africa and Afro-America and the gap between the living and the dead and the gap between the past and the present does not exist. It’s bridged for us by our assuming responsibility for people no one’s ever assumed responsibility for. They are those that died en route. Nobody knows their names, and nobody thinks about them. In addition to that, they never survived in the lore; there are no songs or dances or tales of these people.

			

			Responsibility is also about our response to the world, how we conceive of reality: bridging these gaps changes how we demarcate geographies, forms of being, and categories of time. This ghost story, or rather haint story, thus provided another opportunity for Morrison to reinscribe a black “cosmology…another way of knowing things,” while registering how that knowledge has been discredited.

			Further, for Morrison, Garner’s infanticide was not just about the “fact of slavery,” but also about “what happens internally, emotionally, psychologically, when you are in fact enslaved.” This interest suits the ghost story, a genre all about unconscious, irrational, distorted passions. To center a haunted house—with its attic madness, veiled windows, and cellar secrets—is in fact to center the haunted mind. The novel begins, “124 was spiteful,” and later the house becomes “evil,” “sad,” “loud,” and “quiet.” Morrison sets up a complex, so to speak—the physical structure is figuratively enmeshed with the psychic nightmare of slavery. As she explained in retrospect, “Beloved unleashed a host of ideas about how and what one cherishes under the duress and emotional disfigurement that a slave society imposes. One such idea [was] love as perpetual mourning (haunting).”

			To me, more surprising than the notion that Morrison wrote Beloved to capitalize on a horror trend or to evoke the haunting afterlives of slavery is the fact that it arose out of this meditation on love. She said in an interview while she was writing it: “Something seemed clear to me. A woman loved something other than herself so much. She had placed all of the value of her life in something outside herself…. [T]he woman who killed her children loved her children so much; they were the best part of her and she would not see them sullied.”

			Musing on what “compels a good woman to displace the self, her self,” Morrison said she began

			
				to project the self not into the way we say “yourself,” but to put a space between those words, as though the self were really a twin or a thirst or a friend or something that sits right next to you and watches you, which is what I was talking about when I said “the dead girl.” So I had just projected her out into the earth. So how to do…that without being absolutely lunatic and talking about some medical students that nobody wants to hear about. So I just imagined the life of a dead girl which was the girl that Margaret Garner killed…imagined her remembering what had happened to her, being someplace else and returning, knowing what happened to her. And I call her Beloved.

			

			Morrison here articulated a distinctive theory of love: to overvalue something other than yourself can dispossess that “self” such that it is “projected…out into the earth” as “a twin or a thirst or a friend,” or even as a “dead girl.”

			But rather than raise the dead in the “absolutely lunatic” fashion of a medical student like Victor Frankenstein, Morrison instead decided to imagine her life—what she remembers, what she knows—from the inside. Like “the dead girl” for which it is named, the literary form of that imagining would be mysterious, black in the deepest sense, and fantastically hybrid.

			I want to show how, in order to write this novel, regarded by most to be her masterwork, Morrison resurrected the Gothic, shattered it with modernist techniques, darkened it with Afrodiasporic forms, and cast all three into a love story. Beloved is possessed by this legion aesthetic, a multiplicitous form that allowed Morrison to reenvision the past and human consciousness, and to instantiate radical theories of being and belonging. This mere ghost story holds not just a history of slavery, but a philosophy of love, as well.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			To take the psychic life of black people seriously is to stake an existential claim. The Western philosophical tradition, since at least Descartes’s “I think therefore I am,” has long made the articulation of one’s consciousness the very index of being a human. And that is precisely what was denied to enslaved and colonized Africans and their descendants, who were said not to possess the capacity for language or thought. When Frederick Douglass or Olaudah Equiano wrote the workings of their minds on the page, they were making an argument: we think, too; we are human, too. As Henry Louis Gates Jr. has put it, the slave narrative declared, “I write therefore I am.”

			But this originary black genre was haunted by certain paradoxes of representation that would dictate the form of Morrison’s neo–slave narrative. The formerly enslaved writer William Wells Brown explained some of them in bracing terms in an address given to an anti-slavery society in 1847:

			
				We may all represent it as we think it is; and yet we shall all fail to represent the real condition of the Slave. Your fastidiousness would not allow me to do it; and if it would, I, for one, should not be willing to do it;—at least to an audience. Were I to tell you the evils of Slavery, to represent to you the Slave in his lowest degradation, I should wish to take you, one at a time, and whisper it to you.

				Slavery has never been represented; Slavery never can be represented. What is a Slave? A Slave is one that is in the power of an owner. He is a chattel; he is a thing; he is a piece of property. A master can dispose of him, can dispose of his labor, can dispose of his wife, can dispose of his offspring, can dispose of everything that belongs to the Slave, and the Slave shall have no right to speak; he shall have nothing to say. The Slave cannot speak for himself, he cannot speak for his wife, or his children. He is a thing.

			

			The horrors of slavery are unspeakable. To speak them would offend the fastidiousness of the audience. It would carry no weight in a court of law. It would be complicit in the degradations and depredations that denied language to the enslaved. Besides, how can a thing speak?

			Morrison thematizes these problems of language in Beloved. Almost all the novel’s black characters are illiterate. When the young woman who has come out of the water says her name is Beloved, she spells it out like someone who can’t read. When Stamp Paid hands Paul D a newspaper report about Sethe’s infanticide, “the print meant nothing to him so he didn’t even glance at it.” Enforced illiteracy is a form of domination. “If you can’t count they can cheat you. If you can’t read they can beat you,” Halle says. Paul D and Sethe both experience having a “bit,” or tongue restraint, forced into the mouth, literalizing how enslavers reduced human beings to dumb beasts, so to speak.

			The aptly named schoolteacher epitomizes this discursive violence. His pseudoscientific pretensions, his inclination to “measure your behind before he tore it up,” make his brutality the more perverse. He develops “a variety of corrections (which he recorded in his notebook) to reeducate” the enslaved and beats Sixo “to show him that definitions belonged to the definers—not the defined.”

			Sethe remembers how schoolteacher would “wrap that string all over my head, ’cross my nose, around my behind. Number my teeth.” She overhears him instruct his nephews to carve her up on the page, too: “Put her human characteristics on the left; her animal ones on the right.” Later, the younger men sexually assault her with “their book-reading teacher watching and writing it up.” Sethe internalizes this pathological intellection, and even feels guilt about enabling it: “I made the ink,” she says with despair. “He couldn’t have done it if I hadn’t made the ink.”

			Morrison here traces the genealogy of the inhumane “disinterestedness,” “curiosity,” and “indifference” that characterize the alienated black intellectual and artist figures in her earlier novels, suggesting their origin in a gross distortion of so-called Enlightenment reasoning. When Denver tells Paul D she is learning how to read from a white woman—“she’s experimenting on me,” she jokes—he thinks: “Watch out. Nothing in the world more dangerous than a white schoolteacher.”

			This is why, even if he could read that article about Sethe’s infanticide, Paul D wouldn’t want to: “No at whatever it was those black scratches said…. Because there was no way in hell a black face could appear in a newspaper if the story was about something anybody wanted to hear…. It would have to be something out of the ordinary—something whitepeople would find interesting, truly different.”

			This is another paradox of representation the slave narratives had to navigate: an exposé of the horrors of slavery risked subjecting the enslaved to the voyeuristic white gaze that fed on salacious material, what we now call trauma porn. Hence the common suspicion that representation of any kind works as a form of capture that objectifies the human subject.

			In an important 1987 essay, “The Site of Memory,” Morrison described how this double bind distorted the original slave narratives:

			
				Over and over, the writers pull the narrative up short with a phrase such as, “But let us drop a veil over these proceedings too terrible to relate.” In shaping the experience to make it palatable to those who were in a position to alleviate it, they were silent about many things, and they “forgot” many other things…. For me—a writer in the last quarter of the twentieth century, not much more than a hundred years after Emancipation, a writer who is black and a woman—the exercise is very different. My job becomes how to rip that veil drawn over “proceedings too terrible to relate.”

			

			The earliest depictions of slavery were already crawling with the terrible proceedings the Gothic tends to depict, from bloody whippings to family curses to the wrathful wraiths of the slain enslaved. Morrison here isolates a trope of the genre that many slave narratives—and later works of black literature—used metaphorically: the veil, which sits etymologically at the center of the revelations that disclose scenes of horror.

			But Morrison knew she could not just pull back the curtain and shock us with the atrocities behind it. In an essay about writing Beloved, she explained: “The problem is always pornography. It’s very easy to write about something like that and find yourself in the position of a voyeur, where actually the violence, the grotesqueries and the pain and the suffering, becomes its own excuse for reading. And there’s a kind of relish in the observation of the suffering of another.”

			Nor could she simply speak what has been unspoken, or give voice to the voiceless, efforts for which she is often reductively lauded. This is the paradox Audre Lorde articulated in her essay “The Master’s Tools Will Never Dismantle the Master’s House.” How can you use the very language that has been used to silence and oppress you? For all these reasons, Morrison maintains in her foreword, “To render enslavement as a personal experience, language must get out of the way.” But how can language get out of the way…in a novel?

			This is why the form of Beloved—famously difficult, almost willfully obscure—reflects a deep ambivalence about revelation, specifically about the use of language to reveal. Morrison has to redress the concealing and conciliatory language of the slave narratives. But she also has to avoid the dangers language as such posed to the enslaved: the inscriptive violence wielded by the law and pseudoscience, the spectacle of black suffering that rode the line between flattering the audience’s prurience and its prudery. As she says of writing about historical facts of slavery such as the “bit” in the mouths of the enslaved: “I wanted it to remain indescribable but not unknown.”

			This is where literature, Morrison’s chosen form, can do something that other kinds of discourse cannot. Unlike authoritative declarations of truth, fiction has no obligation to dispel ambiguity. It can make use of it—even intensify it—in order to evoke and transform experience. In Beloved, Morrison does take possession of the master’s tools, but she bends them, breaks them, and then uses them to reshape the house.

			In this way, she defamiliarizes slavery, in Viktor Shklovsky’s terms. “The purpose of art,” this Russian Formalist wrote in 1917, “is to impart the sensation of things as they are perceived and not as they are known. The technique of art is to make objects ‘unfamiliar,’ to make forms difficult, to increase the difficulty and length of perception.”

			Making the objects of slavery “unfamiliar,” and her literary forms “difficult,” Morrison imparts not how slavery came to be known in standard or official narratives, but how it was sensed and perceived by the enslaved themselves. And she does so not simply by writing a work of black Gothic fiction, but by infusing its tropes—the veil, possession, the undead, the familiar—into the very form of the novel, such that they govern its style, story world, and structure. The haint becomes an aesthetic principle.
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			If good prose, as George Orwell had it, is as transparent as a windowpane, Morrison’s language in Beloved is translucent like a veil. The words aren’t clear but neither are they opaque, exactly; they remain present as a weave of Paul D’s “black scratches” on the page, their meaning lurking behind them. Morrison does rip the veil of language the slave narratives had dropped over “proceedings too terrible to relate,” but she does not rip it away. Rather she rips it to shreds, then layers it, producing the lively semi-obscurity one might get from placing tattered veils over one another.

			Among the techniques Morrison uses to etiolate, or thin out language, is what we call decontextualization. She often plunges us into a situation with no context for what’s going on. Morrison explained in an essay that Beloved’s opening line, “124 was spiteful”—“simple, declarative authoritative,” yet “immediately incomprehensible” and “unsettling”—is meant to work this way: “The in medias res opening that I am so committed to is here excessively demanding. It is abrupt, and should appear so…. The reader is snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment completely foreign…. A few words have to be read before it is clear that 124 refers to a house…a few more have to be read to discover why it is spiteful.”

			Only as the novel proceeds do we get more clues about what it means that “merely looking in a mirror shattered it”; why “two tiny hand prints appeared in the cake”; what exactly throws the dog, “Here Boy,” against a wall, breaking his legs and knocking out his eye; why, when Sethe welcomes Paul D in, she says, “Pardon my house,” as if it were a rowdy family member; why, when he says he just might stay, the entire house heaves like it’s vomiting. That is, we do discover why 124 is spiteful—“or rather the source of the spite”—just not right away.

			This gradual drip of information is not merely in the name of suspense: “The fully realized presence of the haunting is both a major incumbent of the narrative and sleight of hand. One of its purposes is to keep the reader preoccupied with the nature of the incredible spirit world while being supplied a controlled diet of the incredible political world.” The presentation of the ghost story through words that only later accrue meaning—what Morrison calls “quiet” language—mitigates the shock of the incredible, that is unfathomable, political horror of slavery.

			Morrison adopted this technique from the modernists she studied. Take how she exemplifies what Sethe calls a “rememory” of the Sweet Home plantation:

			
				She might be hurrying across a field, running practically, to get to the pump quickly and rinse the chamomile sap from her legs. Nothing else would be in her mind…. Then something. The plash of water, the sight of her shoes and stockings awry on the path where she had flung them; or Here Boy lapping in the puddle near her feet, and suddenly there was Sweet Home rolling, rolling, rolling out before her eyes, and although there was not a leaf on that farm that did not make her want to scream, it rolled itself out before her in shameless beauty. It never looked as terrible as it was and it made her wonder if hell was a pretty place too. Fire and brimstone all right, but hidden in lacy groves. Boys hanging from the most beautiful sycamores in the world.

			

			This free-indirect evocation of Sethe’s consciousness uses phrases like “plash,” “a pretty place,” and “all right” to ventriloquize her; they steal her tongue to speak her experience.

			The sensory details that spark her rememory are a version of the madeleine that awakens the narrator of Marcel Proust’s La Recherche to his childhood. But just as the lovely scent of chamomile conceals its sting on the skin, an involuntary memory can easily send you to an endless hell—“All of it is now,” Beloved says of her traumatic past, “it is always now”—rather than a nostalgic paradise. The concreteness of rememory makes it seem more than a vision, too, resonating with Virginia Woolf’s musing in “A Sketch of the Past”: “Is it not possible—I often wonder—that things we have felt with great intensity have an existence independent of our minds; are in fact still in existence?”

			Sethe defines rememory to her daughter Denver in the same way: “If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in my rememory, but out there, in the world…. Someday you be walking down the road and you hear something or see something going on. So clear. And you think it’s you thinking it up. A thought picture. But no. It’s when you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody else.”

			Denver’s foreboding response to Sethe, “If it’s still there, waiting, that must mean that nothing ever dies,” echoes William Faulkner’s famous line, “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” Morrison in these ways doubles down on her precursors’ literary modernism, drawing out the horrors latent in its models of consciousness and history. Rememory, a malapropism turned neologism, with its slight redundancy to emphasize the eternal return of the past, is always there, waiting to harm you again.

			Here is another instance of rememory that makes use of quiet language:

			
				There it was again. The welcoming cool of unchiseled headstones; the one she selected to lean against on tiptoe, her knees wide open as any grave. Pink as a fingernail it was, and sprinkled with glittering chips. Ten minutes, he said. You got ten minutes I’ll do it for free.

				Ten minutes for seven letters. With another ten could she have gotten “Dearly” too? She had not thought to ask him and it bothered her still that it might have been possible—that for twenty minutes, a half hour, say, she could have had the whole thing, every word she heard the preacher say at the funeral…engraved on her baby’s headstone: Dearly Beloved. But what she got, settled for, was the one word that mattered. She thought it would be enough, rutting among the headstones with the engraver, his young son looking on, the anger in his face so old; the appetite in it quite new.

			

			Only when we reach rutting—an old term for animals mating—do we realize Sethe is having sex with an engraver in exchange for carving the seven letters of “Beloved” into her dead daughter’s headstone. This scene’s obscure language draws us in, while veiling the unbearable experience it depicts.

			Morrison once said in an interview: “It’s very important to be as discreet as possible, that the writing be as understated and as quiet as possible, and as clean as possible and as lean as possible in order to make a complex and rich response come from the reader.” This quietness invites us to participate in the text, while reminding us of the responsibility of acts of witness. The prose in effect enacts William Wells Brown’s wish: “Were I to tell you the evils of Slavery, to represent to you the Slave in his lowest degradation, I should wish to take you, one at a time, and whisper it to you.”

			The violence Sethe experienced at Sweet Home, too, first emerges through whispered or veiled words: “The picture of the men coming to nurse her was as lifeless as the nerves in her back where the skin buckled like a washboard.” Runic refrains erupt from her: “They took my milk”; “I got a tree on my back.” These almost sound like child’s plaints when Sethe first says them to Paul D; there is no way to know what she means until sixty-odd pages later, when she recalls schoolteacher’s nephews, “two boys with mossy teeth, one sucking on my breast the other holding me down.”

			When Paul D asks her, “What tree on your back?,” Sethe replies with a cipher: “A chokecherry tree. Trunk, branches, and even leaves. Tiny little chokecherry leaves…Could have cherries too now.” Neither he nor we can parse this until he sees her whipping scar: “And when…he saw the sculpture her back had become, like the decorative work of an ironsmith too passionate for display, he could think but not say, ‘Aw, Lord, girl.’ ”

			Others who witness Sethe’s wound respond with speechlessness as well. Amy Denver, the white girl who serves as her midwife, goes uncharacteristically silent and wonders “what God have in mind.” Baby Suggs covers her mouth upon sight of the “roses of blood” blooming through a blanket on her daughter-in-law’s back. This violent inscription of the body is presented as literally unspeakable.

			Yet the text itself repeatedly speaks it, and with several images—washboard, chokecherry tree, wrought-iron sculpture, roses of blood. Morrison deploys a modernist strategy we’ve seen her use before, of presenting multiple, conflicting images for something without ever privileging any one of them. Like Sula’s birthmark, Sethe’s scar emerges through all the disparate things it resembles according to others, but no account of these bodily marks—not even Paul D’s later epithet, “a revolting clump of scars”—is singled out as the most accurate.

			In depicting this wound, Morrison must have had in mind the famous image “Gordon, an Ex-Slave,” which happens to appear on the other side of the page in The Black Book where Margaret Garner’s story is printed. As if to prove that a picture is worth a thousand words, Morrison offers a profusion of language for Sethe’s scar in Beloved, but this excess protests too much, undermining the power of language to capture this sign of violence.

			It’s as if just trying to account for a mark like that having been engraved on a human being yields a proliferation of metaphors, which overlap and obscure one another as they emerge like the overlapping writing in an old manuscript. This palimpsest of lines about Sethe’s scar veils it from us, even as it transforms it into an almost numinous index of horror.
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			If Morrison makes of her style this complex of veils, she runs her storyline through another classic Gothic conceit. While many readers understand the novel to be dominated by the notion of ghostly haunting, Morrison’s insistence on the materiality and multiplicity of the haint suggests to me that she is defamiliarizing slavery through the paradigm of possession.

			To be possessed can mean either to be taken over by a ghost or spirit, or to be owned like an object. In both cases, it is to be made into a vehicle or a thing, to be dispossessed of your self. But to possess somebody or to be possessive over them, to claim “she’s mine,” is also to be dispossessed—of your integrity, in the sense of both moral coherence and wholeness of being.

			Beloved depicts various versions of historical enslavement as possession. When Amy Denver encounters Sethe as a pregnant fugitive, she is herself escaping from indentured servitude. Paul D tries to kill the man schoolteacher sells him to and ends up on a chain gang, a form of carceral social death. But the novel is most preoccupied with the transatlantic slave trade and plantation slave labor that turned human beings into objects of ownership and exchange.

			People were bought and sold, logged like stock, stacked in ships, killed for the insurance. Though slavery had existed in the ancient world and all over the globe, the fundamental confusion about the worth of human life that emerged in modern, transatlantic slavery effected a kind of epistemic schism that coincided with the eruption of global capitalism. To make a person an ownable object from birth, divorcing them from their connection to their family, culture, and place of origin, was to strip them of dignity, autonomy, and humanity.

			Morrison emphasizes this depletion in the word Sethe uses to mean forget: “disremember.” This antonym to rememory connotes a loss of limbs that maps onto the pattern of disability, including literal dismemberment, in the novel. Sethe recalls a woman from her childhood named Nan, who had “one good arm and half of another,” a “stump” she waves in the air. When Baby Suggs damages her hip, she becomes “a real bargain (costing less than Halle, who was ten then).” The woman named Beloved seems to be falling apart at the seams, as if her head and her teeth are hanging by a thread.

			Physical violence subjected the enslaved to a literal reduction to parts. From a political and juridical perspective as well, the enslaved could not assume any integrity of personhood. The notorious three-fifths compromise of 1787 meant that five black people counted as three in calculating the populations in southern states, implying that they were only three-fifths of a whole person. Enumerating human value in these terms carved up the enslaved conceptually.

			Being possessed broke up the social body, too, insofar as it dis-membered a community into individuals who were dispersed by the trade. Baby Suggs evokes this in her elegy to her scattered children:

			
				Men and women were moved around like checkers. Anybody Baby Suggs knew, let alone loved, who hadn’t run off or been hanged, got rented out, loaned out, bought up, brought back, stored up, mortgaged, won, stolen or seized. So Baby’s eight children had six fathers. What she called the nastiness of life was the shock she received upon learning that nobody stopped playing checkers just because the pieces included her children.

			

			The enslaved were treated like tokens in a gruesome game, but also like animals—as Frederick Douglass noted, the division and valuation of the enslaved aligned them with livestock.

			When schoolteacher comes to “claim” his property and finds Sethe in the act of killing her children, he compares her to a dog that eats its own pups or a mishandled animal that, beaten too often, would “revert—bite your hand clean off.” He concludes that there is “nothing there to claim” because “unlike a snake or a bear, a dead nigger could not be skinned for profit.”

			This chilling logic is internalized by the enslaved people in the novel. It is heartbreaking when Sethe says that she used to tie a rope around her son’s ankle to keep him safe, as you might tether a dog; this is all she knows. The scene of her rutting in the graveyard in exchange for engraving her child’s gravestone is patterned with the language of exchange and enumeration: “ten minutes for seven letters.” Financial metaphors recur among the enslaved: “a bill was owing somewhere,” “pay a thank you,” “don’t pay to complain,” Stamp Paid’s very name.

			The grotesque economy that treats human life as fungible property has seeped into their language and consciousness. This accounts for the diction Baby Suggs uses when Halle buys her freedom—“These hands belong to me. These my hands”—and in her sermons in the Clearing, which exhort black community members to love their flesh, as it is called out body part by body part.

			When Sethe arrives in Ohio, she joins in: “Along with the others, she had claimed herself. Freeing yourself was one thing; claiming ownership of that freed self was another.” Though many readers take these to be uplifting sentiments, I think Morrison makes her characters use the possessive, legalistic language of the “claim” to convey the ideological capture the enslaved would have a hard time escaping even after abolition.

			Sethe’s act of infanticide is presented as the culmination of these logics of possession. As Paul D puts it, “More important than what Sethe had done was what she claimed.” Her claim over her child—whom she calls her “best thing”—is both an act of profound dignity and a grave distortion of love: “She just flew. Collected every bit of life she had made, all the parts of her that were precious and fine and beautiful, and carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there where no one could hurt them.” Sethe flies instinctively, gathering her young to protect them, but this scene’s free indirect diction bestializes her and objectifies them: she collected all the parts of her, every bit she had made, so precious, fine, and beautiful—words we use for things—which get carried, pushed, dragged through the veil—the Gothic trope flashes forth—over there.

			Recall Morrison’s theory that Margaret Garner had placed “all of the value of her life in something outside herself,” which made her “displace the self, her self.” With Sethe, Morrison insinuates that something about maternal love already lends itself to this self-dispossession. If you once had a baby inside of you, it becomes difficult to know where you end and where they begin.

			Amy Denver’s abject epithet for Sethe when they meet on the run—“Gal, you a mess”—captures this sense that the boundaries of her selfhood are stretched to the point of bursting, on the verge of dissolving into blood, pus, tears, spit, urine, amniotic fluid, sweat, breast milk. Sethe’s pregnancy and her motherhood threaten her discrete personhood. As Morrison writes, “unless carefree, motherlove was a killer”—but of whom?

			Paul D makes a similar double-edged assessment: “For a used-to-be-slave woman to love anything that much was dangerous, especially if it was her children she had settled on to love.” He says to Sethe, “Your love is too thick,” and questions her borders: “This here new Sethe didn’t know where the world stopped and she began.” And he issues a cruel judgment that suggests that he, too, has absorbed schoolteacher’s bestial and enumerative grammar: “You got two feet, Sethe, not four.”

			It is no surprise that as soon as he utters this dehumanizing chastisement to her, “a forest sprang up between them; trackless and quiet.” This is how the possessive logics of slavery dispossess: they force a radical severance, a displacement, whereby one is moved “outside this place,” shifted into a perpetual condition of fugitivity.

			The character most associated with this endless displacement in Beloved is in fact Paul D himself. On the chain gang, among other outcasts, stripped of freedom, rights, and dignity, Paul D witnesses another form of dispossession that hangs over the prisoners. During the morning chain-up routine, the men are forced to kneel and wait “for the whim of a guard, or two, or three. Or maybe all of them wanted it.” “Breakfast?” the guards say. “Want some breakfast?”

			
				“Yes, sir.”

				“Here you go.”

				Occasionally a kneeling man chose gunshot in his head as the price, maybe, of taking a bit of foreskin with him to Jesus. Paul D did not know that then. He was looking at his palsied hands, smelling the guard, listening to his soft grunts so like the doves’, as he stood before the man kneeling in mist on his right. Convinced he was next, Paul D retched—vomiting up nothing at all.

			

			Morrison again uses quiet language to veil the horror of sexual assault. We realize what’s happening only when we reach the word “foreskin”: the chain gang men are being forced to perform fellatio on the guards.

			The reversals here are perverse. The guards “want it” but posit this as the captives’ “hunger”; “breakfast” is not being given to these men; rather something is being taken from them, as underscored when Paul D tries to empty his already empty stomach. As with “the appetite” in the eyes of the engraver’s son who watches Sethe rut with his father, this act of rape is tied to rapacity, both of which are etymologically related to rapere, “to seize or snatch.”

			The chain gang episode offers Morrison a rich ore of metaphor for dispossession. Other than Paul D and the “Hi Man” who issues the calls to start and stop work, the men are not individuated, an interchangeable “forty-six” kept underground in separate cages but chained to one another—in other words, connected only by virtue of their enslavement.

			When they escape during a storm, they use this chain to signal when to dive down into the mud and under the bars: “They talked through that chain like Sam Morse and, Great God, they all came up. Like the unshriven dead, zombies on the loose, holding the chains in their hands, they trusted the rain and the dark, yes, but mostly Hi Man and each other.”

			With the figurative language of this scene, Morrison interweaves the rhythms of the gospels and the Gothic, invoking Christ’s resurrection while nodding to the Afrodiasporic origins of the zombie, which made its way from West Africa to the Americas over the Middle Passage. A macabre disinterment becomes a sermonic deliverance, producing an effect somewhere between the sublime and the uncanny, both of which are key aesthetic features of the Gothic.

			After this escape, Paul D roams, journeying north until, after a brief stint with a Delaware woman and a spell serving on both sides of the Civil War, he pitches up at Sethe’s door. There he finds himself battling displacement yet again, with the “baby girl” ghost—“it took a man…to shout it off, beat it off and take its place for himself”; with sullen, jealous Denver, whom he charms; and finally, with the young woman who pitches up and calls herself Beloved.

			“She moved him,” the novel puns, as Beloved gradually nudges him outside to a shed where she seduces him with a simple command: “You have to touch me. On the inside part. And you have to call me my name.” What bothers Paul D more than the spooky lust her “shining” stirs in him, or the way sex with her opens his “rusted shut” “tobacco tin” heart, is the feeling of “being moved, placed where she wanted him.” To be moved, even or especially by love, always threatens to possess—and dispossess—you.
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			Beloved is the novel’s ultimate figure of possession. She, too, is dispossessed, displaced many times over, arriving at 124 Bluestone Road with nothing, saying “I don’t have nobody,” and that she walked “a long, long, long, long way” to get there. And she manifestly possesses, insofar as she represents the psychic hold the dead have over us.

			Denver immediately recognizes Beloved as her murdered sister, as the baby ghost who haunted their home. Eventually, Sethe does, as well:

			
				It was then, when Beloved finished humming, that Sethe recalled the click—the settling of pieces into places designed and made especially for them. No milk spilled from her cup because her hand was not shaking. She simply turned her head and looked at Beloved’s profile: the chin, mouth, nose, forehead, copied and exaggerated in the huge shadow the fire threw on the wall behind her….

				“I made that song up,” said Sethe. “I made it up and sang it to my children. Nobody knows that song but me and my children.”

				Beloved turned to look at Sethe. “I know it,” she said.

			

			Morrison stages an anagnorisis, or recognition scene, of what “was there for you all along.”

			It takes place in what Nathaniel Hawthorne called that “familiar room…somewhere between the real world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet.” In this enchanted space, Hawthorne goes on, “ghosts might enter,” or we might “discover a form, beloved, but gone hence…with an aspect that would make us doubt whether it had returned from afar, or had never once stirred from our fireside.” This American Gothic setting unsettles precisely because it overlays domestic comfort and the chill of the supernatural.

			It teeters between the homeliness and the strangeness that Freud found in the origins of the German word for the uncanny, unheimlich, and that we see in the notion of a “familiar,” or a companion spirit, what Morrison calls a friend “that sits right next to you and watches you.” When Beloved first arrives, the novel says, she hovers over Sethe “like a familiar.”

			This companionate affection devolves into total possessiveness when the women hole themselves up in the house following their mutual recognition. With Paul D gone, Stamp Paid barred, and Denver helpless, there’s nothing to check Beloved’s desire to “join” with Sethe, a yearning Morrison names “a hot thing.”

			In the published book, the two women get “locked in a love that wore everybody out.” Their symbiosis becomes parasitic: “the bigger Beloved got, the smaller Sethe became…. Beloved ate up her life, took it, swelled up with it, grew taller on it.” Sethe’s “too thick” love and her too “rough choice” have received too harsh a judgment:

			
				Ella didn’t like the idea of past errors taking possession of the present…. Nobody needed a grown-up evil sitting at the table with a grudge. As long as the ghost showed out from its ghostly place—shaking stuff, crying, smashing and such—Ella respected it. But if it took flesh and came in her world, well, the shoe was on the other foot. She didn’t mind a little communication between the two worlds, but this was an invasion.

			

			For this neighbor, who eventually leads the charge to oust the ghost from 124 Bluestone Road, Beloved embodies the possession of the present by the past, of this world by an evil invader from another world.

			Ella’s language also raises fundamental questions about who or what Beloved is. What kind of ghost can take flesh and come in the world? How does a “baby girl” ghost become a “grown-up evil sitting at the table”? If Beloved is a spirit, how is she able to bleed, have sex, and get pregnant? If Sethe killed a “crawling-already” infant, why does she reappear as an adult woman? And if she was born at Sweet Home, why does she seem to remember the Middle Passage?

			The scattered memories Beloved recounts include being separated from “a woman who was hers” with a round basket and earrings; crouching in a small space with others wearing iron circles around their necks; a man dying on her; people being thrown into water by “men without skin” (whiteness, defamiliarized); and one man who “hurts where I sleep” and “puts his finger there.”

			Sethe at first hypothesizes that Beloved “had been locked up by some whiteman for his own purposes, and never let out the door. That she must have escaped to a bridge or someplace and rinsed the rest out of her mind.” Stamp Paid tells Paul D: “Was a girl locked up in the house with a whiteman over by Deer Creek. Found him dead last summer and the girl gone. Maybe that’s her. Folks say he had her in there since she was a pup.”

			Readers have reconciled these contradictory stories about Beloved in various ways. Maybe she is the ghost of Sethe’s mother, who speaks an African language and is lynched when she is around Beloved’s age. Maybe Beloved’s time in the underworld grants her access to a collective memory of the Middle Passage. Maybe she is a traumatized stranger to whom Sethe becomes a substitute mother, desperate for the daughter she murdered to come back to her. Maybe Beloved is truly the ghost of that daughter, but now the age that the baby would be had she lived.

			Whether Beloved has returned as the ghost of Sethe’s child, or has survived both the slave ship and being kept as a sex slave, she is the character who has been most objectified, most possessed. In my book Seven Modes of Uncertainty, I argued that Beloved is in fact possessed in the supernatural sense as well: a slave ship survivor inhabited or possessed by the spirit of Sethe’s dead baby girl. The novel even seems to stage their merging.

			Toward the end of the chapter that Beloved narrates in the first person, which has little punctuation and expanded spaces between sentence fragments, we find her standing on a bridge. Since “no boats go on this water,” we can deduce this is not the sea but rather the stream behind 124 Bluestone Road to which the baby girl ghost flees after Paul D casts it out of the house.

			Beloved looks down and sees a face in the water. “I have to have my face,” she says, and goes in: “I am looking for the join I am loving my face so much my dark face is close to me I want to join she whispers to me she whispers I reach for her chewing and swallowing she touches me she knows I want to join she chews and swallows me I am gone now I am her face.” Two beings join in a strange ouroboros or Möbius strip, and become one.

			An interview Morrison gave while writing the novel lends credence to this interpretation: “She is a spirit on one hand,” she told Marsha Darling, “literally she is what Sethe thinks she is, her child returned to her from the dead. And she must function like that in the text. She is also another kind of dead which is not spiritual but flesh, which is, a survivor from the true, factual slave ship.”

			Morrison merges them into a single entity that she sources in Afrodiasporic thought: “It was clear to me that it was not at all a violation of African religion and philosophy; it’s very easy for a son or parent or a neighbor to appear in a child or in another person.” This defamiliarized American familiar—Africanized, literalized—contains multitudes.

			Hence the oscillation between different beings across the novel’s competing accounts of Beloved’s identity. What makes her seem like a single person is the fact that their experiences overlap: to be inside the vault of the slave ship is to be “another kind of dead.” In the novel, a kind of prose poem that follows directly after Beloved’s description of joining in the stream uses the unclear antecedent her to suggest an elision of the slave ship survivor’s mother, Sethe herself, and the baby girl’s ghost.

			As with Morrison’s earlier works, like the radically uncertain story “Recitatif,” she relies on the fact that language is ambiguous and shareable. She said of Beloved in an interview:

			
				She speaks the language, a traumatized language, of her own experience, which blends beautifully in her questions and answers, her preoccupations, with the desires of Denver and Sethe. So that when they say “What was it like over there?” they may mean—they do mean—“What was it like being dead?” She tells them what is [sic] was like being where she was on that ship as a child. Both things are possible, and there’s evidence in the text so that both things could be approached, because the language of both experiences—death and the Middle Passage—is the same.

			

			Only through the linguistic art of a novel, where “both things are possible” and “both things could be approached” with conflicting evidence, could Morrison conjure a being like Beloved.

			This shared language is what permits the women in 124 Bluestone to speak with, or rather beside, one another. In the novel, Denver longs to get Beloved alone, so that they can have “sweet, crazy conversations full of half sentences, daydreams and misunderstandings more thrilling than understanding could ever be.” In one of those conversations, Denver (impossibly) tells the story of her own birth, which Morrison depicts as though she has been possessed by Sethe.

			This idea of communication as mutual possession dictates the structure of Part II of the novel, which details the “unspeakable thoughts, unspoken” of Sethe, Denver, and Beloved. We read chapters narrated respectively by each in the first person, then a fourth interpolating lines from all three into a kind of poem or what Morrison calls a “threnody in which they exchange thoughts like a dialogue, or a three-way conversation, but unspoken—I mean unuttered.”

			Stamp Paid lingers outside the door of the house, eavesdropping, but all he can make out in the “conflagration of hasty voices” he hears is the word mine, an echo we read in the subsequent chapters’ opening lines. Sethe’s begins, “Beloved, she my daughter. She mine.” Denver’s begins, “Beloved is my sister. I swallowed her blood right along with my mother’s milk.” Beloved’s begins, “I am Beloved and she is mine.” We might say the three women mine one another extractively, collapsing into a vortex of mutual possession and dispossession that is the endpoint of the rapacious logic they’ve absorbed from slavery and its afterlives.

			But though Morrison decided that the three women of 124 Bluestone Road do not hear one another’s voices, we readers do get to access their “unspeakable thoughts, unspoken,” we do get to overlay them in a kind of palimpsest, we do get to realize how and where “the language of both experiences—both death and the Middle Passage—is the same.” The novel’s formal structure thus counters the logics of possession it diagnoses in its characters and plot. And I would characterize that structure—crystallized in this prismatic set of chapters at its heart—as a multiplicity that suits Morrison’s Afrodiasporic theory of the collective and that affords an ethical mode of adjacency.
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			In short, Morrison counters the will to join with an ethos of the adjoining. She opens up the claustrophobic ghost story by making it communal in form, stretching it to accommodate the black aesthetic mode that she called “the presence of an ancestor,” which is one of the ways she felt her writing was always “about the village or the community.”

			Morrison structures this argument in Beloved, as we saw her do in her earlier novels, through the use of multiple perspectives. This technique is sometimes called the Rashomon effect after Akira Kurosawa’s 1950 film, which depicts several conflicting accounts of a rape. We’ve already seen this aesthetic in Beloved at various scales: the palimpsest of different figurative images for Sethe’s scar; the multiple possibilities for Beloved’s identity, including the very idea that she contains multiple beings; and the three women’s first-person chapters, which do not speak directly to one another but rather resonate with one another.

			Sethe’s act of infanticide also receives several distinct judgments in the novel. Denver fears that there “is something in her [mother] that makes it all right to kill her own”; Beloved feels abandoned, possessive, and furiously vengeful; and as we’ve seen, schoolteacher compares Sethe to an animal, while Paul D thinks her motherlove is “dangerous” and tells her: “You got two feet, Sethe, not four.”

			The critic James Phelan argues that by presenting all of these interpretations of Sethe’s choice, the novel allows us to test them out, turn them over. We become a kind of Greek chorus, a form that reminded Morrison of “what goes on in Black churches and in jazz…the chorus being the community who participates in this behavior and is shocked by it or horrified by it or they like or they support it.” In this sense, the novel’s quiet language and its forms of multiplicity both invite us to step into the text, stand next to the characters, and participate in their moral deliberations.

			It’s also important to note that the cumulative effect of this multiplicity is a process of quasi-elimination, whereby each judgment of Sethe’s act undermines the legitimacy of the others. Paul D’s admonition to Sethe is troubling because it is so similar to schoolteacher’s view. Sethe’s claim to have done right by putting her babies “where they’d be safe” falters when we glimpse the blood in others’ accounts of the infanticide.

			As these equally nonviable judgments counteract one another, the reader is left without a clear position. Paul D muses on this relativity of perspective in another context: “When he looks at himself through Garner’s eyes, he sees one thing. Through Sixo’s, another. One makes him feel righteous. One makes him feel ashamed. Like the time he worked both sides of the War.”

			In philosophy, this is called value incommensurability. In other words, we cannot always reconcile different values, judge them on one scale, measure them against one another, or choose one over the others. As one of my favorite critics William Empson once pointed out, if we compare “the good in action and…the absolute good in peace,” for example, these “two pictures of the good are both necessary; we cannot finally choose one and not the other.”

			Ella says of Sethe’s act of infanticide, “what’s fair ain’t necessarily right.” And Morrison often remarked of Margaret Garner’s act of infanticide, pressing on two meanings of the word right: “It was absolutely the right thing to do, but she had no right to do it.” This irresolvable conflict of values is what we sometimes describe as an ethical bind: damned if you do, damned if you don’t.

			Given Morrison’s education in classics at Howard and the self-acknowledged influence of Greek tragedy on her work, many readers have likened Sethe to Euripides’s Medea, who murders her children to take revenge against her unfaithful husband. Nineteenth-century accounts of Garner even referred to her as “The Modern Medea.” But Sethe’s moral impasse when schoolteacher arrives to recapture her family reminds me more of Sophocles’s Antigone.

			The philosopher G. W. F. Hegel was the first to argue that Sophocles’s play stages a conflict between the human law of the polis—Antigone’s civic duty to King Creon, who has banned the interment of traitors such as her brother Polynices—and the divine law of the family, her filial duty to perform religious burial rites for him. The tragedy arises from the fact that these two laws are incommensurable: whatever choice Antigone makes contravenes one or the other.

			The reconciliation of these two value systems is not possible in the world of the play, which insists on their inescapable contradiction. Instead, as Martha Nussbaum puts it, the tragedy “motivates us to imagine what a world would be like that did not confront people with such choices…. In that sense, the end of the drama is written offstage by citizens who enact these insights.” Along these lines, we might argue that Sethe’s act in Beloved asks us to imagine a world that did not impose upon her this “rough choice”—that is, a world without slavery, without its rapacious logics of possession.

			Literary form, again, is what allows Morrison to pursue this philosophical investigation. The “large loose baggy monster” of the novel, as Henry James once called it, can accommodate multiple genres—as well as multiple perspectives on a murder, unspeakable thoughts, identities for a ghost, images for a scar, and so on—without reconciling them or choosing one over the others. In the speculative space of fiction, disparate elements can exist side by side, like the adjoining members of a community or a family.

			Early in the novel, while walking to a carnival with Paul D and Denver before Beloved shows up and overthrows their lives, Sethe sees a vision of this projected adjacency: “They were not holding hands, but their shadows were. Sethe looked to her left and all three of them were gliding over the dust holding hands.” Paul D says to her of Denver, “It’s not about choosing somebody over her—it’s making space for somebody along with her.” And at the end of the novel, his last hope for their nascent family, as he takes Sethe’s hand, “his holding fingers…holding hers,” is a philosophical ideal expressed—and enacted—as a literary one: “He wants to put his story next to hers.”

			This grants them both a new sense of ethical possibility, what Morrison called a “self-regard” that is neither displaced nor transgressed by another’s, but rather coexists with it. Sethe still hasn’t quite let go of the logic of possession that haunts her mothering: “She was my best thing,” she tells Paul D. He responds not by making a counterclaim over her but by encouraging her own self-regard: “You your best thing.” Morrison gently revises the dangerous logic of joined selves signified by the possessive mine with Sethe’s last words, the repetition of a pronoun: “Me? Me?” This is how you begin to become your own beloved.
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			But what of Beloved herself—dispossessed, possessed, possessive? What of her story? Can it sit next to Sethe’s story, and Paul D’s, and Denver’s? The novel is clear that the spectre of possession must be banished from Sethe’s side—from her family, her home, her community, all of which the voracious ghost will otherwise take over and swallow whole. Yet the novel also has a responsibility to record the trace of Beloved’s presence, must somehow accommodate the harrowing history she embodies.

			Morrison manages this double task by again making use of the internal fission of language, its capacity to hold contradiction. In the novel’s epilogue, Beloved is described as “disremembered and unaccounted for,” words that contain their opposites (remember, account). The character is inscribed and erased, over and again, with ephemeral images such as this: “Sometimes the photograph of a close friend or relative—looked at too long—shifts, and something more familiar than the dear face itself moves there.” Or such as this: “Down by the stream in back of 124 her footprints come and go, come and go. They are so familiar.”

			Morrison interleaves this self-effacing poesis with three single-sentence paragraphs that make use of paraleptic negation:

			
				It was not a story to pass on.

				It was not a story to pass on.

				This is not a story to pass on.

			

			Difference haunts the repetition. To pass on can mean to die, it can mean to overlook, or it can mean to convey. Is the novel saying Beloved’s story ought not pass away, ought not be passed over, or ought not be passed forward? And to whom is it speaking? The community, Beloved, or—in its last present-tense iteration—us? These possibilities all flicker here, in their slant contradiction; they coexist like the extraordinary being whose story they both evoke and erase.

			Beloved first possessed me when I read the novel as a teenager, at the very age she was when she crossed over the Middle Passage from Africa. In the thirty years since, she has visited me many times. I have written papers and chapters about her, given talks and lectures on her. I have described in an essay how she once rose up and colored the air of an otherwise empty church in England, as I sat beside a weeping Zimbabwean émigrée who was being cast out of her home. Which one of us was, in that moment, “a twin or a thirst or a friend or something that sits right next to you and watches you”?

			After all this time, Beloved’s clamor for a kiss, for the join, still feels so recognizable—the hot thing that burns within and scorches the skin—yet remains so irreducibly alien. She does not belong to me, but she has become my familiar.

		

	
		
			
				7

				Jazz, Now

			
			If Sula has my heart, and Beloved has my soul, Toni Morrison’s Jazz has my mind. Published in 1992, the middle child and her personal favorite of her eleven novels, the peak of an incredible run, Jazz is, in a word, pivotal. With it, Morrison turned to reflect on her chosen art of fiction—and on herself as an author—and came as close as anyone ever has to an aspiration she expressed many times in her life: to make a novel as music.

			Set primarily in Harlem of the 1920s, Jazz tells the story of Joe and Violet Trace, a married couple who migrate from Virginia to New York at the turn of the twentieth century. After a decade in the City, Joe, a cosmetics salesman, falls in love with a teenager named Dorcas, an orphan whose parents died in the East St. Louis riots, and who has been taken in by her aunt, Alice.

			When Dorcas moves on to a more age-appropriate lover, Joe follows her to a party and shoots her in a fit of jealousy. He gets away and she doesn’t disclose his identity before she dies, but his wife knows he did it. Violet, mad with childlessness and jealousy, sneaks into the girl’s funeral and cuts the face of the corpse. All of this creates a deep rift between the Traces, but over time, and with the unexpected balm of visits from Dorcas’s friend Felice, they reconcile and begin a new, mature relationship.

			This storyline sounds straightforward enough, yet the form of Jazz is anything but. It is Morrison’s most experimental work by far. When I first read it in college, it felt to me like a puzzle box of a novel. It is particularly perplexing when, halfway through it, we get thrown in three ways: back in time, to a different milieu, and into the perspective of a man dubbed Golden Gray for the color of his hair and eyes. This new character at first seems only obliquely connected to the main cast: his mother, a white woman named Vera Louise, raises him with the help of two black women who happen to be Violet’s mother and grandmother.

			This flashback to the 1870s finds Golden Gray as a young man heading to Virginia to confront his father, Mr. Henry, whom he has just learned is black. Driving a phaeton in the rain, distracted by the implications of his discovery, Golden Gray almost runs over “a naked berry-black woman. She is covered with mud and leaves are in her hair. Her eyes are large and terrible,” her stomach “big and tight.” Startled, she tries to run away, but hits her head against a tree and passes out.

			Repulsed by her body, Golden Gray nonetheless helps her to a nearby cabin, where she regains consciousness and gives birth with the help of his father, whom she bites in the process. She rejects her baby, leaving Mr. Henry’s house “full of motherlessness.” We come to realize we’ve met this woman earlier, in Joe Trace’s childhood memories of a recluse everybody called “Wild,” and who lived outside, moving about the fields, disturbing the cane cutters: “One swing of the cutting blade could lop off her head if she got sassy or too close.”

			Joe describes seeking her out in the hibiscus bushes:

			
				She wouldn’t even have to say the word “mother.” Nothing like that. All she had to do was give him a sign, her hand thrust through the leaves, the white flowers, would be enough to say that she knew him to be the one, the son she had fourteen years ago, and ran away from, but not too far. Just far enough away to annoy everybody because she was not completely gone, and close enough to scare everybody because she creeps about and hides and touches and laughs a low sweet babygirl laugh in the cane.

			

			Wild’s abandoned child, it seems, has grown into Joe, who still longs for her acknowledgment and love.

			When I first read these unexpected scenes as a college student, I immediately wondered if Wild was in fact Beloved. It was as though a naked, dark-skinned, pregnant woman with a babygirl personality had run off the pages of Beloved and onto the pages of Jazz. I wrote a paper tentatively making this argument, asking: “Are these two figures simply alike in terms of their physical appearance or does the connection between them run deeper?”

			In my paper, I cited an interview where Morrison said that Beloved had in fact been inspired by two historical fragments. One was the newspaper article about the nineteenth-century woman, Margaret Garner, who had killed her children rather than let them be recaptured into slavery. The other came from The Harlem Book of the Dead, a collection of photographs taken in the 1920s by James Van Der Zee, published in 1978 with a foreword written by Morrison.

			She mentions this “seed of a plot” in her 2004 foreword to Jazz as well, but her words in the earlier interview are more illuminating:

			
				In one picture, there was a young girl lying in a coffin and he says that she was eighteen years old and she had gone to a party and that she was dancing and suddenly she slumped and they noticed there was blood on her and they said, “What happened to you?” And she said, “I’ll tell you tomorrow. I’ll tell you tomorrow.” That’s all she would say. And apparently her ex-boyfriend or somebody who was jealous had come into the party with a gun and a silencer and shot her. And she kept saying, “I’ll tell you tomorrow,” because she wanted him to get away. And he did, I guess; anyway, she died.

			

			Morrison went on to connect the infanticidal Garner to this self-sacrificial girl, the precursor to Dorcas in Jazz. In each case, Morrison felt, a woman “had placed all of the value of her life in something outside herself.”

			She had planned to develop this theme over time through a “dead girl,” whom she originally gave a generic name: “I call her Beloved so that I can filter all these confrontations and questions she has in that situation, which is 1851, and then to extend her life, you know, her search, her quest, all the way through as long as I care to go, into the twenties where it switches to this other girl. Therefore, I have a New York uptown-Harlem milieu in which to put this love story, but Beloved will be there also.”

			Given that Beloved does not in fact extend into the Harlem Renaissance, I always assumed that Morrison changed her mind. But now I wondered if she had made sure that Beloved was “there also” in Jazz, just under a different name: Wild.

			A couple of years after I wrote that paper, I read Martha J. Cutter’s 2000 article about intertextuality between the two novels, which made the same hypothesis. Then, perusing a 2008 compilation of Morrison’s interviews, I discovered that in 1993, she had said as much:

			
				Wild is a kind of Beloved. The dates are the same. You see a pregnant black woman naked at the end of Beloved. It’s at the same time, you know back in the Golden Gray section of Jazz, there is a crazy woman out in the woods. The woman they call Wild…could be Sethe’s daughter, Beloved. When you see Beloved towards the end, you don’t know; she’s either a ghost who has been exorcised or she’s a real person pregnant by Paul D, who runs away, ending up in Virginia, which is right next to Ohio. But I don’t want to make all these connections.

			

			Morrison’s comments are gestural, subjunctive—“Wild is a kind of Beloved,” “could be Sethe’s daughter”—and she demurred making the links between the two characters explicit.

			I’ve since come across even more evidence that they are one and the same. In Morrison’s original conception, Beloved was meant to be three books, each with a distinct subtitle but all starring the titular ghost. The mid-nineteenth-century Garner story and the early-twentieth-century Van Der Zee photograph would ground the subject matter of the first two volumes of this Beloved trilogy. The third would be about a family that hires Beloved as a servant in the late twentieth century—making what Morrison called a “fifty-year leap into the seventies” or early eighties. These big jumps in time for a single character would work through a speculative conceit whereby Beloved ages slower than real time.

			Morrison seems to have embarked on the first book with this decelerated central ghost and temporal dilation in mind. Eventually, overwhelmed with writing about the gruesome reality of slavery, she sent what she had written to her Knopf editor, Robert Gottlieb. He told her that this novel, at least, was done. Morrison published Beloved as a stand-alone book in 1987; Jazz emerged five years later.

			There are traces of their co-conception. One is the very word trace, which flickers over the last page of Beloved—“By and by all trace is gone”—only to take shape as the surname of one protagonist of Jazz, Joe Trace, which he adopts after misunderstanding the phrase “without a trace.” Another connection between the two novels is the first word of Jazz, “Sth,” which transcribes the sound of a person tsking or sucking her teeth but also resembles the name of Beloved’s tragic heroine, Sethe.

			And then there is that more material link: the woman whom Joe believes to be his mother. Is she Wild? Beloved? Or both? It seems that Morrison decided that rather than using a supernatural device—a ghost who ages slower than humans—she would instead create a literal bloodline as a literary heritage. A character from one novel appears in the next and gives birth to one of its heroes.
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			As soon as we recognize Wild as Beloved, we start thinking about characters crossing the boundaries of a book, as if leaping over the borders of its bound pages. And this reminds us that we’re reading a textual artifact. Intertextuality is, in short, always metatextuality.

			We have seen how Morrison’s works tend toward this kind of self-awareness, drawing attention to their fictional form. A motif of broken things evokes the structure of The Bluest Eye as a whole. Song of Solomon embeds its interest in internal difference in the line “black may as well be a rainbow.” In “Recitatif” Maggie becomes an intermedial sign haunted by Morrison’s translation of it from screenplay to short story. Paul D describes the structure of adjacency in Beloved in his wish “to put his story next to” Sethe’s.

			Jazz is by far Morrison’s most metafictional work of fiction. You might think the novel would be more concerned with the art form so prominently displayed in its title, and to be sure, there are many ways that it thematically aspires to the condition of jazz. As we’ll see, it breaks into song, transcribes rhyme and rhythm, and pities the motherless child. But what we’ll find is that, paradoxically, the more musical Jazz gets, the more textual it becomes.

			Jazz is, oddly enough, not really a book about jazz—its prose contents don’t even contain the word jazz, as Morrison noted in an interview. Jazz is more of a book about books, a praise song to all they make manifest and the capaciousness that allows them to absorb other media, including music. By treating story as improvisational, setting as harmonic, events as notes, and metafictional awareness as overtone, Morrison turns reading itself into a synchronic symphony.

			She speaks in the foreword of her desire to make the novel come “as close as it could to its idea of itself—the essence of the so-called Jazz Age.” But though she did a great deal of historical research into that time period as she was writing, she was less concerned with telling the story of jazz, or telling a story about jazz. She wanted to tell a story as jazz, to materialize its formal features in fiction:

			
				Improvisation, originality, change. Rather than be about those characteristics, the novel would seek to become them…. I had written novels in which structure was designed to enhance meaning; here the structure would equal meaning. The challenge was to expose and bury the artifice and to take practice beyond the rules. I didn’t want simply a musical background, or decorative references to it. I wanted the work to be a manifestation of the music’s intellect, sensuality, anarchy; its history, its range, and its modernity.

			

			Morrison aimed to make Jazz into its idea of itself; to make its structure equal meaning; to make it be a manifestation of music. It would not describe the features of jazz; it would become them.

			We might call this insistence that the novel would simply be music the performative ground of Jazz, both in the sense of a virtuosic, technically brilliant performance, and in the sense of the “performative utterances” that make things happen or bring them into being. The philosopher J. L. Austin, who first introduced the idea of the so-called speech act, excluded words spoken on a stage or in a poem from this category. But other theorists have since posited that all literary language is performative, insofar as it brings into being what it describes. Writers have always known this. Samuel Beckett once said of James Joyce: “Here form is content; content is form…. His writing is not about something, it is that something itself.” Morrison once said of Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn: “It is the argument it raises.”

			Jazz in fact opens with a succinct meditation on the material workings of language. Its epigraph is a translation of lines from The Nag Hammadi, also known as the Gnostic Gospels, a collection of leather-bound papyrus works that were discovered in a sealed jar by an Egyptian farm boy in 1945.

			
				I am the name of the sound

				and the sound of the name.

				I am the sign of the letter

				and the designation of the division.

				—“Thunder, Perfect Mind”

				The Nag Hammadi

			

			These lines specifically invoke how language has been understood in Western metaphysics.

			From the Greeks and the Bible on, sound has been likened to an undifferentiated babble, while the name or sign has been associated with power, creation, and knowledge. And the designation of this division has set a hierarchy that has plagued continental and analytical philosophy ever since. This priority of authoritative word over mere sound is what Morrison, in a heretical—or perhaps Gnostic—move, reverses in Beloved when Ella leads thirty women from the community to 124 Bluestone Road to cast out the ghost they believe is haunting it: “They stopped praying and took a step back to the beginning. In the beginning there were no words. In the beginning was the sound, and they all knew what that sound sounded like.”

			In Jazz, Morrison goes a step further, undoing the division of word and sound altogether. The first line of the epigraph, “I am the name of the sound / and the sound of the name,” encloses the binary in a chiasmus, a reflected echo that emphasizes the equality, even the equivalence, of sound and name. The second line adds another destabilizing equation, then incorporates a picture of the whole system: “I am the sign of the letter / and the designation of the division.” The name of the speaker of these lines then juxtaposes and therefore equalizes “Thunder,” a figure for sound, with “Perfect Mind,” a figure for thought.

			This metalinguistic epigraph in effect forecasts Jazz’s metafictional project, which is to make the sonic, symbolic, and material workings of verbal communication manifest all at once. In this sense, Morrison doesn’t turn signs into sound; rather, she draws out the way language is already music.
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			Her description in the foreword to Jazz of her difficulty with starting the novel gestures to this concurrence of sound and sign, as well as to a concurrence of story, form, and technique:

			
				I knew everything about this wife and, angered by my inability to summon suitable language to reveal her, I threw my pencil on the floor, sucked my teeth in disgust, thinking, “Oh, shoot! What is this? I know that woman. I know her skirt size, what side she sleeps on. I know the name of her hair oil, its scent….” So that’s what I wrote, effortlessly without pause, playing, just playing along with the voice, not even considering who the “I” was until it seemed natural, inevitable, that the narrator could—would—parallel and launch the process of invention, of improvisation, of change. Commenting, judging, risking, and learning.

			

			The author decides to write down what she is thinking, feeling—saying, singing—as she tries to begin. The thinking, the playing, the writing become the prose. Composition and creation coincide. And a phatic sound launches the improvisatory rhythm that dictates the form of the novel.

			That first word of Jazz, “Sth,” is an instance of onomatopoeia: the sound Morrison made when she sucked her teeth in disgust and threw her pencil; it is sometimes called tsking or clucking. This is a cross-cultural phenomenon, but it is also a recognizably black sound, kissing its way across songs, plays, movies, and novels about the Afrodiasporic experience.

			Morrison transcribes it the same way in Beloved: among the chaos of noise Stamp Paid hears standing outside 124 Bluestone Road are “the interior sounds a woman makes when she believes she is alone and unobserved at her work: a sth when she misses the needle’s eye.” Calling back to the name of the heroine of its sibling fiction, this expressive sound of a slip, a misstep, is the perfect way to begin Jazz. It is a word, a sound, a name, an allusion, a seam between intertexts, and a piece of metafiction—again, all at once.

			As with The Bluest Eye, the passage that follows promptly spoils the plot of the whole novel:

			
				Sth, I know that woman. She used to live with a flock of birds on Lenox Avenue. Know her husband, too. He fell for an eighteen-year-old girl with one of those deepdown, spooky loves that made him so sad and happy he shot her just to keep the feeling going. When the woman, her name is Violet, went to the funeral to see the girl and to cut her dead face they threw her to the floor and out of the church. She ran, then, through all that snow, and when she got back to her apartment she took the birds from their cages and set them out the windows to freeze or fly, including the parrot that said, “I love you.”

			

			This opening paragraph begins with a word that’s a noise and it ends with a bird that doesn’t sing but speaks. Again, the sound and the sign are one and the same, or two sides of a record.

			We won’t know for a while what these decontextualized lines mean. In effect, they sound opening notes. They pluck the strings, set off the vibrations—or vibes, as we say—of the novel’s tone and style. This is what Jazz will sing about: a romantic freedom that borders on the irrational—“those deepdown, spooky loves” that make you “so sad and happy”—and on the violent: gun and knife glint in the swing of this song.

			While The Bluest Eye references scenes of listening to black music, this minor key is enmeshed with Morrison’s world-building in Jazz. An early passage conjures New York this way:

			
				Daylight slants like a razor cutting the buildings in half. In the top half I see looking faces and it’s not easy to tell which are people, which the work of stonemasons. Below is shadow where any blasé thing takes place: clarinets and lovemaking, fists and the voices of sorrowful women. A city like this one makes me dream tall and feel in on things. Hep. It’s the bright steel rocking above the shade below that does it.

			

			The chiaroscuro intensity of “bright steel rocking above the shade below” echoes the contrast of the blasé events, the casual simultaneity of “clarinets and lovemaking, fists and the voices of sorrowful women.” Flesh is conflated with stone, musical acts with violent ones.

			The novel goes on to speculate that the people down in those shadows are saying, “At last, at last, everything’s ahead…. History is over, you all, everything’s ahead at last,” a chiasmus that circumscribes past and future, elides them even as it posits them as opposed. This ekphrastic passage describes the City as a modernist sculpture, but even more—“Hep,” “rocking above”—as the inside of a song as it plays.

			Jazz sometimes breaks into song more literally—or textually—citing phrases or musicians from the standards, or printing its own invented, improvised, metalyrical lyrics:

			
				Blues man. Black and bluesman. Blacktherefore blue man.

				Everybody knows your name.

				Where-did-she-go-and-why man. So-lonesome-I-could-die man.

				Everybody knows your name.

			

			This is a blues song about blues songs, about their singers, themes, and tone. The spacing between words jazzily jumps around, disappears, gets riven with hyphens.

			Typographical play of this kind appears all over Jazz: inset or quoted lyrics; punctuational riffs; untitled, unnumbered chapters introduced with towering initials; white pages like the pauses between songs on an album. Morrison presses upon the textual medium precisely to mimic the qualities of the sonic one.

			She makes ample use of one of the simplest formal techniques the two media forms share: the refrain. One chapter of Jazz ends, “It was spring. In the City”; the next begins, “And when spring comes to the City people notice one another in the road.” These liaisons are like transitions between tracks on a record, but they also effect a kind of simultaneity: they call earlier details back into the mind so that they coincide or resonate with new ones.

			The repetitions in Jazz are barely shadowed by revision. Redundancy lends an almost aphoristic quality to lines such as: “The young are not so young here”; “When they fall in love with a city, it is for forever, and it is like forever”; “more like the ocean than the ocean itself”; or “The hurt hurt her.”

			We are also treated to the repeated diction and syntax that grants literary language rhyme and rhythm:

			
				And the City, in its own way, gets down for you, cooperates, smoothing its sidewalks, correcting its curbstones, offering you melons and green apples on the corner. Racks of yellow head scarves; strings of Egyptian beads. Kansas fried chicken and something with raisins call attention to an open window where the aroma seems to lurk. And if that’s not enough, doors to speakeasies stand ajar and in that cool dark place a clarinet coughs and clears its throat waiting for the woman to decide on the key. She makes up her mind and as you pass by informs your back that she is daddy’s little angel child. The City is smart at this: smelling and [sic] good and looking raunchy; sending secret messages disguised as public signs: this way, open here, danger to let colored only single men on sale woman wanted private room stop dog on premises absolutely no money down fresh chicken free delivery fast. And good at opening locks, dimming stairways.

			

			This indulgence in the music of language makes for some of Morrison’s most gorgeous prose.

			There’s the sound: the alliteration of smoothing its sidewalks, correcting its curbstones, a clarinet coughs, waiting for the woman, and sending secret; the slant rhymes of mind and by, disguised and signs, moans and own. And there’s the rhythm: the parallelism of smart at and good at; the double trimeter of racks of yellow head scarves and strings of Egyptian beads; the double dimeter of Kansas fried chicken and something with raisins, or of she makes up her mind and as you pass by. As jazz musicians say of intense practice, Morrison has been shedding for years. Now she lets herself rip, lets herself glide, float, sling words in arcs and trills.

			Even when she runs together a series of public signs without punctuation, they’re ordered in a way that can easily be scanned. This found poetry rushes the City’s words yet collocates them in a way that conveys secret messages, including ironic fragments such as danger to let colored only single men men on sale.

			The rhythm of Jazz is so smooth that the slightest disruption to it jars. The last time I taught the novel, I noticed one of Morrison’s rare typos when I read this passage aloud in lecture. The phrase “smelling and good and looking raunchy” should be “smelling good and looking raunchy”; that first and is an error—let’s call it a productive one. Morrison knew very well that “jazz is a performance. In a performance you make mistakes…you have to make something out of a mistake.”
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			Jazz has a kind of looseness that instantiates Morrison’s improvisatory method. We’ve seen what this affords at the level of its poetics: its tone, its syntax, its meter. At the narrative level, this experiment must first concretize novelistic features—make of them a “manifestation”—before it shuffles them like jazz riffs. Let’s consider how this works with setting and time period.

			In my discussion of “Recitatif,” I noted that the theorist Mikhail Bakhtin, borrowing from physics, coined the portmanteau chronotope to describe how time and space fuse in fiction:

			
				The intrinsic connectedness of temporal and spatial relationships…are artistically expressed in literature…. [S]patial and temporal indicators are fused into one carefully thought-out, concrete whole. Time, as it were, thickens, takes on flesh, becomes artistically visible; likewise, space becomes charged and responsive to the movements of time, plot and history. This intersection of axes and fusion of indicators characterizes the artistic chronotope.

			

			One of Bakhtin’s main examples was the adventure narrative, where the chronotope of “the open road” creates a space where “the most various fates may collide and interweave with one another.”

			This chronotope appears throughout Jazz, from Golden Gray’s near collision with a pregnant Wild on the backroads of Virginia to the cross streets of New York, where Violet, childless and bereft, sits right down on the tarmac. She and Joe are also among the millions of African Americans who made the Great Migration, the journey from the American rural South to the urban North in the early twentieth century that we saw Milkman Dead reversing in Song of Solomon:

			
				Violet and Joe left Tyrell, a railway stop through Vesper County, in 1906, and boarded the colored section of the Southern Sky. When the train trembled approaching the water surrounding the City, they thought it was like them: nervous at having gotten there at last, but terrified of what was on the other side. Eager, a little scared, they did not even nap during the fourteen hours of a ride smoother than a rocking cradle. The quick darkness in the carriage cars when they shot through a tunnel made them wonder if maybe there was a wall ahead to crash into or a cliff hanging over nothing. The train shivered with them at the thought but went on and sure enough there was ground up ahead and the trembling became the dancing under their feet. Joe stood up, his fingers clutching the baggage rack above his head. He felt the dancing better that way, and told Violet to do the same.

			

			Morrison personifies the train, which trembles, shivers, and dances as it births its passengers into the progressive era.

			It moves them from South to North, but also from past to present, from Jim Crow to another—though not necessarily better—racial order, and from the haunting of slavery to the danger of freedom. This vehicular conveyance from one setting to another itself becomes a chronotope where travelers might intersect, where fates might interweave, a space thick with time’s passing, and in which history seems to manifest.

			As the train crosses the Mason-Dixon line, the “green-as-poison curtain” enforcing the color bar disappears, and the southern hospitality designed “to take the sting out of the curtain” vanishes. Now, “the whole car could be full of colored people,” who can sit in

			
				the dining car, where the table linen was at least as white as the sheets they dried on juniper bushes; where the napkins were folded with a crease as stiff as the ones they ironed for Sunday dinner; where the gravy was as smooth as their own, and the biscuits did not take second place to the bacon-stuffed ones they wrapped in cloth.

			

			The shift from South to North dissolves the Jim Crow and Mason-Dixon lines between them, such that their respective qualities coalesce.

			Instead of tracing a journey from origin to telos, Morrison materializes and overlays their chronotopes. “The country” down south—where Joe and Violet meet under a tree, then live in a cabin—reminds us of slow time, seasonal time, and diurnal (dawn to dusk) time. “The City” up north—where they live in an apartment and go to parties—is vivid with haste and spontaneity, clock time, and nocturnal (dusk to dawn) time. In between, “the train”—with its concatenated, changing cars—is a suspended, liminal time, dark and light, “a rocking cradle…hanging over nothing.” Each of these time-spaces corresponds to recognizable larger-scale epochs: the country bespeaks the time of Slavery and the period of Reconstruction; the train carries all the transient, electric potential of the Great Migration; and the City ahead sings the Jazz Age of Harlem.

			Even minor chronotopes can take on the glamor of grand ones. In the South, fields “downy with the cleanest cotton they’d ever seen. Softer than silk” are called “Palestine”; a “little place called Vienna” burns down; and there’s “a mean little place” called “Rome.” In the City, a conversation between Joe and Dorcas shifts scale midsentence: “Mexico, she whispers. I want you to take me to Mexico. Too loud, he murmurs. No, no, she says, it’s just right. How you know? he demands. I heard people say, people say the tables are round and have white cloths over them and wee baby lampshades.” This slippage between Mexico the country and Mexico the nightclub shows how chronotopes are metonymic, nested, and performative; they can conjure worlds with a single word.

			Violet sees daily life in the City as spatialized, too, as “a string of small, well-lit scenes”:

			
				In each one something specific is being done: food things, work things; customers and acquaintances are encountered, places entered…. The globe light holds and bathes each scene, and it can be assumed that at the curve where the light stops is a solid foundation. In truth, there is no foundation at all, but alleyways, crevices one steps across all the time. But the globe light is imperfect too. Closely examined it shows seams, ill-glued cracks.

			

			Keeping in mind Henry James’s description of the “million” windows in the “house of fiction,” it seems clear that these miniatures constitute a metafictional image for the whole novel—a string of scenes busy with action, suspended in time, illuminated by imperfect light.

			This string of chronotopes is not a causal trajectory, however, but a juxtaposition or layering of classic scenes:

			
				A colored man floats down out of the sky blowing a saxophone, and below him, in the space between two buildings, a girl talks earnestly to a man in a straw hat. He touches her lip to remove a bit of something there. Suddenly she is quiet. He tilts her chin up. They stand there. Her grip on her purse slackens and her neck makes a nice curve. The man puts his hand on the stone wall above her head. By the way his jaw moves and the turn of his head I know he has a golden tongue. The sun sneaks into the alley behind them. It makes a pretty picture on its way down.

			

			We get a snapshot, or a film strip, the artifice of which is highlighted by the projected light making a pretty picture, and that picturesque saxophone player floating down over the scene.

			Other chronotopic visions slide over the screen of our imagining. The sky is compared to the ocean, and all of a sudden before us are “two-seat aeroplanes, nose down in the muck, pilot and passenger staring at schools of passing bluefish.” Later, “swollen fish, serenely blind, floating in the sky,” are likened to “a private dream…mesmerizing, directed, floating like a public secret just under the cloud cover.”

			It’s as though these are surrealist floaters, those concatenated bubbles that drift across our eyesight, which appear later in the novel in a more literal way: “Little lights moving like worms frolicked before his eyes.” But these visions are also mini-chronotopes of modernity—archetypal images of a jazz concert, a plane crash, an aquarium.

			In Dreaming by the Book, Elaine Scarry argues that when we read, “we are given procedures for reproducing the deep structure of perception.” I suggested that in Tar Baby, Morrison uses one of these procedures—passing a transparent surface over a solid one to create the illusion of solidity—to slip between figurative and literal planes. There’s something of this imagistic slippage about the saxophone man and the swollen fish in the sky in Jazz, too.

			These floaters are not meaningful to the novel’s characters. They are metonymic riffs—scenes we associate with a style or a mood. Their flatness, thinness, and transparency reveal the imagistic quality of all the chronotopes in the novel. They overlap like the flat shapes in a mural by the Harlem Renaissance painter Aaron Douglas, such that we are continually “dreaming-by-the-book,” as Scarry has it, or as Jazz has it, in “a private dream…mesmerizing, directed, floating.”
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			This dreamy stringing together of busy scenes lit by a cracked globe light also offers an apt figure for how Morrison scrambles our sense of time in Jazz. At the level of the chapter structure, we have no scaffolding like the seasons in The Bluest Eye, the dated chapter headings in Sula, or the numbered chapters in Tar Baby. The untitled chapters of Jazz are instead inaugurated by graphic initials in a distinctive font, separated by white pages, and bridged by non sequiturs.

			And at the level of the plot, we are denied the momentum—and interruption—of the quest tale we saw in Song of Solomon, or the modernist movement of Beloved, which is structured by flashbacks, but generally proceeds forward in time from Paul D’s arrival at 124 Bluestone Road to Beloved’s departure from it. Instead, Jazz, like the last two letters of its title, zigzags across time.

			By structuring the novel with spatialized moments, Morrison can leap between them, layer them, or even elide them, as when white sheets dried on southern juniper bushes seem to be draped over the tables in the dining car of a train North. Her freedom to do this relies on the distinction between story and discourse that dictates how most fiction works. Her notes for the novel include meticulous timelines that separate the order of events in time from the order of their telling.

			Jazz constantly jumps back and forth such that, as we read, we might encounter things that happened in 1873, then in 1926, then in 1853, then in 1890. Morrison eschews the standard narrative chronology from beginning to end for an experiment in which events seem to appear at random, out of order, as though she is riffing on time itself. What joins different moments together is not chronology or even consciousness, but style.

			In other words, there’s a rhyme rather than a reason why we spend so much time not only with Violet’s mother, Rose Dear, and grandmother True Belle, but also with their boss, the white Vera Louise, and her illegitimate mixed-race son, Golden Gray. And why, when Golden Gray returns to the South to find his black father, he almost runs over a character from another novel, who gives birth with the help of that father, who goes on to adopt the child she abandons, who grows up to be Joe Trace.

			These tangential coincidences are not staged as important disclosures; the novel’s events chime rather than connect. Cumulatively, this aesthetic yields a curious effect whereby the past seems to be happening at the same time as the present. By returning at her whim to these historical events, zooming around between the dots on the timeline even as the plot proceeds, Morrison allows them to swarm in our minds all at once.

			This is another way the novel becomes jazz. We might say that moments of time in Jazz are less like notches on a graph or timeline and more like notes in a musical score. Events are played and repeated, touched on and looped back to, scattered and syncopated, such that they form temporal melodies and leitmotifs, but also—when they seem to be happening all at once—harmonic and dissonant chords of happening.

			This sense of simultaneity in time appears in the thematic concerns of the novel as well. In the midst of the ostensible climax of Jazz, right before Joe shoots Dorcas, the narrator declares, “Anything that happens after the party breaks up is nothing. Everything is now.” What do we make of the resonance of this last line with a sentence in the chapter about the limbo of the Middle Passage in Beloved—“All of it is now”?

			Morrison says in her foreword that the idea she had pursued in the earlier novel, that love under slavery was a “perpetual mourning (haunting),” led her to use the later one to consider “a parallel one: how such relationships were altered, later, in (or by) a certain level of liberty.” And this distortion or alteration of love by a newly found freedom was epitomized, she felt, by the forward-looking music of the Jazz Age. In temporal terms, Beloved figures the slave “past…taking possession of the present” through a Gothic modernism that haunts its characters with “rememory.” Jazz is concerned, inversely, as Morrison puts it, with “the hand of the past being crushed by the present,” an insistent now that also “demanded a future.”

			Angela Davis explains in her 1998 book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism, how the emancipation from slavery transformed the personal lives of black people: “(1) there was no longer a proscription on free individual travel; (2) education was now a realizable goal for individual men and women; (3) sexuality could be explored freely by individuals who now could enter into autonomously chosen personal relationships.” While each of these radical changes wrought by liberty—to travel, to be educated, and to choose love—transformed the black musical forms that had grown out of the spirituals, “what finally is most striking is the way the blues registered sexuality as a tangible expression of freedom.”

			Morrison ironizes this liberating, secularizing transition from spirituals to blues to jazz through the point of view of a buttoned-up, conservative character, Dorcas’s aunt, Alice Manfred:

			
				Songs that used to start in the head and fill the heart had dropped on down, down to places below the sash and the buckled belts. Lower and lower, until the music was so lowdown you had to shut your windows and just suffer the summer sweat when the men in shirtsleeves propped themselves in window frames, or clustered on rooftops, in alleyways, on stoops and in the apartments of relatives playing the lowdown stuff that signaled Imminent Demise. Or when a woman with a baby on her shoulder and a skillet in her hand sang “Turn to my pillow where my sweet-man used to be…how long, how long, how long.” Because you could hear it everywhere.

			

			For Alice, jazz is to blame for the rough, raunchy raciness of the City, “its appetite. Its longing for the bash, the slit; a kind of careless hunger for a fight or a red ruby stickpin for a tie.” The music is ubiquitous—you can hear it everywhere, even on the leafy streets of bourgeois Harlem, as if the City itself were sweating it—and, most importantly, it is ever-present, a nowness thick in the air.

			Morrison’s experiments with narrative time in the novel—spatializing events, shuffling their order—work to make manifest this jazzy limbo of ongoingness, this present that hungers for both past and future. She writes, of Joe Trace:

			
				He is bound to the track. It pulls him like a needle through the groove of a Bluebird record. Round and round about the town. That’s the way the City spins you. Makes you do what it wants, go where the laid-out roads say to. All the while letting you think you’re free…You can’t get off the track a City lays for you. Whatever happens, whether you get rich or stay poor, ruin your health or live to old age, you always end up back where you started: hungry for the one thing everybody loses—young loving.

			

			This is the presentist version of Beloved’s endless hell on the slave ship of her youth or of Sethe’s inescapable past at Sweet Home. Joe is stuck in a circular yearning for young loving—by which Morrison means not just a future with his younger woman, but also the love he craved when he was young and that had him reaching for a hand in the juniper bushes.

			It is no coincidence that almost all of the characters in Jazz have lost a parent: True Belle leaves Rose Dear; Rose Dear’s suicide orphans Violet; Golden Gray goes looking for his absentee father; Joe hunts for Wild in the wild, after she leaves his birthplace “full of motherlessness”; Dorcas’s parents die in the St. Louis riots; even Dorcas’s friend Felice, whose mother and father are still alive, feels neglected enough to seek out parental substitutes in Joe and Violet.

			Severed from the past, the characters in Jazz are set spinning in a perpetual present, each itching to find someone to give them the love they’re missing. This futile, foolish, and relatable desire is, of course, the subject of a classic for which we have spiritual, blues, and jazz versions: “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child.” Jazz plays this number again and again, a plaintive wail of wronged longing.
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			For the novel to be jazz means Morrison must reproduce its improvisatory inventiveness, but also its inherent imperfection. This all comes together in the novel’s most fascinating formal experiment: its narrator. The moment we read that opening “Sth,” we hear the voice of Jazz: gossipy and forthright and judgmental, casting aspersions at various passersby. It’s as if the narrator were leaning out of the window to watch the neighbors and give us the goods.

			This isn’t an omniscient, god-like narrator, however. Nor are we presented with an objective camera lens that slips over the shoulders of the characters to give us their focalized points of view. This know-it-all voice is somehow both objective and subjective at once, witnessing, speculating, and commenting upon the action, while continually acknowledging the limits of their knowledge, saying things like, “it never happened again as far as I know,” “if I remember right,” and “my own opinion was…”

			This narrator also remarks that they’ve “thought about” the characters, “wondered” about them; that they “like to think” of them in certain ways; that the characters make them “nervous,” make them “worry,” are “disturbing” them. This implies that we’re dealing with a character-narrator who will turn out to be part of the story world. Jazz indeed feints that the narrator is a minor figure, Malvonne, a neighbor of the Traces on whom little is lost, who melds “the print stories with her keen observation of the people around her,” and whose “interest lay in the neighborhood people.” There’s a hint, too, that the narrator might be the City itself, personified, given “the range of what an artful City can do.”

			But both these potential character-narrators seem cut off from access to the southern milieu of the novel to which we intermittently return. Each would be unlikely to wonder, for instance, of Golden Gray:

			
				What was I thinking of? How could I have imagined him so poorly? Not noticed the hurt that was not linked to the color of his skin, or the blood that beat beneath it. But to some other thing that longed for authenticity, for a right to be in this place, effortlessly without needing to acquire a false face, a laughless grin, a talking posture. I have been careless and stupid and it infuriates me to discover (again) how unreliable I am.

			

			This last metafictional nod to the idea of an unreliable narrator begs the question of how seriously we are to take this narrator’s self-deprecation. And what are we to make, by contrast, of their self-aggrandizement: “Risky, I’d say, trying to figure out anybody’s state of mind. But worth the trouble if you’re like me—curious, inventive and well-informed”?

			Morrison is once again making use of the ambiguous pronoun, here an unnamed “I” who both allows and forces the reader to decide whether the narrator is black, white, male, female, a character, a narrator, or even a human. In interviews, Morrison aligns this literary openness with jazz as a form: “Jazz itself is one of the most vital artistic forms in the world. It symbolizes an incredible kind of improvisation, a freedom in which a great deal of risk is involved.”

			In this way, the improvisational aesthetic we saw seeping into the novel’s composition and content, its poetic and narrative features, suffuses even the experience of the reader, who must choose their own narrator, so to speak. And Morrison connects both this formal improvisation and this freedom of choice to the work’s self-awareness, what I’ve been describing as its intensely metafictional quality.

			To wit, the most exciting possibility Jazz affords is that the voice of the novel belongs to the book—the one we’re reading, the physical object we are currently holding in our hands. This metafictional trick is all over postmodernism. Italo Calvino’s If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler (1979) begins: “You are about to begin reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler. Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought.” Samuel Beckett’s Company (1980) begins with a concurrent description of its workings: “A voice comes to one in the dark. Imagine.” What’s distinctive about Jazz is that this self-consciousness is so, well, unselfconscious, a puzzle that clicks into place only if we notice it.

			Part of this subtlety is that the notion of a talking book is a black form, a secret message for those in the know. Henry Louis Gates Jr. first drew attention to this pattern, citing moments in slave narratives when someone encounters a printed book for the first time and assumes the book is “talking” to its reader. Olaudah Equiano, for example, writes: “I have often taken up a book, and have talked to it, and then put my ears to it, when alone, in hopes it would answer me.”

			This naivete—or faux naivete—is unlikely to have been a real, repeated event: Gates reads it instead as a fictional trope through which the slave narratives signified on one another. Morrison uses it not only to cite her literary ancestors, but also to lend a black tone to her metafictional performance, which again effects a simultaneity of sign and sound, text and medium, as well as multiple levels of voice at once.

			In an article for Asbury Park Press, Alex Biese described one part of the 2023 Princeton Library exhibit, “Toni Morrison: Sites of Memory”:

			
				In a captivating section of the exhibition dedicated to 1992’s “Jazz,” draft pages find Morrison seemingly interrogating her own work in type as she fine-tunes her concept of “bookvoice.” “How does a book sound when it is speaking as itself and taking the prerogative of being both a voice, the narrator’s voice, and the voice of a talking book?” she writes, before adding, handwritten in pencil: “A hidden character’s point of view.”

			

			We can actually read Morrison improvising the idea of this metafictional all-at-onceness in real time.

			Just as her sound of frustration as she began to compose the novel—“Sth”—made its way into the prose itself, her compositional musings on the functions of what she calls the “bookvoice” appear in the novel itself as metafictional commentary: “It was loving the City that distracted me and gave me ideas. Made me think I could speak its loud voice and make that sound sound human. I missed the people altogether.” This is how she makes her book’s “sound sound human”—which is to say, even more fallible.

			The bookvoice narrator admits that it has missed the process by which Joe and Violet come back to themselves and each other through Felice, the best friend of Dorcas, who begins to visit their home. As with the close of Beloved, Morrison presents a relational basis for the healing of one’s self-regard. All three of these motherless children come to love themselves by loving one another and vice versa.

			At one point, Felice recalls Violet explaining how she realized that she had manifested the urge to be somebody else. Felice asks, regarding that alternative Violet, whom the novel dubs “Violent”:

			
				“ ‘How did you get rid of her?’

				“ ‘Killed her. Then I killed the me that killed her.’

				“ ‘Who’s left?’

				“ ‘Me.’ ”

			

			Felice meditates on how Violet “looked when she said ‘me.’ Like it was the first she heard of the word.” This look at first disturbs Felice, but this internal division and revision of a “me” eventually prompts her to reconceive her own identity. With rhythmic repetition, Morrison once again undoes the fixity of those simple words we use for our positions in the world—pronouns—to pursue her philosophical investigation of the source of self-regard.
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			Morrison once said in an interview that Jazz “uses the techniques of jazz—improvisation, listening—to ask questions I want to ask of myself,” and I think she meant of herself as an author. There is a profound humility to her narrator in this novel. With this bookvoice, Morrison pays respect to those who first invented the trope of the talking book, but also to her characters, who are granted the genuine freedom to sneak off, work through their relationships, and find peace.

			The bookvoice is jazzy not only because it harmonizes its voices, and not only because it is imperfect, but also because it allows Morrison to stage her own authorial self-regard. The book says:

			
				I lived a long time, maybe too much, in my own mind. People say I should come out more. Mix. I agree that I close off in places, but if you have been left standing, as I have, while your partner overstays at another appointment, or promises to give you exclusive attention after supper, but is falling asleep just as you have begun to speak—well, it can make you inhospitable if you aren’t careful, the last thing I want to be.

			

			I can’t help but smile at how cleverly Morrison has hidden her narratorial ruse of a talking book in plain sight; how she has, as she puts it in her foreword, managed both “to expose and bury the artifice.”

			And I can’t help but feel a certain fondness for the scene this conjures of the author herself promising to give her book her exclusive attention after supper, then falling asleep just as it has “begun to speak.” Morrison, too, is fallible, not the book’s mastermind but its negligent “partner,” who has occasionally abandoned it, turning it into yet another motherless child—or perhaps a loverless beloved.

			Like Joe, abandoned by Wild then by Violet, and like Violet, abandoned by Rose Dear then by Joe, the book seeks to repair its own loneliness. Joe and Violet eventually rediscover their love, and even show it off outside. But the book’s final words about the couple’s newfound, grown-folks relationship still sound a note of mournful yearning.

			Listen as though it were speaking directly to you:

			
				I envy them their public love. I myself have only known it in secret, shared it in secret and longed, aw longed to show it—to be able to say out loud what they have no need to say at all: That I have loved only you, surrendered my whole self reckless to you and nobody else. That I want you to love me back and show it to me. That I love the way you hold me, how close you let me be to you. I like your fingers on and on, lifting, turning. I have watched your face for a long time now, and missed your eyes when you went away from me. Talking to you and hearing you answer—that’s the kick.

				But I can’t say that aloud; I can’t tell anyone that I have been waiting for this all my life and that being chosen to wait is the reason I can. If I were able I’d say it. Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it and I am free to let you because look, look. Look where your hands are. Now.

			

			What a stunning paean to the private love a book might feel for the artist-reader who holds it close, whose fingers lift and turn its pages, who gazes at it and responds to it, makes it and remakes it.

			The ending of Jazz—“Look where your hands are. Now,” which you read as you hold the book in those hands—always struck me as a wondrous metafictional trick: the act of reading coalesces with the description of reading. But, as I’ve grown older, I’ve come to recognize that its brilliance doesn’t just excite my neurons. It also produces what Vladimir Nabokov called “that little sob in the spine.” Yes, this is literature as a kind of love—though not, I think, the copacetic “company we keep” or idealized “love’s knowledge” some critics espouse between readers and authors.

			Morrison’s versions of both love and literature always brim with pain, violence, rage, melancholy, yearning—the real emotions that attend being a real person, blessed and cursed with existential freedom. For her, reading was more than a happy meeting of minds; it was what she called “the dance of an open mind when it engages another equally open one,” which I’ve always read as a twining of wills, or a commingling of them, an epiphanic union of literary and human relation—all at once.

			A voice comes to one in the dark. Imagine. Imagine holding the one you love, looking into their eloquent face as the final words of Jazz reverberate around you. Imagine the double meanings that resound, like a chord struck between longing and reading, in the words surrender, whole self, reckless, in the lines I want you to love me back; I love the way you hold me; I like your fingers on and on, lifting, turning; talking to you and hearing you answer—that’s the kick. Imagine the vows that vibrate in the echoing invitation and challenge—make me, remake me. Imagine looking down at your holding fingers as you listen to the last notes of this exquisite song: Look where your hands are. Now.

		

	
		
			
				8

				Reckoning with Paradise

			
			Toni Morrison originally planned to give her 1997 novel Paradise a different title—one might even say the opposite title. She wanted to call it War. Her publishers at Knopf apparently thought a title this violent might turn her fans off, but Morrison told a reporter after the book came out: “I’m still not convinced they were right.”

			By publicly disclosing, then casting doubt on, this marketing decision, Morrison gives us a kind of shadow title: War hovering behind Paradise like a double vision. In the novel, she makes the case that the two in fact entail each other. War uses an image of paradise as propaganda to justify its violence, while “paradise necessitates exclusion,” which in turn necessitates violence—sometimes lethal violence—to enforce it.

			The alternative title deepens our sense of the scale of the questions she was pursuing in this last book of what critics call “The Love Trilogy.” Morrison herself used the term “the Beloved trilogy” for her planned “three-volume work” of that title. Each volume would take up a different angle on “the nature of the beloved,” which she defined in an interview as the part of us that is “reliable, that never betrays us, that is cherished by us.” The first book, Beloved, was about “the tension between being yourself, one’s own Beloved, and being a mother,” while the second, Jazz, was about “the tension between being one’s own Beloved and the lover.”

			By the time Morrison wrote the third book, however, she was no longer thinking about the self-sabotage that lurks in the trappings and urgings of worldly love. She had lifted her gaze up to another plane altogether: “Love of God is what the book is about. It’s about spiritual love—how it gets played out and how it gets corrupted.”

			Morrison rarely spoke publicly about her own relationship to faith. She consistently referred to the significance of Christianity—and the divine—to black people, historically, politically, socially, and culturally. And her writing is inescapably inflected with the symbols, figures, rhythms, and mysteries of the King James Bible, including what she called “a sense of ‘transcending’ love.” But her personal views were more complicated.

			Her mother was a member of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, but inspired by a cousin, whom she called her “best friend,” and by “the aesthetics…the liturgy and the beauty” of Catholicism, Morrison converted at the age of twelve. She chose the baptismal name Anthony, the shortened version of which became the pen name by which most of us know her.

			Later in life, Morrison sometimes called herself a “disaffected Catholic,” or spoke like a lapsed one, referring to crises and resurgences of personal faith tied to changes in the Vatican. Around the time she published Paradise, she summed up her general state of contradiction about it in this way: “I’m a religious person. As you might guess, I have arguments with institutionalized religion. I don’t have arguments with the solace that churches provide.”

			Despite this long engagement with and hard-won equanimity about her personal spirituality, this was the first novel she’d written in which she felt she had taken faith seriously:

			
				I went into a place I had never gone before, which was into religion and into the Bible. I am a Catholic; some of my family is Catholic, some of them are Protestant, some of them are all sorts of things. And what saved me was, I think…was knowing that I was going to take religion seriously, I mean belief…. Faith. Seriously. It wasn’t going to be ironic…. [T]hese are people who see things, who envision things, who act on things that come, and I wasn’t going to disparage it, and I wasn’t going to comment on it.

			

			Exploring “love of God” in Paradise meant thinking through “love for fellow human beings,” as well, the spiritual always being entwined with the social for Morrison.

			These are big questions. Some critics see Beloved, Jazz, and Paradise as connected by history: all three were inspired by archival documents Morrison came across in the seventies. But for her, writing fiction was also a way of doing philosophy: “The plot, characters are part of my effort to create a language in which I can posit philosophical questions. I want the reader to ponder those questions not because I put them in an essay, but because they are part of a narrative.”

			In this sense, we might do well to think of the Beloved trilogy as a version of The Symposium, Plato’s ancient treatise that takes the form of a story about a group of friends telling each other their theories of love at a dinner party. Plato’s concern was with the origins of eros, its connection to knowledge, and the appropriate relationship between the lover and the beloved, that familiar philosophical dyad of the self and the other.

			As we’ve seen, Morrison’s philosophical fiction explores this kind of love, too, and other varieties besides, including community love, friendship love, and the self as both lover and beloved, that reflexive ethical relation she called self-regard. She took love very seriously, as her famous comment to Bill Moyers suggests: “It is more interesting, more complicated, more intellectually demanding to love somebody, to take care of somebody.”

			We might do just as well to map Morrison’s trilogy onto a literary work such as Dante Alighieri’s epic poem, The Divine Comedy, given that their last volumes share the same title, Paradise, and given that Morrison’s version includes a chapter titled after a character named Divine. Both tripartite texts tell the story of descending into Inferno (for Morrison, the hell of motherlove in the slave past); lingering in Purgatorio (romantic love caught in the presentist limbo of freedom); and reaching for Paradiso (divine love oriented toward a future heaven). And they both articulate a conception of love that includes the personal, the social, and the spiritual.

			While the first two books of Morrison’s trilogy concern how relationships within a family and between lovers put pressure on the love of the self, in this third book, her philosophy of love attains epic dimensions. In fact, Paradise explicitly uses epic form—its compass of vast spans of time and space, its elevated voice, and its interest in realms of being and infinitude—to take the love of God seriously.

			Derived from ancient oral traditions, an epic is typically a long poem that narrates the adventures of legendary figures who stand in for the history of a people, a nation, an empire, or even the world. Its plot centers heroes of great stature, noble birth, elevated status, or superhuman abilities, who travel vast distances, fight battles against supernatural or otherworldly forces, and achieve mythic status through deeds of immense strength, courage, and valor. Epics generally have a lofty or elevated poetic style, and an omniscient speaker.

			We have already seen how Morrison uses tropes from Homer’s The Odyssey to ironize Milkman Dead’s quest to find his roots and return home in Song of Solomon. The original martial title of Paradise suggests that here she was more interested in epics like Homer’s The Iliad, written down around the eighth century B.C., which recounts the story of the Greeks and the Trojans at war; Virgil’s epic poem, The Aeneid, written between 29 and 19 B.C., which is viewed sometimes as a celebration and sometimes as a critique of the founding of an empire; and Exodus in the biblical Old Testament, which tells the saga of the Hebrew people banished from Egypt.

			My first novel, The Old Drift, has an epigraph from The Aeneid, from the hero’s visit to the underworld, where shades hum like bees in “mazy swarms.” The fifth sentence of my book is: “This is the story of a nation—not a kingdom or a people—so it begins, of course, with a white man.” Another white man once challenged me after a reading about these hints that my novel, which follows three generations of three families as they intersect over the course of more than a century of the history of my country, was an epic. An epic has one hero! he exclaimed. Who among my many characters deserved that privileged designation? Well, I replied, Zambia.

			Paradise, too, is an epic about more than one person. It tells the tale of nine families who journey from Mississippi and Louisiana to Oklahoma to found an all-black town, Haven, then another, Ruby, which has 360 denizens. The second of these twin cities, which both aim to achieve black racial purity through self-segregation, is built seventeen miles from an old convent, once a gangster’s mansion, that has become a shelter for women on the run.

			The novel is set in the 1970s, but leaps back in time to provide backstory. It has a massive cast of named characters—at least eighty, by my count—among whose minds we float freely. There are nine chapters titled after particular women, about half of whom belong to Ruby, about half to the Convent, and at least one to both. Ruby is the woman who was first to die in the town; Patricia is the genealogical hobbyist who records the real history of its generations; Lone is an adopted orphan who becomes the midwife in Ruby and takes refuge at the Convent; Save-Marie is the name of a young girl who dies at the end of the novel, the disabled daughter of one of the community’s leaders.

			Interwoven with this account of the community, which is grappling with the aftermath of the Civil Rights Act and the Vietnam War, are chapters about how the women of the Convent—one of whom is white, the others, who knows?—wound up there. Mavis is an abused housewife whose infant twins died when she left them in a car; Grace, known as Gigi, has borne repeated witness to state violence; Seneca shows up after being abandoned by her family and sexually assaulted; Divine, a minor character and mother to the wealthy teenager Pallas, betrayed her daughter by sleeping with her boyfriend; and Consolata, who now runs the Convent, is grief-stricken at the death of Mother Superior, and heartbroken from being abandoned by a Ruby man whom she once loved.

			The plot of the novel revolves around a set of interpersonal conflicts: between the all-black community’s two rival clans, the Fleetwoods and the Morgans; between its older and younger generations; and, most significantly, between the patriarchal, conservative, self-segregated town of Ruby and the loose, multiracial commune of wayward women at the Convent. As with the capture of Helen that catalyzed the Trojan War, and the abandonment of Dido so key to Aeneas’s founding of Latium, these battles all revolve around controlling the bodies of women.

			In fact, Paradise, né War, opens with the men of Ruby stalking the women of the Convent in order to shoot them down in cold blood. “I wanted to open with somebody’s finger on the trigger,” Morrison said, “to close when it was pulled, and to have the whole novel exist in that moment of the decision to kill or not.”
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			Proverbially, the very first woman punished for her waywardness was Eve. It is fitting, then, that the epic to which Morrison attends most intently in her 2014 foreword to Paradise is John Milton’s 1667 Paradise Lost. This epic poem, an expansion (with flashbacks) of the Book of Genesis, describes the fall of the angel Lucifer, who leads an army of traitors and becomes Satan; his infiltration of the Garden of Eden as a serpent to tempt Eve to eat the forbidden fruit from the Tree of Knowledge; and her fall with Adam from grace, upon which they are banished from paradise.

			I am not Christian, but Milton’s poem is deeply important to me. I read it in my first weeks at college under the tutelage of the brilliant George Fayen, who taught me to recognize instances of chiasmus in lines such as “The mind is its own place, and in itself / Can make a Heaven of Hell, a Hell of Heaven.” I often joke that Paradise Lost was my gateway drug—it’s why I stopped pretending I wanted to study biology and became an English major, which led me to become a professor and a writer. I don’t admit as often that I find its declared mission—to “justify the ways of God to men”—exhilarating at both an aesthetic level and an existential one.

			In her own appreciative remarks about the poem in her foreword, Morrison quotes Milton’s lush imagery for a prelapsarian paradise: “goodliest trees, loaden with fairest fruit, Blossoms and fruits at once of golden hue…with gay enameled colours mixed.” She goes on to unpack how the features Milton evoked—beauty, plenty, rest, exclusivity, eternity—continue to appear in modern, ersatz form. We still find “that beatific, luxurious expanse,” for instance, in “bounded real estate owned by the wealthy and envied by the have-nots, or as gorgeous parks visited by tourists.”

			Morrison’s novel, she says, is about this new version of paradise—what has changed, what has stayed the same, and crucially, what has been left out: “Exclusivity…is still an attractive, even compelling feature of paradise because so many people—the unworthy—are not there.” This central idea that paradise requires a violent expulsion of the unworthy is what motivates the men of Ruby to keep the Convent women out of their black utopia. This logic of exclusion eventually leads to one of obliteration: the women must be destroyed.

			Negation is in fact built into utopia, Sir Thomas More’s sixteenth-century coinage for an imagined place or state of things in which everything is perfect. Utopia has an uncertain etymology even in that original text: it comes from either eu + topos, meaning “good place,” or ou + topos, meaning “no place.” This double root (like the War that hovers behind the title Paradise) is apt. Because utopia must rise above the muck of change—which would lead it astray, besmirch it, detract from its complete perfection—this paradise is not just placeless but also, and terrifyingly, timeless.

			The epic is the ideal form to investigate these paradoxes. The philosopher G. W. F. Hegel argued that “the contents of the epic…are the entirety of a world in which an individual action happens.” The critic Georg Lukács described the completeness and boundedness of this picture:

			
				The world is wide and yet it is like a home, for the fire that burns in the soul is of the same essential nature as the stars…each action of the soul becomes meaningful and rounded in this duality: complete in meaning—in sense—and complete for the senses…rounded because its action…draws a closed circumference round itself.

			

			And Mikhail Bakhtin drew attention to the implications of this vision for time: “The epic past is absolute and complete. It is as closed as a circle; inside it everything is finished, already over. There is no place in the epic world for any openendedness, indecision, indeterminacy.”

			In their analyses, each of these thinkers contrasted the epic to other literary forms—tragedy, lyric, the novel—in order to highlight its constitutive aspiration to map even the scattered stars, to encircle the whole universe, whether by foot, in spirit, or in the mind. This all-encompassing view is what gives rise to the epic’s elevated style, omniscient speaker, and dimensional immensity.

			Morrison’s Paradise is a novel, not a poem, but because it sets out dueling spiritual traditions—what she called “organized religion and unorganized magic” in an interview—its prose is infused with the sermonic rhythms of the Old and New Testaments, as well as the grandiose diction of the epic. And it deploys the classic all-seeing epic narrator, who knows the entirety of history, has access to the minds of many, and can traverse scales of being from the human to the divine.

			Given its interest in geometries—completeness, circles, scales—it makes sense that the epic form is associated with mathematics and numerology, an old tradition of finding mathematical patterns in life or literature, sometimes with the intent to uncover a spiritual message. For some ancients, melodic, metrical, and grammatical patterns suggested a link between mathematics, music, and the heavens—the so-called modes. For some Christians, the number 3 is divine, 7 signifies perfection, and 6 is the devil’s number because it falls just short of 7.

			Dante’s number logic, discovered in the twentieth century, is a complex system involving 3s, 9s, and 10s; acrostic stanzas in his Divine Comedy spell the Italian for MAN and PLAGUE. Virgil opens the Gates of War in The Aeneid with lines whose first letters read MARS. In 2019, an undergraduate student found several interlocking acrostics in Paradise Lost spelling the word FALL, including one in reverse.

			Morrison joked in interviews about her relatives “playing numbers” in a similar way, and you can find all kinds of numerological patterns in her work. In Beloved, the address number of 124 Bluestone Road is a series that is missing a 3—the child Sethe killed was her thirdborn. If we add up the remaining digits of the house number, 1 + 2 + 4 = 7, we get the (exact, perfect) number of letters in the word BELOVED.

			This kind of analysis tends to beg skepticism—it can seem like overreading—but, as should be clear by now, Morrison was very intentional about the details in her texts. As with a name, a number in a work of literature in effect always raises this interpretive question: is this a matter of design, fate, fun, coincidence? I want to show how Morrison uses numbers in her epic novel Paradise in a way that presses upon this question and essentially turns it into an aesthetic mechanism.

			If numbers in Beloved signaled the violence of calculation and enumeration when applied to the human body, if Jazz is dotted with dates that zigzag through time to create a sense of simultaneity, then Paradise is designed like a vast and intricate math problem. As we will see, the persistent number logic of its prose forces us to figure out distances, years, and amounts; its recursive loops still time into something almost material that can be measured and apportioned; and its plot unfolds the geometrical implications of competing utopias.

			We can sum up these formal techniques with the word reckoning, from the Old German verb rechnen, meaning “to count, calculate, reckon up, to include, take account of, to assess, evaluate, to think, judge, to say.” These definitions gave rise to the noun meaning “calculation.” This idea of a settling of accounts underlies two religious meanings of reckoning: an eye-for-an-eye, tooth-for-a-tooth retribution, and “an act of accounting to God after death.”

			In all these ways, I’ll suggest, Paradise reckons with paradise—with its violent exclusions and its resistance to time—but also makes us reason out an alternative that Morrison derives from black spiritual forms. As the novel’s numbers cascade over us, as we peer into its geometries, we experience a humanized divinity of the in-between.
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			Numerical reckoning appears in the very opening lines of Paradise:

			
				They shoot the white girl first. With the rest they can take their time. No need to hurry out here. They are seventeen miles from a town which has ninety miles between it and any other. Hiding places will be plentiful in the Convent, but there is time and the day has just begun. They are nine, over twice the number of the women they are obliged to stampede or kill.

			

			Suspending for the moment the racial drama of the first sentence, and the fact that this beginning depicts an event at the end of the novel’s timeline, let’s look again at the fourth and sixth sentences.

			Why do they sound like old-school math problems? In the midst of what appears to be a mass murder, why are we being told exactly how far we are from an unnamed town, and how far that town is from any other? And why are we being asked to calculate the number of women (2x + y = 9) about to be killed?

			To pose some counterfactuals, wouldn’t it have sufficed to say, They are in the middle of nowhere, or to say, There are four women? Consider this phrase from a few pages later: “one thousand citizens in 1905 becoming five hundred by 1934.” Couldn’t the narrator have just said, The population declined by half? Take the second half of this sentence: “The twins were born in 1924 and heard for twenty years what the previous forty had been like.” Couldn’t the narrator have just said, The twins’ parents talked about the past all the time?

			At the end of this opening sequence, when the men find the women they haven’t yet murdered trying to escape, the youngest of the “unhurried” killers unaccountably thinks of track and field:

			
				Four-hundred-yard dashers or even the three-mile runners. The heads of two of them are thrown back as far as their necks will allow; fists tight as their arms pump and stretch for distance. One has her nappy head down, butting air and time wide open, one hand reaching for a winner’s wire nowhere in her future.

			

			We’ve seen this cool, distanced tone before in Morrison’s earlier works, but given the context, it feels most akin to schoolteacher’s pseudo-objective language in Beloved.

			It stirs an uneasiness in the reader, who is invited, on the precipice of slaughter, to conjure four-hundred-yard dashers and three-mile runners, to figure out the conceit: Is that wire “nowhere in her future” because she is about to reach the nowhere of death? Or the nowhere (ou-topos) of utopia? Meanwhile, time itself takes on a materiality that can be butted wide open or disappear a winner’s wire.

			In sum, so to speak, everything here is being counted, weighed, divvied up, measured, calculated—or rather, made calculable. This feels gratuitous, even perplexing. Yet we know Morrison’s mathematical bent in this novel is intentional because it leads this masterful prose stylist to pen some unusually ungainly turns of phrase.

			For instance, Mavis says, awkwardly, of her Cadillac: “It’s three years old. A ’65.” When she falls asleep at the Convent, she opens her eyes and sees Connie “dragging a thirty-two-quart basket over the floor,” an unlikely estimate to make upon waking up. Later she remarks, improbably, to her roommates: “You’ve been saying that for four years—right, Sen?”

			Perhaps all of these numbers could be seen as instances of what Roland Barthes called “the reality effect,” in which the details in a novel are not symbolic or meaningful but rather are meant to seem as random, “useless,” or “insignificant” as they would in real life. It is, however, far from realistic to make so many characters in a novel so numerically inclined.

			Gigi tries to get a clerk to deduct the cost of a cup filled with ice, which a man she meets by the name of Dice (“like pair of”) calls “a five-cent principle.” She sends a note to her imprisoned lover, Mikey, “after calculating the sentence, minus the three weeks spent in jail,” with a cryptic calendrical message: “Wish April fifteenth.” Pallas grapples with the betrayal of the lover who slept with her mother: “She should have calculated the arithmetic—Carlos was closer in age to Dee Dee than to her.” Deek thinks his ancestors would be “embarrassed by grandsons who worked twelve hours five days a week instead of the eighteen-to-twenty hour days.”

			As these last few examples suggest, the novel uses mathematical circumlocution not only for geography and demographics, but also for time: to pinpoint dates, measure durations, and connect events with earlier or later happenings, or with causes and consequences. This thematizing of time is somewhat distinct from how Morrison plays with chronotopes in other works such as “Recitatif” and Jazz, where she fuses and materializes familiar settings and time periods.

			In Paradise, space and time are instead made arithmetical or planar, turned into algebraic or geometrical equations. So, Mrs. Turtle has a daily meal of “seven grains and seven greens—eat one of each (and only one) each day, and you lived forever,” a metaphysical numerology granted the substance of sustenance. On the exodus to Haven, we find “young ones time-sharing shoes,” a lovely image that reminds me of when my sister and I, as broke teenagers, split the cost of a pair of Doc Martens, then traded off who got to wear them each day.

			Even scenes that generally move chronologically divvy time up numerically. Seneca’s childhood abandonment by her sister, Jean—whom she later discovers was actually her mother—begins this way: “Fifteen years ago, when the brokenhearted hitcher was five years old, she had spent four nights and five days knocking on every door in her building.” The novel traces out those “five days” in a way that ironizes the creation of the world in Genesis. Paragraph by paragraph, we read of “the first two days,” then “the third day,” then “the fourth day”; we jump briefly ahead to the “sixth day,” then revert to “before that, on the fifth day,” which is when Seneca finds a letter written in lipstick, which she puts in her shoe and carries for the rest of her life.

			These hops in the order of telling—forward from the fourth to the sixth day, then back to the fifth—are a small-scale version of our reading process, which often entails recalculation. We have in fact already glimpsed this lipstick letter at the beginning of the novel, through the eyes of the murderous men of Ruby. As they stalk the Convent hunting women, they come across “a letter written in blood so smeary its satanic message cannot be deciphered.” We read their misinterpretation first, only to learn a hundred pages later that the blood is lipstick, and that the message from Satan is from Seneca’s sister/mother.

			Paradise continually makes us rearrange moments and notions in this way. Early readers reported that they found the timeline of the novel confusing, which Morrison attributed to the influence of popular visual media at the time: “People’s anticipation now more than ever for linear, chronological stories is intense because that’s the way narrative is revealed in TV and movies…. But we experience life as the present moment, the anticipation of the future, and a lot of slices of the past.”

			This defense of her style in the novel notwithstanding, Paradise does not in fact realistically enact how we experience life: this is an experiment with epic form, not with modernist form. Studding the prose with numbers, making us go back to do the math, Morrison upends the usual causal and cardinal logics of perception. And this interrupts the time of our reading, in effect pauses it in a way that makes us reckon with the paradoxical timelessness of utopia.
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			Time grows curiously still in Paradise. On the community’s original exodus to Oklahoma, when someone asks “how long it might take” to get there, one leader of the group replies: “This is God’s time…. You can’t start it and you can’t stop it.” In present-day Ruby, each of the two ministers in a showdown of wedding ceremony speeches is apportioned opposed immensities of time: “Senior Pulliam had scripture and history on his side. Misner had scripture and the future on his.” Misner concludes his sermon with a kind of geometrical spell, silently holding a cross aloft: “the first sign any human anywhere had made: the vertical line; the horizontal one.”

			Time and space again become grid-like—made up of points, lines of duration, rates of loss and gain—in the novel’s extended description of the “garden battles” of Ruby. The sequence naturally begins with another redundant equation: “They had raged for ten years, having begun suddenly in 1963, when there was time. The women who were in their twenties when Ruby was founded, in 1950, watched for thirteen years an increase in bounty that had never entered their dreams.”

			The town’s new prosperity has allowed for the purchase of better cleaning products and appliances that, “humming, throbbing and softly purring,” do the labor once delegated to the women:

			
				And there was time: fifteen minutes when no firewood needed tending in a kitchen stove; one whole hour when no sheets or overalls needed slapping or scrubbing on a washboard; ten minutes gained because no rug needed to be beaten, no curtains pinned on a stretcher; two hours because food lasted and therefore could be picked or purchased in greater quantity. Their husbands and sons, tickled to death and no less proud than the women, translated a five-time markup, a price per pound, bale or live weight, into Kelvinators as well as John Deere; into Philco as well as Body by Fisher.

			

			Technological progress gives the women the leisure to turn their dirt yards into lawns and gardens that are “given over completely to flowers for no good reason except there was time in which to do it.” Instead of cultivating edible plants, the women, “driven by desire not necessity,” plant the material for bouquets: “iris, phlox, rose and peonies took up more and more time.”

			The narrator sources their rivalry over space in this excess of time—“fifteen minutes…one whole hour…ten minutes gained…two hours”—that dovetails with the labor time of capitalism: “a five-time markup.” The repeated phrase “there was time” makes it feel like time has been reified until it can be handled or even handed over. And this is what sets the ground for war—not just between curated gardens, but between people.

			The folksy name for this episode could be applied to the novel itself: “the garden battles” in which versions of Edenic paradise compete. The bounty the men of Ruby have reaped give “the women time”; these same powerful, prosperous men, when they head to the Convent to kill the women there and claim that land, can “take their time” doing so.

			Morrison implies that the utopian ideal of a self-segregated, self-sustaining black community in fact requires a commitment to controlling time. Ruby is run by Steward and Deacon “Deek” Morgan, twins who possess perfect memory of the past and prophetic wisdom about the future. Their vision of black respectability is inspired by “nineteen Negro ladies” they once saw when they were teenagers, Deek’s memory of which is “pastel colored and eternal.”

			As an adult, he drives through Ruby, surveilling this place of everlasting purity that he and his brother have tried to reproduce. He passes by “quiet white and yellow houses full of industry; and in them were elegant black women at useful tasks; orderly cupboards minus surfeit or miserliness; linen laundered and ironed to perfection.” Versions of the word perfect appear thirty times in this novel; here, it connotes familiarity, permanence, satisfaction, completion, but also a kind of flattening.

			Deek overhears “schoolchildren group-reciting a poem he’d learned by rote too, except he had had to hear [the] lines only once to memorize them completely and forever,” and recalls

			
				sitting on the floor in a firelit room, listening to war stories; to stories of great migrations—those who made it and those who did not; to the failures and triumphs of intelligent men—their fear, their bravery, their confusion; to tales of love deep and permanent. All there in the one book they owned then. Black leather covers with gold lettering; the pages thinner than young leaves, than petals. The spine frayed into webbing at the top, the corners fingered down to skin. The strong words, strange at first, becoming familiar, gaining weight and hypnotic beauty the more they heard them, made them their own.

			

			War stories, migration stories, stories of love—all these epic tales are held in the pages of the Bible. The history of this community seems reflected, ordained, but also bound by that black book—which figuratively encompasses animal (spine, webbing, skin), vegetable (pages like leaves, petals), and mineral (gold lettering)—gaining weight as the townspeople repeat its stories and lay claim to them.

			As suggested by these passages about time being distilled, measured, given, taken, and contained, this all-black utopia operates along a strict vertical and horizontal geometry. The “Eight-rock” families found Haven and Ruby, respectively, after migrations from south to north, and then east to west. Ruby is established this way: “A road straight as a die had been cleared through the center of town and lined on one side by a paved walk.” Its founders name the new town’s streets after the Gospels, while its intersections subtly invoke Christ’s crucifixion: “St. John Street on the east became Cross John on the west.”

			This is a religious ethos structured by both symmetry and a teleological movement toward an endpoint. A townswoman named Patricia draws the history of the community as “a collection of family trees; the genealogies of each of the fifteen families. Upside-down trees, the trunks sticking in the air, the branches sloping down…. branches of who begat whom.” Her pluralized, upended image places the ancestors above the descendants, the kingdom of heaven over paradise on earth.

			With these images of containment—in a book, in a grid, in a forest of families—Morrison draws attention to a troubling static quality to utopia. An outsider to the town, Reverend Misner, describes the storytelling traditions that Deek is so nostalgic about in this way:

			
				Over and over and with the least provocation, they pulled from their stock of stories tales about the old folks, their grands and great-grands; their fathers and mothers. Dangerous confrontations, clever maneuvers. Testimonies to endurance, wit, skill and strength. Tales of luck and outrage. But why were there no stories to tell of themselves? About their own lives they shut up. Had nothing to say, pass on. As though past heroism was enough of a future to live by. As though, rather than children, they wanted duplicates.

			

			Morrison sets us up to find this utopia unsettling: Why does it need two towns, Haven and Ruby? And, as Misner points out, why do its inhabitants wish to duplicate the old instead of generating the new? The perfection of paradise appears to pose a problem of stagnation: it cannot incorporate change.

			Change is what is at stake in the conflict between the older and younger generations over an oven that the people of Haven took apart, carried with them on their second exodus, and rebuilt in Ruby. In that process, part of the Oven got lost, along with the first word of an inscription carved into it; all that’s left now is “the Furrow of His Brow.” The older generation believes that the imperative was Beware the Furrow of His Brow—“Beware means ‘Look out. The power is mine. Get used to it.’ ” The younger generation asserts that it said, Be the Furrow of His Brow: “ ‘Be’ means you putting Him aside and you the power.” This debate is one of the origins of the title of my second novel, The Furrows, which is in part about the way grief operates among different generations.

			In Paradise, the Oven begins to “slide,” a pointed metaphor for the instability at the heart of paradise, and someone eventually graffities it in black and red with a Black Power fist. This generational disagreement maps onto a political one, between Booker T. Washington’s old-school model of uplift and Malcolm X’s modern, radical vision of self-segregation. Again, the temporal question is the crux: the elders are seen as “way out-of-date,” out of time in two senses—running out of it, but also carving themselves out of it.
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			This generational battle takes place within the context of the larger-scale war between the novel’s two utopian spaces—the all-black patriarchal town and the all-female multicultural commune. Naturally, these paradises on earth are opposed not just in terms of demography, but also in terms of geometry.

			If Ruby is a rigid grid of crosses, the Convent is a crossroads of shifting intersectionality, so to speak—like the bloody paths that traverse the body of Seneca, who is a cutter:

			
				The little streets were narrow and straight, but as soon as she made them they flooded. Sometimes she held toilet tissue to catch the blood, but she liked to let it run too. The trick was to slice at just the right depth. Not too light, or the cut yielded too faint a line of red. Not so deep it rose and gushed over so fast you couldn’t see the street. Although she had moved the map from her arms to her thighs, she recognized with pleasure the traces of old roads, avenues…

			

			The paths of the women who end up at the Convent in Oklahoma are equally liquid, messy, recursive—versions of escape, pursuit, and meander. They start off from, respectively, New Jersey, Maryland, California, Arizona, and Minnesota, and there are several scattered return journeys. Eventually, the women settle into a self-sustaining community under the provisional care of Consolata.

			Rather than symmetrical and teleological, the Convent is cyclical and what critics call rhizomatic, or akin to a network of roots. Gilles Deleuze and Félix Guattari, who first theorized the rhizomatic as an alternative to philosophy’s arboreal imagery (the family tree, the tree of knowledge), delineated its key features in the 1980s in their book A Thousand Plateaus. A rhizome, they noted, grows in many directions, at several angles; any point of a rhizome can be connected to any other point, which affords a sprawling multiplicity that cannot be contained or predicted; if a root is severed, it can begin again on one of its old lines or on a new one; and a rhizome cannot be mapped onto a Euclidean, generative, or algorithmic model.

			Unlike the ornamental gardens in Ruby, the kitchen garden at the Convent is overrun with this kind of chaotic connectivity: “flowers mixed in with or parallel to rows of vegetables. In some places staked plants grew in a circle, not a line, in high mounds of soil. Chickens clucked out of sight. A part of the garden…thought gone to weed became, on closer inspection, a patch of melons. An empire of corn beyond.”

			The Convent itself combines parallel lines and circles—“Shaped like a live cartridge, it curved to a deadly point at the north end”—yielding a bullet outline that suits its origins as an embezzler’s mansion. When he went bankrupt, a group of nuns bought the house and turned it into a school—but only partially, such that you can still see “the conversion of the dining room into a schoolroom; the living room into a chapel; and the game room alteration to an office.”

			When Gigi first arrives at the Convent, she finds “traces of the sisters’ failed industry”:

			
				The female-torso candleholders in the candelabra hanging from the hall ceiling. The curls of hair winding through vines that once touched faces now chipped away. The nursing cherubim emerging from layers of paint in the foyer. The nipple-tipped doorknobs. Layabouts half naked in old-timey clothes, drinking and fondling each other in prints stacked in closets. A Venus or two among several pieces of nude statuary beneath the cellar stairs. She even found the brass male genitalia that had been ripped from sinks and tubs, packed away in a chest of sawdust.

			

			The biblical paradise of Ruby meets its match in a gangster’s paradise at the Convent.

			The town’s traditional conservativism is juxtaposed with a postmodern pastiche, a heterogeneous mishmash of the divine and the erotic, order and transgression, the masculine and the feminine, old-timey accoutrements and the women’s hippy vibes. Rather than encompassing and repeating the past, the Convent incompletely absorbs it into its crumbling, archeological layers.

			This hybridity suits the makeup of its community: all female, yes, but not always—two young men, Menus and K.D., are allowed to spend time there. And among the main cast of women, we find mothers and teens, rich and poor, faithful and sinful, and—keeping in mind the opening line, “They shoot the white girl first”—racially mixed.

			The leader of the community at the Convent is hybrid as well: she has green eyes and tea-colored hair that she wears in two “Hiawatha braids,” and seems both young and old. While she is devoted to God and Mother Superior, she is also a kind of witch, practicing a syncretic form of spirituality that suits her background. Consolata Sosa, we learn, grew up on the streets of Brazil before she was discovered by the Catholic nuns who brought her to Oklahoma to be educated alongside Arapaho girls at the Convent. This is a trace of one origin of the novel: on a trip to Brazil in the 1980s, Morrison apparently heard an apocryphal story about a convent of nuns there who had been slaughtered.

			Though Consolata is indelibly associated with the Convent—even in the echo of her nickname, Connie—at the age of thirty-nine, she falls in love with a man from Ruby, whom she sees riding a horse: “His hips were rocking in the saddle, back and forth, back and forth. Sha sha sha. Sha sha sha. Consolata saw his profile, and the wing of a feathered thing, undead, fluttered in her stomach.”

			They find Eden in each other: they fall “speechless” as they make love in a place where “wind was not a help or threat to sunflowers, nor the moon a language of time, of weather, of sowing of harvesting, but a feature of the original world designed for the two of them.” Around their lovers’ den, a burned-out farmhouse, there are forbidden fruits—two fig trees that twine into each other—and serpents, the “sha sha sha” of desire itself a kind of hiss, Connie herself green-eyed with braided hair. The man’s wife later comes to the Convent to ask for help getting an abortion, and the man abandons Connie—a banishment and a curse.

			Connie ends up alone at the Convent with the ancient Mother Superior, whose death—in an eerie, dazzlingly white glory—marks the entrance into the Convent of the other, younger wayward women. Drawn to the freedom and care that Connie, in her grief, grants them, each decides to stay. But then Connie begins to have visions, and transforms from “the perfect landlord” into a new kind of Mother Superior, her features transfigured, beatified. She tells the women to leave if they have a place to be, or to “follow” her.

			By then, this is no longer a real choice: “In no time at all they came to see that they could not leave the one place they were free to leave.” This ordinary phrase, “in no time at all,” bespeaks the utopian timelessness that characterizes the Convent. “Gradually they lost the days,” the novel tells us, as down in the Convent cellar, “in air smoky from kerosene lamps and candle wax,” witchy rituals ensue, jumbling elements of Catholicism, mysticism, and Brazilian Candomblé.

			The women paint their own silhouettes on the floor, detailing them in bright colors with “natural features: breasts and pudenda, toes, ears and head hair,” and with marks of their desires and their pasts. For instance, when Seneca feels “the hunger to slice her inner thigh,” she chooses instead “to mark the open body lying on the cellar floor.”

			Each “template” is like a cross between a reverse voodoo doll and a transitional object, the toy or stuffed animal on which a child works out violent or erotic impulses. The women are indeed childlike; Connie remarks to herself: “instead of plans they had wishes—foolish baby girl wishes.” This is not Ruby’s utopian aim toward the perfection of an eternal, paternal superego. It is instead a utopian reach back to a juvenile, primordial time of endless id.

			While Ruby is oriented around the metaphor of resemblance, the governing figurative device of the Convent is the associative metonym. The details the women paint in their templates do not symbolize, but rather evoke whatever reminds them of their personal histories, which they begin to recount:

			
				That is how the loud dreaming began. How the stories rose in that place. Half-tales and the never-dreamed escaped from their lips to soar high above guttering candles, shifting dust from crates and bottles. And it was never important to know who said the dream or whether it had meaning. In spite of or because their bodies ache, they step easily into the dreamer’s tale…. In loud dreaming, monologue is no different from a shriek; accusations directed to the dead and long gone are undone by murmurs of love.

			

			As with the “conflagration of hasty voices” Stamp Paid overhears outside 124 Bluestone Road in Beloved, “loud dreaming” is less a conversation than a concurrence of confessional sounds, a sisterhood of transient contiguity inside this mansion-school-convent-commune of outlaws.

			As the women lose the days, the Convent’s gardens grow darker and wilder. Pleasure and fear lurk there, as time begins to dissolve into an indistinguishable permeability: “January folded. February too. By March, days passed uncut from night as careful etchings of body parts and memorabilia occupied them. Yellow barrettes, red peonies, a green cross on a field of white. A majestic penis pierced with a Cupid’s bow. Rose of Sharon petals.”

			While Ruby is trapped in a symmetrical, reflective, changeless perfection—like a mise en abyme of facing mirrors—the Convent reverts to the dissolute suspension of a prelapsarian Eden. When the men from Ruby arrive to ambush the women whose “disorder, deception…drift” threaten their rigid sense of order, the Convent for a moment seems to lift from the ground and float in the fog, “dark and malevolently disconnected from God’s earth.”
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			Before he abandons her, Consolata thinks of her lover from Ruby: “He and I are the same.” Her love for him, his love of God—like Sethe’s love for her children in Beloved, and Joe’s love for Dorcas in Jazz—make all of them “outrageously beautiful, flawed and proud people.” What each grandiose version of love reveals is “how exquisitely human was the wish for permanent happiness, and how thin human imagination became trying to achieve it.”

			Permanence may seem the safest haven to aspire to, but it flattens the reality of life, which cannot escape change, differentiation, the movement of time. Both Ruby and the Convent are, in different ways, too timeless. One community aspires to a self-duplicating eternity that stills time; for the other, time itself, perpetually drifting, seems to vanish. Morrison does not simply condemn the human aspiration for timelessness they each represent. She juxtaposes the respective shapes of their epic yearning—to reflect their grand and awful beauty, but also to offer an alternative to both.

			We might say these competing utopias represent two sides of the same aesthetic coin: what we call the sublime, which is a foundational feature of the epic form. Ruby and Haven, with their spiritual goal of infinite duplication, bespeak the mathematical sublime, which concerns encounters with all that is overwhelming in size or magnitude, like a cathedral or the starry skies. The Convent, by contrast, represents the uncontrollable chaos of the dynamical sublime, which concerns encounters with overwhelming forces in nature, like the sea during a raging storm.

			For Immanuel Kant, both kinds of sublimity entail a complicated battle between intuition, imagination, and reason. When we enter St. Peter’s Basilica, for instance, and stand before its majestic proportions, we at first try to correlate what we perceive—the height of its walls, the span of its arches and domes—with our intuitive human-sized norms. But this effort collapses into feelings of “bewilderment” and “embarrassment” as we reach the limits of perception, and come to realize its “inadequacy” to comprehend St. Peter’s as a unified entity.

			When sizing things up this way, “in mere intuition (measured by eye),” fails, we turn to mathematical estimation, or reasoning “by means of numerical concepts.” Because “for the mathematical estimation of magnitude, there is…no greatest (for the power of numbers goes on to infinity),” we use this reasoning to try and grasp the sheer size of the building as an absolute. And this in turn reminds us of our incredible human capacity for intellection beyond perception.

			There is an analogous process for the dynamical sublime. We are overwhelmed by the immense danger, power, or otherness of forces in the natural world, which make us feel small and insignificant. But “the very inadequacy of our faculty for estimating…the things of the sensible world,” says Kant, “awakens the feeling of a supersensible faculty in us.” Again, this supersensible faculty (above the senses) is reason, which we have free will to use.

			In other words, recognizing the limits of intuition and perception makes us wonder at our very ability to think. We feel elevated by the fact that we are not just beholden to our senses, that we are rational beings, which means we can comprehend even our own insignificance and powerlessness. This realization of our cognitive powers, Kant argues, is the source of the pleasure we take in the sublime.

			On a lower frequency, this is the meaning of the colloquial usage of the verb to reckon: “to reason” or “to think through,” as when an elder of the all-black community in Paradise says of a prophetic dream: “I reckon that sighting is like this here story we going to tell.” It seems to me that when we read Morrison’s epic novel, we are continually invited to attempt aesthetic and intuitive estimations of magnitude or danger that draw our attention to the limits of perception. And this process prompts us to reason—or reckon—in a way that produces a sense of the sublime.

			On one hand, as we’ve seen, the numbers in the prose of Paradise ask us to gauge size, distance, rates, scales; to reckon or figure out sums. We’re also being confronted with magnitude through sheer plenitude. Patricia’s genealogical project, for instance, has a level of detail reminiscent of the “and so-and-so begat so-and-so” diction of the Old Testament. This suits the unusually large number of featured characters.

			On the other hand, the novel walks us through the vast, untamed, threatening natural world during the community’s exodus to and settlement of first Haven, then Ruby. Meanwhile, the rhizomatic biography of the Convent—and its inhabitants—is entangled with the mysteries of nature and the divine, which border on the terrifyingly incomprehensible.

			With its large scales of time and space, with its efforts to map multitudinous worlds both internal and external, Paradise is, in a word, overwhelming. I would wager that this is intentional: Morrison’s epic form encourages us to use our minds to reckon with paradise—with its social problems, with its paradoxes of time and place, but also with the span of our own endless reaching for it.

			Kant argued that the sublime can lead by subtle turns of contemplation to a conception of God. Ruby’s mathematical sublime and the Convent’s dynamical sublime both result from their inhabitants’ respective attempts to know God in their own ways. The more traditional Reverend Pulliam says, “You have to think God—carefully,” a notion with which Morrison once said she agreed. The more modern Reverend Misner describes God as “intelligence itself” and the narrator explains, with emphasis, that when he carries the cross during his sermon, “these two intersecting lines…two big sticks” are “embedded in consciousness as consciousness, being both ordinary and sublime.”

			The dialectic of reckoning in the novel ultimately yields exactly this paradox: a deeply human divinity, both ordinary and sublime. After the Ruby men murder the Convent women, two outsiders, Anna and Reverend Misner, get engaged, a union that promises a détente in the war between paradises. Together, they visit the Convent and find “blossom and death. Shriveled tomato plants alongside crops of leafy green reseeding themselves with golden flowers.” This mix of “neglect and unconquerable growth” implies a fortunate fall, a banishment from Eden that is yet a necessary path to grace.

			After they harvest this discarded garden, collecting eggs and peppers—coded reproductive symbols—they see, or sense, “for there was nothing to see,” a portal to redemption:

			
				A door, she said later. “No, a window,” he said, laughing. “That’s the difference between us. You see a door; I see a window.” Anna laughed too. They expanded on the subject: What did a door mean? what a window? focusing on the sign rather than the event; excited by the invitation rather than the party…. Whether through a door needing to be opened or a beckoning window already raised, what would happen if you entered? What would be on the other side? What on earth would it be? What on earth?

			

			The appearance of this angular frame in this abandoned wilderness—as if Christ’s cross had been planted in Eden—creates a radical, unsettling conjoining of the mathematical sublime and the dynamical sublime. It produces a “shiver” of wonder, a subjunctive reckoning that is divinely mysterious yet profoundly human—“What on earth?”

			Reverend Misner recalls this vision during his later eulogy for Save-Marie, the first child to die in Ruby: “When he bowed his head and gazed at the coffin lid he saw the window in the garden, felt it beckon toward another place—neither life nor death—but there, just yonder, shaping thoughts he did not know he had.” Christ, he tells the dearly beloved at the funeral, “is with us always, in life, after it and especially in between.” A distance within sight, this “just yonder” chimes with the “in between” to which Misner refers, what we call the liminal.

			This sublimity of subliminality recurs in Paradise. Mother Superior and Consolata linger at the threshold of death; a man carrying a satchel dissolves into thin air, designating where the elders should settle; ghostly laughter echoes through the Convent; a familiar Friend stops by a Ruby woman’s house to chat; a green-eyed man in red suspenders and a cowboy hat appears only to Consolata.

			These ethereal figures slip between the cracks, the back gardens, the interstitial spaces of Paradise. That other place to which the window in the garden beckons, on the horizon, just yonder, is neither a heavenly Haven nor the underworld of the Convent cellar—nor is it limbo, exactly. Rather, it is a sublime, uncanny, temporary paradise, one that exists only in the earthly experience and duration of our reading.
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			The novel closes with what New York Times reviewer Michiko Kakutani described as a “surreal set-piece.” The Convent women have ostensibly been murdered, yet their bodies have not been recovered. In a strange, inexplicable montage, we see them each reappear to their loved ones: Mavis to her daughter; Gigi to her father; Seneca to her “sister,” who is really her mother; Pallas to her mother.

			These versions of the Convent women could be ghosts or visions or figments of what Beloved’s Sethe calls rememory. Morrison likened them in an interview to Christ resurrected. Whatever they are, they exceed the novel’s binaries. They are that extra entity that disturbs order, like a mathematical remainder. But unlike “the black and angry dead” in Beloved, these risen women are ephemeral and gentle; they bring not reckoning but reconciliation, or rather re-vision, a seeing anew or a changed understanding.

			The racial puzzle that hangs over their identities in the novel suggests that we readers participate in this revision. As many have pointed out, including Morrison, the opening line of Paradise—“They shoot the white girl first”—is like the premise of her story “Recitatif,” in which we read of a white girl and a black girl nicknamed “Salt” and “Pepper,” but never learn which is which race. I argued that this makes the reader engage in a continual process of speculation: we reframe each scene of racial encounter depending on which character we decide, for the moment, is white and which black.

			When we read Paradise, too, we are like a photographer who takes pictures of Mavis after her children die: “he examined the possibilities.” Just as we continually solve for x with the novel’s mini math problems, we constantly readjust for factors of race, class, and gender as we read each Convent woman’s personal history, wondering if this one is the white girl. Again, it is not that race doesn’t matter—the men from the all-black town shoot the white girl first for a reason—but rather that the reader must engage in ongoing thought experiments about exactly how it matters.

			This questioning spirit undoes the completeness of the epic, which, as we saw Bakhtin claiming, usually has “no place for any openendedness, indecision, indeterminacy.” Morrison plants seeds of doubt—fundamental to her own experience of faith—in her Paradise. The mathematical aesthetic she derives from the epic form allows her to delineate the paradoxes and problems of a timeless utopia, but it also affords this subliminal uncertainty, which runs along the interstitial cracks of the novel—and overflows at its mysterious close.

			This ending stages Consolata’s scene of quasi-resurrection, and it seems that she has returned to Brazil:

			
				In the ocean hush a woman black as firewood is singing. Next to her is a younger woman whose head rests on the singing woman’s lap. Ruined fingers troll the tea brown hair. All the colors of seashells—wheat, roses, pearl—fuse in the younger woman’s face. Her emerald eyes adore the black face framed in cerulean blue. Around them on the beach, sea trash gleams. Discarded bottle caps sparkle near a broken sandal. A small dead radio plays the quiet surf.

				There is nothing to beat this solace which is what Piedade’s song is about, although the words evoke memories neither one has ever had.

			

			Who is this woman, Piedade, who sings to Consolata? Her mother? Another version of herself?

			It appears that a ship will soon arrive on the shore, with “crew and passengers, lost and saved, atremble, for they have been disconsolate for some time,” but ready to take up, as the novel’s last line has it, “the endless work they were created to do down here in paradise.” Is this “endless work” slave labor or love’s labor? Is this a homegoing to heaven or a Middle Passage to hell? Why is paradise “down here” on earth and not up there in heaven?

			In Morrison’s Nobel Prize speech, which she delivered shortly before she started working in earnest on Paradise, she offered an alternative version of the Tower of Babel story. Our assumption, she noted, is that “one monolithic language” would have sped up the construction of the tower, would have let those people reach heaven sooner. But, she asked, what if that “achievement of Paradise was premature”? What if the builders had chosen to “take the time to understand other languages, other views, other narratives”? Perhaps then, “the heaven they imagined might have been found at their feet. Complicated, demanding, yes, but a view of heaven as life; not heaven as post-life.”

			A last-minute edit Morrison made to the ending of Paradise is suggestive in this regard. When she realized that the last word of the novel, “paradise,” had been capitalized in the hardback edition, she instructed her publishers to go back and change it. She said in an interview: “The vision Piedade has at the end of the novel—of a ship—hints at a vessel on which there is no hierarchy, no exclusion. That’s why the ‘paradise’ at the end of the novel is supposed to have a lowercase ‘p.’ ”

			But perhaps because Morrison’s manuscripts and proofs had the word capitalized, editions of the novel still vary. The novel’s double last word paradise/Paradise, like its double title War/Paradise, evokes both the humanness littering this final scene—the sea trash of discarded bottle caps, a broken sandal, a dead radio—and the spiritual beauty glittering through it. This is how we wait, how we yearn for the divine—from the very outer edge of life.

			Perhaps the best way to describe the otherworldly experience of reading Morrison’s sublimely elaborate epic is through yet another mathematical concept: the asymptote. Down here in P/paradise, we hold one another, listening to songs that grant temporary solace but no permanent memory, aware that we are banished from the garden of knowledge, but fortunate enough to work endlessly for, to reach endlessly toward…what? What on earth?

		

	
		
			
				9

				Playing in the Shade

			
			I’ve seen a lot of social media posts about Toni Morrison over the years. People often post snippets from her interviews—aphoristic, epigrammatic, seemingly ever-prescient words that almost beg to be plucked from their original ground and passed from hand to hand. Occasionally, readers or students post responses to her fiction, mini-exegeses or breathless praise songs to her literary genius.

			The best Morrison post I’ve ever seen is about her literary criticism. It displays an image of the cover of her 1992 book Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, above which the user with the punning name “stony morrison, PhD” writes: “When I tell you Morrison drags the hell out of ‘American Literature’…. [image: Weary face emoji.] [image: Loudly crying face emoji.].”

			I love this post for its wit. In this slim volume, Morrison indeed takes that canon—aptly capped here with scare quotes—to task, showing exactly what lies beneath its self-aggrandizing self-image. I also love this post for its accuracy. To say Morrison drags doesn’t exactly mean she insults or she impugns. To drag and the related terms to read and to throw shade are all versions of the black cultural practice of signifying we have already seen Morrison making use of in her novels. And signifying has a tenderness to it, as well as a sense of humor that often works to forge solidarity within a group.

			Morrison belonged to more than one group. Professionally, she was that still unique trifecta: an editor, a writer, and an academic. That last career identity is the one for which she’s least known, but it was in fact the longest. One of the first black women ever to get a master’s in English literature (at Cornell in 1955), she began her editing career at a textbook imprint, L. W. Singer; her own first publication, co-authored with her colleagues at Howard, was a textbook called College Reading Skills (1966). She taught at many universities, beginning at Texas Southern in 1955 and culminating in an endowed chair at Princeton, where she taught from 1989 until she retired in 2006.

			Morrison’s two best-known works of criticism began as academic lectures that grew out of a course she taught at Princeton for six years, “Studies in American Africanism.” Her essay “Unspeakable Things Unspoken” was delivered as the Turner Lecture on Human Values at the University of Michigan in 1988. And Playing in the Dark includes three of the William E. Massey Sr. Lectures in American Studies she gave at Harvard in 1990.

			According to Morrison, these talks landed like a scandal:

			
				The English department was just appalled that I would “race” such writers as Hemingway, Cather, and Stein. The African American Studies department was appalled, too. They wondered why I was focusing on these traditional white writers. “I’m expanding the field of African American Studies,” I told them….

				I was simply claiming the space that writers used to have as cultural critics. I thought that this course, these lectures, would be an incisive but narrow intervention in the discussion about race. But it turned out to be something much larger than that.

			

			Morrison was laying a foundational cornerstone of a subfield now known as whiteness studies.

			The form of her radical critical reorientations, however, is unmistakeably black. Morrison wrote out her scholarly arguments as a script to present live to an audience. And that script possesses the rhetorical sophistication and persuasive flair characteristic of black modes of performance. That is to say, per stony morrison, PhD, Morrison doesn’t just deliver a critical reading of American literature in Playing in the Dark; she gives it a read, in the black sense.

			In my chapter on Song of Solomon, I quoted Zora Neale Hurston using this synonym for signifying: “The bookless may have difficulty in reading a paragraph in a newspaper, but when they get down to ‘playing the dozens’ they have no equal…. calling you a seven-sided son-of-a-bitch, and pausing to name the sides, they proceed to ‘specify’ until the tip-top branch of your family tree has been ‘given a reading.’ ”

			In Morrison’s criticism, she combines her expertise as a bookish scholar with the signifying perfected by the bookless. Both versions of reading require creativity but also acuity—the particular onus to specify that relies on the inside knowledge that circulates within what the literary critic Stanley Fish named an “interpretive community.”

			In Paris Is Burning, Jenny Livingston’s 1990 documentary about queer drag balls in New York City, Dorian Corey explains how varieties of black reading glide between externally directed critique and internally directed critique:

			
				Shade comes from reading. Reading came first. Reading is the real artform of insult. You get in a smart crack and everyone laughs and ki-ki’s because you found a flaw and exaggerated it. Then you’ve got a good read going. If it’s happening between the gay world and the straight world, it’s not really a read. It’s more of an insult, a vicious slur fight. But it’s how they develop a sense of how to read. They may call you a faggot or a drag queen. You find something to call them. But then, when you are all of the same thing, then you have to go to the fine point. In other words, if I’m a black queen and you’re a black queen, we can’t call each other black queens, ’cause we’re both black queens. That’s not a read. That’s just a fact. So then we talk about your ridiculous shape, your saggy face, your tacky clothes. Then reading became a developed form where it became shade. Shade is, “I don’t tell you you’re ugly, but I don’t have to tell you because you know you’re ugly.” And that’s shade.

			

			In my 2021 essay “Notes on Shade,” I argue that we can extrapolate other key features of black reading from Corey’s virtuoso definition and apply them as critical practices.

			Black reading is clearly an elaborate performance. To be convincing and amusing (“You get in a smart crack and everybody laughs”), you use a variety of rhetorical devices, including hyperbole (“found a flaw and exaggerated it”) and paralepsis (“I don’t have to tell you you’re ugly”). The point is to be recognized, to be praised for your wit, your precision, your ingenuity.

			We might say that the highest aim of black reading is notice, in three senses of the word. You want to be noticed; Hurston says that it’s a way to “show off.” You give notice—you dismiss, you warn. And you keenly notice—you “go to the fine point,” you “specify” to “the tip-top branch.” As the musician Zebra Katz, who wrote the delicious house song “Ima Read,” once said in an interview, the primary object of reading is to point out “something not so apparent to the average viewer.”

			Black reading is both a social and a reflexive form. It is a dynamic exchange, and its playful ploys are always addressed to another. When it relies on the insiders’ knowledge of those who “are all of the same thing,” this operates through reflection—comparison with, or caricatured imitations of, the other—and self-reflexivity. Hence the common rhetorical imperative “Drag me!” with which you self-criticize by implying that someone has said something critical of you. We might say that to throw shade requires an awareness of your own position, which determines the angle, direction, and impact of the throw.

			Black reading is open to many methods. It always attends closely to the object at hand, but this can be out of appreciation, excoriation, or both. It carefully reads surfaces (“your ridiculous shape, your saggy face, your tacky clothes”), as if parodying the head-to-toe blazon in a sonnet. But it also interpretively plumbs the depths (“you know you’re ugly”), in order to diagnose what’s hidden under the outward signs—someone’s tells or something’s symptoms. In this sense, it uses what critics call “close reading” and “surface reading,” as well as what they call “suspicious reading” and “symptomatic reading.”

			Black reading is emotionally ambivalent—not indifferent, but made up of opposed feelings. The poet Saeed Jones has defined it this way: “to insult someone ruthlessly without breaking a sweat.” It is heated and cool; dark and bright; shady and lit. The gestalt shifts between these opposed tones are as sharp and smooth as the vogueing moves at drag balls. It is a kind of loving, brutal, interactive dance of blazons. This juxtaposition of tenderness and aggression could fulfill Susan Sontag’s call to replace an austere “hermeneutics” with an “erotics of art.”

			Black reading in fact has many of the features Sontag identified with camp: it is rife with artifice and exaggeration; it is esoteric, a private code within a clique; it places everything in quotation marks; it is a self-parody that “reeks of self-love”; it brims with a “spirit of extravagance.” But while Sontag claimed that camp is “disengaged, depoliticized—or at least apolitical,” this kind of reading is inescapably political, given its origins among black, femme, queer, and trans communities that have been historically disenfranchised and marginalized.

			As with her fiction, then, I will suggest that Morrison’s criticism is suffused with the unique effects of a distinctively black aesthetic form. We refer to this form with simple words like reading and shade, but as Corey suggests, it is a complex practice. It works along a spectrum—with scales from blatant to subtle, vicious to tender—that is keyed to whether it happens between two groups (“between the gay and the straight worlds”) or within a group (“you are all of the same thing”):
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			Morrison’s criticism—the various ways she analyzes other people’s writing—slides along this spectrum of black reading. Whether she’s engaging in “a vicious slur fight” with outsiders or in “the developed form” of throwing shade at insiders, her very insistence on darkening criticism, so to speak, in this highly creative way elevates it to a “real art form.”
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			Morrison’s reads are most overt and ruthless early on in her career, when addressing a writer such as Regina Nadelson, who published an unauthorized biography of Angela Davis in 1972. Morrison, who was editing Davis’s autobiography at the time, wrote a New York Times review of Nadelson’s book headlined with its title, Who Is Angela Davis?

			Morrison plunges right in with a rhetorical jab: “On the other hand, who is Regina Nadelson and why is she behaving like Harriet Beecher Stowe, another simpatico white girl who felt she was privy to the secret of how black revolutionaries got that way?” Comparing Nadelson to Stowe, Morrison proceeds to argue that this biography has essentially whitewashed Davis. So, while Stowe was directed by the “scientific racism of her day,” “Regina lives in the 20th century and is an enlightened racist who knows about cultural determinism, which is to say Angela got her courage not from white blood but white culture and that her sublime militancy was spawned by white teachers, white boyfriends, white psychoanalysts.”

			The end of the review is no less scathing. Morrison concludes with a hyperbolic conceit: “Who Is Angela Davis? is a Cyclopean view of Angela Davis that leaves the reader with a wholly useless biography, somehow offensive in its one-eyed stare. Maybe because the other thing about Cyclops was that he too had a taste for human flesh.”

			This might seem like your average harsh pan; when Lit Hub republished it in 2020, they called it an “evisceration.” The slurs in this fight are unambiguous: she calls Nadelson a “simpatico white girl,” an “enlightened racist,” “singularly parochial,” “Cyclopean,” “wholly useless,” “offensive,” and metaphorically solipsistic and cannibalistic. But as brutal and confrontational as this review is, Morrison’s other rhetorical moves in it evince the creativity and obliquity of shade.

			She opens by reflecting back the biography’s title in a sly compare-and-contrast (“On the other hand, who is Regina Nadelson?”) that reverses the terms of authority. The unspoken undercurrent is: Who the hell do you think you are, telling us who you think Angela Davis is? With run-on sentences and rhetorical questions, Morrison goes on to make it clear that, unlike Nadelson, she has done the reading, so much so that she can specify every flaw in this impertinent biography, down to the fact that it quotes only “23 words Angela actually spoke.”

			Morrison showcases her insider knowledge of the areas over which the Nadelsons of the world claim expertise: American literature, history, and politics. She then claims her own expertise over those areas that have traditionally been disdained: black literature, history, and politics, as well as details of Davis’s work—and her person.

			Morrison abruptly stages a dramatic scene toward the end of this read:

			
				She folded her legs again, letting her hands fly from her lap like wings: “I knew there would be a lot of things written about me and this one, at least, would be accurate; I thought I would have some control over it. But look what she’s done. She’s distorted everything.”

				I suck my teeth. Her lawyer shakes his head.

			

			“She” doesn’t even need a name when she appears, so familiar is Morrison with the look of her friend’s hands, with the way Davis words her disappointment. Part of how we know this is shade is because Morrison makes one of its characteristic sounds in this miniature scene. She sucks her teeth, presumably producing the noise that would go on to open her novel Jazz: “Sth.”

			In fact, more potent than Morrison’s outright critique is her highly literary parody of the entire frame of white condescension. Her mastery of free indirect style comes into play as she entwines her sardonic voice with the imagined thoughts of her target: “how Angela Davis got to the point of actually joining the Communist party was quite naturally that white intelligence informed” her; “for surely no black folks influenced her”; “Angela’s ‘people’ were not worth talking to anyway.”

			Morrison goes on to quote Nadelson’s blithely presumptuous words about Davis (“She is an American…. She is kind and funny”) and to reply to them in the assumed voice of those “irrelevant black souls” so beneath the white author’s purview: “Yessum, Miss Regina.” This kind of rhetorical flamboyance—even when nuance is the star of the show—is what makes Morrison’s literary criticism so thrilling.

			As another example, in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” a take on canon wars that she almost titled “Cannon Fodder,” Morrison mentions some of the early writers of American literature she would go on to drag in Playing in the Dark. She makes a passing remark about one:

			
				It could never have occurred to Edgar Allan Poe in 1848 that I, for example, might read The Gold Bug and watch his efforts to render my grandfather’s speech to something as close to braying as possible, an effort so intense you can see the perspiration—and the stupidity—when Jupiter says “I knows,” and Mr. Poe spells the verb “nose.”

			

			Morrison shakes her head at Poe’s use of eye dialect, a redundant phonetic spelling that is in fact pronounced exactly the same way as the standard spelling.

			Eye dialect pretends to capture the rhythms of everyday speech, but really it sounds a note of prejudice against a presumed lesser education or intelligence. Morrison suggests that Poe’s solecism is so gratuitous that it is in effect a symptom of the lengths he will go just to make a black person sound like an animal.

			We can see her shady critical aesthetic more clearly if we compare this moment to her candid complaint about eye dialect in an editorial letter to the black writer Leon Forrest: “When I see white writers do this I scream ‘racism’—so I am embarrassed to find here ‘smok’ for ‘smoke’ where there is no other way to pronounce it.” Morrison indeed criticizes the same tendency in Poe, but indirectly; she uses understatement (“I, for example”) as well as hyperbole to turn his racist insults back on him.

			Even shadier than this aside about Poe is the “Author’s Note” she appends to it as a footnote:

			
				*Older America is not always distinguishable from its infancy. We may pardon Edgar Allan Poe in 1848 but it should have occurred to Kenneth Lynn in 1986 that some young Native American might read his Hemingway biography and see herself described as “squaw” by this respected scholar, and that some young men might shudder reading the words “buck” and “half-breed” so casually included in his scholarly speculations.

			

			Morrison casually shows off that she’s read Lynn and noted his blasé racism, which she contrasts to Poe’s—like Stowe’s, pardonable because of its time. But the litotes with which Morrison begins in fact insults both white men: Poe, stuck in a belated “infancy,” and Lynn, who ought to have the maturity of an “older America” in addressing the “young Native American” woman and “young men” who might encounter his prejudiced words.

			Elsewhere in Morrison’s essay, in the midst of a learned digression about another battle over canons “that took place at the inauguration of classical studies and Greek,” she remarks: “This canonical rerouting from scholasticism to humanism, was not merely radical, it must have been (may I say it?) savage.” As with the word stupidity in the context of Poe, and the word infancy in the context of Lynn, the word savage is reflected back on those who would wield it, here in a comic turn made all the more dry by the mockingly polite parenthetical “(may I say it?)” that precedes it.

			On the other end of the spectrum from this kind of slur fight with white authors is the exceedingly subtle shade Morrison throws at other black authors in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken”: “It does not ‘go without saying’ that a work written by an Afro-American is automatically subsumed by an enforcing Afro-American presence,” she writes. “There is a clear flight from blackness in a great deal of Afro-American literature. In others there is the duel with blackness, and in some cases, as they say, ‘You’d never know.’ ”

			To scorn those works where blackness is so elided by self-loathing or self-denial that it is practically indiscernible, Morrison uses a colloquialism—“You’d never know”—best translated as the raise of an eyebrow. As Corey says, when you are all of the same thing, then you have to go to the fine point—this is why the developed form of shade is judged for its perspicacity, its fine dexterity, and a discernment that comes from self-reflexivity.

			In fact, Morrison even gives herself a read. The last third of the essay offers acute, sometimes cutting close readings of the openings of all the novels she’d published by then, preceded by a faux demure caveat, “Please forgive the use of my own work in these observations.” It seems counterintuitive in our era of self-promotion, but Morrison’s honest self-critique bestows greater authority upon her work, which comes to seem the product of rigorous self-vetting and self-editing.

			She parenthetically self-deprecates, speaking of her “(failed) attempt to shape a silence while breaking it” in The Bluest Eye. She discloses her difficulty in securing a “feminine subtext” in its voice: “The shambles this struggle became is most evident in the section on Pauline Breedlove where I resorted to two voices, hers and the urging narrator’s, both of which are extremely unsatisfactory to me.” Irritated with the prefatory vestibule she had built for Sula, she again parenthesizes her self-reproach: “It was a craven (to me, still) surrender to a worn-out technique of novel writing: the overt announcement to the reader whom to pay attention to.”

			While her tone is not over-the-top, her critical gesture certainly is. Her painstaking readings of her own prose—sometimes to the point of metrical scansion and parsing its grammar—showcase both the extreme attention to detail and the extravagant self-indulgence of shade. To use phrases like “(failed) attempt,” “the shambles,” “extremely unsatisfactory,” and “craven surrender” about her relatively recent novels—and in the context of analyzing the American canon—is to assert her power both to make and to judge great literature, including her own.
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			Most of Morrison’s criticism sits in the middle of this spectrum between the far ends of insulting racists and throwing shade at herself. That is to say, she generally drags, reads, and signifies on American literature. Her critical writing on canonical texts is confrontational but communitarian, brimming with affective ambivalence, a tender excoriation of the American authors among whom she assumes her place. Her very act of reading the works of Willa Cather, Edgar Allan Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Mark Twain, and Ernest Hemingway suggests shade’s hauteur, but also a careful objectivity that rises above mere accusation.

			This is why I find it so frustrating when I come across items such as a 2019 New York Times op-ed, which claims that, contra a more traditional scholar such as Harold Bloom, “Ms. Morrison viewed literary canons as the contingent products of history and associated forms of domination and erasure, not as the timeless embodiments of universal human experiences or values…. Her priorities, which were shared by a generation of scholars pursuing race-, gender- and cultural studies-based approaches in the humanities, led toward a diversification of the canon.”

			Whether algorithmic or illiterate, hot takes like these ignore that though as an editor at Random House, Morrison aimed to break up the calcified demographics of contemporary publishing, as a critic she was deeply committed to the existing canon. Indeed, in her criticism, she is as skeptical of its anti-intellectual attackers as of its blowhard defenders, writing:

			
				Not only may the hands of the gun-slinging cowboy-scholars be blown off, not only may the target be missed, but the subject of the conflagration (the sacred texts) is sacrificed, disfigured in the battle. This cannon fodder may kill the canon. And I, at least, do not intend to live without Aeschylus or William Shakespeare, or James or Twain or Hawthorne, or Melville, etc., etc., etc. There must be some way to enhance canon readings without enshrining them.

			

			She complains that the canon “controversy…has degenerated into ad hominem and unwarranted speculation on the personal habits of artists, specious and silly arguments about politics.”

			And she asserts in Playing in the Dark of her own method: “In no way do I mean investigation of what might be called racist or nonracist literature, and I take no position, nor do I encourage one, on the quality of a work based on the attitudes of an author or whatever representations are made of some group.” She goes on to insist that her “deliberations are not about a particular author’s attitudes toward race.”

			Morrison the critic generally does not disparage or derogate. She diagnoses, with the withering air of an analyst for whom nothing is personal:

			
				It would be irresponsible and unjustified to invest Hemingway with the thoughts of his characters. It is Harry who thinks a black woman is like a nurse shark, not Hemingway. An author is not personally accountable for the acts of his fictive creatures, although he is responsible for them. And there is no evidence I know of to persuade me that Hemingway shared Harry’s views. In point of fact, there is strong evidence to suggest the opposite.

			

			Morrison focuses on ideological symptoms over stated beliefs, on literary imagination over authorial biography. Rather than adjudicating an author’s historical actions, she queries their fictional words: “How do embedded assumptions of racial (not racist) language work?”

			That said, to pretend that just because Hemingway was not racist, his simile for his character’s point of view is not racial would be just as much of a folly. In American literary criticism up to that point, Morrison notes, “the habit of ignoring race is understood to be a graceful, even generous, liberal gesture. To notice is to recognize an already discredited difference…. [E]very well-bred instinct argues against noticing and forecloses adult discourse.” But again, to refuse to ignore race in the canon—to insist instead on notice, which I have suggested is the manifold imperative of black reading practice—is not necessarily to accuse its writers of racism. Denial and finger-pointing are equally childish.

			Morrison’s posture is to treat race as worthy of interest but unworthy of debate:

			
				I can’t help thinking that the question should never have been “Why am I, an Afro-American, absent from it?” It is not a particularly interesting query anyway. The spectacularly interesting question is “What intellectual feats had to be performed by the author or his critic to erase me from a society seething with my presence, and what effect has that performance had on the work?”

			

			Eschewing the representation game of bewailing the absence of blackness, she tells us: Look again! Even erasure leaves traces. Let’s pay attention to them, and to what they do. No need to destroy the canon. No need to deify it, either. Why not just read it—in the black sense: give notice (I’m watching you), draw notice (watch me now), but also simply notice (I see you).

			So, what does Morrison notice? In “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” she proposes “the examination and reinterpretation of the American canon,” their favorite “founding nineteenth-century works,” for the shadows of blackness that flicker within them. She likens these to “ghosts in the machine…. Active but unsummoned presences that can distort the workings of the machine and can also make it work.”

			In Playing in the Dark, she goes on to develop this argument at length. She uses examples from American literature to show that “through significant and underscored omissions, startling contradictions, heavily nuanced conflicts, through the way writers peopled their work with the signs and bodies of this presence—one can see that a real or fabricated Africanist presence was crucial to their sense of Americanness.”

			The work that first sparked Morrison’s interest in this Africanist presence, Marie Cardinal’s autobiographical novel, The Words to Say It, begins with the author having an anxiety attack at the age of nineteen at a Louis Armstrong concert. Morrison says she remembers smiling when she first read that, partly because it made her wonder: “What on earth was Louie playing that night? What was there in his music that drove this sensitive young girl hyperventilating into the street?” Shade peeks through here in Morrison’s diction, tone—wryly ironic, never sarcastic—and even her punctuation. Take her italics and brackets when she quotes Cardinal about a sound that “ ‘tore at the nerves of those [other than Armstrong, apparently] who followed it.’ ”

			Morrison goes on to say that this anecdote “interested” her as yet another example of how “black people ignite critical moments of discovery or change or emphasis in literature not written by them. In fact I had started, casually like a game, keeping a file of such instances.” Elsewhere she uses similarly offhand language, remarking that “it is interesting, not surprising, that the arbiters of critical power in American literature seem to take pleasure in, indeed relish, their ignorance of African-American texts.”

			This rapid movement between understatement (“interesting”) and overstatement (“seem to take pleasure in, indeed relish”) infuses Morrison’s criticism with the buoyancy of signifying. Rejecting the defensive energy that hovers over the canon wars, she insists that her “project rises from delight, not disappointment”; from “curiosity about the origins and literary uses of this carefully observed, and carefully invented, Africanist presence.” This mix of arch enjoyment and skeptical curiosity (“casually like a game”) raises her voice miles above the tortured convolutions of white writers confronting black matters.

			Morrison throws shade at the entire, fragile enterprise of white liberal humanism as she suggests various ways that critics might address this “dark, abiding, signing Africanist presence.” One could examine white American literature, she says, for “the Africanist character as surrogate and enabler. In what ways does the imaginative encounter with Africanism enable white writers to think about themselves?” One could consider how an “Africanist idiom,” “an alien, estranging dialect,” and “Africanist language practices” “establish difference…signal modernity…reinforce class distinctions and otherness…assert privilege and power.” One could analyze how “an Africanist character is used to limn out and enforce the invention and implications of whiteness.” One could outline how an “Africanist narrative” can be “a means of meditation—both safe and risky—on one’s own humanity.”

			If the Africanist presence is absent or elided, it is clearly an “ornamental vacuum,” perceptible precisely because of the elaborate textual distortions, psychological uses, and ideological effects that surround it. Morrison in effect asks us to examine the surface of the fictional body for the signs of the hidden disease, the pathology it is concealing.

			This diagnostic bent is most evident in her analysis of Willa Cather’s Sapphira and the Slave Girl (1940), which Morrison notes doesn’t even name the slave girl, a major character, in its title. This is just the first sign of the “breakdown in the logic and machinery” of the novel, how it “escapes the author’s control.” Racist passages erupt, “come out of nowhere.” Characters are unusually flat, vapid, unsympathetic, unbelievable—especially the titular slave girl, whose behavior is justified by the illogical assumption that a black mother would not object to the seduction and rape of her own daughter because she is “plagued by the jealousy of the darker-skinned” workers. The novel is using blackness, Morrison ultimately argues, to work through the “delayed gratification for the pleasure of a (white) child,” a figure for the author “dreaming and redreaming her problematic relationship with her own mother.” Morrison reads what is not so apparent to the average viewer: Cather’s mammy issues.

			Across other chapters in Playing in the Dark, Morrison likewise finds symptoms of psychic trouble in what she calls “the ‘mind’ of the literature of the United States” or “the national mind” or its “racial ‘unconsciousness.’ ” She often uses psychoanalytic language for this: the Africanist presence causes a “tremor”; it is a sign of “fears and desires” and “anxiety,” of a “trembling hypochondria” or “hysterical blindness,” of “exorcism and reification and mirroring.” Dr. Morrison diagnoses narrative forms of omission, contradiction, implausibility, slippage, eruption, disturbance, collapse, distortion, compulsion, and overcompensation. From these, she extrapolates ideological dichotomies: self/other, savage/civilized, powerful/powerless, speech/speechlessness, et cetera.

			This may sound highly theoretical, but wondrously vivid images illustrate these acts of notice:

			
				It is as if I had been looking at a fishbowl—the glide and flick of the golden scales, the green tip, the bolt of white careening back from the gills; the castles at the bottom, surrounded by pebbles and tiny, intricate fronds of green; the barely disturbed water, the flecks of waste and food, the tranquil bubbles traveling to the surface—and suddenly I saw the bowl, the structure that transparently (and invisibly) permits the ordered life it contains to exist in the larger world.

			

			This metacritical take, with all its stylistic panache, is distinctively Morrisonian.

			Some of her other evocative images are more disturbing: “Pouring rhetorical acid on the fingers of a black hand may indeed destroy the prints, but not the hand.” Elsewhere, she applies her own rhetorical acid: “There is quite a lot of juice to be extracted from plummy reminiscences of ‘individualism’ and ‘freedom’ if the tree upon which such fruit hangs is a black population forced to serve as freedom’s polar opposite.” This allusion to Billie Holiday’s “Strange Fruit” (extracted, plummy, hangs) feels uncomfortably literal; it shadows the argument Morrison is making about freedom with the historical violence of lynching that backed it.

			The slant aggression and ambivalence of shade come through in these metaphoric conceits, as do its creativity and reflexivity. With one eagle eye and one gimlet eye, Morrison’s literary criticism is possessed of a double vision, or as she puts it, “how each of us reads, becomes engaged in and watches what is being read all at the same time.”
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			Morrison can read like this because she sits at the center of a Venn diagram of interpretive communities that are obtusely kept separate: readers and scholars; writers and critics; black people and Americans. In an essay, she argues that their overlap can afford a productive internal contradiction for Black Studies, a discipline that ought to conceive of “academic life as neither straddling opposing worlds nor as a flight from any” of them. Instead, she suggests, it should embrace W. E. B. Du Bois’s “outside/inside double consciousness,” not as a prophecy or a palliative, but as “a strategy” that postulates “the inwardness of the outside.”

			How does this outside/inside strategy work in practice? A case in point is Morrison’s bravura reading of Melville’s Moby-Dick in “Unspeakable Things Unspoken.” She prefaces it with a caveat:

			
				I would not like to be understood to argue that Melville was engaged in some simple and simple-minded black/white didacticism, or that he was satanizing white people. Nothing like that. What I am suggesting is that he was overwhelmed by the philosophical and metaphysical inconsistencies of an extraordinary and unprecedented idea that had its fullest manifestation in his own time in his own country, and that that idea was the successful assertion of whiteness as ideology.

			

			Again, the target of this reading is not Melville himself, who, as Morrison points out, “called himself Typee, signed himself Tawney, identified himself as Ishmael,” and wrote ruthless critiques of missionary journeys. It is rather his “complex, heaving, disorderly, profound text.”

			Though it is not often remarked upon, Morrison’s analysis of Moby-Dick is a classic example of what critics call the “hermeneutics of suspicion” or “symptomatic reading.” She interprets Captain Ahab’s “dismemberment”—his wooden leg—as a version of “the trauma of racism” that is “for the racist and the victim, the severe fragmentation of the self…a cause (not a symptom) of psychosis.” She notices that the crew of the Pequod is a “multiracial, mainly foreign, proletariat…at work to produce a commodity, but…diverted and converted from that labor” by Ahab’s intellectual and ideological quest.

			Most stirringly, Morrison argues that the titular behemoth represents white supremacy. She quotes Melville to demonstrate that for him, the “whiteness of the whale” is “formed in fright”; it claims that it “destroys all sin” and is a “patriot to heaven”; and “in its profoundest idealized significance it calls up a peculiar apparition to the soul.” Morrison emphasizes that it symbolizes not the annihilating monstrosity of “white people, but whiteness idealized.”

			This brilliant exegesis reads Melville’s masterpiece from the outside—as a black reader—and from the inside, as an American writer. Morrison’s project is to disclose what she, “gifted with second-sight” by her double consciousness, is uniquely able to perceive—like the 3D vision produced by glasses with lenses of different colors.

			In a 1990 interview with Morrison, the journalist Bill Moyers declared of the bestselling books on the eve of the Civil War: “Your people never show up in the novels of that time.” She gently contested this, saying, “Well, they do. They show up. They’re everywhere…. It’s in Melville, it’s everywhere in Poe”—and raised a pattern in Moby-Dick as an example: “He gets into bed with him in the very first scene. Ishmael goes to bed with Queequeg. Each one of those white people in Moby Dick [sic] has a black brother. They’re paired together. Fedallah is the shadow of Ahab. Queequeg is the shadow of Ishmael.”

			Morrison’s critical engagements with perhaps the most famous of what she calls these “black-white pairings” in American literature also use the “inwardness of the outside” as a strategy. In Playing in the Dark, she castigates the way critics of Mark Twain’s 1884 Huckleberry Finn “focus on its celebration of savvy innocence, at the same time voicing polite embarrassment over the symptomatic racial attitude it enforces.” Her interpretation, by contrast, feels intimate and forthright, almost familial in her analysis of the characters: “Jim seems unassertive, loving, irrational, passionate, dependent, inarticulate (except for the ‘talks’ he and Huck have, long sweet talks we are not privy to—but what did you talk about, Huck?).” What a tender parenthetical!

			Morrison does not dismiss or defend the racism depicted in the novel. Instead, she considers its aesthetic and ideological function: “Neither Huck nor Mark Twain can tolerate, in imaginative terms, Jim freed…. [T]he fatal ending becomes the elaborate deferment of a necessary and necessarily unfree Africanist character’s escape, because freedom has no meaning to Huck or to the text without the specter of enslavement.” She argues that the awful finale of Huckleberry Finn—in which Huck and Tom conceal from Jim the fact that he has been freed and keep him locked up in order to play at rescuing him—is a deliberate warping of its form. She claims: “The book may indeed be ‘great’ because in its structure, in the hell it puts its readers through at the end, the frontal debate it forces, it simulates and describes the parasitical nature of white freedom.”

			To contend that Twain’s novel is great not despite but because of the hell it puts us through is possible only under Morrison’s unflinching double gaze. Rather than abandon or censor it, she suggests we reevaluate this “beautifully complicated work.” She even makes a case in her readings for Twain’s famed use of the “n-word,” arguing that it is “absolutely necessary…that the term nigger be inextricable from Huck’s deliberations about who and what he himself is—or, more precisely, is not.”

			In Morrison’s later introduction to a 1996 edition of Huckleberry Finn, she again deflects the assumption that Twain’s profligate spray of niggers over it should make us draw our swords:

			
				Embarrassing as it had been to hear the dread word spoken, and therefore sanctioned, in class, my experience of Jim’s epithet had little to do with my initial nervousness the book had caused. Reading “nigger” hundreds of times embarrassed, bored, annoyed—but did not faze me. In this latest reading I was curious about the source of my alarm—my sense that danger lingered after the story ended. I was powerfully attracted to the combination of delight and fearful agitation lying entwined like crossed fingers in the pages.

			

			Morrison describes an array of negative feelings about Huck Finn natural for any black reader.

			She also acknowledges, as an American writer, its satisfactions—its “riveting episodes of flight, of cunning”; the “renegade tongue and sharp intelligence” of its voice; its convincing commentary and “liberating language.” But she ultimately asserts that most compelling of all is the combination of the two, that entwining of “delight and fearful agitation.”

			The novel’s atmosphere of tragicomic contradiction produces a double feeling in Morrison: neither pure love nor pure hate, but a lively, curious love-hate that begs for black reading. This is what allows her to track “the source of my unease reading this amazing, troubling book”:

			
				My alarm, aroused by Twain’s precise rendering of childhood’s fear of death and abandonment, remains—as it should. It has been extremely worthwhile slogging through Jim’s shame and humiliation to recognize the sadness, the tragic implications at the center of his relationship with Huck. My fury at the maze of deceit, the risk of personal harm that a white child is forced to negotiate in a race-inflected society, is dissipated by the exquisite uses to which Twain puts that maze, that risk.

			

			Doubling down on trouble, punning on the maze in “amazing,” serious and furious at once, Morrison’s read of “this amazing, troubling book” is as Janus-faced as Twain’s text itself.

			The legacy of Morrison’s method ought not be underestimated. In 1993, the critic Shelley Fisher Fishkin published a book called Was Huck Black? Its introduction announced her discovery of historical evidence that “the model for Huck Finn’s voice was a black child,” and explained her inspiration: “In 1987, Toni Morrison issued a call for critics to examine ‘literature for the impact Afro-American presence has had on the structure of the work, the linguistic practice, and fictional enterprise in which it is engaged.’ This book is a response.”

			It turns out that Morrison was thinking about race in Twain’s novel as early as 1983, and in another form entirely. She sent to her agents a filmic treatment of Huck Finn with the bold idea that Richard Pryor should play the role of Jim. Interestingly, her synopsis of Twain’s novel in this pitch foreshadows her scholarly argument that he is a thwarted paternal figure to Huck. It is riven with the contradictions—of the interracial duo, of double consciousness, of tragicomic feeling—that are endemic to her style of criticism, but also to her sensibility as a fiction writer.

			Though this film project apparently never went anywhere, Percival Everett’s award-winning novel James (2024) seems to channel the same spirit of ambivalent redemption. Writing back to the canon, or signifying on it in this fashion, clearly sparked Morrison’s artistic imagination as well as her scholarly one. In this sense, the critical and the creative constituted yet another double lens for her practice of reading.

			

			
				
				[image: ]

			It is unsurprising that the “black-white pairing” so key to Morrison’s interpretations of American literature found its way into her fiction. In Beloved, for instance, Amy Denver, a white girl fleeing indentured servitude, pairs up with Sethe, a black mother fleeing enslavement. Amy wisecracks nonstop, searches for “huckleberries,” and claims she “wouldn’t be caught dead in daylight on a busy river with a runaway,” yet takes pains to care for Sethe’s wounds, and midwifes her baby. Is this not Morrison signifying on Twain?

			Why can’t literature itself be a kind of criticism? In a 1981 essay, Morrison describes an “exciting feud” she’d been reading about between “traditional critics and the postmodernists, or the structuralists”; the strange thing, she notes, is that they both seemed to disregard the figure of the writer. While historically “the great critics were the writers,” in her present moment, literature is oddly “the only discipline in which the scholars do not produce what they criticize.” She goes on to posit that “the individual artist is by nature a questioner and a critic; that’s what she does. Her questions and criticisms are her work.”

			We’ve already seen in this book how inextricable signifying critique is from Morrison’s own fictional practice. The Bluest Eye demolishes the stereotypical “Dick and Jane” primer and Kantian philosophy. Sula unfolds the ethical implications of Wordsworth’s idea that poetry is “emotion recollected in tranquility.” Song of Solomon alludes to Homeric legends and the Grimms’ fairy tales to reveal their shortcomings. Tar Baby satirically recasts the racial iconography of Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner? The Africanized, Gothicized modernism of Beloved casts a shadow back over Faulkner, Proust, and Woolf. Morrison explicitly said in an interview that Jazz was her “attempt to reclaim the era from F. Scott Fitzgerald.” She rewrote Milton’s epic poem to find Paradise on earth.

			Of all Morrison’s creative works, however, it is her 2011 play Desdemona that most approaches the analytic shade of her literary criticism. The play apparently sprang from a dance of insults, “a fierce argument” between Morrison and the director Peter Sellars about Shakespeare’s Othello: “He said it was a terrible play that made no sense and had outlived its usefulness. She said he was dead wrong.”

			They decided that Sellars would do an experimental production of Othello and Morrison would write a play for him to direct called Desdemona, which would be her response “to lacunae and poetic ambiguities in Shakespeare and to her own sense of unspoken truths.” With this short dramatic work, Morrison would attempt to unveil and clarify all the things that Shakespeare’s original play failed or declined to explain, what the critic Stephen Greenblatt terms its “strategic opacity.”

			These elisions and occlusions include Othello’s past in Africa; the sexual tension he seems to have with his nemesis, Iago; the psychological motivation of that villain; and the foreshortened temporality of the play. Most intriguing to Morrison was the oft-neglected fact that Desdemona grew up with a nurse called “Barbarie” or “Barbary,” which is also an old name for the coast of North Africa and the source of Iago’s epithets for Othello: “Barbary horse,” “erring Barbarian.”

			In Othello, Desdemona tells her maid, Emilia, a brief anecdote about Barbary and sings a song she learned from her. Morrison turned those thirty lines into the very premise of Desdemona. In her play, Barbary, whose birth name is Sa’ran, meets Othello, Desdemona, and Emilia—but pointedly not Iago—in the afterlife, on a minimalist set of four gravestones. Sellars brought in the Malian singer Rokia Traoré to perform the role of Sa’ran and to write her songs in Bambara, using a blend of North African and black American instruments and tones.

			Perhaps because the dual framework of the productions set Desdemona up as a direct rejoinder, or perhaps because Morrison made the characters speak from beyond the grave, the literary imperative for plausibility seems to have fallen away. She gets away with highly explanatory, even didactic, dialogue: “You don’t even know my name. Barbary? Barbary is what you call Africa. Barbary is the geography of the foreigner, the savage. Barbary? Barbary equals the sly, vicious enemy who must be put down at any price; held down at any cost for the conquerors’ pleasure.” As a New York Times review of one performance noted, “the content has the whiff of a scholar’s counterargument.”

			When Morrison conjures new material from traces in Othello, it indeed unfolds less like a new play and more like what Saidiya Hartman calls “critical fabulation” and defines as “playing with and rearranging the basic elements of the story…re-presenting the sequence of events in divergent stories and from contested points of view” in order “to displace the received or authorized account, and to imagine what might have happened or might have been said or might have been done.” While this definition suits, say, what Maryse Condé’s I, Tituba (1986) does with Nathaniel Hawthorne’s The Scarlet Letter (1850), it feels even more fitting for how Desdemona addresses both Othello and the “received or authorized account” of the play among critics and readers.

			For instance, in both Morrison’s and Shakespeare’s plays, Othello speaks of exotic foreigners such as islanders with faces in their chests. But in Desdemona, Morrison has the character add another example: “armies of women who kill men in battles so fierce the moon itself hides from the ribbons of shed blood. They cut off their right breasts to ease the arrow shots of their long bows to lethal precision. For this they are called No-Breast or A-Mazon.” Rather than correct the original play’s xenophobia, she elaborates and complicates it with gender.

			In a psychologically dense scene that feels a touch too expository for a dramatic work, Morrison has Othello recall how he and Iago raped two elderly women while a young boy watched:

			
				We took turns slaking the thirst of our loins rather than our throats. I don’t know how long it lasted. Our groans and their soft crying drape my memory of passing time. Once sated, we heard a noise behind us coming from a heap of hay. We turned to see a child, a boy, staring wild-eyed at a scene that must have seemed to him a grotesque dream…. Before our decision to do no more harm our eyes met, Iago’s and mine, in an exchange of secrecy…. The look between us was not to acknowledge shame, but mutual pleasure. Pleasure in the degradation we had caused; more pleasure in leaving a witness to it.

			

			Morrison thus accounts narratively for the palpable heat between Iago and Othello—a sexual tension and a complicitous one—but also goes on to explicate it critically, even psychoanalytically.

			Her solution to the much-belabored mystery in Shakespeare scholarship of how a white bride could have such passion for and fidelity to a black husband is even more akin to exegesis. Morrison uncovers an answer to the age-old racist question—how could she love someone like him?—in Desdemona’s childhood affection for her African nurse: “Barbary alone conspired with me to let my imagination run free. She told me stories of other lives, other countries. Places where gods speak in thundering silence and mimic human faces and forms. Where nature is not a crafted, pretty thing, but wild, sacred and instructive.”

			When Desdemona meets Othello as an adult, she sees “a glint of brass in his eyes identical to the light in Barbary’s eyes,” and relishes the stories he recounts of his African adventures, which echo those she heard as a young girl. This origin story allows Morrison to draw out the spiritual undercurrents of their romantic union.

			The most infamous lines from Shakespeare’s play concern interracial sex: “an old black ram / Is tupping your white ewe”; “your daughter covered with a Barbary horse”; they’re “making the beast with two backs,” et cetera. Morrison could have chosen to redress this. Instead she recovers another origin.

			She finds in these crude, bestial remarks an allusion to Aristophanes’s theory of love in Plato’s Symposium, whereby we were all once conjoined creatures who got split in half and now long to reunite and become whole again. In Desdemona, the lovers are each other’s missing halves: “bodies moving in such harmony it was as though we had known each other all our lives”; “let my flesh be re-born through yours”; “we melt and become one.”

			Morrison also uses her play to address another critical crux of Othello: its so-called double time scheme and headlong temporality. As Sellars notes in his introduction: “Shakespeare’s play spans two days. Desdemona and Othello elope Monday night at 2 a.m., are thrust into a wild media-centric marriage as they travel in the public eye into a theater of war, and he has murdered her by Wednesday night.” Othello leaps with hasty time stamps such as “even now, now, very now,” “startingly and rash,” “rash as fire,” “post-post-haste dispatch,” and “bring him jump.”

			Morrison’s critical fabulation focuses our attention instead on the play’s scattered references to the stretching of time: Othello’s “round unvarnished tale,” Desdemona’s desire that he “would all [his] pilgrimage dilate,” and even Iago’s sense that “wit depends on dilatory time.” This conception of time is one of the shimmering black filaments Morrison discerns in Othello. Sellars writes, “In African traditions, the dead are quite undead and very present, and for them, as Toni Morrison says, the past and the future are the same.”

			When her Othello asks, “Is it too late?,” her Desdemona replies, “ ‘Late’ has no meaning here. Here there is only the possibility of wisdom.” The heroine ponders the availability of “human peace,” and concludes, “In our privileged position in timelessness, our answer is a roar.” Sa’ran sees it differently: “Afterlife is time and with time there is change”—not change in action but change in mind, a new kind of knowledge, “the possibility of wisdom” beyond death.

			Morrison thus applies the metaphysical mysteries of other works by Shakespeare—such as the ghosts of Hamlet and Macbeth—to the temporal mysteries of Othello. We might say she uses shades to throw shade at Shakespeare’s shady—or perhaps simply shadowy—race play. Desdemona, seen as a critical project, gives Othello a read, discerning what is not so apparent to the average viewer, then elaborating it in a way that both chides the Bard and chuffs him.

			It even cunningly decenters Iago, simply by omitting the villain’s voice, as if extending and enacting his infamous silence at the end of the play (“From this time forth I never will speak word”), while giving notice to centuries of readers who have obsessed over his motivations. Most importantly, Morrison’s counterplay drags those who have defended Shakespeare’s heroine yet missed what was in plain sight: the Africanist—literally African—presence at the heart of Desdemona. The play’s title is in this sense a supremely oblique read. Indeed, the play itself, its very existence, is shade. It’s as though by fabulating this twin to Othello, Morrison channeled the spirit of Du Bois, who once declared, “I sit with Shakespeare and he winces not.”
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			As a novelist, I have tried to write back to the white canon in this way, turning a safari story inside out, for example, by focusing on the workers at the lodge instead of the guests and by leaving out all the animals but the bugs. As a critic, I have conceived several essays under the cover of shade. I gave the Pixar movie Soul a read for its breezy use of racialized tropes—slavery, animality—to depict an existential crisis about the afterlife. I dragged Mohsin Hamid’s recent speculative novel about a white community that undergoes the great tragedy of becoming black.

			But I’ll admit that, when it comes to black artists such as Morrison, I don’t feel as free to play in the shade. I’m a mixed-race Zambian immigrant, African-American in the most hyphenated sense; I published my first book only about a decade ago; I feel more at the edge of the circles Morrison inhabited than at their overlapping center. Besides, she is my elder. When I reviewed God Help the Child (2015), a Morrison novel I’m lukewarm about at best, I pulled my punches so close to my chest—to mix my metaphors—that her publisher put a quote from my piece on the back cover as a blurb.

			That said, perhaps my own particular outside/inside position—and the parallax perspective it affords—might be a gift for the kind of black reading Morrison practiced, even a prerequisite for it. If her dragging of the canon has taught me anything, it’s that, done right, it is a sign of respect. I sit with Morrison, and she winces not. Could there be a higher aim? “Black people are the most critical people in the world with each other,” she once said. This is a matter of discernment, not derision. “I do not think that we should run around and just strike each other’s backs,” she cautioned, but “we can say what is good and what is not good.”

			Well, alright then. Quiet as it’s kept, Toni Morrison’s poetry is not good. As far as I know, she published only seven poems in her lifetime, and there’s a reason you probably haven’t heard about them. One that appeared in Ms. magazine in 2002 will give you the gist. Things go south quickly, beginning with its ever-so-understated title:

			
				Black Crazies

				Lying the day long on stone.

				Your teeth scare me more than

				Ice on walks I can not

				Walk

				Lest I fall.

				I hate that beauty.

			

			It seems the speaker has come across an attractive person, a “beauty” with “bronzed” hair and “lofty” cheekbones, who happens to be laid out on the sidewalk.

			In the lines that follow, the speaker describes a wash of contradictory feelings: fear, appreciation, detachment, fantasy, and—awkwardly—desire. The poem ends like this:

			
				Call me.

				If we touch,

				I can stretch. Be your down

				Down there.

			

			This last cringeworthy pun leaves us in doubt whether the speaker, the unhoused beauty being lusted after, or Morrison herself are among the “crazies” in question. Inconvenient desires strike the best of us at times. But I don’t have to tell you how classist, condescending, and frankly corny it is to write a poem about how crr-ay-zee it is to want to fuck a homeless person. (That coy line: “Call me.” Ms. Morrison. How?)

			What troubles me is less the subject matter than the stylistic execution. We can find unruly longing all over Morrison’s novels, but there, she tends to relativize this erotic fetishization of someone who has been “put outdoors,” as The Bluest Eye has it. She strains it through the point of view of unreliable characters such as the bougie Jadine in Tar Baby, who, “jangled” by her lust for a beautiful man in an unwashed state, protests too much that he is “really nasty.” It’s hard to set this kind of ironic frame in just twenty-four lines.

			I have little patience for single-sentence paragraphs. How often is that ostentatious ledge justified? I have even less patience for single-word lines. “Black Crazies” has three: “Rocks.” “Love.” and “Trash?” (The poem seems to read itself with that last one.) Morrison knew well how to earn the use of an isolated word. The last line of her 1987 masterpiece (“Beloved.”) rhymes with its title and comes after an arresting, elliptical epilogue, which itself follows all that has been built up for us emotionally and intellectually by the novel’s intense, carefully wrought prose. The single words in this poem, by contrast, have neither the space to breathe nor the cumulative weight to land.

			If this is Morrison intentionally “verging upon sentimentality,” as she put it, she risks falling into the saccharine. There are some gestures toward a tougher material reality. There’s the “Nickel back Nehi,” the empty soda bottle an unhoused person might trade for cash. There’s the reference to a lamp used in filmmaking—unfortunately misspelled and the occasion for two more clunky puns:

			
				Kleig [sic] light sucks next to yours

				Turning rock stars into

				Rocks.

			

			But these specific references woefully date the poem, as do the colloquialisms sprinkled throughout it (“crazies”; “sucks”; “freebie”), which feel downright folksy for 2002, the date it was published.

			This is a sign of its origins. Ms. magazine includes a reprint credit bearing a 1990 copyright, but the poem appears to have been drafted in 1984. When an interviewer asked Morrison in 1985 whether she wrote poetry, she answered: “I have recently written a poem because I was annoyed deeply at a situation in a book I was writing. I don’t write it and I don’t want to write it.” In a 1975 letter to June Jordan, she had stated even more forthrightly: “I am not you. Nor am I a poet.” What changed?

			The two-decade delay in publishing “Black Crazies” and the fact that Morrison then let it fall out of circulation and conversation suggest to me a familiar scenario. Ms. magazine, which had published her long before she became a monument of letters, requested a piece from the lately crowned Nobel laureate. Ever resourceful, ever loyal, Morrison dug into her files and pulled out an old piece she otherwise would—and maybe should—have left in a drawer.

			You can’t say the same of “The Dead of September 11,” but only because it wasn’t an old piece. Morrison first read it aloud on September 13, 2001 (you read that date correctly), at a memorial service at Princeton. It was republished in Vanity Fair two months later, over a melodramatic black-and-white photo of Ground Zero, and became the first entry in her 2019 nonfiction collection, The Source of Self-Regard. (The British edition of the book, Mouth Full of Blood, actually takes its title from it.) In print, it is formatted in paragraphs. But the few critics who’ve dared to take it up, with rather delicate hagiographic forceps, have called it a “poem” or a “prose poem.”

			Its form doesn’t announce itself as such. It reads to me more like a piece of sermonizing. Morrison converts the raw emotion of the immediate aftermath of 9/11 into stentorian peroration with lines such as “all I suspect about armor and entrails” or “speaking to the broken and the dead is too difficult for a mouth full of blood.” These high-soaring notes are striated with humble-bragging asides: “I would purge my language of hyperbole”; “If I can pluck up courage here, I would like to speak directly to the dead—the September dead.”

			We are also treated to a fair dose of liberal bombast about this United Nations of corpses. Morrison addresses them as the “children of ancestors born in every continent on the planet: Asia, Europe, Africa, the Americas…; born of ancestors who wore kilts, obis, saris, geles, wide straw hats, yarmulkes, goatskin, wooden shoes, feathers and cloths to cover their hair.”

			And with her final faux-modest gift to “the September dead,” she indulges in a level of spiritual abstraction that paradoxically keeps her words from taking flight: “I want to hold you in my arms and as your soul got shot of its box of flesh to understand, as you have done, the wit of eternity: its gift of unhinged release tearing through the darkness of its knell.” What exactly is the wit of eternity? Why isn’t this line, well, wittier? How many clashing metaphors can a single sentence contain?

			What irks me the most about this poem is how poorly it compares to Morrison’s evocations of mourning in her fiction. Consider how this moth-eaten brocade crumbles beside Pilate’s plangent cry for her granddaughter in Song of Solomon: “And she was loved!” Morrison perhaps seeks in this mass requiem to echo the register of the metaphysical poets, but it comes out sounding tinny and cribbed, like last-minute homework. Her usual grandiloquence and glamor are here compressed—and pressed into the too-soon service of uplift.

			This aesthetic instrumentality both distracts from and detracts from the political subtext of 9/11. Take by way of contrast the fierce clarity of Susan Sontag’s words in The New Yorker almost as soon after the event, on September 16, 2001:

			
				Where is the acknowledgment that this was not a “cowardly” attack on “civilization” or “liberty” or “humanity” or “the free world” but an attack on the world’s self-proclaimed superpower, undertaken as a consequence of specific American alliances and actions? How many citizens are aware of the ongoing American bombing of Iraq?…Politics, the politics of a democracy—which entails disagreement, which promotes candor—has been replaced by psychotherapy. Let’s by all means grieve together. But let’s not be stupid together.

			

			Now, I’m no fan of Sontag’s politics, which could be awfully muddled and often wrong, and she’s obviously working in a different genre. But to apply a line from Morrison’s poem to herself, why did she think that she, of all people, should or “could set aside all I know or believe about nations, wars, leaders, the governed and ungovernable” in order to write it?

			What should we do with what we might call the Broke Presence in some of Morrison’s works? What do we make of the way poems like these both rely on and flinch from the poor, the mentally ill, the disabled; the way they metaphorize blind, burned, obliterated bodies; the way they extract rhetorical juice from the “plummy” fruit of the lynched? What does romanticizing what Morrison calls “the broken and the dead” do for her aesthetically? What flights of fancy and overfamiliarity does the existence of an underclass enable for her?

			And what do these two “trash” poems, so to speak, reveal about the aesthetic failure that attends this tic in her later writing? I think the fact that the memorial Morrison presumed to write two days after 9/11 was published in a two-page spread in Vanity Fair is symptomatic of some slippages—between art and artifice, between politics and politicking, between poetry and poeticizing—that began to sap the power of her work around the turn of the twenty-first century.

			In short, there is such a thing as rising above editing. This inevitability was surely hastened by Morrison’s extensive experience, as editor extraordinaire, of revising her own work alongside—or above the heads of—her editors. Morrison had read and studied poetry all her life; she had befriended and edited poets, including Jordan and one of my all-time favorites, Lucille Clifton. But there was no one, it seems, whom Morrison felt she could ask to return the favor at this point in her career.

			Most disappointing to me is that neither of these poems, whether qualified as prosy or no, seems to engage with poetry as a form. Their rhyme scheme is inconsistent or nonexistent. Their meter is haphazard at best. As free verse, they feel stilted and gawky. As lyric or elegy, they feel airless yet overblown.

			When I was a graduate student taking a class with the literary critic Helen Vendler, she once asked me during her office hours whether the creative work I had just confessed to writing on the sly was poetry or fiction. Fiction, I said, but I had often been told I had a poetic style. Well, she asked, do you think in words or in images? Images, I said. Then you’re a fiction writer, she replied. Poets think in words.

			To this day, I have no idea whether this distinction holds. But I do know that the overwrought poetry I wrote as a young person was, in retrospect, unworthy of the name. And I know that Morrison said that she also tended to start her stories with an image in mind: “The approach that’s most productive and most trustworthy for me is the recollection that moves from the image to the text. Not from the text to the image.”

			Morrison was no miniaturist. Maybe poetry simply wasn’t a big enough canvas for her to paint her pictures. It didn’t afford the gradual unfurling of darkness—of the grotesque, the uncanny, the abject—that ironizes the beauty in her fiction, or the foil of narrative business (plot, character, setting) against which it shines. The lyric “I” might have cramped her style, too; she rarely wrote fiction solely in the first person and she generally disdained autobiographical writing.

			Maybe the problem was psychological rather than literary. Her indispensable ability to read herself, vet herself, drag herself seems to have faltered in these works. Maybe something about the daunting endeavor of sitting down to write a poem or the equally daunting decision to publish one muddled Morrison’s usual discernment about her own work. Then again, maybe all the heady grandeur of being the first black woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature did that.

		

	
		
			
				10

				A Mercy and Other Reprisals

			
			The thing is, Toni Morrison was so good, she even knew how to fail. She had, for example, a splendid theory of failed relationships. “You know,” she once said of breakups, “I suspect that we all talk about that as a failure. But I want you to tell me, what did you learn?” She felt that “we should stop thinking about these encounters…as failures. When they’re just other things. You take something from it.”

			As she put it elsewhere even of divorce, why not “think of something that we normally think of as failing, as useful information”? Now, I personally have never been—and hope never to be—divorced. But ever since I read Morrison’s words about it, I have kept them in mind as bracing counsel should it ever happen. Divorce is just…information.

			Morrison was herself a divorcée when she came up with this theory, and a single mother to boot. In her rare comments about her personal life, she often expressed a sense of failure, which she seemed to feel was endemic to parenting: “I feel no success with my sons.” But even in this regard, she applied her transformative theory, speaking of the “wonderful liberation of being divorced and having children,” and noting of parenting as an aside: “I did not mind failure, ever.”

			This is not entirely true. A 2004 interview with Morrison and her son Slade about the children’s books they co-wrote reveals more anxiety. During her boys’ early years, when she was working full-time and trying to become a writer, they “didn’t get to see much of her,” Slade said, “so there was a little tension at times.” He downplayed this, but his mother went on to wonder if their literary collaboration was a way of mending the mistakes of the past: “Maybe it is a making up. Each generation has a kind of love. Some of it’s really tough…. What I thought was love of my children was giving them the maximum amount of freedom, setting an example of how you could make choices in your life.”

			Perhaps this is why all the Morrisons’ picture books are essentially about freedom. The idea for the first one, The Big Box, originally published in 1980 as a Ms. magazine feature, “Stories for Free Children,” came about when a teacher told the then-fifteen-year-old Slade he couldn’t handle his freedom, which sparked a conversation with his mother. The rather disconcerting book that emerged features “a big brown box,” something between an asylum and a gilded cage, to which three kids get sent for minor offenses. The book probes the injustice of this soft incarceration and ends with its ambiguous refrain: “Oh, the porpoises scream / And the rabbits hop / And beavers chew trees when they need ’em / But Patty and Mickey and Liza Sue— / Who says they can’t handle their freedom?”

			The next book the Morrisons co-authored, The Book of Mean People (2002), also takes the side of the child (figured as a bunny), who is constantly battling confusing and mean adult directives. Morrison attributed this bias toward the kid’s point of view in the story to its co-conception: “A child thought it up in the first place and I just recorded it. My son—that’s him…. I would just write it down because I thought it was funny.”

			Their four adaptations of Aesop’s fables were born of Slade’s youthful feelings, too, about “scary or frustrating” tales “that had all those morals at the end—they were like lessons to be learned.” The Morrisons decided the real question wasn’t about whether, say, the grasshopper or the ant was right, but about “who’s got game”; they would “let the reader make up his or her mind.” If their co-creations were a form of interpersonal repair—making up for lost time or failed connections—they were also a form of interpretive revision.

			It is no surprise that Morrison embraced failure not just as a single working mother, but as an artist, too. She saw art sometimes as a “haven…where it’s alright to feel melancholy or frightened, or even to fail,” and sometimes as a thrilling ride on the very edge of collapse: “I choose hard jobs for myself, and the opportunity to fail is always there.” In an interview about revision, she used the same rhetoric about literature as she did about relationships: “as a writer, a failure is just information. It’s something I’ve done wrong in writing, or is inaccurate or unclear. I recognize failure—which is important; some people don’t—and fix it, because it is data, it is information, knowledge of what does not work.”

			There’s something of a blues logic to this, what we saw The Bluest Eye reflect as a “productive and fructifying pain,” and what Morrison described in an interview as the ironic aesthetic of “taking that which is peripheral, or violent or doomed or something that nobody else can see any value in and making value out of it.” Recall that in writing that first novel, she literally made something valuable out of her failed marriage—as expressed in her letter to God—by giving her heartache to her character, Soaphead Church.

			Jazz, too, she said, made use of “the willingness to fail, to be wrong.” This was built into the form she was enacting: “ jazz is performance. In a performance you make mistakes…you have to make something out of a mistake, and if you do it well enough it will take you to another place where you never would have gone had you not made that error. So, you have to be able to risk making that error.”

			I find Morrison’s literary theory of error just as inspiring as her personal theory of divorce. The title of my novel The Old Drift puns on this spatial deviation—“it will take you to another place”—in the Latin root of the word error, errare, meaning to stray:

			
				To err is human, you say with great sadness. But we thinful singers give praise! To the drift, the diversion, that motion of motions! Obey the law of the flaw! If errare humanum est indeed, then it follows that si fallor, sum.

				As the Gnostic Gospel of Philip opined: ‘The world came about through an error.’ He probably meant God, but for good old Lucretius, this was a matter of matter. When atoms plummet like rain through the world, they deflect—oh, ever so slightly, just enough that their paths divert. From this swerve, called the clinamen, came collision and cluster, both the binding and fleeing of matter. Stephen Hawking once said, ‘Without imperfection, neither you nor I would exist.’ Every small stray opens up a new way, an Eden of forking digressions.

			

			My chorus, the swarm of mosquitoes that watches and comments on the human characters, gives this paean to error.

			My plot is structured by error as well. It begins in the nineteenth century, in a hotel on the banks of the Zambezi River, where an accident sets off a cycle of unwitting retribution among three families over the course of three generations, a spiral out of which yet more mistakes spin: misspelled names, car accidents, genetic mutations, and the one fructifying error human beings cannot seem to avoid—love.

			While it was fascinating to render error in a work of art, I would be the first to admit that I was dogged by logistical and factual errors in the process: I made over a hundred changes between the hardback and paperback versions of The Old Drift. I’m positive that Morrison would have been just as irritated by the typos I have located in the pages of her books—and which no doubt will crop up in the pages of this one as well.

			Despite her professed equanimity, Morrison was in fact intensely, if privately, bothered by the specter of genuine failure that haunted some of her works, especially those on which she collaborated, such as Margaret Garner, the 2005 opera composed by Richard Danielpour for which she wrote the libretto. A few of these were risky experiments that didn’t pay off, while others foundered on creative differences. She found some of her works so lacking that she was reluctant to finish or circulate them, much less speak of them publicly as productive failures.

			The most privately agonizing of Morrison’s dramatic failures was her play, Dreaming Emmett, which was produced under Gilbert Moses’s direction in the mid-1980s in Albany, New York. Morrison, who’d had a lot of experience with theater and success as an actress at Howard, was well aware of the commonplace about genre lanes. She told The New York Times that she could not think of even “one American who wrote novels first and then successful plays.”

			She professed to be optimistic about her chances at the start of the process, but Dreaming Emmett indeed ended up receiving mixed reviews and closed after only one run. Morrison had some awkward exchanges with the head of the Lincoln Center, who declined to restage it, and some abortive exchanges with a contact in Paris about workshopping it.

			Deep down, she knew that it hadn’t quite clicked into place. For years, she refused to publish or share copies of Dreaming Emmett, telling anyone who asked that it wasn’t yet finished or that it was still being revised. It was even rumored for a long time that “after the 1986 production, Morrison collected every record of the play and had it destroyed.” But she in fact preserved the various drafts that scholars can now read and study in the archives. And in 2017, two years before she died, Morrison let her agent give a copy to a director to workshop it for production.

			As it happens, the seeming failure of Dreaming Emmett was productive in its time, too. When the poet Nikki Giovanni wrote to ask if she could read a copy of the play, she speculated by the way that it had been a precursor to Morrison’s novelistic masterpiece about raising the dead. Morrison declined to send it to her friend in the usual terms, but she confirmed the connection to Beloved, saying “I wrote it during a time when I could not get her (Beloved’s) voice—a long time, as it turned out.” The dead boy who failed to speak from the grave allowed her to channel the dead girl who did, a testament to the creative force that, for Morrison, lies curled up in the darkness of that ultimate failure—of life itself.
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			There is something both reassuring and refreshing about Morrison’s relationship to failure. It confirms that, yes, even Nobel laureates nod. But it also encourages us to follow Morrison’s lead in seeking out what failure afforded her aesthetically. As we’ve seen, this was often her focus as a critic: she uncovered what omissions, contradictions, and distortions around race enabled for other writers.

			She was unashamed to drag her own work in the same way for the mistakes she believed she had made: how she felt she did light-skinned Maureen Peal dirty in The Bluest Eye, or how she disdained the “lobby” she’d built to introduce the world of Sula to white readers. Her remarks about her creative and editorial regrets allow us to trace a shadow oeuvre—unsuccessful or discarded passages, titles, words, and even punctuation marks hovering behind or inside the ones that were published.

			What’s more, over the years, Morrison intentionally infused failure into her work as a formal technique. We’ve seen her acknowledge that she risked alienating readers in various ways: by “verging on sentimentality,” working with obscure myths, playing with flat or exaggerated stereotypes, or recounting events out of chronological order. In Jazz, we found characters defying the narrator, who admits to misunderstanding them, missing them entirely. Morrison’s short story “Recitatif,” which we now know grew out of a rejected screenplay, derives its aesthetic effects from our own inevitable failure to read race on the page; she expanded this technique at length in Paradise.

			I would say that this tendency to make the most of failure is most evident in Morrison’s last four novels: Love (2003), A Mercy (2008), Home (2012), and God Help the Child (2015). She treated them as occasions not only to work through or make up for the faults she perceived in her earlier works, but also to make art that didn’t necessarily aim for perfection, that insisted on letting the seams show. Though Morrison was so successful I can drop her first name from the title of this book, the novels she published after her greatest achievement, her 1993 Nobel Prize, are in fact the ones that most reflect Samuel Beckett’s oft-cited triple imperative: “Try again. Fail again. Fail better.”

			The best way to read Morrison’s post-2000 novels is through the lens of what critics call “late style.” We often assume that an artist’s career arcs toward mastery but in his 2009 book On Late Style: Music and Literature Against the Grain, Edward Said asks: “what of artistic lateness not as harmony and resolution but as intransigence, difficulty, and unresolved contradiction?” Said, extending Theodor Adorno’s analysis of Beethoven, demonstrates that the late work of some artists exhibits “a nonharmonious, nonserene tension, and above all, a sort of deliberative unproductive productiveness going against…”—his emphasis and ellipsis here suggesting an openness of resistance.

			Whether it reflects despair or decadence, delusion or defiance, late style can tell us a lot about an artist’s understanding of their own art. Late works, Said writes, can “tear apart the career and the artist’s craft…stir up more anxiety, tamper irrevocably with the possibility of closure…leave the audience more perplexed and unsettled.” The end of a career, he notes, can even become a moment “when the artist who is fully in command of his medium nevertheless abandons communication with the established order of which he is a part and achieves a contradictory alienated relationship with it.”

			Late style might seem like an author’s rage against the dying of the light. But sometimes it’s more like a sunset casting the slant light of regret over their past. “Now that I’m 84,” Morrison said in a 2015 interview, “I remember everything as a mistake, and I regret everything…. When I’m not creating or focusing on something I can imagine or invent…I go back over my life…oh, what’d you do that for?” Even awash in remorse, writing was where she sought consolation, the freedom, as she put it, to create, imagine, and invent.

			Morrison’s late style is neither furious renunciation nor ameliorative repair of the failures of the past, exactly. We can characterize it rather as an ambivalent reprisal: she revisits her earlier work, with a hint of self-rebuke, in order to redo, revise, and redress it. In doing so, she reprises it in the musical sense, too, calling back to earlier sequences, sounding old chords and new notes. We might think of her late reprisals as a large-scale performance of her favored black forms in relation to her own oeuvre: a bluesy attitude to failure; repetition and revision; contestatory signifying; choral commentary; even a relationship with the ancestors—in this case, her elder literary works.

			For instance, there’s some evidence that her 2003 novel Love, as its title suggests, originated as part of the so-called Love Trilogy. Recall that Morrison initially conceived Beloved as a novel in three volumes, each featuring the eponymous ghost at different ages. Critical consensus has it that these correspond respectively to Beloved, Jazz, and Paradise, a notion Morrison affirmed in her interviews.

			But the plot of Paradise doesn’t exactly match the original synopsis of the planned third volume of the trilogy, which in fact sounds a lot more like the plot of Love, which is largely set in the 1990s and narrated by a cook who has worked for decades in a bougie black household with a self-sacrificing wife.

			Love’s narrator is named “L,” an obvious abbreviation, and she’s in her seventies in the 1980s. Ten years later, she’s dead but, like Beloved before her, she persists as a spectral cipher, what Morrison calls “an ‘I’ not restricted by chronology or space—or the frontier between life and not-life…. ‘L’ is meant to exhibit and represent the imaginative and transformative nature of her name.” This suits Morrison’s sense a decade earlier of “the conceptual connection” between the three parts of the planned trilogy: “the search for the beloved—the part of the self that is you, and loves you, and is always there for you.”

			By 2003, however, she had completed her trilogy with a new last book, Paradise, now about spiritual love, and she had come to realize something. She writes in the foreword to Love: “People tell me that I am always writing about love. Always, always love. I nod, yes, but it isn’t true—not exactly. In fact, I am always writing about betrayal. Love is the weather. Betrayal is the lightning that cleaves and reveals it.”

			With this lovely half-correction, we find Morrison looking back to reinterpret her own thematic preoccupations—and to repeat and revise her aesthetic techniques. If the narrator of Jazz was able “to imagine, invent, interpret, err, and change,” Love, she goes on, “struck me as longing for a similar freedom—but this time with an embodied, participating voice.”

			As it turns out, all of Morrison’s late works were born in relation in this way: she initially conceived A Mercy, Home, and God Help the Child as one tripartite book, too. Only this time, it seems, she had the experience to be able to divide and design them with more purpose, to determine how the three would interrelate as they emerged sequentially in the world. It’s as if, at this late stage, Morrison began to view her oeuvre as one vast puzzle across which she could rearrange the pieces, and thereby reconfigure the whole.
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			No avid Morrison fan can read her late novels without catching traces of her earlier ones. Before I expound on these reprises, I want to telegraph them. To do so, I’ll borrow the critic Patricia Lockwood’s tongue-in-cheek move, in her essay dragging Vladimir Nabokov, of laying out an author’s tics on a bingo card:

			
				
					
						[image: ]
					

					
						For a plain-text version of this image, go to this page.

					
				
			

			Let’s consider how some of these elements play out as Morrison summons them in new contexts.

			Love tells the story of Bill Cosey, the charismatic, wealthy owner of a black beachside resort, who hired L when she was a teenager to cook for his family. Cosey’s first wife, Julia, who bore him a son, drowns in the sea when the so-called Police Heads, clouds shaped like “gate-mouthed profiles wearing wide-brimmed hats,” bring in a storm. Many years later, at the age of fifty-two, Cosey decides to remarry. But he chooses for his new bride a beautiful, dark-skinned eleven-year-old girl named Heed the Night, the playmate of his granddaughter Christine.

			This wreaks havoc on the girls’ friendship, which L, as their main caregiver, must negotiate. This includes the fact that when Cosey dies, there’s some confusion about his will: is the “sweet Cosey child” to whom he leaves everything his young bride or his granddaughter? The novel opens in the 1990s, with the two women, now in their sixties, still fighting over his legacy and living on separate floors of Cosey’s aptly (or patly) named Monarch Street house, which, of course, each of them claims.

			Junior, an attractive, traumatized young woman whom Heed hires to forge a new will, becomes a medium for Cosey’s ghost and seduces the fourteen-year-old groundskeeper, Romen, whose grandfather worked for Cosey. The lovers, with their curiously old-fashioned diction—“Who was that wuss crying under a pillow because of some jive turkeys?”—and mechanical BDSM sex, are figured as an ersatz update of Cosey’s true passion for a sex worker named Celestial. The novel in this way circles back to the past as it moves toward a reckoning with Cosey’s legacy and a reconciliation between Christine and Heed.

			Even in this brief synopsis, you can begin to hear the echoes of Morrison’s earlier works. In her foreword, she traces the novel’s origin to an abused girl she knew when she and her friends were about twelve years old: “Trying to picture the acts foisted upon her by her father was impossible—out of range…literally unimaginable.” Though apparently this girl’s “adult life turned out okay,” we cannot help but wonder if she also inspired Pecola Breedlove, who is raped and impregnated by her father, Cholly.

			In Love, Morrison distributes the molestation across two generations and splits it between two girls. Cosey bluntly woos the underage Heed by touching her breast; his granddaughter Christine witnesses the onanistic aftermath through a window. The reprise of The Bluest Eye thus ramifies the sexual perversion and renders it the schism within a friendship.

			In this sense, Love is also Sula redux. Morrison hints as much in her foreword: “The most bitter betrayal, of course, does not come from an enemy whose deceit one expects. It comes most chillingly from a friend, a trusted one—or one’s own self. While marveling at that bromide, I could hardly avoid the parallels between those specific lives and wider cultural ones.” She goes on to describe “internecine, intraracial betrayals” in “the decades-long civil-rights revolt,” threads from Paradise’s interest in female friendship that she also weaves into Love.

			Morrison’s aside confessing that her process was informed by a bromide, a soothing cliché, is telling. She seems aware that her late style might lean into sentimentality and work in the manner of a chemical bromide, a compound used to calm the nerves. Love often summarizes relationships in this buffering way, keeping us at a distance:

			
				They shared stomachache laughter, a secret language, and knew as they slept together that one’s dreaming was the same as the other one’s. Then to have your best and only friend leave the squealing splash in your bathtub, trade the stories made up and whispered beneath sheets in your bed for a dark room at the end of the hall reeking of liquor and an old man’s business, doing things no one would describe but were so terrible…

			

			Rather than vividly dramatizing it, this novel makes a thesis of girlfriendship and its dissolution.

			In an interview, the writer Pam Houston asked Morrison directly: “in Sula Nell [sic] and Sula never reconnect…in this book Christine and Heed do, so I was wondering if you gave those two figures another chance to work it out?” Morrison gestured toward confirming this and at the end of Love, the old frenemies indeed land back in a childhood bedroom, Heed mortally injured, Christine feeding her a concoction of aspirin powder and pineapple juice to anesthetize her. There, they finally speak their truth and achieve a kind of peace before Heed passes away.

			Their dialogue in this scene, interwoven with their girlish secret code, is shorn of quotation marks and attribution to the point that their identities dissolve. The implication is that, as with other Morrisonian characters—the women of 124 Bluestone Road, the women of the Convent—their traumatic experiences coincide and resonate: “He took all my childhood away from me, girl”; “He took all of you away from me.” With these bromides, as sweet and soothing as pineapple-juice aspirin, Morrison uses Love to effect a reconciliation—however tenuous—that she had withheld from the women in her earlier works.
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			Home offers this kind of compensatory redress to the men: Morrison’s broken, unhoused, unhousebroken men. It tells the story of a twenty-four-year-old black veteran of the Korean War named Frank Money. Discharged after killing a civilian, he escapes without his shoes from a mental institution, reminding us of Sula’s Shadrack. Then he receives a letter saying his sister Ycidra (“Cee”) is in trouble: “Come fast. She be dead if you tarry.”

			As he wends his way across the country to rescue her, he recalls earlier migrations: how his family was forced at gunpoint from their home in Texas; how they made their way to Louisiana, then to Lotus, Georgia. With this novel, Morrison thus returns to her interest in the displacement of black people: driven off their land, redlined out of owning property, and forced to fight for a homeland that won’t claim them.

			Home revises and recombines Morrison’s earlier narrative techniques, too. As in Jazz, Frank contests the novel’s narrator, but he does so directly in the italicized first person Morrison intermittently uses for Pauline Breedlove in The Bluest Eye and for L in Love. The previous novel to which Home hearkens back the most is Song of Solomon, especially its play with fairy tales. Recalling the story of Macon and Pilate, we again read a Hansel and Gretel story of a black brother and sister who are cast out of their home as children and severed by greed. And the Cinderella conceit that captured Hagar’s fetishization of romance reappears here to structure the life story of Cee.

			Raised as a “gutter child” by a witchy step-grandmother, Cee escapes her unhappy childhood by marrying Principal, “Prince” for short. When she finds out that he married her in exchange for a car, she leaves for Atlanta, where she finds a job with a white doctor. He too uses her, not as a nurse, but as an in-house subject, experimenting on her body in such a way that her “womb can’t never bear fruit.”

			Dr. Beauregard Scott, “Beau” for short, reincarnates not only the historical Dr. J. Marion Sims, the so-called father of modern gynecology who performed surgeries on fourteen enslaved women in the 1840s without anesthesia, but also the fictional schoolteacher in Beloved. While Sethe’s husband couldn’t save her from that cruel enslaver’s pseudoscientific predation, Frank rescues his sister by simply walking in through Beau’s front door, carrying her out, and taking her back to their hometown of Lotus, where the neighborhood women heal her with traditional medicine.

			With this plot, we might say that Home nests versions of its title at different scales: the nation, the house, the womb. Morrison returns to her career-long obsession with the chronotope of the home in order to pursue philosophical quandaries—What is value? What is waste? What is a gift?—that she had explored in many of her previous works.

			At one point Frank Money takes up with a woman named Lily, who has been prevented from buying a house through redlining. Fed up with his listless PTSD, she’s relieved when he leaves, especially after she stumbles on a change purse of money: “Spread out on the side of the bed where Frank had slept, the coins, cold and bright, seemed a perfectly fair trade. In Frank Money’s empty space real money glittered. Who could mistake a sign that clear?”

			With her acid tone, Morrison again lambastes the confusion of human worth and monetary value that preoccupied her in novels such as Tar Baby. Cee’s ex, Prince, is a “waste of the Lord’s air and time.” The women of Lotus see Beau’s assault on her as a result of her own abject self-perception: “Men know a slop jar when they see one”; “Who told you you was trash?” Patterns of coins, waste, and gifts twine around the theme of value, as does another fairy tale allusion: “Remember that story about the goose and the golden eggs? How the farmer took the eggs and how greed made him stupid enough to kill the goose?”

			Home is essentially framed on either end by a recalculation of human worth. It begins with Frank and Cee witnessing a jarring juxtaposition of events as children. First they see a majestic battle between two horses: “They stood like men. Their raised hooves crashing and striking, their manes tossing back from wild white eyes.” Then they see a human corpse being tossed in a hole, his “black foot with its creamy pink and mud-streaked sole being whacked into” a grave.

			At the end of the novel, the siblings return to inter that anonymous corpse and to erect a marker: “Here Stands A Man.” In this patent, far less ambiguous, reprise of Song of Solomon’s closing burial of treasured bones by a male-female pair of relatives, a stranger rather than a patriarch is redeemed.
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			God Help the Child, too, seeks justice for those discarded as waste. It is set in its present, 2012, and its heroine is Bride, née Lula Ann. Reprising a key theme of The Bluest Eye, her mother, the ironically named Sweetness, so loathes Bride’s dark skin she can barely bring herself to touch the child.

			But Bride grows into a stunner, and becomes a fashion model for a consortium called YOU, GIRL that sells makeup for “all complexions from ebony to lemonade to milk.” Two decades after Tar Baby’s Jadine assumed the gorgeous African woman she saw in the Parisian supermarket could never be hired as a model, industry tastes have shifted: “Black is the new black,” a campy “total person designer” tells Bride.

			When she was a child, Bride tried to please her mother by sending a teacher to prison for child abuse. Bride reencounters this woman as an adult and the two end up in a ferocious fight that replays Morrison’s propensity for outlandish catfights. Bride’s friend, a fierce, raw girl with a city name (Brooklyn rather than Denver), comes to tend to her badly injured body, giving us a familiar Salt-and-Pepper pair: “one white girl with blond dreads, one very black one with silk curls.”

			When Bride heals, she decides to go in search of her lover, Booker, but ends up wrecking the car and crashing into the past. She’s taken in by a hippy couple, who have adopted a child—with “milk-white skin, ebony hair, neon eyes”—and named her Rain because, as in Golden Gray’s encounter with Wild in Jazz, they found her while driving in a storm. Bride, sequestered in their WiFi-free compound, bonds with the urchin in terms reminiscent of Sula: “She felt a companionship that was surprisingly free of envy. Like the closeness of schoolgirls.”

			There are other traces of Morrison’s historical fictions in God Help the Child. There’s a rose tattoo and an accidental yard fire. Booker, who is mourning his brother’s untimely death, is a jazz trumpeter. “Raised in a large, tight family with no television in sight,” he calls himself a Luddite in “a television/Internet world”—an anxious slash mark that speaks, like the novel’s often anachronistic slang, to late style’s unreconciled tension between the past and the present.

			Reprising Morrison’s odes to dark matter and celestial sex in Tar Baby, Bride’s vertiginous blackness, her “obsidian-midnight skin,” exhilarates Booker, making him feel that “he not only held the night, he owned it, and if the night he held in his arms was not enough, he could always see starlight in her eyes.” This reverse colorism, so to speak, is ironized by the suspect word owned, an index of the puerile possessiveness that we’ve seen poisoning love—familial, friendship, romantic—in Morrison’s earlier works.

			Bride herself is just as immature, the last of a series of Morrison’s shallow young women—Hagar, Jadine, Dorcas, Junior—who tend to be obsessed with appearances and oblivious to other people. At one point, Bride simply passes out during a lover’s quarrel, casting doubt on the depth of her feelings and dramatizing one of the novel’s hoary aphorisms: “Good sex was not knowledge. It was barely information.”

			This jejune Bride undergoes a fitting fairy-tale metamorphosis: she begins losing her womanly features, and grows increasingly horrified by “how flat the T-shirt hung on her chest, the unpierced earlobes…unshaved but absent armpit and pubic hair.” We wonder at first if she’s a tar baby losing definition, but this conceit is explained to us in a kind of thesis statement: “She was changing back into a little black girl.”

			God Help the Child in this way literalizes the song in its title, mourning our inability to prevent, as the novel puts it, the “kidnap, beatings, rape, racism, insult, hurt, self-loathing, abandonment” of children, a somber theme Morrison touches upon in practically all of her works of fiction. But notwithstanding its final, cynical, self-titling pronouncement from Bride’s mother, Sweetness—“Good luck and God help the child”—Morrison gives her last book a surprisingly happy ending.

			We find Bride and Booker reunited, seated beside each other, their fingers threaded; she has just told him she’s pregnant. In characteristic fashion, Morrison uses negation to describe what isn’t: “No lonesome wandering child with a fishing pole passed by and glanced at the adults in the dusty gray car. But if one had, he or she might have noticed the pronounced smiles of the couple, how dreamy their eyes were, but would not care a bit what caused that shine of happiness.” I can’t be sure that this allusion to Beloved is meant to compensate for the abandonment of that shining, pregnant daughter, whom a boy out fishing sees running into the woods not long before Paul D reaches out to hold Sethe’s hand.

			But I’m almost certain that with Morrison’s final novel, she fulfills Claudia MacTeer’s vision of a baby from her first: “It was in a dark, wet place, its head covered with great O’s of wool, the black face holding, like nickels, two clean black eyes, the flared nose, kissing-thick lips, and the living, breathing silk of black skin…. I felt a need for someone to want the black baby to live.” This time, rather than let it die, Morrison leaves the beautiful, black child in the womb, a pure distillation of hope.
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			Though I think the characterization could apply to any one of these three post-2000 novels, the New York Times reviewer Michiko Kakutani called Home in particular “a kind of tiny Rosetta Stone to Toni Morrison’s entire oeuvre.” She felt that it “encapsulates all the themes that have fueled her fiction, from the early novels…through her dazzling masterwork, ‘Beloved.’ ”

			If Morrison’s late style tends to crystallize her motifs like this, polish them into facets of a prismatic career, then her 2008 A Mercy is a shatter. In that novel, the best of her late works, she breaks her corpus into pieces, holds each shard to the light, flips it over, then places it into a glittering, ever-shifting mosaic. It is a magnificent undoing, well worth detailing at length.

			A Mercy is about America before it became America: “1682 and Virginia was still a mess.” This is a “disorganized world,” “ad hoc territory,” where you cannot “be sure of friend or foe” or “keep up with the pitched battles for God, king and land.” Barbados at the time is described as a “stew of mulattoes, creoles, zambos, mestizos, lobos, chinos, coyotes,” and America roils with the same admixture. Morrison conveys this through real classified ads for workers from that period, which she transcribed directly from old newspapers into the novel: “A likely woman who has had small pox and measles…A likely Negro about 9 years…Girl or woman that is handy in the kitchen sensible, speaks good English, complexion between yellow and black.”

			The novel takes place in the years after the suppression of Bacon’s Rebellion:

			
				Half a dozen years ago an army of blacks, natives, whites, mulattoes—freedmen, slaves and indentured—had waged war against local gentry led by members of that very class. When that “people’s war” lost its hopes to the hangman, the work it had done—which included the slaughter of opposing tribes and running the Carolinas off their land—spawned a thicket of new laws authorizing chaos in defense of order. By eliminating manumission, gatherings, travel and bearing arms for black people only; by granting license to any white to kill any black for any reason; by compensating owners for a slave’s maiming or death, they separated and protected all whites from all others forever.

			

			A great scythe is swinging down to carve a motley New World, with all its vibrant potential for class solidarity, into a brutal, schematic black-and-white national project.

			Jacob Vaark, the part-Dutch, part-English man who has come to the New World as a farmer and trader, disdains this new order, which he thinks is built on “lawless laws encouraging cruelty in exchange for common cause.” Though he has purchased four women to work his land, including a bride from England, he is repulsed by the slave trade. But he soon gives in to temptation and joins it, if at a remove. He decides to invest in Barbadian sugar plantations to build himself a new, “grand house of many rooms rising on a hill above the fog,” his very own shining city on a hill.

			The atmosphere of A Mercy is lush, heady, Edenic. We’re still in the garden but we’re on our way out, perhaps lingering at the gates topped by “two copper snakes” that Jacob has hired a black freeman to forge, and over the design of which the two men amicably share “a green apple.” Another allegorical fall appears in a tale that Jacob’s Native American worker, Lina, tells his young black worker, Florens.

			In the story, an eagle is protecting her eggs when her maternal idyll is disrupted:

			
				One day a traveler climbs a mountain nearby. He stands at its summit admiring all he sees below him. The turquoise lake, the eternal hemlocks, the starlings sailing into clouds cut by rainbow. The traveler laughs at the beauty saying, “This is perfect. This is mine.” And the word swells, booming like thunder into valleys, over acres of primrose and mallow. Creatures come out of caves wondering what it means. Mine. Mine. Mine. The shells of the eagle’s eggs quiver and one even cracks.

			

			Met with the thundering echo of extractive possessiveness that Morrison diagnoses in her earlier works, the eagle swoops down to defend her children. Feeling himself to be under attack, the traveler brutally strikes her wing until, “screaming, she falls and falls”; Lina tells Florens the family of birds is “still falling…falling forever.”

			A Mercy itself seems to open mid-fall, in medias res. Everyone in the novel is in transition. Florens, the sixteen-year-old black girl Jacob purchased at the behest of her mother, is on a mission to find her lover, the black blacksmith, who knows a treatment for smallpox. Jacob has just died of the ravaging disease on the floor of his unfinished, unfurnished house on the hill above his farm, which is falling into ruin.

			His wife, Rebekka, is now in a fever—that heady corridor between life and death, waking and sleep, dream and memory—her mind populated with ghosts from her journey across the Atlantic. Though she was once close to Lina, whom Jacob purchased after she was cast off by her adoptive Presbyterian community, the two women are drifting apart.

			Another of Jacob’s workers, Sorrow, a “mongrelized” foundling from a shipwreck with red curls, silver eyes, and a divided mind—she speaks to an imaginary double she calls Twin—is pregnant for the second time. Meanwhile, Scully and Willard, the two white indentured servants who work the neighboring land, are about to buy their freedom.

			With this premise and this cast, Morrison reiterates several elements of her previous works. As in Paradise, a utopian desire for perfection undergirds the will to claim land. The depiction of Barbados as the invisible ground of Jacob’s grand house in its rotting garden recalls Tar Baby’s meditation on settler colonialism in the Caribbean as a machine for waste.

			The unsustainable household of women after Jacob’s death resonates with the all-female dysfunction in Pilate’s house, at 124 Bluestone Road, and at the Convent. Friendships between Lina and Rebekka, between Jacob and the blacksmith, restage the interracial duos Morrison loves. Redheaded Sorrow, rescued from the shipwreck by a “sawyer,” feels like Beloved’s Twainian Amy Denver, but also like The Bluest Eye’s Pecola insofar as she is an abandoned, pregnant girl haunted by a twin self.

			As in Love and in Home, the novel generally alternates between chapters narrated in the third person and chapters told from the first-person perspective of a character, Florens. Her quest to find the blacksmith aligns her with several of Morrison’s other heroes and storylines. Her important vector of the plot has a headlong momentum emphasized by unpunctuated run-on questions: “How long will it take will he be there will she get lost will someone assault her will she return will he and is it already too late?”

			If Milkman in Song of Solomon makes his reverse Great Migration to uncover his tangled roots, Florens’s journey, too, is an American odyssey, replete with wondrous views of nature, material obstacles, and encounters with menacing or helpful strangers. There’s even a trip to the underworld: lost, she seeks shelter in a gloomy Puritan household, only to discover that its inhabitants are persecuting a young girl for worshipping a satanic figure they call “The Black Man.”

			Florens’s black skin gets her misidentified as the devil’s “minion,” and she’s subjected to an inquisition in a storeroom:

			
				There, standing among carriage boxes and a spinning wheel, they tell me to take off my clothes. Without touching they tell me what to do. To show them my teeth, my tongue. They frown at the candle burn on my palm, the one you kissed to cool. They look under my arms, between my legs. They circle me, lean down to inspect my feet.

			

			With these “eyes that do not recognize me, eyes that examine me for a tail, an extra teat, a man’s whip between my legs,” Morrison reprises schoolteacher’s figuratively dismembering examinations in Beloved.

			She also gives flesh to some ideas from her critical volume, Playing in the Dark. There, Morrison argued that if early American literature seems “frightened and haunted”—a condition sometimes labeled as “ ‘gothic,’ ‘romantic,’ ‘sermonic,’ ‘Puritan’ ”—it is due to the “Africanist presence” of the enslaved: “This black population was available for meditations on terror—the terror of European outcasts, their dread of failure, powerlessness, Nature without limits, natal loneliness, internal aggression, evil, sin, greed.”

			A Mercy later alludes to a chapter title from Playing in the Dark, “Black Matters,” to describe how a poor white man imagines his power relative to a black freeman in the new racial order: “Scully saw dark matter out there, thick, unknowable, aching to be made into a world.” Under the white gaze in this Puritan Hades, Florens is macerated into the black matter through which a white supremacist America will be forged.

			What is most troubling about this process of race-making is the disinterestedness we’ve seen creeping icily through Morrison’s oeuvre: “Naked under their examination I watch for what is in their eyes. No hate is there or scare or disgust but they are looking at me my body across distances without recognition.” This terrifying vacuum echoes The Bluest Eye, where “the total absence of human recognition” in white people’s eyes makes Pecola feel the “static and dread” of her blackness that will alienate her from herself.

			Florens also has an extraordinary vision of self-division following her racial interpellation:

			
				I dream a dream that dreams back at me…. I am at the edge of a lake. The blue of it is more than sky, more than any blue I know…. I am loving it so, I can’t stop. I want to put my face deep there. I want to. What is making me hesitate, making me not get the beautiful blue of what I want? I make me go nearer, lean over, clutching the grass for balance…. Right away I take fright when I see my face is not there. Where my face should be is nothing.

			

			This dream reflects the images—the blue, the severance, the nothing—of Pecola’s descent into madness, even as it recalls Beloved’s desire to join with a face in the water: “I am loving my face so much.”

			Overweening desire turns Florens into an outlaw, too. After she finds the blacksmith and he leaves her watching over his adopted son, she injures the boy in a fit of jealousy. The blacksmith catches her in the act and rebukes her in terms reminiscent of Paul D’s cutting words to Sethe in Beloved. “You are a slave,” the blacksmith seethes. “You have become one…. Your head is empty and your body is wild.” Florens replies with self-debased passion: “You alone own me.”

			He admonishes her:

			
				Own yourself, woman, and leave us be. You could have killed this child.

				No. Wait. You put me in misery.

				You are nothing but wilderness. No constraint. No mind.

				You shout the word—mind, mind, mind—over and over and then you laugh, saying as I live and breathe, a slave by choice.

			

			When Florens attacks him in response—“Feathers lifting, I unfold. The claws scratch and scratch until the hammer is in my hand”—we hear the faint echo of the hummingbirds that stick their needle beaks in Sethe’s hair and beat their wings as she gathers up her children and a handsaw, and later as she runs at a man with an icepick in her hand.

			With the words “mind, mind, mind,” we also hear the closer echo of Lina’s story about the imperialist traveler whose claim of dominion (“mine, mine, mine”) sends the protective mother eagle and her chicks plummeting. We come to understand that, as with many of Morrison’s outlaw characters, Florens’s violence and possessiveness arise from her sense of having been banished, moments “full of danger and I am expel,” as she puts it.

			And we come to learn that these experiences of abjection—from the nation being founded by the Puritans and from romantic love with the blacksmith—feel to her like the original trauma of one from her family. The young woman is haunted by the memory of a seeming abandonment: her mother begging Jacob Vaark to purchase eight-year-old Florens rather than her baby brother.

			All the characters in A Mercy are in fact orphans of a sort. Jacob refuses to “be sentimental about his own orphan status” yet has a “disturbing pulse of pity for orphans.” Lina thinks that Europeans, “like all orphans…were insatiable,” and that Jacob’s death has made clear that the members of his household are “not a family—not even a like-minded group,” but “orphans, each and all.” As ever in Morrison’s work, to be a motherless child sparks both a fierce possessiveness and a dangerous freedom, which Florens at first fears—“I am a little scare of this looseness. Is that how free feels?”—but eventually claims: “I am become wilderness.”
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			Set loose in this wilderness where anything goes, everything in A Mercy becomes available for a kind of reshuffling. Aesthetically speaking, we might say that Morrison’s late style in this work operates in the mode of an anagram: familiar plot elements, images, and characters are rearranged like letters in a word, jumbling the terms of what Hortense Spillers calls the “American grammar book.”

			In her 2016 book In the Wake: On Blackness and Being, Christina Sharpe introduces the concept of an “anagrammatical blackness” in which “grammatical gender falls away and new meanings proliferate,” while blackness erupts “in and out of place and time putting pressure on meaning” such that “words fall apart.” If A Mercy depicts an early America in which, as the critic Stephen Best puts it, “the racial scripts and beliefs that are said today to make up slavery’s legacy have yet to settle into a lexicon,” then Morrison must first break up that lexicon in order to rearrange its pieces.

			So, in the novel, the major black male character is not enslaved, but a free man who has “rights…and privileges…could marry, own things, travel, sell his own labor.” He is treated as an authority and admired for his expertise in metalwork and inoculation, both of which historically have disavowed African origins. And he has adopted a son, whom he is raising on his own.

			Meanwhile, the white male landowner is disgusted by slavery—“Jacob winced. Flesh was not his commodity”—and has no desire to rape or to cheat. It is his white wife who spends time in the hold of a ship crossing the Atlantic, and whose childhood is a welter of brutality, her nightmares “made permanently vivid” by stories of “drawing and quartering” and memories of “brawls, knifings and kidnaps.”

			The racially ambiguous Sorrow is born free, yet she is the character who is most severely beaten. If her traumatic life, teenage pregnancy, and divided self remind us of The Bluest Eye, Morrison offers her a kind of restitution: “She had looked into her daughter’s eyes…. ‘I am your mother,’ she said. ‘My name is Complete.’ ” When the redheaded Sorrow gives birth to that child in a boat on the water, midwifed by a pair of white men, one of whom has “light scars tracing his back,” it is as if Amy Denver had swapped places with Sethe in Beloved.

			Further, these two men are lovers, a reprisal that draws out the queerness in some of Morrison’s earlier novels—and perhaps tries to correct for the queerphobia in others. The prose may be stylized with hyperbole or committed to the verisimilitude of prejudice, but many readers have still found it jarring to hear Guitar calling a peacock, of all things, a “white faggot” in Song of Solomon; or to find Sula including among a list of unlikely events a time “after all the faggots get their mothers’ trim”; or to read Son’s dismay in Tar Baby to find New York City “choked with beautiful males” who had “snipped off their testicles and pasted them to their chests…put the weighty wigs Alma Estée dreamed of on their heads and feathery eyelashes on their eyes.”

			As if to make up for these unsubtle, gratuitous moments, Morrison gives us Scully and Willard in A Mercy, her first three-dimensional queer characters. Their romance, while threatened with punitive violence in historically accurate terms, is depicted without shame or disgust. One of the men likes to watch Lina bathe naked, but it turns out this is sheer voyeurism, for he “had no carnal interest in females. Long ago the world of men and only men had stamped him.”

			Scully, “schooled, loved and betrayed by an Anglican curate” by the age of twelve, ends up indentured as a young man on the same farm as Willard. Caught in a winter storm, they take refuge in a barn: “There in the warmth of animals, their own bodies clinging together, Scully altered his plans and Willard didn’t mind at all.” This tempered language of desire goes in both directions: Scully “did not object to lying with Willard when sleep was not the point.” This is a delicate portrayal of an unfixed, unscripted queerness before gay rights or identity politics.

			Morrison also reshuffles scripts in A Mercy to redress her earlier representation of Native Americans, the subject of much critical debate. “Indians” and “Natives” appear across her works, but usually only among the ancestors of black people, in tokenistic lists of ethnic groups, and as minor characters or figurative devices. They are often presented as displaced, under threat of extinction, or in competition with other marginalized people. In social situations, they tend to be spectral or watchful, silent or wise. And they are frequently associated with flowers and trees, bison and horses, the weather and the sky, the “Indian nickel,” “cowboys and Indians,” and the color red. In sum, the Native American figure in most of Morrison’s works looks a lot like that exotic wildling of eighteenth-century Romanticism, the “Noble Savage” on the verge of being corrupted or destroyed by civilizing forces.

			According to her family lore, Morrison’s great-grandmother was Native American and had been given eighty-eight acres of land during Reconstruction, a genealogy she gave to Milkman Dead. In a late interview, she said, “I’m part Indian, my great-grandmother, on my father’s side, maybe on my mother’s side.” Asked about this relative’s tribe—“What was she?”—Morrison gave a double answer: “God, she was hateful! I think she was Cherokee but she was old by the time my mother knew her. I never knew her, but that’s the blood that runs through.” It’s possible that her ambivalent portrayal of Native Americans reflects an anxiety about these severed connections.

			We know that Morrison conducted extensive research on the history, mythology, and geography of Native Americans for her novels. There are notecards in her files about Indian burial mounds, about the Cherokee rose, about the etymology of Ohio. There are hand-scrawled notes wondering when Native Americans started calling themselves “Indians.” In short, Morrison tried to get it right. But the result is nonetheless disappointingly akin to what Roland Barthes termed the studium in photography: “an average affect…. a kind of general, enthusiastic commitment…whether I receive them as political testimony or enjoy them as good historical scenes.”

			That said, as we’ve seen, Morrison often made use of stock figures and stereotypes to ironize them and make them clash. On Florens’s journey in A Mercy, she encounters a group of young men on horseback:

			
				All male, all native, all young. Some look younger than me. None have saddles on their horses. None. I marvel at that and the glare of their skin but I have fear of them too. They rein in close. They circle. They smile. I am shaking. They wear soft shoes but their horses are not shod and the hair of both boys and horses is long and free like Lina’s. They talk words I don’t know and laugh. One pokes his fingers in his mouth, in out, in out. Others laugh more. Him too. Then he lifts his head high, opens wide his mouth and directs his thumb to his lips. I drop to my knees in misery and fright.

			

			Despite the ambiguously sexual gesture, these young men mean only to pour water in her mouth and give her leather for food. Morrison makes clear that the exoticism, animality, and fear in the scene come from the distorted lens of a frightened girl—who will herself be subject to the same kind of misreading from others.

			A Mercy thwarts Native American generalities even more with Lina. While Florens is privileged as a character-narrator, Lina is just as central to the novel. She is the only character who is closely tied to all the others: she is the first person to join Jacob’s household; she and Rebekka grow close, then fall out; she midwifes Sorrow’s first child; she befriends Scully and Willard.

			Morrison’s notes show that she considered calling the character Lila and making her Nanticoke. In the novel, we do not learn her tribe and she is named Messalina by the Presbyterians who adopt her after her village is burned down to eradicate a smallpox epidemic. Forced religious conversion obliterates her birth culture: “They burned her deerskin dress…clipped the beads from her arms and scissored inches from her hair.”

			This means that Lina’s cultural practices are necessarily a bricolage: “Relying on memory and her own resources, she cobbled together neglected rites, merged Europe medicine with native, scripture with lore, and recalled or invented the hidden meaning of things.” While this might be Morrison’s canny way of ducking accusations of inaccuracy or appropriation, it seems to me to be her genuine attempt to rescript the misconceptions projected onto the Noble Savage of her earlier works.

			For example, the Native-inflected story Lina tells Florens about the intrusive traveler and the mother eagle undermines the pernicious notion that precolonial land was a tabula rasa. It allegorizes the rapacious settler colonialism that would go on to steal the Native American symbol at the tale’s center—the eagle—for its national bird. And the context of its telling emphasizes Lina’s protective feelings for young black Florens—both mother eagle and chicks are “still falling,” just like them.

			Morrison’s friend, the historian Davíd Carrasco, likes to tell the story of a trip he took with her to Mexico in 1995. In the great Aztec temple, they saw a display of the great Coyolxauhqui Stone, a sculpture of the moon goddess’s dismembered body. According to Carrasco, Morrison “gazed intently at it for over a minute,” and said, “There she is, Miss America.” Carrasco reads this as a commentary on beauty pageants’ racist standards, but I think it speaks to how the character Lina restores both words in the term Native American. Severed from her people, “still falling,” her rites cobbled together, she embodies the looseness, hybridity, and contingency of the New World, the original fragmentation with which America began.
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			A Mercy’s anagrammatic reprisals appear to have a spirit of reparative justice. We have fully fleshed queer characters, and a Native American character we get to see in the round. Victimhood is redistributed across people of all kinds; the will to possess can infect anyone, from Jacob to Florens. But this shuffling of positions does not simply reverse the arguments about identity Morrison structured into her previous works. Rather, A Mercy undoes and rearranges them, so that we see them differently, so that we reread—revise and reinterpret—the national script.

			Morrison hesitated over the title of the novel; early notes and drafts simply called it “Mercy.” I can’t help but wonder if she landed on the slightly off-kilter title A Mercy not only because its indefinite article defamiliarizes and secularizes the concept of mercy, but also because it forms a near-anagram of the word America.

			When the novel names itself at the end of its storyline, we see how Morrison’s anagrammatic late style allows her to reprise and write back to her masterwork of American historical fiction, Beloved. As we’ve seen, Florens jumbles filaments of both the child-harming mother and the love-hungry daughter from that novel. So, while in Beloved, almost none of the black characters can read and write, in A Mercy, Florens is not just literate, but one of our narrators. Indeed, her voice is one of Morrison’s most original formal experiments: an unplaceable, lyrical patois that feels like an inverse, or a photonegative, of Beloved’s African/American voice in her fragmentary chapter.

			Florens speaks in this first-person, present-tense pidgin to “you,” who we gather is the blacksmith. At the end of A Mercy, after she has physically attacked him and stumbled back home, we find her scrawling a mad love letter to him on the inside walls of Jacob’s empty house: “If you are live or ever you heal you will have to bend down to read my telling,” she says, because

			
				there is no more room in this room. These words cover the floor…. The walls make trouble because lamplight is too small to see by. I am holding light in one hand and carving letters with the other. My arms ache but I have need to tell you this. I cannot tell it to anyone but you…. Sudden I am remembering. You won’t read my telling. You read the world but not the letters of talk. You don’t know how to…. If you never read this, no one will. These careful words, closed up and wide open, will talk to themselves. Round and round, side to side, bottom to top, top to bottom all across the room.

			

			A black young woman graffities the grand, unfinished master’s house from the inside. Perhaps this is Morrison’s metaphor for writing back to the canon of American founding myths. But I like to think of it as the revisionary marginalia to her own corpus—“these words will talk to themselves”—and to her magnum opus in particular.

			Stephen Best argues that A Mercy’s “failed scenes of address”—which emphasize that Florens can truly communicate with neither the blacksmith nor her mother—reflect its “ungeniality,” its recalcitrance to interpretation. If Beloved was the book that launched a thousand theories of how to rip the veil drawn over the terrors of history—through archival recovery, through critical fabulation—A Mercy “abandons us to a more baffled, cut-off, foreclosed position with regard to the slave past.” This reflects the way late works often stymie closure and refuse clarity, the way, as we saw Said putting it, “the artist who is fully in command of his medium nevertheless abandons communication.”

			The end of A Mercy does, however, answer some questions for us, if not for Florens. Her mother, named only “a minha mãe” (Portuguese for “my mother”) in the novel, addresses the last chapter to Florens in the first person—another kind of love letter. In her brief role as narrator, a minha mãe explains that when she saw a visitor to the plantation where they were enslaved laugh at the eight-year-old Florens playing in shoes too big for her, she realized that he was a safer bet than their enslaver: “A cloth around your chest did no good. You caught Senhor’s eye.”

			A minha mãe says she decided to give her daughter a chance to escape that predictable horror of sexual violence:

			
				After the tall man dined and joined Senhor on a walk through the quarters, I was singing at the pump. A song about the green bird fighting then dying when the monkey steals her eggs. I heard their voices and gathered you and your brother to stand in their eyes…. [T]he tall man laughed and said he would take me to close the debt. I knew Senhor would not allow it. I said you. 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.

			

			This is the other choice the infanticidal Sethe could have made in Beloved: to allow her children to be dragged into slavery. Morrison shows us that this is just the flip side of an impossible bind.

			Note that in the midst of this reprisal, Lina’s story about the mother eagle and the man who shouts “mine” reappears, finding its echo—its source?—in a tale, presumably from Angola, about a green bird and a monkey. This reminds us of another way that A Mercy anagrams the terms of Beloved: here, the mother is African and recounts her harrowing experience of the Middle Passage, while the daughter, born of forced breeding but loved nonetheless, is American.

			This scene also suggests that the Edenic fall of America the novel seemed to date to the suppression of Bacon’s Rebellion happened even earlier. It took place with the advent of the transatlantic slave trade, when that infernal world was born in which a mother could justifiably beg one man to buy her daughter in order to save her from another man.

			When Jacob reluctantly assented a minha mãe says, with the authority of hindsight:

			
				It was not a miracle. Bestowed by God. It was a mercy. Offered by a human. I stayed on my knees. In the dust where my heart will remain each night and every day until you understand what I know and long to tell you: to be given dominion over another is a hard thing; to wrest dominion over another is a wrong thing; to give dominion of yourself to another is a wicked thing.

				Oh Florens. My love. Hear a tua mãe.

			

			Morrison speaks through her character to outline a philosophical idea that she had been moving toward over the course of her entire career: love and dominion cannot be disentangled.

			I do not quite believe that a minha mãe would articulate this wisdom in a triplicate syllogism. But if this is that “nonharmonious, nonserene tension” Said found in late style, it is more than justified by the way it sets off the novel’s final three lines: “Oh Florens. My love. Hear a tua mãe.” Whenever I reread that last, true, broken ending, even now to type it out, it plucks something in my throat and my eyes brim with tears. Yes, a minha mãe fails her daughter. She also frees her. The fact that Florens will never know this motherlove undoes me, every time.
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			Morrison’s late works reveal that failure and freedom haunt each other. Two years after she published A Mercy, her son Slade, with whom she had co-written all those children’s books about freedom, died at the age of forty-five. It seems he refused to receive modern medical care, a choice he was free to make, and over which his mother expressed no small anger. In one interview, she said the cause of his death was pancreatic cancer—“and recklessness. He was one of those Chinese medicine–type crazy people. Brilliant writer…but very careless.” When he passed away, they were collaborating on a book of ghost stories.

			In the wake of Slade’s death, there was unutterable pain and no relief from what Morrison called “the fallout from not being able to save my son.” She told Oprah Winfrey, who had insisted she come on a televised show to talk about it, that the idea of closure Winfrey proposed felt like “some kind of insult.” At one point in her grieving process, Morrison went to an optometrist: “There’s something wrong with my tear ducts,” she told them. She couldn’t cry.

			Worse, for the first time in her adult life, she couldn’t write. But then she realized, she said, that “the last thing my son would want was for me to be very self-involved and narcissistic and self-stroking. It stopped me from writing.” And writing was the only way she could reclaim for herself the gift of freedom she had tried to grant him: “The only thing I do for me is writing. That’s really the real free place where I don’t have to answer.” Once she remembered that “the thing that I do that is life-giving is my work,” she became “busy in grief.” To be busy in grief, I think, is to recognize that the darkest feelings that accompany failure—despair, rage, regret—need not paralyze you.

			And even death, the failure of life itself, need not be the end of busyness. In a late interview, Morrison recalled a story her friend, the poet Lucille Clifton, had told her once about communing with her dead mother. One day, the ghost had said to Clifton: “Excuse me, I don’t want to talk any more—I have something to do.” The anecdote had delighted Morrison—beyond the grave, something to do!—and inspired her to inhabit the dead in her writing.

			It also reminded her of a near-death experience she’d had years earlier: “I left my body and I was only eyes and mind, that’s all. I could think and I could see.” Morrison reported finding this unexpected adventure highly enticing: everything around “looked incredible”; she could move along the street, speed up and slow down. She knew she had to come back—“I had kids”—but she never forgot it: “Ooh, it was better than anything I’d ever felt. It was free, it was intelligent and I was in control. And the only other time that happens—those three things—is when I write.”

			Beyond the bounds of life, where breath fails, perhaps language does not. We are cut off from Morrison’s presence now, but we still have her words, looping through time to us and circling around us. I like to imagine her this way still: over there, with something to do—busy writing, forever intelligent, in control, and free.

		

	
		
			On Monuments

			The death of Toni Morrison in the summer of 2019 loosed a flood of words upon the world. Elegies from artists and readers streamed down social media feeds; obituaries from critics and friends pooled in the usual venues. The New Yorker—which published her fiction exactly once in her lifetime—collected lambent, limpid musings from Hilton Als, who admitted he had offended Morrison, and Doreen St. Félix, who admitted she had feared her.

			The New York Times—with that familiar air of Isn’t she just so articulate?—ran an assessment from Harold Bloom: “Ms. Morrison began as a disciple both of Virginia Woolf and William Faulkner. She absorbed them splendidly in Song of Solomon, which seems likely to be a permanent work.” Why yes, it does. Wading around in this public eulogizing, embarrassed by my private and presumptuous grief, I remember thinking that the only words I wanted to read were hers.

			In the years since, her UK publisher has issued new editions of her fiction. Galleries have shown artwork inspired by her books and her life. The U.S. Postal Service issued a Forever stamp bearing her face. An edition of her quotations and a book called The Toni Morrison Book Club appeared, as if she were an inspiration board or a grandmotherly griot. A book on the critical reception of her works and a book on her work as an editor were published. A new edition of The Bloomsbury Handbook to Toni Morrison came out, with an article about “Prospects for the Public Uses of ‘Toni Morrison.’ ”

			As the novelist A. J. Verdelle wrote in Miss Chloe: A Memoir of a Literary Friendship, a 2022 book whose title refers to Morrison’s birth name: “Now that she’s gone, she’s a literary monument.” As we now know, the novelist Nettie Jones predicted this in her unpublished epistolary “prologue” to Fish Tales, one of Morrison’s last editorial projects before she left Random House in 1983: “Mrs. Morrison, what are they gonna do with your office? Rope it off and declare it a national monument?”

			Princeton University, where Morrison taught for seventeen years and ran an artists’ atelier program, joined all this memorializing with a curated exhibit of material from her archives, which had officially opened in 2016. The exhibit, Toni Morrison: Sites of Memory, was on view at Firestone Library’s Milberg Gallery from February 22 to June 4 of 2023.

			I took a bus from New York to Princeton to see it on its last day. It felt like a belated pilgrimage. There I was, thinking about Morrison’s own commute-crossed career, gazing out of the broad window at that cemetery whose monuments always seem to mock the skyline of the city behind it, typing preparatory notes into my phone because I’d forgotten to bring a pen.

			When I arrived, I made my way through Princeton’s postmodern pastiche of suburban kitsch, Collegiate Gothic, and uncannily green greenery. The campus was summer-hushed, the library mostly empty, the exhibition space an exhibition space: small and dark and spotlit, carved into a labyrinth of glass-cased artifacts and framed documents, the walls decorated here and there with graphic prints of ink on paper—Morrison’s handwriting, I guessed.

			Her words were definitely echoing off those walls. The exhibit included the screening of a two-hour edit of an eight-hour interview with her that had been conducted at Sigmund Koch’s Aesthetics Research Center at Boston University just after she published Beloved in 1987. As I walked around, I could hear Morrison’s smoker’s voice over my shoulder, telling tales that made me chuckle, confirming certain notions I had about her work, including how in the poetic section in the middle of that novel the words beloved and mine seem to “hold those soliloquies” like “little hands.”

			Many of the framed documents on the walls had burnt edges, lending a romantic air to misfortune. A fire at Morrison’s home in upstate New York in 1993 had devoured much of the material surrounding her early novels: notes, outlines, drafts. The curators of the exhibit, led by Autumn Womack, an associate professor at Princeton, had been blessed with the kind of discovery literary archivists dream of: Morrison had scribbled some notes for her novels in the margins of her day planners, some of which had survived the flames. A placard read: “Scorched and delicate, these pages reveal the tension between the presumed stability of an archival object and its fragility.”

			An exhibit of archival materials is about as close to putting a writer in a museum as you can get. It sits somewhere between, say, a tour of the writer’s home, which feels akin to celebrity worship, and an exploration of the writer’s words, which feels like the scholar’s remit. Questions hover over all literary tourism of this kind. At what level should the curation be pitched? How biographical should the placards be, how academic? Most pressingly, who is this for?
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			The question of audience intensifies when it comes to Morrison. As the exhibit demonstrated in a section called “Beginnings,” she was, in many ways, a typical writer. She was on the staff of her high school newspaper. She acted in Shakespeare’s plays at Howard University. She wrote insecure letters to editors about whether her first effort at publication, The Bluest Eye, was a real novel. She experimented with pen names: should she go by Chloe, which people had trouble pronouncing, or Toni, a shortening of her baptismal name, Anthony? As a divorcée, should she return to her original surname, Wofford, or stick with her married name, Morrison?

			What the exhibit never quite managed to capture, however, is that Morrison was a truly exceptional writer, too—a black woman born in 1931, who didn’t go just to college (already a rarity for the 1950s) but also to graduate school at Cornell, where she completed her master’s thesis in 1955 on Faulkner and Woolf, both of whom had only recently entered the canon. She is still one of the only black editors to have dotted the snowy landscape of American publishing; after she left Random House to try and write fiction full time, the number of black authors published there dropped precipitously.

			Despite the seemingly widespread availability of artifacts of Morrison’s personal history and public persona—including a charming jumble of a documentary, The Pieces I Am (2019)—a curator cannot assume that the average person knows anything of this singular life beyond her reputation as the only black American Nobel laureate. This, then, is the biographical conundrum.

			When it comes to the writing, the question of audience gets even more complicated. The basis of this book is that Morrison’s novels are by now classic, even canonical works of American literature that ought to be considered in the context of their making and reception: when, how, and with which influences and responses. But her books are difficult, and not well known enough for her archival materials to be displayed without substantive context.

			The exhibit gamely negotiated these challenges by working on two levels, informing the intrigued while gifting the informed with Easter eggs. For instance, it presented a couple of pages of an unpublished story, “Gia,” to signal the start of Morrison’s literary career and to titillate those of us who thought she’d written only one story, “Recitatif.” Yet I, for one, was more struck by the realization—which the exhibit didn’t note, and which I probably shared with only a handful of other visitors—that a line in “Gia,” about a nail driving its way up through a foot, eventually became an origin story for Pecola Breedlove’s mother in The Bluest Eye.

			Who is this for? Me, obviously. I was in a Morrisonian paradise. I brimmed with epiphany. Barred for some reason from taking pictures, I tapped manically at my phone. Fascinated, I transcribed selections of Morrison’s essayistic notes about what she called the “bookvoice” narrator in Jazz. I laughed happily as I copied down an outline (?) for Song of Solomon that she had scribbled on a planner page, now burnt:

			
					
					Phosphorescent sheen = like money = Macon

				

					
					Dry skin like the hulls of pecans

				

					
					Odor

				

					
					“Pearls”

				

			

			This was so idiosyncratic a list that it suggested to me a new definition of literary genius as a collocation of category errors.

			As I peered at the various items on display, I changed my mind about some things. I reconsidered my quibble with how she depicts Native Americans when I saw her research question for A Mercy: “When did Indians start calling themselves ‘Indian’?” My understanding of what I assumed was only a minor character in Beloved, Stamp Paid, deepened as I read her notes describing the novel as a “dance” between him and Baby Suggs, Ella, and Paul D, and counterposing his “exterior” view (“news of the world/Moral war/Community obligations to the weakest link”) to Sethe’s “interior” one (“Retreat into fantasy/invention/Closing out the world/Reject what rejects her”).

			There were more radical revelations for me as well. While I knew Morrison had initially planned for Beloved to reach beyond the nineteenth century, I thought she had simply connected its characters to those in Jazz—as when Beloved runs, knocked-up and nude, out of one novel and into the next, where she’s renamed Wild and gives birth to Joe Trace. Now, in the last section of the exhibit, with the modish title “Speculative Futures,” I saw a sketch of a family tree with alternative lineages—including a different putative child of Beloved and Paul D named Susannah. I read the detailed, undated synopsis of a three-volume version of Beloved in which the titular figure, “a true ghost…quite funny (and fun),” is said to age slower than other people and is thus able to reappear as a maid in the 1980s.

			I also learned the answer to a question that had long puzzled me. Morrison wrote an essay, a draft of which was on view at the exhibit, about struggling with a change she’d made to the final lines of Beloved at the request of her editor. Having agreed to remove a word that he felt stuck out “like a sore thumb,” and having decided on an adequate substitute, Morrison later had a conversation with a friend that made her realize that she still felt “regret,” “unhappy,” and “sorry” that she had tried to address this query. Yet the essay remains uncertain. Not only does Morrison vacillate about whether the editor was right that the original word was wrong and not only does she offer the bluesy oxymoron that “the ‘wrong’ word, in this case, was the only word,” but she also never specifies what the word actually was.

			Now I could see for myself. The exhibit displayed three manuscript versions of Beloved’s last page. In one version, the last two words in the phrase “no clamor for the join” were circled with a question, presumably from her editor: “Is there a less eccentric phrase you can substitute?” This query had been crossed out, presumably by Morrison, but the two words in question had been changed nevertheless. In the final version on display, which corresponds to the published novel, “no clamor for the join” had become “no clamor for a kiss.” The join! The shining revelation of this abandoned word, which, like cleave, signifies both separation and union (as in a join of wood), lit up a constellation of insights for me.

			And yet, as I wandered around the exhibit, I wondered how exciting these sparkling treasures of the archive would be for someone who didn’t know Morrison’s works in this much detail. I briefly took my place in the tour group for the day to pretend to be this kind of blank slate. Then the docent, a perfectly respectable young person, likely a student, started reading out from a sheet of paper what sounded like the same words printed on the placards on the walls. I slunk off again. The questions and answers that I overheard as the group passed by me bespoke a curiosity that couldn’t quite be satisfied in this kind of venue. (“What is a tar baby?” someone asked. “The title of one of Morrison’s novels,” the docent correctly replied.)

			The exhibit was, in a word, tantalizing. It raised an irresolvable question: what do we seek in the remnants that writers leave behind? You can watch the author Edwidge Danticat’s lovely, light keynote for the symposium that launched the exhibit online. The great range of concerns there and in the Q&A afterward—from the biographical to the political to the literary—suggests the same tension.

			An exhibit belonging to neither a museum nor a library, exactly, “Toni Morrison: Sites of Memory” was essentially the mounting of a monument, a kind of memorial. And as the toppling of even the grandest-looking monuments often shows, their foundations are more unstable, our feelings about them more fickle, and what we find in them more fluid than their sturdy appearance would imply.
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			Now, Toni Morrison was not averse to monuments. First of all, she was a diva. She knew the worth of her work and was unabashed about being honored for it. Second of all, she respected how monuments materialize history and make it available to us—including its gravest distortions and atrocities.

			In 2017, Princeton decided to rename a building, which now houses the Department of African American Studies, after Morrison. The ribbon-cutting was commemorated with a symposium on the Princeton & Slavery Project, which explores the university’s historical ties to slavery and its legacies of racism. Morrison began her keynote address for it with remarks about having a university hall anointed with her name. “I am not humbled,” she said, with typical braggadocio and to much applause. Then she joked about the mouthfeel of “Morrison Hall”: “Sounds good, doesn’t it? The more I say it or murmur it, the more natural and even inevitable it seems.”

			After her address, her interlocutor, the poet Tracy K. Smith, asked if Morrison had any wisdom about the recent fervor for tearing down Confederate statues. Morrison replied:

			
				Well, the conversation about monuments—the ones that ought to be blown up and the ones that ought to be revered…I don’t like that…. I don’t want to get rid of a monument because the guy…was mean or bad or stupid. We’ll just find out about it. It can stay there. I don’t like the destruction. I don’t like erasures: “Get rid of it,” because it’s offensive or the person it represents was offensive. Talk about the offense. You know, put another statue next to it and say the opposite. Hang a noose around its neck…. You know. Don’t look.

			

			The audience chuckled uncomfortably; Smith smiled graciously and moved right along. Even now that Morrison was eighty-six, her notorious difficulty, which could slide unpredictably from the counterintuitive to the controversial to the contrarian, was still in evidence.

			On this question of statues, though, Morrison was actually quite consistent. As an editor at Random House in the early 1970s, she published The Black Book, that compendium of historical documents of black life—some, powerful testaments to cultural survival; others, like Amos ’n’ Andy, embarrassing stereotypes. Both kinds of documents meant a great deal personally to Morrison, as she made clear by including a picture of her mother on the book’s cover, and by subtitling a New York Times essay she wrote about editing it “It is like growing up black one more time.”

			The essay begins by considering what we ought to do with racist statues:

			
				In 1963, when the N.A.A.C.P. secured the old Morrison Hotel in Chicago for its annual national convention, one of that organization’s demands was the removal of two statuettes of black jockeys standing in the lobby. The hotel management reluctantly agreed, but before the statuettes could be temporarily removed, they were draped with sheets. Their eyes were veiled, the jaunty caps were shrouded, those sassy hip-twists hidden. No longer would those baleful faces offend the sensibilities of blacks or encourage the contempt of whites.

				Of the black people who learned of that incident, some of us were pleased by the N.A.A.C.P.’s position and the implications of its demand; some of us were amused; others startled. What on earth did little statues of black jockeys have to do with the civil-rights movement? Had those of us who admired them, or were indifferent to them, betrayed our cause? If so, then there were a host of other betrayals we were guilty of: Many dark valleys of unraised consciousness dotted our perceptions.

			

			Morrison’s words in 2017 about Confederate monuments while celebrating the inauguration of “Morrison Hall” and in 1974 about the jockeys in the lobby of the “old Morrison hotel” (no relation) are equally bracing. Rather than leaping to right wrongs, she cautions us about our persistent tendency to “confuse dignity with prettiness, and presence with image.”

			This is a warning we should heed when it comes to Morrison herself. In our rush to monumentalize her, to make her a palatable icon of black wisdom or black joy or black excellence, I fear we may inadvertently veil—or shroud—her with beatifying (or burnt-edged) sheets. After all, to tear down a monumental figure and to prettify it are not our only options.

			There’s a scene in Sula I think about all the time. Nel’s mother, Helene, looking for a place to relieve herself when her train pauses at a station with no bathrooms for “colored women,” goes outside but stops short at the sight of “some white men…leaning on the railing in front of the stationhouse…their tongues curling around toothpicks.” As the journey continues, she eventually learns to head out into the fields with the other black women and simply ignore “the men who stood like wrecked Dorics under the station roofs of those towns.”

			This is the Morrisonian slant par excellence. The white men’s gaze is gazed back at, dismissed, and then wrought into a perfect simile. With its curt rhythm and internal alliteration, that brief pair of words, “wrecked Dorics,” reflects the knowledge, here of ancient architecture, that a black woman is presumed not to possess, even as it destroys those intimidating white columns, which yet persist in a regal image of their own undoing. How do you mourn a monument without razing it or revering it? You read it. Then you write it.

			Morrison’s work is instructive in this regard. She had a hard-won sense of how we ought to attend to cultural artifacts, whether they were “dark valleys of unraised consciousness” like those black jockeys and the raucously racist Amos ’n’ Andy, or the canonical works of art and literature that inspire and disgust us. As we’ve seen, many of her works of criticism and of fiction were aimed at uncovering the roiling, disturbing forces underlying the creation of art, including the “Africanist presence,” the “ghost in the machine” that makes art go, makes it function, even when subtended by a dehumanizing and objectifying racism.

			Morrison didn’t want to cancel “amazing, troubling” works of art; she wanted to know how they worked. So careful, so intelligent was she that even her sharpest critique bestowed dignity on its object. I have described her sensibility as that combination of grace and acuity—that highest form of discernment—black people first named shade, which, as Dorian Corey says in Paris Is Burning, is not just a “vicious slur fight” but rather when your reading goes “to the fine point.”

			Morrison teaches you to read—even to read her—in this tender, acute way. I found myself catching glimpses of her own “amazing, troubling” art in the “Sites of Memory” exhibit, as if sighting a shadowy Morrisonian presence in Princeton’s stately monument.

			It had always seemed to me, for example, that The Bluest Eye was in conversation with Vladimir Nabokov’s Lolita. Without flinching, Morrison, too, depicts a man’s pleasure in raping a child and the discomfiting possibility of the victim’s emotional complicity in that rape. A display of her notes about the novel, scrawled in red pencil over a typed outline, is how I first came across the archival evidence that Pecola is meant to find her father’s sexual advances on her “repulsive,” “bizarre,” but also “desirable,” and that she “seduces him the second time.”

			For self-evident reasons, the exhibit’s placards did not draw our attention to the disturbing implications of Morrison’s authorial intentions, leaving them overshadowed by her better-known claim that she wrote the book because she wanted to read it, and by its poignant premise of a little black girl who wants blue eyes. Perhaps with the hope that Morrison’s morally and aesthetically knotty art—like those unfortunate black jockeys that got covered up in the lobby of the Morrison Hotel—neither “offend the sensibilities of blacks” nor “encourage the contempt of whites,” Princeton’s conscientious and deft curation of her archives nevertheless veiled what it chose to display.
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			Intrigued, as anyone would be by a veil, I went back. I returned to Morrison’s archives several times in the two years after I visited the exhibit. As I pored over letters, diary entries, notes, and manuscripts, I gained even more appreciation for its curation—how had Professor Womack and her colleagues selected such sharp needles from this messy, glistening haystack?

			Scattered over the first version of On Morrison were some of their archival finds and many additional tidbits that I’d come across. My hope was that Morrison’s readers would be excited to learn about them, and that other scholars and professors would be inspired to track more of them down at Princeton.

			But a couple of weeks before my final proofs were due to the presses, and after many months of going back and forth with the Morrison Estate about permissions to include quotations from these archival materials, I received a notice that my request had been denied. What ensued was a desperate effort on the part of many people to get this book—stripped of nearly a hundred direct archival citations—into your hands. (Look where your hands are. Now.)

			It is slimmer, cleaner, maybe even better. I take some comfort in the fact that almost all of what I uncovered in my months of poring over the archives simply confirmed ideas and arguments that I had already come up with just from reading Morrison’s published works and interviews over the years.

			Nevertheless, spending that much time with the lilting loops of Morrison’s handwriting, reading all these words from across her life, across nearly a century, conjured a kind of literary intimacy. In that process, some personal flotsam and jetsam floated my way that I really wanted to share with you—less because they establish anything concrete, so to speak, about Morrison the monument, than because they don’t.

			There are, for example, some printouts of diary entries she typed up on a computer in the early aughts. To my delight, Morrison saved these under the name “Nothings” and kept losing the files; they’re spread out all over the archives, in all sorts of folders, including correspondence about recovering them.

			Reading them is less like having a conversation with her than eavesdropping on one she’s having with herself. She drifts seamlessly between records of her days, musings on current events, notes in progress, and drafts on her later novels—as though, for her, they were one and the same, which is to say: stories.

			“What I really love is the process of invention,” she once told the Paris Review. “To have characters move from the curl all the way to a full-fledged person, that’s interesting.” A 2012 interview reported that Morrison had instructed her son, Ford, to put her papers “someplace where no one can write some stupid biography” because “she’d rather preserve a sense of mystery—the source of fiction, after all.”

			This bent toward fiction over fact explains to me, why I, too, prefer the archive’s fragmented stream of consciousness to some official, verifiable, curated history. Truth be told, I have always been inclined to treat the details of Morrison’s life and mind that glinted at me across her papers as amusing, interesting—and as, well, Nothings.

			Perhaps the Estate’s denial, redolent as it is with the gatekeeping of the world of letters in our time, is the archive’s way of once more confirming what I know. The structure of this situation is the argument: internal contradiction is clearly the struck chord in the song of Morrison’s renown; an Estate is nothing if not a monument, with all its towering, tinny power.

			And I would much rather play in the shade with her words and ideas than stand dazzled by the Klieg light of her celebrity. My relationship to Morrison has always been premised on an absence within all reading, all writing, all language. If there’s a gap, I can keep on reaching.

			Scholars sometimes talk about archive fever, what the French term en mal d’archive, which means both to be in need of archives and to be sick with archives—Jacques Derrida said it was “to burn with a passion…never to rest, interminably, from searching for the archive right where it slips away.” The metaphor fits all too well, in my experience. The intensity of the hunt; the jubilation of discovery; the race against the library’s hours; the exhaustion of hunching over pages, squinting at print, scanning your findings; the despair of searching again for the ones you’ve misplaced; the febrile sense that you’ll never get to the bottom of things; the secret desire that you won’t so you’ll have to go on digging.

			Early in The Bluest Eye, Claudia catches a real fever and gets doused in Vicks and tucked into bed. Her sister comes in and sings to her with sorrowful eyes: “When the deep purple falls over sleepy garden walls, someone thinks of me.” The child Claudia dozes, thinking of plums, walls, and someone; the adult Claudia wonders in retrospect: “But was it really like that? As painful as I remember? Only mildly.”

			It is here that Morrison introduces that sense of black irony that I have found so key to her aesthetics: “It was a productive and fructifying pain.” With archive fever, too, there are walls, there are questions, there is aching distance, there is even a bit of pain—but a productive and fructifying one. There is, between you and the page, you and the past, you and someone else, a kind of blues song.

			When people talk about Morrison and monuments, they love to quote her on how there is no suitable memorial of slavery, not even a “small bench by the road.” The Toni Morrison Society has now placed twenty benches around the country, which is impressive but maybe misses the point. The one installed outside her house by the Hudson River was decorated by “a bunch of kid artists.” Morrison confessed that she didn’t love it: “I thought, Oh great, it’ll fade in the weather, and it won’t look so cartoonish.” But it turned out it had been lacquered against time and the weather.

			When I consider Morrison and her legacy, I think not of varnished monuments, but of an image from her 1987 essay, “The Site of Memory,” from which the Princeton exhibit of her archives took its name. This wonderfully strange text slips slyly between ideas about fiction and memoir, about image and text, about the obligations that art and history impose on us. At one point, Morrison mentions in passing that, as an editor, she once believed that she “understood writers better than their most careful critics.”

			But then, she says, she realized that there’s something more mysterious about the literary imagination:

			
				You know, they straightened out the Mississippi River in places, to make room for houses and livable acreage. Occasionally the river floods these places. “Floods” is the word they use, but in fact it is not flooding; it is remembering. Remembering where it used to be. All water has a perfect memory and is forever trying to get back to where it was. Writers are like that: remembering where we were, what valley we ran through, what the banks were like, the light that was there and the route back to our original place. It is emotional memory—what the nerves and the skin remember as well as how it appeared. And a rush of imagination is our “flooding.”

			

			This extraordinary metaphor keeps changing midstream, signifying memory, writing, emotion, imagination as needed.

			If this is what literature is like, how can we hope to catch it or contain it? Why would we want to? Monuments are only as good as the uses we make of them—or as Morrison said of Confederate statues, the nooses we hang on them. Words, ephemeral as they may seem, last longer. Unlike mortar and stone, they replenish themselves, ever ready to irrigate the plain of the living.

			Many will memorialize Toni Morrison for her museum-worthy life; for her accomplished career as an author, editor, and teacher; for the grand-dame persona we revere and meme. But I will remember Morrison for her masterful difficulty and her superb wit, for her inscrutable yet perfect metaphors, for what her unaccountable rushes of imagination carved into our ground, for what spills into place and what floods in me whenever I read her.
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						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Rastus”: Tar Baby, 115.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She would go on: Elizabeth Adams, “Theater in Albany: Morrison’s Dreaming Emmett,” Theater 17.3 (Summer/Fall 1986): 92–94.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“We wear the mask”: Paul Laurence Dunbar, “We Wear the Mask,” in The Collected Poetry of Paul Laurence Dunbar, ed. Joanne M. Braxton (University of Virginia Press, 1993), 71.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“You never tell”: LeClair, “The Language Must Not Sweat,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 127. See John Langston Gwaltney, Drylongso: A Self-Portrait of Black America (New Press, 1993).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“It was the image”: Morrison, Foreword to Tar Baby, xiii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“the uses to which”: Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” 395.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“holy uses”: Morrison, “God’s Language,” in The Source of Self-Regard (Knopf, 2019), 332–333.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						The tar baby myth: Bryan Wagner, The Tar Baby: A Global History (Princeton University Press, 2017).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Song of Solomon…required”: Charles Ruas, “Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 109.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“become a part”: Joel Chandler Harris, Introduction to Uncle Remus, His Songs and His Sayings (D. Appleton, 1920), xv.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Theodore Roosevelt famously: Theodore Roosevelt, Theodore Roosevelt; An Autobiography (Macmillan, 1913), 15.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						the tar baby tale: Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in American Literature,” in Within the Circle, ed. Angelyn Mitchell (Duke University Press, 1994), 395.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Once upon a time”: Morrison, Foreword to Tar Baby, xi.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“troublesome or tricky”: Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tar baby (n.), sense 2.b.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“This book required”: Judith Wilson, “A Conversation with Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 134.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“She snares him”: Morrison, Foreword to Tar Baby, xii–xiii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“spread-eagled”: Tar Baby, 112.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She’s trying it on: Tar Baby, 113, 117.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Son greets Jadine: Tar Baby, 113–114.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						But when their flirtation: Tar Baby, 120–123.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“jangled something”: Tar Baby, 123.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“small dark dogs”: Tar Baby, 94.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“some slaves who went”: Tar Baby, 152.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“fearful, seductive”: Tar Baby, 112, 114.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“imagine yourself in that dark”: Tar Baby, 214.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“despite its funny”: LeClair, “The Language Must Not Sweat,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 122.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Tar seemed to me”: LeClair, “The Language Must Not Sweat,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 122.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a shriveled fogbound”: Tar Baby, 10.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“screwing…like thunder”: Tar Baby, 153.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“rubber girl”: La Vinia Delois Jennings, Toni Morrison and the Idea of Africa (Cambridge University Press, 2008), 124–125.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“magic breasts”: Tar Baby, 289.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“jostling each other”: Tar Baby, 258, 261.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“the sublimity”: Namwali Serpell, “Skin Her,” n+1 21 (Winter 2015): 169, 177.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“not only as its”: Morrison, Foreword to Tar Baby, xii–xiii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“resolution of these”: André Breton, Manifestoes of Surrealism, tr. Richard Seaver and Helen R. Lane (University of Michigan Press, 1929), 14.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Margaret was not”: Tar Baby, 55.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Ticky-tacky, meaning: Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “ticky-tacky (n. & adj.).”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“dowdy, shabby”: Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tacky (adj.1).”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						even tacky alone: Oxford English Dictionary, s.v. “tacky (n.), sense 1 and 2.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“living in a trailer”: Tar Baby, 82.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						As an adjective: Online Etymology Dictionary, s.v. “tacky (adj.1),” https://www.etymonline.com/word/tacky/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“names and uses”: Tar Baby, 55.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“scrape her fork”: Tar Baby, 63.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“twins with hair”: Tar Baby, 56.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Fog came”: Tar Baby, 62.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“the maiden aunts stroked”: Tar Baby, 62, 65, 71, 77.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“heady…dizzying”: Morrison, Foreword to Tar Baby, xiii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“vision materialized”: Tar Baby, 45.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“African woman”: Tar Baby, 47.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a cosmetic gel”: Merriam-Webster, s.v. “gelée (n.).”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“three chalk-white eggs”: Tar Baby, 46.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Cholly Breedlove is dead”: Morrison, The Bluest Eye (Vintage, 2007), 6.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“solidity”: Elaine Scarry, Dreaming by the Book (Princeton University Press, 2001), 22–23.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Scarry argues: Scarry, Dreaming by the Book, 11–13.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Masses of it”: Tar Baby, 62.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Without melanin”: Tar Baby, 73–74.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a mirror that”: Tar Baby, 132.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						when Jadine first muses: Tar Baby, 113–114.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						When she is “freed”: Tar Baby, 114, 115, 116.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The pictures are easier”: Tar Baby, 119.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Jadine, wearing gold: Tar Baby, 45, 115, 117.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“She saw planes”: Tar Baby, 158.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“It had been designed”: Tar Baby, 10.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“where cultures meet”: Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Profession (1991): 34.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Picasso is better”: Tar Baby, 74.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						I argued in my book: Namwali Serpell, Stranger Faces (Transit Books, 2020).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						And with her cutouts: See Rebecca B. Clark, American Graphic (Stanford University Press, 2023), 81–97.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Walker adheres: Darby English, How to See a Work of Art in Total Darkness (MIT Press, 2007).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“How can her figure”: Alessandra Raengo, On the Sleeve of the Visual: Race as Face Value (Dartmouth College Press, 2013), 151.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						illustrate my essay: Namwali Serpell, “Black Hole,” New York Review of Books, March 26, 2021, https://www.nybooks.com/online/2021/03/26/black-hole/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“the molasses-covered”: Kara Walker, “The Whole Reason for Refining Sugar Is to Make It White,” interview by Paul Laster, in Time Out New York, May 5, 2014.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Walker, who made: Anna Ioanes, “Disgust in Silhouette: Toni Morrison, Kara Walker, and the Aesthetics of Violence,” Journal of Modern Literature 42.3 (Spring 2019): 110–128; “Quiet As It’s Kept,” designed by Kara Walker, New Yorker, August 19, 2019.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“archives of stereotype”: Clark, American Graphic, 85.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						love and theft: See Eric Lott, Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (Oxford University Press, 1993).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Son’s mouth went dry”: Tar Baby, 202–203.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						the Portuguese feitiço: William Pietz, The Problem of the Fetish, ed. Francesco Pellizzi et al. (University of Chicago Press, 2022).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						In the anthropological: Pietz, The Problem of the Fetish; Karl Marx, “The Fetishism of Commodities,” in The Norton Anthology of Criticism and Theory, ed. Vincent Leitch et al. (Norton, 2010), 776–783; Sigmund Freud, “Fetishism,” in The Norton Anthology of Criticism and Theory, 929–952.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“original dime”: Tar Baby, 299.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“her sweet face”: Tar Baby, 299.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“come to life”: Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” 395.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“We all knew anyway”: Ruas, “Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 110.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The clouds gathered”: Tar Baby, 9, 135, 183.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Such vigorous flapping”: Tar Baby, 81.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“He believed he was”: Tar Baby, 3.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a bracelet”: Tar Baby, 4–5.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						nyaminyami: Namwali Serpell, The Old Drift (Hogarth, 2019); “River of Time: Kariba Dam,” New York Times Magazine, July 22, 2020.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						It is possible that Morrison: Linda Krumholz, “Blackness and Art in Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby,” Contemporary Literature 49.2 (Summer 2008): 263–292.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						summoning nommo: Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” 397.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The men are waiting”: Tar Baby, 306.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“A toute vitesse”: Toni Morrison, Tar Baby, tr. Jean Guiloineau (Christian Bourgois éditeur, 2015).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						first and last sentences: Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken,” 395.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

				

				

		

	


5. Misreading “Recitatif”

				
						
						“real orphans”: Toni Morrison, “Recitatif,” in Confirmation: An Anthology of African American Women, ed. Amiri Baraka and Amina Baraka (Quill, 1983), 244. (Hereafter “Recitatif.”)

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“likes to dance”: “Recitatif,” 244.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						And they are both: “Recitatif,” 244.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a girl from”: “Recitatif,” 243.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“We looked like”: “Recitatif,” 244.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						called a literary chronotope: Mikhail M. Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays, tr. Caryl Emerson and Michael Holquist (University of Texas Press, 1981), 84–85.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						contact zones: Mary Louise Pratt, “Arts of the Contact Zone,” Profession (1991): 33–40.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“all kinds of kids”: “Recitatif,” 244.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“busloads of blacks”: “Recitatif,” 255.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Smart IBM”: “Recitatif,” 251.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The women…. looked”: “Recitatif,” 257.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						theorists call intersectionality: See the work of W. E. B. Du Bois, Ida B. Wells, the Combahee River Collective, and Kimberlé Crenshaw; see Begoña Simal-González, “Playing with (Un)Marked Cards: Intersectionality in Toni Morrison’s ‘Recitatif,’ ” Journal of the Short Story in English 75 (Autumn 2020): 97–113.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The only short story”: Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (Vintage, 1993), xi.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Faulkner in Absalom, Absalom!”: Elissa Schappell, “Toni Morrison: The Art of Fiction,” in Toni Morrison: Conversations, ed. Carolyn Denard (University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 74–75.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She specified exactly: Schappell, “Toni Morrison: The Art of Fiction,” in Toni Morrison: Conversations, 75.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The crucial detail”: Zadie Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” vii–x.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“sung in the rhythm”: Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” viii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“capturing ‘ordinary speech’ ”: Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” x–xi.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						The story is: See Catherine Seltzer, “ ‘Understand[ing] All Too Well What Is Meant’: Teaching Toni Morrison’s ‘Recitatif,’ ” in The Bloomsbury Handbook to Toni Morrison, ed. Kelly L. Reames and Linda Wagner-Martin (Bloomsbury Academic, 2022), 351–362.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						A 1997 dissertation: David Steven Goldstein-Shirley, “ ‘The Music’s Secret Drive’: Race and Response in the Work of Toni Morrison,” PhD diss. (University of California, Irvine, 1997).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Her response raised”: Elizabeth Abel, “Black Writing, White Reading: Race and the Politics of Feminist Interpretation,” Critical Inquiry 19.3 (Spring 1993): 476.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“We’re on our way”: “Recitatif,” 250.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“big and wild”: “Recitatif,” 249.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						That dissertation’s survey: Goldstein-Shirley, “ ‘The Music’s Secret Drive,’ ” 26, 30.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Things are not right”: “Recitatif,” 248.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						In my first book of criticism: C. Namwali Serpell, “Oscillation,” in Seven Modes of Uncertainty (Harvard University Press, 2014), 45–78.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“antiphony”: Morrison, “Memory, Creation, and Fiction,” in The Source of Self-Regard (Knopf, 2019), 267.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“extemporized a verse”: Morrison, The Bluest Eye (Vintage, 2007), 65.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						The critic Catherine: Seltzer, “ ‘Understand[ing],’ ” 352.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Maggie couldn’t talk”: “Recitatif,” 245.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“gar girls”: “Recitatif,” 253.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“tore her clothes”: “Recitatif,” 254.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						This divergence: “Recitatif,” 258, 259.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Oh shit, Twyla”: “Recitatif,” 261.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Morrison registers both: See Glenda Carpio, Laughing Fit to Kill: Black Humor in the Fictions of Slavery (Oxford University Press, 2008); Anne Cheng, The Melancholy of Race: Psychoanalysis, Assimilation, and Hidden Grief (Oxford University Press, 2000).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Some see her as: Sandra Kumamoto Stanley, “Maggie in Toni Morrison’s ‘Recitatif’: The Africanist Presence and Disability Studies,” MELUS 36.2 (2011): 71–88.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“a global underclass”: Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” xxxvii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						And some even: Shanna Greene Benjamin, “The Space That Race Creates: An Interstitial Analysis of Toni Morrison’s ‘Recitatif,’ ” Studies in American Fiction 40.1 (Spring 2013): 87–106.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						We have seen that she is: “Recitatif,” 245, 259–260.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“dummy”: “Recitatif,” 245.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Maggie was my”: “Recitatif,” 259–260.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“through the orchard”: “Recitatif,” 245.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“you know how”: “Recitatif,” 255.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“separates things that feign”: Theodor Adorno, “Punctuation Marks,” tr. Shierry Weber Nicholsen, Antioch Review 48.3 (Summer 1990): 302.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“erasing racist codes”: Morrison, “Writing in a Racialized Society,” PEN America, May 14, 1992, at 42:20–42:45, https://soundcloud.com/penamerican/panel-writing-in-a-racializedsociety-3141992/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“pin down”: Morrison, The Nobel Lecture in Literature, 1993 (Knopf, 1996), 21.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						structuralism and poststructuralism: Morrison, “The Individual Artist,” in The Source of Self-Regard, 58–63.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						The Swiss linguist: Ferdinand de Saussure, “From Course in General Linguistics,” tr. Wade Baskin, in The Norton Anthology of Criticism and Theory, ed. Vincent B. Leitch (Norton, 2001), 963–977.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Language is a system”: Saussure, “From Course,” 969, 971.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“in language there are”: Saussure, “From Course,” 972.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“defined not by”: Saussure, “From Course,” 970.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“the word in living”: Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 280.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“concrete discourse”: Bakhtin, The Dialogic Imagination, 276.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“within a system”: Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” xxxvii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Big Bozo”: “Recitatif,” 243, 250, 253.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“we changed beds”: “Recitatif,” 243, 255.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						The story repeatedly says: “Recitatif,” 244, 247, 248.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“They never washed”: “Recitatif,” 243, 252, 257.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Samuel R. Delany makes: Samuel R. Delany, “The Star Pit,” in Aye, and Gomorrah: And Other Stories (Vintage, 2003), 64–65.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						stories I’ve written: Namwali Serpell, “Company,” McSweeney’s Quarterly Concern 49 (Spring 2017); Serpell, “The Sack,” in Africa 39: New Writing from Africa, ed. Ellah Allfrey (Bloomsbury, 2014); Serpell, “Bottom’s Up,” Tin House 51.13 (Spring 2012).

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“I wonder what”: “Recitatif,” 256.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Twyla often says: “Recitatif,” 243, 244, 256, 257, 258.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						This general relativity: “Recitatif,” 256.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“people changed”: “Recitatif,” 258.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“I first tried this technique”: Morrison, The Origin of Others (Harvard University Press, 2017), 52–53.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“In 1980, Toni Morrison”: Smith, Introduction to “Recitatif,” v.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Enclosed please find”: Lynn Nesbit, personal phone interview with the author, January 31, 2025. Quoted in Simone Brown, “Handle with Care,” Jewish Currents, March 21, 2022, https://jewishcurrents.org/handle-with-care/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“In these selections”: “Discovering Toni Morrison at Princeton University: Part 6: Speculative Futures,” Princeton University Library, https://dpul.princeton.edu/tonimorrison/feature/part-6-speculative-futures/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						she dropped a big hint: Camille O. Cosby, “National Visionary Leadership Project,” in Toni Morrison: The Last Interview and Other Conversations (Melville House, 2020), 104.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“non-colorist literature”: Morrison, The Origin of Others, 51.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“The things that I can create”: Michael Silverblatt, “ ‘Things We Find in Language’: A Conversation with Toni Morrison,” in Toni Morrison: Conversations, 173.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						On August 31, 1981: “Confirmation, undated”; Amiri Baraka Papers; Box 14; Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Co-publishing an anthology: Thank you to Imani Perry, who drew this history to my attention as the respondent to my talk from this chapter for the American Literature and Culture Colloquium at Harvard on October 16, 2024.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Morrison sometimes joked: See “Faulkner and Women,” interview by Faulkner and Yoknapatawpha Conference, in Toni Morrison: Conversations, 25; Mel Watkins, “Talk with Toni Morrison,” and Bessie W. Jones and Audrey Vinson, “An Interview with Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, ed. Danille Taylor-Guthrie (University Press of Mississippi, 1994), 47, 179.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“Many people who are”: Gloria Naylor, “A Conversation: Gloria Naylor and Toni Morrison,” in Conversations with Toni Morrison, 213–214.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“I shuddered”: Morrison, “Toni Morrison on a Book She Loves: Gayl Jones’ Corregidora,” Mademoiselle, May 1975, 14.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						But she clearly admired: Morrison, “Harris, Nettie Jones: ‘Fish Tales,’ 1982–1983”; Series II: Editorial Files; Subseries II.2: Editors’ Files; Morrison, Toni, 1968–1983; Random House records, 1925–1999; Box 1519, Folder 1; Rare Book and Manuscript Library, Columbia University Library. (Hereafter “Random House Archives, Columbia.”)

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						the testy editorial relationship: Michael Gonzales, “Beautiful Women, Ugly Scenes: On Novelist Nettie Jones and the Madness of ‘Fish Tales,’ ” Longreads, October 29, 2019, https://longreads.com/2019/10/29/beautiful-women-ugly-scenes/.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						At one point: Courtney Thorsson, “The Sisterhood, 1977,” in The Sisterhood (Columbia University Press, 2023), ii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“I’m no Brontë”: Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						Her most famous photograph: Fern Logan, The Artist Portrait Series: Images of Contemporary African American Artists (Southern Illinois University Press, 2001), 77.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“short scenes”: William O’Rourke, quoted in Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“That was a word”: Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						In Part I: Nettie Jones, Fish Tales (Random House, 1983), 3, 21, 32–33, 40, 50–51, 56, 58–59.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“snake-belly white”: Nettie Jones, Fish Tales, 77, 123.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“It was a one-of-a-kind”: Quoted in Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						One reviewer: Peter Ross, “Plain Icky: Some Unappetizing ‘Fish Tales,’ ” Detroit News, April 15, 1984; quoted in Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						epigraph to Fish Tales: Nettie Jones, Fish Tales, vii.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						She had written: Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“I refused to have a photo”: Gonzales, “Beautiful Women.”

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“one of the remarkable”: Darryl Pinckney, “The Fast Lane,” New York Review of Books, November 8, 1984.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						“you can’t tell who’s”: Margo Jefferson, Voice Literary Supplement 26 (May 1984), 4.

						GO TO NOTE REFERENCE IN TEXT

						

						
						On June 28, 1982: Morrison, “Harris, Nettie Jones: ‘Fish Tales,’ 1982–1983,” Random House Archives, Columbia.
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						FEET CAN BE SURPRISINGLY EROTIC!

						

						
						The only slang I know is groovy, jive, wack, hip.

						

						
						Cinderellas & evil mothers.

						

						
						Am I a ghost?

						

						
						Chiaroscuro buddy comedy.

						

						
						Morbid gynecology.

						

						
						ALL THAT JAZZ

						

						
						The veteran and his shoes.

						

						
						The narrator got me wrong again.

						

						
						Home is where the heartache is.

						

						
						FREE

						

						
						Black matter.

						

						
						My name is Allegory.

						

						
						HELL HATH NO FURY

						

						
						A collision in the rain.

						

						
						data v information v knowledge v wisdom.

						

						
						Set it on fire! (But in an interesting way.)

						

						
						BE MINE

						

						
						The sublimity of horses and birds.

						

						
						BROTHERS KEEPERS

						

						
						Gratuitous scatology.

						

						
						We’re losing recipes.

						

						
						Dreaming girlfriends.
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