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CONTEXT

oni Morrison was born Chloe Anthony Wofford in

1931 and spent the first years of her life in Ohio. She

received an undergraduate degree in English from

Howard University and completed a master’s program
at Cornell, When many of her classmates had difficulty pronounc-
ing her uncommon first name, she changed it to Toni (a deriva-
tive of her middle name). In 1958, she married Harold Morrison,
an architect from Jamaica, and the couple had two sons. They
divorced six years later. After pursuing an academic career teach-
ing English at Howard, Morrison became an editor at Random
House, where she specialized in black fiction. At the same time,
she began building a body of creative work that, in 1993, would
make her the first African-American woman to receive the Nobel
Prize for Literature. Her 1970 novel The Bluest Eye was followed
by Sula in 1974, which secured Morrison a nomination for the
National Book Award. In 1977, Morrison won the National Book
Critics Circle Award for her book Song of Solomon. Her other
works include Tar Baby (1981), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1998),
and, of course, Beloved*. That novel, considered by many to
be her best, won the Pulitzer Prize in 1988. Today, Morrison is
the Robert F. Goheen Professor* in the Council of Humanities
at Princeton University, where she conducts undergraduate
workshops in creative writing.

Set during the Reconstruction era* in 1873, Beloved cen-
ters on the powers of memory and history. For the former slaves
in the novel, the past is a burden that they desperately and will-
fully try to forget. Yet for Sethe, the protagonist of the novel,

1
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& BELOVED

memories of slavery are inescapable. They continue to haunt her,
literally, in the spirit of her deceased daughter. Eighteen years
earlier, Sethe* had murdered this daughter in order to save her
from a life of slavery. Morrison borrowed the event from the
real story of Margaret Garner, who, like Sethe, escaped from
slavery in Kentucky and murdered her child when slave catch-
ers caught up with her in Ohio. Beloved straddles the line be-
tween fiction and history; from the experiences of a single family,
Morrison creates a powerful commentary on the psychological
and historical legacy of slavery.

Part of Morrison’s project in Beloved is to recuperate a his-
tory that had been lost to the ravages of forced silences and willed
forgetfulness. Morrison writes Sethe’s story with the voices of
a people who historically have been denied the power of
language. Beloved also contains a didactic element. From Sethe’s
experience, we learn that before a stable future can be created,
we must confront and understand the “ghosts” of the past.
Morrison suggests that, like Sethe, contemporary American read-
ers must confront the history of slavery in order to address its
legacy, which manifests itself in ongoing racial discrimination and
discord.

Morrison once said that she wanted to help create a canon
of black work, noting that black writers too often have to pan-
der to a white audience when they should be able to concen-
trate on the business of writing instead. Many readers believe
Morrison’s novels go a long way toward the establishment of
her envisioned tradition. The poetic, elegant style of her writing
in Beloved panders to no one. Morrison challenges and requires
the reader to accept her on her own terms. ¢
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PLOT OVERVIEW

ELOVED begins in 1873 in Cincinnati, Ohio, where

Sethe, a former slave, has been living with her eigh-

teen-year-old daughter Denver. Sethe’s mother-in-law,

Baby Suggs, lived with them until her death eight
years earlier. Just before Baby Suggs’s death, Sethe’s two sons,
Howard and Buglar, ran away. Sethe believes they fled because
of the malevolent presence of an abusive ghost that has haunted
their house at 124 Bluestone Road for years. Denver, however,
likes the ghost, which everyone believes to be the spirit of her
dead sister.

On the day the novel begins, Paul D, whom Sethe has not
seen since they worked together on Mr. Garner’s Sweet Home
plantation in Kentucky approximately twenty years earlier, stops
by Sethe’s house. His presence resurrects memories that have
lain buried in Sethe’s mind for almost two decades. From this
point on, the story will unfold on two temporal planes. The
present in Cincinnati constitutes one plane, while a series of
events that took place around twenty years earlier, mostly in
Kentucky, constitutes the other. This latter plane is accessed and
described through the fragmented flashbacks of the major
characters. Accordingly, we frequently read these flashbacks
several times, sometimes from varying perspectives, with each
successive narration of an event adding a little more information
to the previous ones.

From these fragmented memories, the following story be-
gins to emerge: Sethe, the protagonist, was born in the South to
an African mother she never knew. When she is thirteen, she is
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sold to the Garners, who own Sweet Home and practice a com-
paratively benevolent kind of slavery. There, the other slaves,
who are all men, lust after her but never touch her. Their names
are Sixo, Paul D, Paul A, Paul F, and Halle. Sethe chooses to
marry Halle, apparently in part because he has proven generous
enough to buy his mother’s freedom by hiring himself out on
the weekends. Together, Sethe and Halle have two sons, Howard
and Buglar, as well as a baby daughter whose name we never
learn. When she leaves Sweet Home, Sethe is also pregnant with
a fourth child. After the eventual death of the proprietor, Mr.
Garner, the widowed Mrs. Garner asks her sadistic, vehemently
racist brother-in-law to help her run the farm. He is known to
the slaves as schoolteacher, and his oppressive presence makes
life on the plantation even more unbearable than it had been
before. The slaves decide to run.

Schoolteacher and his nephews anticipate the slaves’ escape,
however, and capture Paul D and Sixo. Schoolteacher kills Sixo
and brings Paul D back to Sweet Home, where Paul D sees Sethe
for what he believes will be the last time. She is still intent on
running, having already sent her children ahead to her mother-
in-law Baby Suggs’s house in Cincinnati. Invigorated by the re-
cent capture, schoolteacher’s nephews seize Sethe in the barn
and violate her, stealing the milk her body is storing for her in-
fant daughter. Unbeknownst to Sethe, Halle is watching the event
from a loft above her, where he lies frozen with horror.
Afterward, Halle goes mad: Paul D sees him sitting by a churn
with butter slathered all over his face. Paul D, meanwhile, is
forced to suffer the indignity of wearing an iron bit in his mouth.

When schoolteacher finds out that Sethe has reported his
and his nephews’ misdeeds to Mrs. Garner, he has her whipped

7
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severely, despite the fact that she is pregnant. Swollen and
scarred, Sethe nevertheless runs away, but along the way she
collapses from exhaustion in a forest. A white girl, Amy Denver,
finds her and nurses her back to health. When Amy later helps
Sethe deliver her baby in a boat, Sethe names this second daugh-
ter Denver after the girl who helped her. Sethe receives further
help from Stamp Paid, who rows her across the Ohio River to
Baby Suggs’s house. Baby Suggs cleans Sethe up before allow-
ing her to see her three older children.

Sethe spends twenty-eight wonderful days in Cincinnati,
where Baby Suggs serves as an unofficial preacher to the black
community. On the last day, however, schoolteacher comes for
Sethe to take her and her children back to Sweet Home. Rather
than surrender her children to a life of dehumanizing slavery, she
flees with them to the woodshed and tries to kill them. Only the
third child, her older daughter, dies, her throat having been cut
with a handsaw by Sethe. Sethe later arranges for the baby’s
headstone to be carved with the word “Beloved.” The sheriff
takes Sethe and Denver to jail, but a group of white abolitionists*,
led by the Bodwins, fights for her release. Sethe returns to the
house at 124, where Baby Suggs has sunk into a deep depression.
The community shuns the house, and the family continues to
live in isolation.

Meanwhile, Paul D has endured torturous experiences in a
chain gang* in Georgia, where he was sent after trying to kill
Brandywine, a slave owner to whom he was sold by school-
teacher. His traumatic experiences have caused him to lock away
his memories, emotions, and ability to love in the “tin tobacco
box” of his heart. One day, a fortuitous rainstorm allows Paul
D and the other chain gang members to escape. He travels north-



