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About the Book

In Vintage Living Texts, teachers and students will find the essential guide to the works of Toni Morrison. Vintage Living Texts is unique in that it offers an in-depth interview with Toni Morrison, relating specifically to the texts under discussion. This guide deals with Morrison’s themes, genre and narrative technique, and a close reading of the texts will provide a rich source of ideas for intelligent and inventive ways of approaching the novels.
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VINTAGE LIVING TEXTS

Preface

About this series

VINTAGE LIVING TEXTS: The Essential Guide to Contemporary Literature is a new concept in reading guides. Our aim is to provide readers of all kinds with an intelligent and accessible introduction to key works of contemporary literature. Each guide suggests techniques for reading important contemporary novels, and offers a variety of back-up materials that will give you ways into the text – without ever telling you what to think.

Content

All the books reproduce an extensive interview with the author, conducted exclusively for this series. This is not to say that we believe that the author’s word is law. Of course it isn’t. Once his or her book has gone out into the world he or she becomes simply yet another – if singularly competent – reader. This series recognises that an author’s contribution may be valuable, and intriguing, but it puts the reader in control.

Every title in the series is author-focused and covers at least three of their novels, along with relevant biographical, bibliographical, contextual and comparative material.

How to use this series

In the reading activities that make up the core of each guide you will see that you are asked to do two things. One comes from the text; that is, we suggest what you should focus on, whether it’s a theme, the language or the narrative method. The other concentrates on your own response. We want you to think about how you are reading and what skills you are bringing to bear in doing that reading. So this part is very much about you, the reader.

The point is that there are many ways of responding to a text. You could concentrate on the methods you might use to compare this text with others. In that case, look for the sections headed ‘Compare’. Or you might want to do something more individual, and analyse how you are reacting to a text and what it means to you, in which case, pick out the approaches labelled ‘Imagine’ or ‘Ask Yourself’.

Of course, it may well be that you are reading these texts for an examination. In that case you will have to go for the more traditional methods of literary criticism and look for the responses that tell you to ‘Discuss’ or ‘Analyse’. Whichever level you (or your students) are at, you will find that there is something here for everyone. However, we’re not suggesting that you stick solely to the approaches we offer, or that you tackle all of the exercises laid out here. Choose whatever most interests you, or whatever best suits your purposes.

Who are these books for?

Students will find that these guides are like a good teacher. They introduce the life and work of the author, set each novel in its context, explain key ideas and literary critical terms as they arise, suggest comparative exercises in a number of media, and ask focused questions to encourage a well-informed, analytical approach to reading the novels in a way that is rigorous, but still entertaining.

Teachers will find in this series a rich source of ideas for teaching contemporary novels and their contexts, particularly at AS, A and undergraduate levels. The exercises on each text have been tailored to meet the various assessment objectives laid down in the subject criteria for GCE AS and GCE A Level English Literature, and are explained in such a way that they can easily be selected and fitted into a lesson plan. Given the diversity of ways in which the awarding bodies have devised their specifications to meet these assessment objectives, a wide range of exercises is offered. We’ve had fun devising the plans, and we hope they’ll be fun for you when you come to teach and learn with them.

And if you are neither a teacher nor a student of contemporary literature, but someone reading for your own pleasure? Well, if you’ve ever wanted someone to introduce you to a novelist’s work in a way that will let you trust your own judgement and read more confidently, then this guide is also for you.

Whoever you are, we hope that you will enjoy using these books and that they will send you back to the novels to find new pleasures.

All page numbers in this text refer to the Vintage editions. 


Toni Morrison

Introduction

TONI MORRISON THINKS in colour. In the interview which follows she describes how she contrived to bleach the opening of her novel Beloved. Sethe lives with her mother-in-law and daughter in ‘the gray and white house on Bluestone Road’. The stairs are white, leading to a blue and white second floor, ‘discreet flecks of yellow sprinkled among a blizzard of snowdrops all backed by blue’, and the season is bleak: ‘Winter in Ohio is especially rough if you had an appetite for color’. All is colourless, sepia, and into this drained world comes the orange patch on the quilt, Baby Suggs craving ‘Bring a little lavender in, if you got any. Pink, if you don’t’, Paul D. with his ‘peachstone skin’ stepping into ‘a pool of red and undulating light that locked him where he stood’. The intrusion of colour is, says Morrison, ‘wild’, ‘like a gunshot’, ‘momentous’ and with a ‘heavy, theatrical quality’. It is, she says, all to do with ‘palette’.

Toni Morrison is a great writer. Critical opinion has tried hard to label her work, but she escapes definition all the time. Only one thing is certain. That reading one of Morrison’s novels is a whole experience. It includes everything, every aspect of sensation and experience, every imaginative effort and every constructive effort of will to follow her thread, to listen to her music, to feel her characters’ feelings, to see her colours. When we interviewed Morrison for this book we asked her about her reaction to one critic’s description of her work as ‘synaesthetic’. She had not heard this term applied to her writing. We knew it was right, simply because that total and delicate attention to sensation in the imagination was our own experience of reading her books.

Morrison’s works demand an honesty from readers. Her work is always open, as her imagination is always open, ready for re-examination, and open to taking risks. ‘Writing’, Morrison has said, ‘is about danger for me; it’s like life – you can go under.’ There is a solid connection between personal life and the act of writing. Morrison is unusual for a writer of fiction in that she is conscious of, and has had extensive experience of, the two sides of the writing process that flank the actual work itself. She knows about the practical and business side of bringing fiction into the world because she worked, for many years, as a senior editor for Random House publishers. She knows about how fiction is received in the wider world, because she is an academic and critic and teaches at the University of Princeton in New Jersey, USA. Every aspect of the process has been scrutinised and interrogated by Morrison, and always with the same openness to risk and to feeling.

From her first book onward, Morrison took risks. In The Bluest Eye (1970) form was matched to subject matter. Pecola Breedlove – growing up in 1940’s Ohio, poor, abused, raped, disregarded for reasons of class, race, sex – finds that she cannot reconcile what the institutionalised and ‘official’ stories tell, or what conventional reading tells, with the facts of her own degraded experience. The text has to convey this crucial split, so the narrative comes across broken, fragmented, full of hints and suggestions, pulling different ways.

Reviewers and critics tried to place Morrison. Because of her subject matter she was proclaimed a black writer, an Afro-American writer, a woman writer. Because of her choice of settings she was named an Americanist inheriting the questions examined by William Faulkner or Ernest Hemingway. Because of her style she was a Modernist working with experimental form. Because she exploited the marvellous and the supernatural she was a magical realist.

In fact, Morrison is nothing but herself. Her works are unique. What they have in common is that they are ‘Morrisonian’. ‘I refuse to let them off the hook’, she said in 1988, ‘about whether I’m a Black woman writer or not, I’m under a lot of pressure to become something else. That is why there is so much discussion of how my work is influenced by other “real” writers, for example white Southern writers whom I’m constantly compared to.’

Strangely enough, the moment when Morrison might be most obviously incorporated, is also the moment when her special, particular qualities may be most recognisable. In 1987 Morrison published Beloved which won the Pulitzer Prize for fiction, the Robert F. Kennedy Award and the Elizabeth Cady Stanton Award from the Organization for Women. In 1989 she was awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. The prizes paradoxically legitimise the work, and yet acknowledge its special outsideness, its unlikeness to anything else.

In some ways Morrison’s true subject is something that is not said, or rather that can often only be uttered in the spaces in between what is spoken. The story of Beloved is the story of a haunting. There is a ghost, and there is a true history of suffering, there is a renegotiated past living on in memory, and there is a present. Some of these layers are actual, some of them live only in the minds of the characters – and, of course, in the minds of the readers. But they are all real. The actual lived life is not privileged over the imaginative life. They exist side by side, inextricably woven, intertwined. With this method what cannot be said can always be implied. We become rich through an enhanced method of storytelling.

This is a passage from Beloved (p. 58).


‘Where your diamonds?’ Beloved searched Sethe’s face.

‘Diamonds? What would I be doing with diamonds?’

‘On your ears.’

‘Wish I did. I had some crystal once. A present from a lady I worked for.’

‘Tell me’, said Beloved, smiling a wide happy smile. ‘Tell me your diamonds.’

It became a way to feed her. Just as Denver discovered and relied on the delightful effect sweet things had on Beloved, Sethe learned the profound satisfaction Beloved got from storytelling. It amazed Sethe (as much as it pleased Beloved) because every mention of her past life hurt. Everything in it was painful or lost. She and Baby Suggs had agreed without saying so that it was unspeakable; to Denver’s enquiries Sethe gave short replies or rambling incomplete reveries. Even with Paul D., who had shared some of it and to whom she could talk with at least a measure of calm, the hurt was always there – like a tender place in the corner of her mouth that the bit left.

But, as she began telling about the earrings, she found herself wanting to, liking it. Perhaps it was Beloved’s distance from the event itself, or her thirst for hearing it – in any case it was an unexpected pleasure.



Beloved does not exist, but Sethe ‘feeds’ her, she ‘thirsts’, she consumes ‘sweet things’. The earrings aren’t present, though there were some once, and they weren’t diamonds. Sethe – because she is speaking to no one, or only to a ghost – is not speaking at all. She is still not uttering the pain and loss which live within her memory. Yet – out of all these negatives come three positives. In Morrison’s narrative Sethe’s story is told, the unacknowledged ‘unspeakable’ gets spoken, and there is ‘pleasure’ in it, and the telling is rich as ‘diamonds’.

When her prose is broken down like this it’s clear that, on the one hand, Morrison demands a tremendous imaginative effort from her readers. But on the other hand her approach is so powerful, that the readers do not even notice it. This is what makes Morrison a great storyteller; her readers are simply seduced by the telling. It’s also what makes Morrison a great prose stylist as the simple implied oral tale is couched in words and images that convey its fullness to us without becoming too contrived or drawing too much attention to the words themselves. Morrison’s wish is to make the story appear oral, meandering, effortless, spoken – to have the reader feel the narrator without identifying that narrator, and encouraging the reader to work with the author in constructing the book. What is left out is as important as what is there.

With her layering method, Morrison tells many stories that aren’t there: the lost stories of slavery, imprisonment, displacement and torture; the hidden stories of rape and the deaths of children and of women’s loss; the secret stories of abuse, degradation, and the theft of identity. And yet of course, hidden, secret, lost though they may be, those stories are real and they are true.

By mixing time, magic and imagination, by blending the everyday and the phantasmagoric, by letting words say so much more than they mean, Morrison tells us much more than we know. We have to listen as she listens so that we can attend to her music and hear her voices. In the interview (pp. 19–20) Morrison says that her ‘surefire’ method
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