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   Morrison's 'Beloved.' (novel by woman author Toni Morrison) Simpson, Angela C. 

Abstract: Woman author Toni Morrison's novel 'Beloved' investigates the notion that unspeakable things such as the subject of slavery should remain unspoken and should therefore not be passed on to a younger generation of impressionable listeners. If, for example, the story of slavery was not passed on to those who had never experienced its horrors, they would be protected from the past. The last few lines that Morrison wrote in the book, however, might very well have suggested that slavery is not a story to overlook. 'Beloved' is evaluated.

Full Text: COPYRIGHT 1998 Heldref Publications

In the final pages of Beloved, Toni Morrison writes, "It was not a story to pass on" (275). The multiple meanings of this refrain emphasize the idea explored in the novel that unspeakable things should remain unspoken. If the story were not passed on, those who had not experienced slavery were "protected" from the past. But for Morrison, the refrain may have been meant to suggest that slavery is not a story to overlook. 

One may argue that the institution of slavery has not been overlooked, as is evidenced by the plethora of slave narratives. However, historians, scholars, and Morrison herself see a tendency to anesthetize the experience. For example, in Frederick Douglass's Narrative he repeats lines and phrases such as "I wish I could commit to paper the feelings with which I beheld it . . ." (28). In her essay "The Site of Memory," Morrison compares these comments to a "veil" dropped over the violence "to make it palatable to those who were in a position to alleviate it" (Morrison 110). Morrison's Beloved challenges the idea that the untold stories should remain buried so that the identities of a generation of descendants of slaves, including herself, would not be formed based on false or misleading information. 

The basis for Beloved is an 1855 newspaper article about a fugitive slave named Margaret Gamer who killed her child rather than return it to a future of slavery. Toni Morrison combines fact with imagination to probe the truths of her own collective history, a history she did not live but nevertheless shares, and to write the heretofore unwritten or untold history of her ancestors and herself. For Frederick Douglass, slavery had to be abolished even at the cost of misrepresentation. For Toni Morrison, the need is to correct the misleading information and truthfully, even painfully, represent the past for the common good. 

The three main characters of Beloved, Sethe, Paul D., and Denver, all represent the exorbitant price paid by those who survived slavery as well as the price paid by those whose history was blocked. Though Sethe blocks the past from Denver, both are continually haunted by it, literally and figuratively. Sethe's reluctance to tell Denver the "unspeakable past" is shown in her reluctance to paint a picture of the past for Denver. Similarly, when Sethe encourages Paul D. to confide in her, he states that he is unsure if he can even speak of the past at all. 

Since "every mention of the past life hurt," the events chosen to record and remember were carefully selected (58). For example, Paul D. wants to spare Sethe the details of Halle's madness. Sethe wants to spare Denver and Paul D. the details of a past she fears would resurface a second time. Denver is spared her history, and the result is a girl whose identity is not adequately formed. Yet she yearns to piece the fragments of her history together. Both she and Beloved revel in the past as it serves to define them. Like Morrison, Denver relies on imagination to fill in the gaps: 

Denver was seeing it now and feeling it - through Beloved. Feeling how it must have felt to her mother. Seeing how it must have looked. And the more fine points she made, the more detail she provided, the more Beloved liked it. So she anticipated the questions by giving blood to the scraps her mother and grandmother had told her - and a heartbeat . . . Denver spoke, Beloved listened, and the two did the best they could to create what really happened, how it really was. (Morrison 78) 

It is a reasonable hypothesis that Denver parallels Morrison herself. In Morrison's interviews and talks she voices her concern over what has been kept from herself and others; both Denver and Morrison piece a history together - combining fact with fiction; both have felt the pain of being disconnected from the past. In her own words, Morrison, like Denver, "gives blood to the scraps" other narrators like Frederick Douglass have provided. 

Sethe, then, is the "veil" personified. But by allowing the truth about the past to resurface, Sethe and Toni Morrison bring about the possibility for healing. Morrison creates a parable for twentieth-century readers and serves as a medium so that we will not "pass" on the experience. 

- ANGELA C. SIMPSON, Campbellsville University 
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