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Intrusion dans la poussiére sacrée

Le pourquoi des lettres
de William Faulkner a ses parents

Ineke Bockting
Université d’Amsterdam

Le rapport de Faulkner a la correspondance est sans nul doute a multiples
facettes. Aprés tout, Faulkner fut pendant presque trois ans (entre 1921 et
1924) receveur des postes a I'Université du Mississippi, Oxford. (On se
rappellera que « Ole Miss », comme l'université est tendrement nommée,
fut le point focal du Mouvement pour les droits civiques en 1962 - « the
Battle of Oxford » — soit 'année méme de la mort de Faulkner.)

Le bureau postal de « Ole Miss » n’était pas une simple salle du
courrier, mais un « postoffice » officiel o chaque jour arrivait par le train,
du Nord comme du Sud, le courrier que Faulkner devait trier : revues
recues en abonnement par la bibliothéque universitaire, courrier
professionnel destiné aux enseignants, et aussi lettres personnelles
adressées aux enseignants et aux étudiants. A I’évidence Faulkner était
intéressé par ce courrier... mais peut-étre plus par le courrier lui-méme que
par sa distribution. Il semble avoir pris plaisir a le garder par-devers lui,
pour le lire et en disposer a sa guise. Il fut, comme le dit Tom McHaney, « a
deliberately incompetent postmaster », tournant cette charge a la blague et
au déguisement, et I’abandonnant finalement avant de pouvoir en étre
officiellement démis! — trop content, dit-il a I’époque, de ne plus devoir étre

1. Tom McHaney, conférence a I'occasion de l'inauguration a Rennes, en octobre
1994, de la Fondation Faulkner.
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« at the beck and call of every son of a bitch who's got two cents to buy a
stamp » (Blotner 1984 : 118).

Que les anecdotes rapportées dans les biographies de Joseph
Blotner, Stephen Oates, Frederick Karl et Joel Williamson ou dans celle
consacrée par Susan Snell a Phil Stone soient ou non toutes exactes (et
qu’elles le soient est peu probable), il n’en reste pas moins que le futur
romancier trouvait la le contact avec de multiples types de lettres et
I'occasion de multiples lectures. Et, de fait, cette période contribuera tres
largement a la formation de I’écrivain. Comme le dit encore McHaney, « it
was the postoffice that was Faulkner’s “Harvard,” and thus it is no wonder
that he was to refer to his self-created cosmos Yoknapatawpha as “a little
postage-stamp” ». Ajoutons que les lettres jouent un roéle important dans
toutes ses ceuvres majeures. Ainsi, rien que dans The Sound and the Fury,
James Watson a compté vingt-et-un textes de lettres ou télégrammes.

L’'inverse n’est pas moins vrai. La superbe étude de Watson intitulée
William Faulkner: Letters and Fictions (1987) établit parfaitement les liens
qui unissent les lettres de fiction a celles que Faulkner écrivait « réellement »
a la méme époque, montrant avec finesse combien le moi est, dans les
deux cas, une création de mots consciemment offerte a I’observation, a la
réflexion et a la réaction d’autrui. Ainsi, tout naturellement, on trouve dans
les lettres de Faulkner quelque chose de la paranoia postmoderne de
« I’écrivain » conscient, dés qu’il prend la plume, du regard du « lecteur »
par-dessus son épaule. C’est en effet la conscience constante qu’a le
destinateur du souffle du destinataire sur sa nuque qui cause cette sorte de
paranoia, dont I'effet, comme je compte le montrer, est particulierement
sensible dans le contexte de la culture sudiste — paranoia qu’une quéte
ostentatoire de I'attention de I'autre enrichit de quelques traits hystériques
facilement repérables. Comme de nombreuses lettres a sa mere I'indiquent
clairement, Faulkner adorait, dans ses lettres comme dans sa vie, étre un
pole d’agitation tout en jouant les indifférents.2

En tout cas, tel qu'on le retrouve a I'époque ou la Modern Library
publie Sanctuary, Faulkner a commencé a se concevoir, comme il I’écrit
explicitement dans I'introduction, en termes de « printed object ». Aussi n'y

2. « Oh, yes, | have already stopped traffic in the streets, fame, in fact, has lighted
early upon my furrowed brow. The other day | was crossing the busy corner in town,
at my usual gait and failed to see the traffic cop turn his stop sign. | was thinking of
something, at least | guess | was thinking, of something, anyhow; nevertheless |
didn’t hear his whistle at all. So | came to as a car fender brushed the skirts of my
coat and another car appeared so close to me that | couldn’t see my own feet, beside
a trolley that stopped resting against my hat brim. Well, | was the center of
excitement » (lettre & Mrs. W.C. Falkner, datée de New Haven, 25 octobre 1921; in
Watson 1992: 152).
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a-t-il peut-étre méme pas lieu d’étre surpris quand il demande a Joan
Williams, sa jeune maitresse, d’adresser les lettres qu’elle lui destine a
« Quentin Compson, Poste restante, Oxford, Mississippi »3, méme si,
paradoxalement, il s’expose par la incognito a de plus nombreux regards.
On peut penser que le paradoxe ne lui échappa pas car il décida
rapidement de remplacer Quentin Compson par un personnage moins
connu, Alec Holston, de Requiem for a Nun (Blotner 1984 : 520).

Si les lettres de Faulkner, donc, témoignent d’une part d’osmose
entre I'artiste et 'homme, les premiéres, celles qui précedent son ceuvre et
qui sont en cause dans cet article, sont d’'une grande importance dans
I’étude du développement de sa personnalité d’écrivain. Ces lettres,
rassemblées par Watson dans Thinking of Home: William Faulkner’s Letters
to his Mother and Father, 1918-1925 et publiées pour la premiére fois en
1992, sont inspirées, selon Watson, par les absences loin de la maison
familiale que Faulkner cherchait a combler. « They reach out across
geographical distances », écrit-il, «to span separations between
correspondents » (1992 : 12). Ainsi « [ got to New Haven last night », écrit
Faulkner & sa mere, poursuivant (mais, me semble-t-il, avec une ambiguité
caractéristique) : « [ am to start work on the tenth and I think I shall like it
here if it were not for wanting to come home and bother you to death and
have you make tea for me and then decide not to drink it » (1992 : 75).
C’est la fin de ses lettres qui semblent, sans relache, franchir la distance
entre lui et sa mere : « 'm terribly lonesome » (5 avril, 1918) ; « I love you
more than all the world » (6 avril, 1918) ; « Momsey : | couldn’t live here at
all but for your letters. I love you darling » (24 avril, 1918). Ces lettres,
suggére Watson, « assert relationships » (1992 : 13) en faisant se rejoindre
destinateur et destinataire sur la page, par inscription de la signature et de
la salutation - soit « Billy » d’'une part, et de I'autre : « Dear Miss Lady / Dear
Lady / Darling Momsey / Dear Mother / Mother darling » et de temps en
temps « Dear Mother and Dad ». Et 'on peut donc observer, dans
I’évolution de cette signature et de cette salutation, les modifications dans
le temps de I'image de soi et de I'image de l'autre, et leurs corrélations
(cf. Watson 1989 : 13).

Mais il est intéressant de noter, dans ce contexte, qu’apres son
engagement dans la Canadian Royal Air Force en 1918 sous le nom de
« Faulkner », avecle « u » (lettre par laquelle on peut penser qu’il rétablissait
le nom de ses ancétres écossais), il commenca aussi (bien que ce ne fit
pas systématique) a ajouter « u» au nom de ses parents, les (re)créant

3. Collins, « Biographical Background », dans Helen a Courtship. (Quentin
Compson est le protagoniste suicidaire de The Sound and the Fury et Absalom,
Absalom !)
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ainsi a son image.? Le fiat de Faulkner passa si bien que des concitoyens
d’Oxford reprocherent plus tard, non pas a William l'introduction de ce
«u », mais a son frere John son omission, allant jusqu’a trouver des raisons
a cet acte imaginaire. John, selon eux, 'avait fait par dépit, son frére Bill
lui refusant I’argent ou les recommandations nécessaires a la publication
de son livre a lui, John. Quant au préposé local, il savait (ce qui s’appelle
savoir) que John avait supprimé le « u » afin que son courrier ne se trouvat
pas mélangé a celui d’un frere qui avait réussi mieux que lui (Nelson et
Goforth 1977 : 38 et note).

Pour revenir aux premiéres lettres, si Faulkner s’y montre, selon
Watson, « eager to tell his family about his adventures in the North » (1992 :
70), assurément ces « aventures » étaient souvent imaginaires, illustrant,
par exemple, la carriére de pilote de guerre d’'un Faulkner qui en fait ne
quitta jamais le plancher des vaches. Il est vrai que Faulkner était bien
décidé a voler. Le Faulknérien Donald Kartiganer a récemment expliqué
comment, un stage d’initiation dans la Canadian Royal Air Force lui ayant
une premiere fois été refusé, Faulkner aurait déclaré aux responsables qu’il
était prét a rejoindre les Nazis pour avoir une chance de voler — ajoutant
qu’eux, au moins, ne seraient sans doute pas mécontents d’avoir un pilote
de plus. Faulkner s’en vanta par la suite — et aurait méme cherché a entrer
en contact avec 'ambassade allemande, poussant ainsi le service du
personnel a I’enroler rapidement, car « obviously, they did not want me on
the opposite team ».5

Que cette histoire extravagante soit vraie ou pas, il est peu probable
que Faulkner ait jamais piloté un avion de chasse, méme s’il prend la pose
dans cette lettre a sa mere du 19 novembre, 1918 : « Gee, when | think
about getting home and just doing absolutely nothing but sit, not [...] be
called at some such hour as four A.M, made to stand shivering on an
aerodrome, waiting for enough light to go up and freeze by. Flying is a great
game, but | much prefer walking in the winter» (1992 : 132). Le
22 novembre, il ajoute : « | am certainly going to be glad to get home. This
weather is awful. | came down the other day, so cold that | had to be lifted
out of the machine, could hardly stand. It is Mississippi for me ! » (1992 :
133). Et finalement, le 28 novembre, il laisse entendre qu’il y aurait bien
plus a raconter : « | have so much to tell, things that | was not allowed to
write while the war was on, fact, we were not allowed to say any thing at all
about flying » (1992 : 137).

4. Sur certaines enveloppes on peut voir clairement que Faulkner épelle le nom de
sa mere Falkner, puis ajoute le u. On a méme lieu de penser que sa meére lui a
répondu en adressant 'enveloppe a Faulkner avec le u (Watson 1992: 34).

5. Donald Kartiganer, conférence a 'occasion de l'inauguration a Rennes, en
octobre 1994, de la Fondation Faulkner.
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N’est-on pas en droit ici de se demander quel est cet « [ », ce « je » qui
a tant a raconter ? Ne serait-ce pas déja le personnage d’'un roman a
venir ? Car, pour ce qui est des faits, Faulkner n’avait pas terminé son
entrainement au sol quand I’Armistice fut déclaré, et en janvier 1919 il était
rayé du cadre des éléves officiers « in consequence of being Surplus to
R.A.F. requirements » (Watson 1992 : 70). Pourtant, invité a répondre aux
questions des étudiants de I'Université du Mississippi en 1947, il déclarait
encore : « We didn’t have any parachutes. We prayed that the plane
wouldn’t catch fire » (Meriwether and Millgate 1980 : 58). Et qui n’a pas
entendu ces récits ou Faulkner s’écrase sur un hangar, reste suspendu la
téte en bas et est retrouvé dans cette position en train de prendre une
gorgée de bourbon ; ou bien fait un atterrissage forcé derriere les lignes
ennemies, regoit une blessure a la téte qui nécessite la fixation d’une
plaque d’argent et en garde un boitillement constatable plus tard dans les
rues d’Oxford lorsque toutefois il n’oublie pas sa blessure imaginaire.

A la lumiére de tout cela, dans quelle mesure peut-on continuer a dire
que les lettres de Faulkner servent a combler une distance d’absence ?
N'apparait-il pas au contraire que Faulkner provoqua cette absence de
chez lui sur une sorte de coup de téte dont le but inconscient était de se
donner les moyens d’établir une correspondance ? N’apparait-il pas, en
d’autres termes, que sa correspondance a pour fonction de créer, plutét
que de combler, la distance ?

Créer la distance

Dans un livre récent, L’équivoque épistolaire, Vincent Kaufmann écrit, de
facon assez provocante : « Si I'écrivain voulait communiquer, il n’écrirait
pas» (1990 : 8). La lettre, argumente Kaufmann, lui donne I'occasion
moins de communiquer que d’éviter le dialogue. Or, de fait, éviter le
dialogue semble avoir été, chez Faulkner, comme une seconde nature.

« Contrary to what all the biographers say », écrivent Charles Nelson
et David Goforth dans Our Neighbor, William Faulkner (1955), Faulkner
«is not really indigenous to his location». Se coupant presque
complétement de tout rapport normal avec la ville, expliquent-ils, il lance
des remarques qui sont la pour dire : « Mind your own business » et pour
provoquer un « He sure is eccentric » (1977 : 8, 67). Ce qui frappe Nelson
et Goforth, donc, c’est, la encore, le splendide isolement doublé du besoin
de se faire remarquer. Une dame du Sud qui se plaignait a la mere de
Faulkner de ce qu'il I'avait croisée dans la rue sans la saluer s’entendit
répondre : « Dont worry about it Bessie. It dont mean nothing. He done that
to me too ».5 Essentiellement admiratifs, Nelson et Goforth n’en sont pas

6. Ce souvenir personnel m’a été raconté par Mrs. Bessie Sumners, d’Oxford,
Mississippi.
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moins affectés par la paradoxale fin de non-recevoir qu'il leur opposait :
Faulkner leur apparaissait comme «a self-chosen enigma without
illumination » (1977 : 96) et, dans une lettre ouverte au romancier, ils
écrivaient : « We think that your assumed eccentricity and your somewhat
exaggerated desire for privacy have been shrewdly calculated » (1977 :
193).

Bien que la part de calcul dans l'attitude de Faulkner doive rester
incertaine, le diagnostic de ses deux concitoyens correspond bien a ce que
Kaufmann nous dit des lettres qui semblent « faciliter la communication et
la proximité » et pourtant introduisent une distance, cette « distance grace
a laquelle le texte littéraire peut advenir ». Voila pourquoi, poursuit
Kaufmann, de nombreux écrivains entretiennent « des correspondances
volumineuses, acharnées, s’efforcant inlassablement de convoquer autrui
pour mieux le révoquer » (1990 : 4). Une correspondance volumineuse et
acharnée - voila exactement ce que Faulkner entreprit durant cette période
qu’allait clore son retour a Oxford et 'adoption de I'attitude paradoxale qui
devait tant irriter ses voisins. Maud Falkner avait toujours dit clairement
qu’elle attendait de ses fils qu’ils lui écrivent chaque semaine quand ils
n’étaient pas a la maison. Mais Faulkner réussit a pulvériser les attentes
maternelles avec une moyenne d’une lettre tous les deux jours et demi.
Telle fois ou il avait laissé passer quatre jours, il lui écrit : « You must have
thought I lost your address » et offre une excuse tres élaborée : « I'm sorry
[ slipped up about writing. But when you spend most of your time writing
words [...] writing letters is like the postman taking a long walk on his day
off » (Watson 1992 : 26).

Faulkner maintint sa « correspondance acharnée » jusqu’a ce qu’il etit
en mains le contrat de publication de son premier roman. Il avait réussi a
« se créer » écrivain et était prét a rentrer au pays. Comme il I’écrivit de
Paris le 17 octobre 1925 :

I have just been thinking myself that | have been away from our blue hills and
sage fields and things long enough. So | am making arrangements to come
home. [ will wait here for a short time because | am expecting to hear from the
publisher, Mr. Liveright. But I'll be on my way soon. | have plenty of notes and
data to last me a long time: all | need now is to settle down at home
comfortable again and bang my typewriter. (Watson 1992 : 218)

La correspondance de Faulkner avec ses parents avait clairement été
un moyen de se créer un espace chargé de « poussiere sacrée » (pour
reprendre I'expression de Nelson et Goforth, « Sacred Dust ») — poussiére
dans laquelle, aprés son voisinage et méme sa famille, nous sommes, nous
lecteurs, invités, ou plutét poussés, a faire intrusion, sans les moyens d’y
voir clair. Poudre aux yeux, projection d’'un moi mythique, création d'un
espace imaginaire personnel : ainsi ces lettres préparaient le terrain des
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premiers romans, romans pourtant bien ancrés dans la réalité du Sud. Mais
justement, c’est la situation spécifique de ce Sud au sein duquel Faulkner
pouvait seul devenir écrivain, c’est le tabou féroce qui y étouffait
toute velléité critique qui lui avaient inspiré, peut-on penser, cette
mythomaniaque prise de distance.

Le contexte sudiste

Ce qui était né dans les tensions grandissantes d’avant la Guerre de
Sécession n’avait fait que croitre apres la défaite et, durant la premiére
décennie de ce siecle, le tabou qui s’était emparé du Sud rendait
pratiquement impossible a des jeunes hommes comme Faulkner I’analyse
critique de leur propre culture. Le sentiment général parmi les notables
était que le Sud avait été humilié bien au-dela de ce que pouvait exiger la
bonne conscience nordiste. Et ils étaient nombreux a penser que leur
défaite avait été une défaite honorable, voire « a glorious undefeat » comme
I'appelle Quentin Compson avec seulement une part de cynisme, car ils
avaient combattu pour une juste cause, défendu les valeurs de la famille et
de 'honneur chevaleresque, de la dignité et de la responsabilité contre les
« barbarous Yankees » et leur suffisance, leur cupidité, leur total mépris des
liens de la parenté et de I’amitié. Méme ceux qui pensaient que I'esclavage
avait été une erreur se reposaient encore sur la croyance que Dieu, en pére
aimant, était de leur c6té. Comme l'instituteur le disait a ses petits éleves
quand Faulkner était au cours préparatoire : « God could not let us win the
war, because we were wrong. But he did give us the best soldiers »7 -
presque comme si ¢’était Dieu, plutdét qu’eux-mémes, qui se sentait fautif.

Comme John Egerton en a récemment développé I'idée dans Speak
Now Against the Day: the Generation before the Civil Rights Movement in
the South, les voix dissidentes « could barely be heard in the vast
wilderness of social inertia » (1994 : 76). Si quelqu’un osait critiquer le
moindre détail de la vie du Sud, cela était pris pour un refus global de tout
ce que le Sud représentait et la chose était grave. Le journaliste et critique
social W.J. Cash parle de «I'idéal cruel » du Sud - « the savage ideal »,
« that ideal whereunder dissent and variety are completely suppressed, and
men become, in all their attitudes, professions and actions, virtual replicas
of one another » (1969 : 93-94). En quelque domaine que ce ft, la
tolérance avait été éradiquée, et méme le plus léger désengagement
pouvait étre considéré comme haute trahison, « high and aggravated
treason » (1969 : 139). Il fallait une qualité rare de courage ou de folie, écrit
Egerton, « to speak and act against such overwhelming force » (1994 : 79).
Et 'on se rappelle avec un frisson glacé que et Cash et Clarence Cason,

7. Cette anecdote m’a été racontée par Mrs. Bessie Sumners, d’Oxford, Mississippi.
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journaliste sudiste comme lui, se suicidérent, I'un peu avant, 'autre
quelques mois aprés que parussent les deux livres ou ils avaient « parlé du
Sud » (The Mind of the South et 90° in the Shade respectivement) —
exactement comme Faulkner avait conduit son Quentin Compson au
suicide dans The Sound and the Fury peu de temps apres qu’il eut « parlé
du Sud » (« told about the South ») dans Absalom, Absalom !

Faulkner, heureusement, n’eut pas a en venir a une autocensure aussi
désespérée. Mais il mentionne le tabou, en 1955, dans une lettre au
Commercial Appeal de Memphis. Il a alors prés de soixante ans. Ayant pris
franchement la parole dans ce journal pour dénoncer la poursuite de la
ségrégation dans les écoles du Mississippi alors qu’elle avait été rendue
illégale en 1954 par la décision « Brown vs Board of Education » de la Cour
supréme, il avait regu un nombre significatif de lettres de menaces, dans le
journal aussi bien que par la poste, et toutes portaient salutation et
signature, leurs auteurs ne craignant visiblement ni les représailles ni
méme la désapprobation collective. Il avait aussi recu quatre lettres de
soutien, mais aucune de celles-ci n’était signée. C’est a elles, et surtout au
fait qu’elles n’étaient pas signées, que Faulkner réagit dans une lettre
ouverte ou il écrit :

And what a commentary that is on us; that in Mississippi, communal adult
opinion can reach such emotional pitch that our young sons and daughters
dare not, from probably a very justified fear, sign their names to an opinion
adverse to it. (Nelson et Goforth 1977 : 52s. ; Meriwether 1967 : 219s.)

Le critique John Aldridge a écrit, dans In Search of Heresy: American
Literature in an Age of Conformity, que dans le Sud « the sensitive child is
faced early in life with a grim alternative; he must either live inside his
imagination a great part of the time or else he must surely go mad »
(1956 : 144). Ainsi, tandis que le Quentin Compson de Faulkner (celui
auquel il demandait a sa maitresse d’adresser ses lettres) est celui qui ne
peut que devenir fou, devenir « an empty barracks filled with sonorous dead
voices », « a ghost », un fantome, méme s’il est trop jeune pour le réle
(1987 : 9), a Faulkner reviendra de vivre dans son imagination une grande
partie du temps. C’est une position qu’il se ménagea au fil des années avec
I'aide de la « poussiere sacrée » de ses diverses correspondances : elles
établissent le moi imaginaire dans le contexte social afin que le moi dit
« réel » puisse rester sur les marges.
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When Sound Meets Letter

The Fusion of Forms
in Toni Morrison’s Fiction

Isabelle Clisson
Université of Orléans

Les romans de Toni Morrison présentent une écriture poétique qui se situe a
la limite du roman écrit et du conte récité ou chanté de la tradition orale. La
qualité musicale de l’écriture est rendue structurellement évidente par
Uintégration de schémas antiphoniques, U'implication du lecteur dans la
création de U'histoire et une utilisation particuliére du point de vue qui
produit l'effet d’une composition musicale, avec ses différents solistes et sa
superposition de sens, le tout se fondant en un ensemble harmonieux. Les
éléments structurels du jazz et de toute musique afro-américaine sont ainsi
présents dans chacun des six romans de Morrison.

Morrison est captivée par le pouvoir des mots, et ses livres doivent étre lus a
voix haute - le son des mots leur donne un sens qui va bien au-dela de ce
que traduit leur représentation écrite. Seule l’écoute du livre peut permettre
d’en comprendre toute la portée. Morrison transcrit ainsi les sons et les
rythmes des musiques afro-américaines et joue constamment sur leur
pouvoir évocatif et mimétique. Elle crée, a travers les mots et, a plus grande
échelle, a travers la structure du roman, une forme nouvelle, au carrefour de
deux traditions — l'une, américaine, écrite et l’autre, africaine, orale.

“l 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”

Epigraph to Jazz
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At the turn of the century appeared a new musical form, stemming
from many different forms of Black vocal and instrumental arts, such as
the Blues, spirituals or ragtime: jazz. Its freedom and modernity, its
challenge of conventions and of previous musical traditions were striking.
Jazz was a product of the compilation of rural and urban elements, the
materialization of the change of conditions of African Americans at that
period. At the heart of jazz is an appeal to the senses, a deep sensuality—
and this is what Morrison tries to recreate in her novels. Just as jazzmen at
the beginning of the century, she experiences with form, challenges
conventions, mediates old forms into a new one.

Morrison’s novels are marked by the presence of music, of jazz
patterns, which betray her attempt to combine the two art forms, music
and story-telling, or, at least, to recapture a long-lost form belonging to oral
tradition. Story-telling and music were indissociably linked in oral tradition;
stories were passed on orally through songs, epic poems, ballads or tales
sung or chanted. Morrison tries to recreate in her books the lost orality of
African culture, through a rhythmic and musical language, but also through
structure, and the redefinition of the relationship between teller and listener,
between writer and reader. She makes the two art forms fuse in a variety of
ways, first through structures, with the use of constructions such as call-
and-response and polyphony, then with the peculiar rhythms and sounds of
her speech, and finally with her special use of typography, which achieves
the fusion between sight and sound, between oral and written forms and
cultures. Morrison thus redefines the relationship between the readers and
the text, now based on feelings and involvement into the creative act, into
the making of the story, and also establishes an alternative way to “make
sense,” another approach to reality and to history, while placing herself at
the crossroads between two cultures, two histories, two people.

The musical quality of Morrison’s writing is first present in her
applying the forms of jazz to the novel. Jazz heavily draws on former
musical traditions, such as those of the blues and spirituals. Those forms
were characterized by the involvement of the listeners, through call-and-
response patterns. Morrison transcribed these patterns into her books, and
particularly in Song of Solomon, where the community constantly plays the
role of a chorus, commenting on individual actions, singing the song of
Solomon as a chorus line punctuating the whole book!.

1. For a more detailed study of call-and-response patterns, see Maggie Sale, “Call
and Response as Critical Method: Afro-American Oral Tradition and Beloved,”
African American Review 26 n° 1 (1992), and K. O’Shaughnessy, “Life Life Life Life:
the Community as Chorus in Song of Solomon,” Critical Essays on Toni Morrison
(1988).
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Morrison’s use of antiphony is two-fold, through a thematic use of
counterpoint that mirrors and comments upon its structural use. Singing in
Pilate’s house is always antiphonic, Pilate “taking the lead,” with “Reba’s
sweet soprano in counterpoint.” Beloved also is based on dialogue, and the
structure of the book is encapsulated in Morrison’s description of the
relationship between Denver and Beloved:

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 details 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. The monologue became, in fact, a
duet as they lay down, Denver nursing Beloved’s interest like a lover whose
pleasure was to overfeed the loved. (96)

This metatextual reflection shows precisely what Morrison is doing
with her readers, her play on their emotional response to the story, her
improvisation on the story of Margaret Garner, her “giving blood to the
scraps” of newspaper that related the event, all this to involve the reader
more closely and make her “monologue” become a “duet.”

The interplay between voices goes beyond couterpoint and the
alternation of two voices, individual and communal, and the narratives
become polyphonic, multi-layered, told from every perspective, repeated
from every point of view. The novels are not a whole made coherent by the
unity of point of view but rather a collage of various tales, unified by a
network of repetitions, of events, of motifs all used and told by the different
narrators. The use of so many narrators infuses the texts with a multi-vocal
quality close to the composition of a jazz piece, as H.L. Gates underlines:

As the music critic Martin William describes this effect, “Ellington was so
attuned to the sounds of his men that the very originality of textures and the
daring of his harmonic language were determined not in the abstract but in
his inquisitiveness about, let us say, how his reed player’s low A-flat might
sound when juxtaposed with the brassman’s cup-muted G.” And no matter
how long his musicians performed their improvisations, no matter how bold or
inventive or virtuosic their flight’s harmony might be, they always performed
within the certain logic of their composer’s frame—they always, in other
words, were performing with quotation marks round their improvisations and
solos. It is the same effect that Morrison has achieved in Jazz, a luminously
literary rendering of an art of composition that Duke Ellington perfected in the
summer of 1926.2

2. Henry Louis Gates, Jr, The Signifying Monkey (New York and Oxford: Oxford UP,
1988) 54.
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The narrator of Jazz effectively hands down the narration, sometimes
quite abruptly, to characters, but always remains in the background, ready
to take back the narration and comment on the performances of the others,
or on his own performance as a story-teller, thus always reminding readers
of the presence of the authorial voice and of the limits of the creative
process. Joe’s and Dorcas’s monologues are then within quotation marks,
showing that the tale is still framed and controlled by the narrator. Singing
in Pilate’s house in Song of Solomon mirrors this narrative strategy, Pilate
always leading, even when other voices join in and add their particular
sound to the music: “Pilate began to hum as she returned to pluck the
berries. After a moment, Reba joined her, and they hummed in perfect
harmony until Pilate took the lead. [...] When the two women dot to the
chorus, Hagar raised her head and sang too.” (49) The voices of the books
also “hum in perfect harmony” when they get to choruses, present through
repetition and riff motifs. The balancing of perspectives is achieved through
these repetitions of the story or parts of the story by several narrators,
much as musical themes are repeated by different instruments or sections
in an orchestra. Repetition in jazz is epitomized by the use of the riff, as
Gates defines it: “The riff is a figure, musically speaking, which functions as
‘something that gives any orchestra a great background.’ (Jelly Roll
Morton). This figure works as a short phrase repeated over the length of a
chorus, more or less like an ostinato in classical European notation. The riff
is a central component of jazz improvisation and signifyin(g) and serves as
an especially appropriate metaphor for signifyin(g) and revision.”? The use
of a riff is often what gives Morrison’s fragmented narratives unity, first at
the chapter’s level, then at the novel’s. In Beloved, many chapters are
marked by the use of a riff, an ostinato coming back again and again: “How
loose the silk, how jailed down the juice.”(p.35sq); “They were not holding
hands, but their shadows were.” (p.58sq); “It rained./The best hand-forged
iron in Georgia.” (p.134sq); “Nobody saw them falling.” (p.213sq); “She
(is) mine.” (p.246sq); “This is not a story to pass on.” (p.336 sq). The
repetition of these chorus lines unifies the chapters, and, at a larger level,
they are repeated again, along with the recurring images of water, trinity,
circle, mouth and trees, and form a network of echoes that weaves all the
threads of the story together. These repetitions punctuate Morrison’s
narrative like bass chords in a jazz piece, giving it a peculiar rhythmic
density.

Jazz foregrounded a new rhythmic density, the use of new rhythms
and sounds (such as the frequent use of glissandos, or “squealing” notes).
Morrison also tries to reproduce these rhythms and sounds in her books,

3. Ibid. 214.
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so her novels are made to be read aloud, talked or sung, rather than simply
read with the eyes. This concern for the aural power of words is made
evident in the epigraph to Jazz:

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

The quotation suggests a close interdependence between the different
forms of a sign, its oral and written representations. Words are sounds, and
writing is more than close to talking, which leads us back to the oral
tradition, societies in which words were not written down but stories were
told, and the art of telling relied on sounds, rhythms and gestures as much
as on the words themselves. Morrison wants to translate this orality into her
prose, but not in a traditional way:

More important to me than making a statement on a kind of language, is a
way to get what was felt and meant. | always hated with a passion when
writers rewrote what black people said, in a kind of phonetic alphabet that
was inapplicable to any other regional pronunciation. There is something
different about that language, as there is about any cultural variation of
English, but it’s not saying “dis” and “dat,” it is the way words are put
together, the metaphors, the rhythm, the music—that is the part of the
language that is distinctly black to me when I hear it.*

This attempt to reproduce the speech of black people is reminiscent
of the attempt of jazz musicians to reproduce on their instruments the
special effects of the voices of singers. It leads to the more and more
frequent use of glissandos, “squealing” notes, harmonic sounds, stresses,
crisp striking-ups, vibrato, “dirty” sonorities, blue notes, growl—all this
creating a new corpus of very expressive sounds. New sounds, unusual
sonorities and rhythms are what Stamp Paid hears in Beloved when he
draws near to 124. The following chapters are full of new word orders,
rhythms and sounds, they will translate what has never been spoken:
“When Sethe locked the door, the women inside were free at last to be what
they liked, see whatever they saw and say whatever was on their minds.
Almost. Mixed in with the voices that surrounded the house, recognizable
but indecipherable to Stamp Paid, were the thoughts of the women of 124,
unspeakable thoughts, unspoken.” (245)

4. Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in
American Literature,” Michigan Quarterly Review 28 n° 1 (5 April 1989) 36.
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To “break the back of words” and say things beyond language,
Morrison uses its evocative power. The very sound of the word expresses
its meaning, and prompts feelings and sensations that reading only instead
of hearing could not conjure up. When Milkman receives notice of Guitar’s
being after him, the language he uses is very rhythmic, composed of short,
sharp words, harsh sonorities, with many dental consonants, [t] and [d],
and the repetition of words and sentences evoke the ticking of the clock
that counts down Milkman’s last moments until his death: “Guitar is biding
his time. Guitar is biding his time. Your Day has come. Your Day has come.
Guitar is biding his time. Guitar is a very good Day. Guitar is a very good
Day. A very good Day, a very good Day, and biding, biding his time.” (Song
of Solomon 330) The sounds here give an impression of breathlessness and
oppression, going far beyond the meaning of words.

Morrison also uses rhythm to make her style sound close to jazz. In
Jazz, the rhythm of her writing is cut-up, full of split constructions, to
suggest syncopations: “Open their napkin wide as you please and not a
catface anywhere. She was polite at the lunch of course. Distracted she
was. About Dorcas, probably.” (72) Her frequent use of ternary rhythms or
constructions is also close to the frequent use of ternary bars like six/eight
or nine/eight and triplets in jazz. The chapters of the voices in Beloved are
based on ternary constructions and repetitions, each woman talking in turn
and answering one another.

The trio of the three women is highly musical, and it is its sounds and
rhythms that give it its unity. It is presented as a poem or the lyrics of a
song, each woman talking or singing a line of her own. (264-267) They
improvise a song on the theme “You are mine” and this sentence is
repeated over and over again, like a chorus or leitmotif on which they
improvise all in turn. Then at the end of the chapter they all say it, and their
voices merge as in the final chorus of a jazz piece. The play on repetitions
infuses a musical quality to the trio, one asks a question, another answers,
always repeating at least one word from the question. The song is also
unified by the phonetic anaphora of [j] on every line: “Yes | was on the other
side./You came back because of me?/Yes./You rememory me?/Yes. |
remember you./You never forgot me?/Your face is mine.” (265) There are
four chapters of the voices, the first three, monologues, or solos, by each
of the women, then one chapter with two duets, and then two trios, the
voices thus gradually becoming one song. Beloved'’s solo (259-263) is the
most musical one, unsurprisingly, and the one closest in theme to their
common African heritage. She speaks for all the sixty million anonymous,
voiceless slaves. The rhythm of her speech is given by the blanks, like
crotchet rests in musical notation, but the absence of punctuation and the
pauses imposed by the natural need for breath suggest the continuity of
jazz sessions, an endless improvisation on a theme. Morrison constantly
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plays on pairs of words, balancing them, opposing and uniting them in
turn, pairs like “she” and “I,” “now” and “always,” and plays on repetitions
of terms like “hot/a hot thing” or “her face is mine.” Many alliterations give
an inner rhythm to the discourse, like the repetition of the sibilants [s], [d]
and [0] in “Sethe’s the face that left me see her and [ see the smile [...] her
smiling face is a place for me.” The rhythm, stressed by the repetitions, is
very entrancing, rising and falling, with many gradations, leading from very
short sentences to long, emphatic ones—and suddenly, almost brutally, the
language resumes a low, broken speech, betraying difficult melodies.
These fluctuations of rhythm are also the mimetic evocation of the motions
of the ships that took black slaves from Africa to America. The musical
quality of the language precisely suggests what words cannot say, how
difficult the “re-memory” is, how things stay in the back of their minds and
cannot surface in any articulate form, how the attempt to express them
only produces an apparently broken, nonsensical speech. Music, sounds
and rhythms are what gives the speech unity and meaning, what explains
the brokenness, what goes “beyond the back of words” and touches the
pain, the heart of their personalities, and at the same time has a healing
value because it links them back to their African heritage, and all the
generations together in an effort to transcend the pain.

Morrison, just like a blues singer, is very preoccupied with the
evocative power of her words, and we can sometimes feel that she herself
is carried away by the sound of her words, as when she describes the song
that lies in the voices of Southern girls in The Bluest Eye:

They come from Mobile. Aiken. From Newport News. From Marietta. From
Meridian. And the sound of these places in their mouths make you think of
love. When you ask them where they are from, they tilt their heads and say
Mobile and you think you’ve been kissed. They say Aiken and you see a
white butterfly glance off a fence with a torn wing. They say Nagadoches and
you want to say “Yes, | will.” You don’t know what these towns are like, but
you love what happens to the air when they open their lips and the names
ease out.

Meridian. The sound of it opens the window of a room like the first four notes
of a hymn. Few people can say the names of their home towns with such sly
affection. (67)

Morrison often uses phrases for the particular atmosphere they
evoke, for how speakerly they are. She wants them to surprise, to make the
reader react and feel a certain way, and this is what she explains about the
use of numerals in Beloved: “There is something about numerals that
makes them spoken, heard, in this context, because one expects words to
read in a book, not numbers to say, or hear. And the sound of the novel,
sometimes cacophonous, sometimes harmonious, must be an inner sound
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or a sound just beyond hearing, infusing the text with a musical emphasis
that words can do sometimes even better than music can.”>

Often, the words that she uses bespeak so much an ambiance, or a
state of mind, that they become mimetic and symbolic of a train of
thoughts or a personality. The very sound of Macon’s and Pilate’s speeches
symbolizes all the difference there is between them; between warm and
caring Pilate, whose voice “made Milkman think of pebbles. Little round
pebbles that bumped up against each other.” (Song of Solomon, 40), round
words, short and simple, almost delicate, and Macon, whose words are just
as short, but sound incisive, sharp and harsh, indicative not of simplicity
but economy of feeling and concern for his family: “His hatred of his wife
glittered and sparkled in every word he spoke to her.” (10) A disordered
state of mind is symbolized by disordered words, repetitions forming an
endless circle of pain with no way out, as Valerian’s thoughts at the
discovery of his wife’s past conduct show in Tar Baby: “But | will need
several lives, life after life after life after life, one for each wound, one for
each trickle of blood, for every burn. [ will need a life time of blood tears for
each one of them. And then more. Lives upon lives upon lives for the the
the the the. Hurt.” (202)

Finally, one of the most frequent examples of the importance given to
orality is the recurrent use of mimetic sounds and onomatopeia. This
concern links Morrison to blues singers who

declaimed or hollered the words in protest or anger, moaned them soft and low
in sadness and sorrow. Sometimes the words assumed their shapes as they
emerged from seemingly formless murmurings, sometimes they were nailed
with vocal hammer-blows half-shouted, half-sung to the beat of the music.
There were times when words were dispensed with altogether: when they
were supplanted by long-drawn groans and hummed phrases or by the
utterance of joyous if unrecognizable syllables—scat vocals that were eloquent
with abstract meaning. A singer’s words might be brutally stabbed home; then
punctuated with shrill falsetto cries; then uttered softly and scarcely audibly.?

Milkman’s initiatory hunt at the end of Song of Solomon is marked by
the use of onomatopeia to describe the sound of nature, all the things
beyond language, that need another way to be told: “All those shrieks,
those rapid tumbling barks, the long sustained yells, the tuba sounds, the
drumbeat sounds, the low liquid howm howm, the reedy whistles, the thin
eeeees of a cornet, the unh unh unh unh bass chords. It was all language.”
(278) And Tar Baby concludes on an onomatopeia, giving back to Son the
living heritage of his ancestors, the music of the “hundred blind cavaliers”:

5. Ibid. 31.
6. Paul Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning: Meaning in the Blues (Cambridge: Cambridge
P, 1988) 268.
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“He ran. Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Looking neither to the left nor to the
right. Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Lickety-split.” (264), the
novel ending on an ad-libitum coda suggesting the continuity of the
tradition Son has chosen to bear.

In translating sounds into her books, Morrison places herself at the
crossroads between ear and eye, between two worlds, that of the white
civilization, symbolized by writing, reading and looking, by the eye—and,
therefore, appearances—and the black American world of oral culture,
based on sound and telling, on the ear. The interplay of two cultures is at
the heart of the quest for identity present in most of Morrison’s novels, in
which the individual has to mediate the oral knowledge of the black
community with the knowledge necessary to live in a modern, white world.

The emphasis put on sight in The Bluest Eye, as opposed to sound, is
destructive and alienating. Sight insists on individuality, on appearances,
and generates a detached and uncaring attitude. Pecola cannot sort out her
feelings, she does not have Sethe’s or Paul D’s ability to make up a tune to
express her feelings, and it keeps her away from the community, as
T. Harris explains:

Her adventures, like those of her father, would become coherent only in the
head of a musician, or in the structural composition of a novel that resembles
a blues creation. Yet the blues are a way for people to touch their pain and that
of others, to sing of what, in any given instance, is but an individualistic
account of collective suffering. But Pecola is unable to articulate the pain she
feels or channel it through the form of the blues. Like her belief in fantasies
derived from outside the black community, her state of the blues is familiar,
but she has no model for it to serve as a way of connecting her to the
community rather than cutting her off from it.”

But vision is not always destructive, especially when it is closely
related with hearing. In Morrison’s novels, one has to see, even to watch the
text in order to hear it: the typography is indissociably linked to the text’s
musicality—Morrison’s writing is also the writing down of a musical form.

One of the first indications about music and sound that we get when
opening a novel is given by its typography. The way in which words appear
on the page, spaces, presentation pages—all of this suggests something
that goes beyond reading. When we open Sula, the front page seems to
represent a stave, SULA is written within it, and two notes appear, one
above the staff and one below. They foreshadow the fact that Sula is an
artist (even with “no art form”) and that the book will follow a musical
pattern, will be written according to musical forms, structured by silences

7. Trudier Harris, “Reconnecting Fragments: Afro-American Folk Tradition in The
Bluest Eye,” Critical Essays on Toni Morrison (1988) 137.

203 sources » automne 1997



Articles / Essays

or crotchet rests and follow an antiphonal pattern. The position of the two
notes also suggests how Nel and Sula are two extreme characters, but two
extremes that will be reconciled, since SULA is written in the middle, with
Nel’s “fine cry, loud and long” of “girl, girl, girlgirlgirl.” (174) The higher
note may be the main melody and the lower the counterpoint, but they are
both essential to the balance of the piece, and the counterpoint enhances
the meaning of the first song. Still in Sula, the titles of the parts and
chapters appear framed by staves, constantly reminding the reader that a
new movement is about to begin, with its own mood and tempo, but always
belonging to the whole. The chapter titles are dates, which is reminiscent of
the numbering of bars in a musical piece, keeping track of how much has
been sung so far, and providing one of the threads that runs throughout the
book. The bars are numbered chronologically, in a linear way, but still, a
music piece is unified by repetitions and variations on a theme: the musical
allusion mirrors Morrison’s narrative process, which recalls Sula’s story
chronologically, but weaves a whole network of repetitions and riffs that
give its true meaning to the book.

The new rhythmic density at the heart of jazz, coming from African
rhythms, with claps on the second and fourth beats, the “weak” ones in
European music, had the effect to accentuate off-the-beat notes and
produce syncopated rhythms. This off-the-beat effect can be traced in
Morrison’s novels in several typographical signs. This is particularly
evident in Jazz, when, at the end of each chapter, a page or two are left
blank for the next chapter to begin on an odd page number. Then this new
chapter only begins on the second half of the page, with a large capital
letter in bold type, suggesting the stress on the second half of the beat.
This is comforted by the structural use of call-and-response at the
beginnings of the chapters of Jazz. A call is made at the end of each
chapter, and the response is given at the beginning of the following one,
sometimes directly answering a question (187), always taking up at least a
word from the last paragraph. All the first sentences are short responses:

27: Or used to.

53: Like that day in June.

89: The hat.

117: And when spring comes to the City, ...

137: Risky ... state of mind.

165: Anything like that ...

187: There sheis. (answering: “But where is she?”
in the previous chapter)

195: Sweetheart.

219: Pain.

(My emphasis on the repeated elements.)
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Each scrap of sentence is an answer, linked through structural and
thematic elements to the last one from the preceding chapter, and they
would have no meaning without reference to the previous ones. Call-and-
response is here also present in the play on points of view. Each call is
made by a specific narrator, either a first-person speaking character or an
inside perspective provided by the omniscient form of the narrator,
faithfully reproducing the pattern of alternation between voices. This use of
call and response is complemented by typography, adding the necessary
accents and emphases, as in musical notation.

Blanks often give the impression to be crotchet rests, punctuating the
discourse and giving an inner rhythm. This is noticeable in Beloved, in the
“chapters of the voices” (259-263). There, punctuation is replaced by
blanks, silences to allow the reader to pause according to the rhythm of
his/her own breathing and the natural rhythms of speech. The blanks here
make the discourse appear multiple, coming from many different voices
that merge to form a musical ensemble where each instrument has its
importance and is complementary to the others, which play a harmonious
tune even though they have different lines, for they talk about the same
painful experience of the Middle Passage.

At the beginning of The Bluest Eye, spaces are also fundamental. The
lines from the reader’s primer are first normal, double-spaced and
punctuated; then, repeated a second time, punctuation disappears and
spaces between lines too; then spaces between words are altogether
removed. Reading aloud the first extract produces a calm and normal
speech. The second extract sounds more confused, the right tones are hard
to put on words since there is no punctuation and no large spaces to
indicate periods or pauses, as in Beloved, and we can already feel how
confused Pecola’s state of mind is. But reading aloud the third extract is
impossible, as it is impossible for Pecola to articulate her grief and
therefore be able to live with it. While reading only is still possible, (even if
difficult), the sound of the text suggested by the typography shows that
talking of Pecola’s grief is just as impossible for us as it is for her. Each new
chapter is preceded by an extract of the graded reader, but always
presented in a new way. It could represent Morrison’s own improvisation on
the theme of the graded reader, her reaction to a standard tune—a negative
reaction since she exposes how nonsensical it is, because family structures
are far more complicated than being happy, laughing and playing. The
superposition of the two tunes, the one sung by the dominant culture in the
graded reader and the one sung by Pecola, is mirrored by the superposition
of two musical traditions: the book is structured according to seasons, as in
Vivaldi's Four Seasons, but what gives its real structure to the book and its
real meaning is not classical music, it is not the graded reader, but it is
the blues song lying behind the surface, organized by Morrison and
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counterpointing all classical patterns. The characters all give at some point
their own reflections and improvisations on a theme, which is marked by
the use of italics, as for Pecola, Pauline and Cholly. Italics then are the
graphic mark of the beginning of a solo. Claudia’s monologues are not in
italics, since she is the narrator, she leads the piece, but still they lack right
margin justification, which could express her attempt to separate her solos
from the others’, to sing a different tune from the community that does not
understand Pecola, when she and Frieda try their best to help her.

The use of italics is the sign that most help readers to read the text
aloud. It is a device Morrison uses to make her style appear “meandering,
effortless, spoken.”® Italics are used to emphasize the sounds of
conversations, the way people say things and accentuate them. Songs or
simili-songs (as Pecola’s blue-eye threnody) are always in italics to
underline the difference in utterance. In Beloved, the “songs” of the three
women in the house really appear as songs thanks to typography, they
appear as poems on the page, written line by line, and, once more, it is
typography which shows us how to read the text. These attempts to make
orality live through writing are what give Morrison’s writing much of its
strength and power of evocation, and make it close to poetry.

The translation into writing of musical patterns was a first step
towards Morrison’s creation of a form based on orality. In writing down
Afro-American music, she transformed the musical form, since jazz is a
music of improvisation and unpredictability, and therefore, not very often
written down; when it is, only the basic chords and melodic line appear.
Morrison however manages to recreate this unpredictability in her novels,
mainly in Jazz. There, the unpredictability is evidenced with the use of an
unreliable narrator who constantly sends us on false tracks, underlining the
fact that the events were completely unpredictable. On p.5, (s)he tells us
that “Violet’s next plan—to fall back in love with her husband—whipped her
before it got on a good footing,” whereas she does fall back in love with him
(and him with her, fortunately) in the end of the novel, obliging the narrator
to conclude on an improvised piece to comment on the nature of their new
love. Then (s)he tells us that “what turned out different was who shot who,”
(6) when nobody shoots anybody, or even tries to. But in the end, (s)he
exposes his/her unreliability: “It infuriates me to discover again how
unreliable | am. [...] | thought | knew them and wasn’t worried that they
didn’t really know about me. Now it's clear why they contradicted me at
every turn: they knew me all along.” (220) Morrison here presents her
characters as having a mood of their own, and the direction of the book not

8. Toni Morrison, “Rootedness: The Ancestor as Foundation,” Black Women Writers
(1950-1980): A Critical Evaluation (1984) 341.
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depending on her own will only, but on exterior factors that make the
direction of the story completely unpredictable. Unpredictability can also
be traced in the abrupt changes of narrators, without warning, sometimes
right in the middle of a sentence. In this way, Morrison has managed,
according to Gates, “to create an ensemble of improvised sound out of a
composed music. Riffing on those two great geniuses [Faulkner and
Ellington] of American literature and music.”®

Unpredictability forces the reader to come into the text and make a
judgement for him/herself, to “feel” the action and draw conclusions from it
rather than let himself be guided by what is said and the conclusions of his
mind. This appeal to strong feelings is also present in Morrison’s books,
urging the reader to react to what (s)he is reading. These reactions are at
the heart of the internal dynamics of the books. The story and what can be
drawn from it depend on these reactions, and the interaction helps redefine
the relationship between author, reader and text.

The reader is often directly addressed or provoked, asked to react
strongly right from the beginning of a book, as Morrison explains about
Beloved:

The in medias res opening that I am so committed to is here excessively
demanding. It is abrupt and should appear so. No native informant here. The
reader is snatched, yanked, thrown into an environment completely foreign,
and | want it as the first stroke of the shared experience that might be possible
between the reader and the novel’s population. Snatched just as the slaves
were from one place to another without preparation and without defence. No
lobby, no door, no entrance—a gang plank perhaps (but a very short one).
And the house into which this snatching—this kidnapping—propels one,
changes from spiteful to loud to quiet, as the sounds of the body of the ship
itself may have changed.’0

The holes left in the narrative by such beginnings are a way to invite
in the narrative something more than what is said, a way for the reader to
feel an experience rather than read about it. The reader is asked to account
for this experience, to read and see what is hidden by the holes, to
recognize their presence, as Milkman in Song of Solomon: “Yet there were
many missing pieces. Susan Byrd, he thought—she would have to know
more than she told him.” (304) The reader also has to find the missing
pieces, but there is no Susan Byrd to help him or her. The book itself is the
answer, and the reader’s response is part of the book—he has to analyse

9. Henry Louis Gates, Jr, “Jazz,” Critical Perspectives Present and Past: Toni
Morrison (1993) 55.

10. Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in
American Literature,” Michigan Quarterly Review 28 n° 1 (5 April 1989) 36.
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his own feelings and interpretation to fill in the blanks. The reader has to
“figure out” what the spaces should be filled with, as the narrator of Jazz
says:

[ started out believing that life was made just so the world would have some
way to think about itself, but that it had gone awry with humans because
flesh, pinioned by misery, hangs on to it with pleasure. Hangs on to walls and
a boy’s golden hair; would just as soon inhale sweet fire caused by a burning
girl as hold a maybe-yes maybe-no hand. Something is missing there.
Something rogue. Something you have to figure in before you can figure it out.
(227-228)

The reader is here (as in Jazz) included within the community-chorus
of the book, partaking of the lives of the characters, part of the entity that
comments and reacts to the characters, society and life in general.

Another means to let the reader come into the story and draw his own
interpretations is the use of an extremely fragmented narration. This device
is evident on a small scale in Beloved’s monologue. The discourse is
fragmented, cut up, with spaces and incomplete sentences, dispersed
between the voices of all slaves, but in the end becomes a whole thanks to
the unity of feeling, repetitions and the dissemination of symbols, and
becomes one with the history of all African-Americans, into a process
analogous to that of the blues, as described by Baker: “Rather than a
rigidly personalized form, the blues offer a phylogenetic recapitulation—a
non-linear, freely associative, non-sequential meditation of species
experience.”!1

Fragmentation is an essential aspect of blues lyrics, as J.E. Berendt
points out:

Il serait possible de fournir maints exemples de cette discontinuité du blues,
alors qu'’il parait difficile d’en trouver un seul dont chaque mot constitue la
suite logique de ce qui précéde. Il serait erroné de croire que cela correspond a
une incapacité a créer une continuité. Non, la continuité n’est pas le propos.
Les lignes et les strophes ont une qualité impressionniste. Elles sont liées les
unes aux autres comme les touches de peinture sur un tableau. [...] Dés que
vous prenez un peu de recul, ’ensemble s’agence en un tout. Le « tout » du
blues est ’humeur, l'atmosphére blues. Celle-ci crée sa propre continuité. Tout
ce qui se présente a l’esprit — événement, souvenir, pensée, phantasme — se
fond dans I’humeur du blues, et il en découle... le blues.!?

11. Houston A. Baker, Blues, Ideology and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular
Theory (Chicago and London: the UP of Chicago, 1987) 5.

12. Joachim Ernst Berendt, Le Grand Livre du Jazz : Des Origines au New Orleans
(Paris, Ed. du Rocher, 1986) 204.
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Song of Solomon mirrors this process of splitting narration and
chronology, and Milkman’s quest is mimetic of the reader’s work of piecing
the story back together. The book is unified by the blues song and the
atmosphere attached to its singing. The song here is symbolic of the
inheritance of the African American past, part of Pilate’s collection as well
as her bag of bones and the rocks she picks in every state she goes
through in her life. Piecing back the story is a puzzle in which each clue
leads to another one, creating further suspense and questioning, and the
reader has to work like Milkman, a parodic detective, and put the parts in
the right order.

Fragmentation often forces the reader to see and think for himself, to
give his own interpretation of the facts. In Jazz, the narrator is so unreliable
that the reader has to think alone about what is going to happen, not
waiting for the narrator’s suggestions. This unreliability applies to moral or
general judgements as well: the narrator often comments on life and the
action of the novel, but the reader cannot give his opinion more importance
than any other expressed in the book. The fragmentation of points of view
allows the reader to see from all the perspectives available, and thus
enables him to have a very accurate view of the action, and to go deeper
into the analysis than a straightforward narration would have allowed, as
P. Page notes:

The pattern cuts at least two ways for readers as well. The narrative
fragmentation denies readers the expected level of immediate comprehension
and forces them to wait for explanation, to remember previously narrated
fragments and to piece together the narrative chronology. And yet, partly
because of the necessity for readers’ active participation, the cumulative effect
of the intensive exploration of the characters’ memory is profound. In addition,
as D. Kenneth Mano points out, the “allusive, oblique” narrative form enables
Morrison to avoid the excessive melodrama a more straightforward form would
have produced.’3

Finally, the last, but not least, device Morrison uses to have the reader
participate into the creative process is the use of open endings. Baby
Suggs, in Beloved, epitomizes the response expected from the reader to
Sethe’s act (and to the rest of the character’s reactions): “They came in her
yard anyway and she couldn’t approve or condemn Sethe’s rough choice.”
(221) All the different perspectives allowed into the text prevent the reader
from choosing, but he is still asked to react, to analyse his feelings just as
the rest of the community surrounding Sethe, to remember painful

13. Philip Page, “Circularity in Toni Morrison’s Beloved,” African American Review
26 n° 1 (1992) 36-37.
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episodes with them, and only through this act of common remembering
can healing be possible, as M. Sale underlines:

A different example, one external to the text, is how Morrison’s representation
of Sethe and her act of infanticide challenges readers to examine their own
responses to this event and the circumstances surrounding it. Beloved
presents and clarifies social problems without resolving them, and so raises, or
calls out, issues to be discussed, or to be responded to, by readers or the
community. This call for community response is part of the contemporary
healing process that the text is involved in.'*

Morrison, in keeping with the multiplicity of voices, gives a
multiplicity of answers to the questions and dilemmas posed by the texts,
but, as for Jadine in the end of Tar Baby, “the same sixteen answers to the
question What went wrong? kicked like a chorus line. Having sixteen
answers meant having none. So none it was. Zero.” (250) The last chapter
of Tar Baby bears no chapter number, unlike all the other ones, as if the
book was not finished. It appears like something added, it is one possible
end, but not The End since it is not part of the series that links the other
chapters of the book. It suggests both the absence of answers and their
multiplicity—one and the same thing. The reader is free to give his own
interpretation of the theme, to change the end or leave it as it is—the
invitation of the blank page at the beginning of the chapter gives him total
freedom to enter the book and become part of the creative process, to
make the story live through his own emotions and interpretations, in the
same way that dilemma tales were left open to the conjectures of the
listeners, or jazz pieces have no closure. All of Morrison’s novels have open
endings: The Bluest Eye begins with a cursory summary of the plot, “Pecola
was having her father’s baby. There is really nothing more to say—except
why. But since why is difficult to handle, one must take refuge in how.” (9)
The rest of the text reflects on these first sentences, but the question “why”
remains, left unresolved but still present just beneath the surface
throughout the text, leaving it for the reader to answer. Sula ends with
many questions unresolved—what has she done during her ten-year
absence? What will Nel do with her new awareness of feelings?—and the
novel ends on a circle that suggests endless repetition rather than closure:
“It was a fine cry—loud and long—but it had no bottom and had no top, just
circles and circles of sorrow.” (174) Just like the novel, which begins in
medias res (“no bottom”), ends without closure (“no top”), and leaves only
the interplay of emotions (“circles and circles of sorrow”). Will Guitar shoot
Milkman at the end of Song of Solomon? Will Son stay with the blind

14. Maggie Sale, “Call and Response as Critical Method: African American Oral
Tradition and Beloved,” African American Review 26 n° 1 (1992) 44.
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horsemen or try to join Jadine in Paris in Tar Baby? ... Endless questions
remain, and the reader has to make his own improvisation within the frame
of the novel and his/her own concluding phrase— just like the last solo in a
jazz piece.

All these devices are subordinate to Morrison’s aim, which is to create
a story that will be visually and orally compelling so as to draw in the
reader and force him to react, without ever relaxing her grip on his
emotions. This is achieved through an appeal to feelings close to that of
music, a “feeling of hunger” that compels the reader to read on and know
more, creating the “quality of hunger and disturbance that never ends” that
Morrison sees in jazz and wants to reproduce. Denver exposes this creative
process when she “swallowed twice to prepare for the telling, to construct
out of the strings she had heard all her life, a net to hold Beloved.” (94) The
relationship between the two (Denver and Beloved) shows how interactive
the teller-listener relation is, how each listens to the other, and how, to
“construct a net” that will hold the reader, Morrison, as Denver, has to let
the (implied) reader react so as to adapt the story to his sensibility.

The reader feels compelled to read on precisely because Morrison
encompasses him into the community who reacts to the story, lays his
emotions along those of Stamp Paid, Ella, Paul D and the other members
of the community, granting them as much importance, to create a sense of
shared experience, as she explains: “l mean a novel written a certain way
can do precisely what spirituals used to do. It can do exactly what spirituals
or jazz or gossip or stories or myth or folklore did—that stuff that was a
common wellspring of ideas and again the participation of the reader in it
as though it’s not alien to him. The people he may not know, but there is
some shared history.”1>

One element that was particularly compelling to the listeners of the
blues and jazz was the rhythm that embraced them and drew them to
participation, just as preachers drew their audiences to respond through
the entrancing inflexions of their sermons. In Morrison’s novels, the rhythm
of the narratives, which is never linear, is always compelling too. The pace
of Song of Solomon, for instance, quickens gradually; very slow in the first
part, it accelerates in the second, the song, repeated more and more
frequently, punctuating the action as a bass chord, heightening the tension
and the ritual quality of the book, pounding like the drums in a rite of
initiation. The likeness to a detective story, the search for clues, and the
menace of Guitar constantly hovering on Milkman’s life create suspense
and a “hunger” to get to the end, to finish the jigsaw, and the tension never

15. Bessie W. Jones and Audrey Vinson, “An Interview with Toni Morrison,”
Converstions with Toni Morrison (1994) 183.
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relaxes, remaining even after the book is closed, since we do not know
what happens to Milkman.

The pace of the novel also makes readers conjecture about the
following pages, and Morrison uses this as the novel’s “secret drive,” much
as the “music’s secret drive” she describes in a potentially metatextual
passage in Jazz: “Under the ceiling pairs moved like twins born with, if not
for, the other, sharing the partner’s pulse like a second jugular. They believe
they know before the music does what their hands, their feet are to do, but
that illusion is the music’s secret drive: the control it tricks them into
believing is theirs; the anticipation it anticipates.” (65) Morrison here
reestablishes her authority in the novel, challenged by the comments of the
narrator, as the leader of the song, clearly placing the implied reader within
the community who responds, who knows what to respond to her call.
Morrison thus points out the essential work of accounting for the implied
reader’s emotions, of responding herself to these emotions, but still
reminds us that she directs the book, and manipulates readers as well as
characters to make her composition alive, to direct the chorus of all the
characters, including readers, composing her fiction.

Morrison’s concern with emotions is reminiscent of one of the main
characteristics of the blues, which is to be far more concerned with
expressivity and feelings than with conventional structures. Expressivity is
always far more important than aesthetics—form follows content. What is
important to the jazz or blues musician is to express his own mood at that
particular moment in his own terms, so that the audience can feel the
height of his emotion. Paul Oliver points out this force of sensibility in the
blues:

The most astonishing aspect of the blues is that, though replete with a sense of
defeat and down-heartedness, they are never intrinsically pessimistic; their
burden of woe and melancholy is dialectically redeemed through sheer force
of sensuality, into an almost exultant affirmation of life, of love, of sex, of
movement, of hope. No matter how repressive was the American environment,
the Negro never lost faith in or doubted his deeply endemic capacity to live. All
blues are a lusty, lyrical realism, charged with taught sensibility.1®

In the same way, Morrison’s books are first concerned with feelings,
with the transmission of an emotion through all the means available, where
form follows content: the novels are given their shape by the way
characters react and feel as in Beloved, where the form reflects the
difficulty of remembering and the necessity of dis(re)membering to
reconstruct a coherent life out of the scattered parts.

16. Paul Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning: Meaning in the Blues (Cambridge:
Cambridge UP, 1990) XV.
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Her writing being close to music, Morrison also seeks to make a
certain impression on her reader through the sound of her writing, close to
the impression music makes, close to the feelings of the young girls in The
Bluest Eye listening to the sounds of the conversations of the adults: “The
words ballooned from the lips and hovered about our heads—silent,
separate and pleasantly mysterious.” (14) And the only means Morrison
has to describe this attraction for words is through metaphors of music and
dance:

Their conversation is like a gently wicked dance: sound meets sound, curtsies,
shimmies and retires. Another sound enters but is upstaged by still another:
the two circle each other and stop. Sometimes their words move in lofty
spirals; other times they take strident leaps, and all of this is punctuated with
warm-pulsed laughter—like the throbs of a heart made of jelly. The edge, the
curl, the thrust of their emotions is always clear to Frieda and me. We do not,
cannot know the meaning of all their words, for we are nine and ten years old.
So we watch their faces, their hands, their feet, and listen for truth in timbre.

(16)

The words of the novel themselves talk about the emotions of the
characters, and their sounds have a power of evocation, a “truth in timbre,”
that reveals more than their meaning discloses and appeals to the senses,
in the same way music does. Jazz exemplifies the range of emotions that
Morrison uses in her books, and these emotions are always created in the
characters by the music of the City, which suggests what to do, what to
feel, and how to act. In Beloved, the constant play on emotions draws us
close to Sethe, sympathizing with her pain and the terrible price she had to
pay for her overwhelming maternal love, while at the same time, moral
considerations draw us close to Stamp Paid and Ella’s positions, repelled
as they are by the infanticide—but the balancing of one emotion against
the other prevents us from taking a clear-cut position.

The reliance on feelings and emotions can also be traced in her use of
supernatural elements: her world extends its frontiers far beyond the limits
of “reason” and seeks to embrace the subjectivity of life’s experiences, to
render the living of the experience rather than the experience itself. The
interplay of emotions is at the heart of the response Morrison wants to get
into her books, as she says, “Critical conviction should be inspired by a
response to the work, not by external agendas. The text should become a
problem of passion, not a pretext for it.”!7 This response is inherent to Afro-
American literature, according to Gates: “Matters of origin and genesis,

17. Toni Morrison, “Unspeakable Things Unspoken: The Afro-American Presence in
American Literature,” Michigan Quarterly Review 28 n° 1 (5 April 1989) 10.
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therefore, become secondary in literary analysis. The spirituals make the
language contain a turn of mind, simple and sublime, poignant and
compact, concrete—‘the poetry of an ancient race passing through the
throes of an enforced return into the epoch of an alien and dominating
civilization.”—yet transcendent.”'8

What is at the heart of the novels is to have the reader live the
experience at the same time as the characters, identify to them as the
listeners to the blues singer:

Usually the listeners quickly recognize the situation which is revealed to them
and its implications and they often echo the singer. It is sufficient to see their
faces light up and to listen to the laughter of complicity or the shouts of
approval or encouragement—I hear you ! Right on ! That’s the truth ! Tell it like
it is I—to realize that it is not an abject complaint that we are hearing and that
the blues are often something radically different. When the audience identifies
with the situation and the content of the song and responds to the often
disguised message, one witnesses the sharing of a common experience which
sustains the participants.’?

This identification with the singer allows a certain form of healing in
drawing the community together, and enabling others to see life from the
same perspective as the singer does. Morrison seeks the same reaction
from her readers, she wants them to recognize the human dilemma in the
situation she writes about, and to come so close to the perspectives of the
characters that reasonable judgement is not possible anymore—reason is
not the criterion. The reader must feel trapped in the same circle, feel the
same things as the characters, understand them completely. Morrison
explains how this identification to an experience, to the feelings of the
characters, works in The Bluest Eye:

He or she [the reader] can feel something visceral, something striking. Then we
[you, the reader, and I, the author] come together to make this book, to feel this
experience. It does not matter what happens. I tell you at the beginning of The
Bluest Eye on the very first page what happened, but now I want you to go
with me and and look at this, so when you get to the scene where the father
rapes the daughter, which is as awful a thing, | suppose, as can be imagined,
by the time you get there, it’s almost irrelevant because I want you to look at
him and see his love for his daughter and his powerlessness to help her pain.
By that time his embrace, the rape, is all the gift he has left.20

18. Henry Louis Gates, Jr, Figures in Black: Words, Signs and the Racial Self (New
York and Oxford: Oxford UP, 1989) 193.

19. Robert Springer, “Black Solidarity as Expressed in the Blues,” GRAAT n° 9
(1992) 135-136.

20. Claudia Tate, “Toni Morrison,” Conversations with Toni Morrison (1994) 165.
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This involvement of the reader in the novel is essential to its cathartic
aspect, to its taking up the “healing power” that music has lost to whites,
according to Morrison, and the readers feel a compulsion to follow her
advice at the end of Beloved: “It was not a story to pass on,” or in the end
of Jazz, with her open invitation for the reader to go through the same
liberating process of remembering and healing as the characters, and to
answer the call for freedom of the music of the City, as Joe and Violet are
now doing, an appeal to re-create the book in one’s own words—to “pass
on” the story: “But | can’t say that aloud; | can’t tell anyone that | have been
waiting for this all my life and that being chosen to wait is the reason [ can.
If | were able I'd say it. Say make me, remake me. You are free to do it and
[ am free to let you because look. Look where your hands are. Now.” (229,
my emphasis.)

The fusion of the two forms, musical and literary, is meant to create a
new means to “make sense,” to apprehend reality, as we can see in Song of
Solomon. There, music leads Milkman to his real identity, to a new, whole
self. There is a constant play between “sing” and “sign”: every time the song
is sung, Milkman gets a sign that will help him define reality, himself and
others. For Milkman, music has a power of definition greater than that of
language alone. Morrison thus points out to an alternative means to make
sense of reality, and combines the powers of language and music, which
brings Milkman to a better understanding of reality than his father’s, who
relies on language only, and better than Pilate’s, who relies on music only.
Only through the combination of music and language, through the ability to
combine the true meaning of the words with their singing, can Milkman
understand his history and find his real name. Singing defines every key
moment of his life: the song of Solomon accompanies all the moments that
will define his identity: his birth, his first visit to Pilate, his arrival at Shalimar,
the day after the hunt, etc... Each new verse or line added to the song is
paralleled by a new awareness for Milkman, the awareness of who he is, of
what he is, of what he should be. The song will also help him understand
other individuals and his responsibilities towards them, it will help him
organize the world and establish a certain set of values. Morrison precisely
wants to recreate this new means to make sense at the novel’s level, in
fusing the written and oral words, and making her novels sing.

This is precisely what Morrison does in writing, she balances the oral
culture of Africa with the dominantly visual culture of America, so
destructive in The Bluest Eye, to make a novel, the place where sound can
meet letter, and oral and visual cultures can be incorporated into a form
that transcends them both. This new form, midway between two cultures,
is what enables Morrison to recapture a lost culture, to mediate past and
present, to incorporate the lost culture of Africa into present life, and the
hybrid form becomes symbolic of a hybrid culture.
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