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			Context 

			Beloved, published in 1987, explores America’s dark history of slavery and its deeply fracturing impact on individuals and society today. The novel takes place during the early post–Civil War years until after the nullification of the Dred Scott decision by Lincoln’s Emancipation Proclamation of 1863. 

			Flashing back and forth between locations in a free state (Ohio) and a slave state (Kentucky), and shifting between the realities of the enslaved to their lives as freed blacks, the book addresses the struggles of ex-slaves in coming to terms with the indignities and incredible losses the inhumane system caused. 

			Toni Morrison first made a name for herself with her previous novels, The Bluest Eye, Sula, and Song of Solomon. She decided to write Beloved to show how painful the construct of racism is on the most vulnerable people in society. The novel went on to win the Pulitzer Prize for Literature in 1988, and was a key component in the decision to award the author the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1997.

			Like two other classic American novels about race, The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and To Kill a Mockingbird (as recently as 2016, all three titles have been on the list of most banned books in the United States), Beloved is considered one of the more important historical novels written about slavery in the twentieth century.

		

	
		
			Overview 

			Beloved is set in two places: Cincinnati, the geographical and symbolic Free North, and the once benevolent-turned-cruel Sweet Home, a plantation in the slave state of Kentucky. The novel’s narrative is not chronological, but rather it moves back and forth through time as the characters relive their pasts and struggle with the present. It also frequently shifts between perspectives, putting readers into the points of view of the different characters.

			The novel begins in 1873, introducing Sethe, Baby Suggs, Denver, and a haunted house at 124 Bluestone Road in Cincinnati: the central theme around which the story of love, devotion, repressed memory, and freedom revolves.

			Strong and determined, before a pregnant Sethe reaches the house on Bluestone Road, she escapes from Sweet Home, setting out on the perilous journey to Ohio. A wandering white girl, Amy Denver, finds Sethe in labor and helps her deliver a daughter, whom Sethe names after her. Stamp Paid, an agent of the Underground Railroad, brings mother and infant to the “right side of the river” and into the arms of Sethe’s mother-in-law, Baby Suggs, and her other three children. Sethe is free at last.

			The Dred Scott ruling deemed escaped slaves—even those who’d crossed into the North—property of their former slave owners. Facing possible recapture after only 28 days of freedom, Sethe chooses instead to slit her two-year-old daughter’s throat rather than give her over to the horrors of slavery. She tries to kill her younger daughter, Denver, too, but Stamp Paid stops her. After serving time in jail, she returns her children—Denver and her two sons—and to Baby Suggs in the house on Bluestone Road. The house is now bewitched by the spiteful ghost of the slain baby.

			Not long after, Baby Suggs dies, and Sethe’s sons are scared off by the bitter spirit, leaving Sethe and Denver alone in the spiteful house. A surprise visit from a former Sweet Home slave, Paul D, sets in motion a chain of events that turns their lives upside down. With a shared history that draws them closer, Sethe and Paul D hope for a small measure of happiness. For a time, the house falls silent.

			One fateful day, a mysterious young woman walks out of the river and into the yard. Her name is Beloved—the word Sethe engraved on the baby’s headstone—her daughter’s spirit in human form. Initially bringing joy, she gradually deteriorates into a malicious, parasitical force.

			The community that once shunned Sethe comes to her rescue, banishing Beloved’s evil spell from the house. In the end, Sethe, fragile and traumatized, reunites with Paul D to live out the rest of their days together.

		

	
		
			Cast of Characters

			Amy Denver: A kind and simple-minded white girl who helps Sethe deliver her fourth child, who Sethe names Denver in her honor.

			Baby Suggs: The matriarch of the house at 124 Bluestone Road, the former slave is the mother of Halle Suggs and mother-in-law to Sethe

			Beloved: The mysterious young woman and spirit of Sethe’s third child, the girl she killed to prevent her from being returned to slavery. 

			Buglar: Sethe’s second oldest son.

			Denver: Sethe’s youngest child, born during her escape from Sweet Home.

			Edward Bodwin: Mrs. Bodwin’s son and Denver’s employer.

			Ella: The town’s compassionate churchwoman and one of Baby Suggs’s neighbors.

			Halle Suggs: Sethe’s husband, father to her 6 children, and former slave at Sweet Home. 

			Howard: Sethe’s oldest son.

			Janey Wagon: A servant in the Bodwin home.

			Lady Jones: Denver’s caring schoolteacher and friend.

			Edward Bodwin and Miss Bowdin: Former abolitionists, the single brother and sister who own 124 Bluestone Road.

			Mr. and Mrs. Garner: The kindly slave owners of Sweet Home.

			Paul A and Paul F: Paul D’s brothers who were slaves, also known as the Sweet Home men.

			Paul D: One of the Sweet Home men and Sethe’s love interest at 124 Bluestone Road.

			Schoolteacher: The antagonist. Mr. Garner’s brother-in-law, who becomes the manager of Sweet Home after Mr. Garner dies. He’s cruel to the slaves.

			Sethe: The protagonist. A soulful and tortured woman who escaped slavery.

			Sixo: A tough and courageous slave at Sweet Home. 

			Stamp Paid: A former slave who works on the Underground Railroad as an agent and helps bring Sethe to 124 Bluestone Road.

		

	
		
			Summary 

			One

			In 1873, the house at 124 Bluestone Road is haunted by the ghost of a dead little girl. Sethe’s sons, Howard and Buglar, are scared away by the venom that possesses the address, leaving their mother, Sethe, their younger sister, Denver, and their dying grandmother, Baby Suggs, to deal with the ill-natured house themselves. Baby Suggs says moving away is useless because all houses have the ghosts of Negro grief in them. She dies shortly thereafter, tired of fighting and heartbroken from the death of her grandchild.

			Paul D knew Sethe when they were slaves at the Sweet Home plantation in Kentucky in 1855, and after many years, he shows up at her door in Ohio. When Sethe invites him inside, he walks into a red pulsing light, which he immediately identifies as a spirit. A wave of grief washes over him, and he understands that the spirit is more sad than evil. Sethe introduces him to her daughter, Denver, who is 18 years old, and who, unaccustomed to strangers and overwhelmed by his kindness, becomes emotional. Paul D tells the two women about his memory of Sethe when they were young and she was pregnant, telling him of her plans to escape and follow her children who were already on a wagon to freedom. Denver, excited to meet someone who knew her father, Halle, before he went missing, is eager to hear more about him.

			Feeling she can say anything to Paul D, Sethe confides in him about the time back in Kentucky when two white boys assaulted her, holding her down and drinking the milk from her breasts. That act broke her heart, but the beating she got for accusing the boys opened up her back, leaving scars that look like a chokecherry tree. Paul D is tender with Sethe, inciting the house to pitch and shake in anger. When the house quiets, Paul D and Sethe make love. He decides to stick around, and the ghost decides to leave. Tired of always guarding against happiness, Sethe wants to let Paul D into their lives. Denver, however, is suspicious. She is close to the ghost baby and she suspects that it’s planning something. Paul D’s arrival has messed up those plans and has put space between her and the ghost. 

			One day, a fully dressed woman walks out of the water, sits on a stump near the steps of 124 Bluestone Road, and falls asleep. When Sethe, Denver, and Paul D return from a carnival, they find the exhausted, thirsty, and weak young woman. She tells them her name is Beloved—the word engraved on the headstone of Sethe’s dead baby. Denver becomes a devoted caregiver to Beloved and grows quite possessive of her. As the mysterious Beloved gets stronger, Paul D feels increasingly uneasy, though he has no say in the matter: Sethe and Denver like having Beloved around.

			Beloved has an insatiable desire to hear stories about Sethe’s life and Sethe obliges. But when Beloved brings up “diamond” earrings, Denver is curious: How on earth does the mysterious girl know about the crystal earrings Mrs. Garner, the wife of Sweet Home’s owner, gave Sethe as a wedding present back in Kentucky?

			Paul D is wary of Beloved. She acts weak, but her skin is glowing and her eyes bright. She claims she walked long and far before arriving at the house at 124 Bluestone Road, but her shoes are new and her skin soft. Worse, he’s beginning to notice a “shining” in her: a look of desire and lust directed at him. When Paul D tells Sethe that there’s something about the girl that makes him uneasy, Sethe gets angry and protective of her. 

			Paul D tells Sethe what happened to her husband, Halle. He didn’t leave her; he’d gone insane witnessing the two boys assaulting her. He tells her how they knew Halle had gone mad when they found him next to the butter churn, rubbing butter all over his face. Paul D begins his own account of the torture and abuse he suffered, but something stops them both; it’s too much to bear, and the past is safer buried where it can’t get out.

			Beloved admits to Denver that she is her dead sister, though her mood turns mean and sharp when Denver suggests they keep the fact a secret from their mother. Beloved makes it clear that she’s here for Sethe, and hints that there might not be enough room for both her and Denver. Eager to soothe Beloved’s dark mood, Denver tells her about her birth: how Sethe escaped from the plantation and gave birth in a lean-to with the help of a white girl named Miss Amy Denver. Denver tells the story with embellishments to ensure she keeps Beloved entertained. After helping with the delivery of Sethe’s newborn, Amy Denver leaves them alone on the “wrong side” of the river to fend for themselves. Stamp Paid, an agent for the Underground Railroad, finds Sethe and brings her and her baby across the Ohio River to Baby Suggs. Her other children had arrived by wagon some weeks before, safe and sound. The already crawling little girl really loves reaching for Sethe’s crystal earrings.

			The house at 124 Bluestone Road, before it became a place of chafed spirits, was a happy place. Baby Suggs gave sermons in the Clearing (she was a preacher with a great big heart), but after her grandbaby’s slaying, Baby Suggs is never the same. She said it was the bad luck of white folks that changed her. 

			Understanding that Halle is not coming back, Sethe goes to the Clearing to think. There, she decides she wants Paul D. Lonely and sad for so long, Paul D stirs up dangerous memories, but he is kind and tender, and happiness is worth the pain. She closes her eyes and thinks about Baby Suggs and the times she used to massage Sethe’s neck so well. Suddenly, healing hands touch her neck; then they wrap around her throat, choking her. If Denver and Beloved hadn’t come along, she would have been dead. At first, Sethe thinks it was Baby Suggs’s ghost that was strangling her, but deep down she knows it wasn’t. Denver knows it was Beloved.

			Back when Denver was around seven years old, she studied with other black children at Lady Jones’s house-school. Clever and dedicated, she nevertheless stopped attending classes when a classmate asked about her mother: Did she really kill her baby? And did Denver really live in prison with her? So humiliated and disturbed by the crime, Denver quits school and turns deaf and mute. It isn’t until a couple of years later that she speaks again—to the baby ghost. After that, the spirit gets personal and spiteful, eventually driving away Denver’s brothers with weird broken mirrors and handprints in a cake.

			When Paul D was a slave, he attempted to kill Brandywine, who became his owner after schoolteacher sold him. As punishment, Paul D was made part of a chain gang with 45 other men. All day, they were chained together, and at night, they were locked in coffin-like boxes. One night during a rainstorm, they escaped into a camp of Cherokee, who set them free. These “Buffalo” men tell Paul D to follow the tree blossoms to the Free North. He travels for years, including a 3-year stopover in Delaware with an older weaver woman. By the time Paul D arrives at 124 Bluestone Road, he has locked his dark memories away as if he had a tobacco tin in his chest. Nothing can pry it open. It’s safer that way.

			Feeling unwelcomed in the bedroom for reasons he can’t explain, Paul D starts sleeping in the rocking chair in the kitchen, then in Baby Suggs’s old bed, and lastly, in the storeroom. He feels as though the house is repelling him, and he has to fight not to leave Sethe, whom he loves. One night, Beloved comes into the storeroom to seduce him, asking him to touch her “on the inside parts” and call her by her name. He tries to resist, but the spell is too powerful. He says her name as he enters her, then repeats “red heart” over and over again. The rusted-shut tobacco tin in his chest unlocks before he can stop it.

			Paul D, stripped of his manhood and full of shame, knows Beloved has hexed him, but he can’t break away. He decides to tell Sethe of the ugly liaison, but instead proclaims that he wants them to have a child together. He can feel Beloved’s malice toward him when he moves back into Sethe’s bedroom.

			Back when Denver was a few weeks old, Baby Suggs hosted a party of friends and neighbors at 124 Bluestone Road. The next day, she felt something ominous coming and had a vision of dark high-top shoes—a premonition of the shoes that Beloved wore when she first arrived. That day, 18 years ago, schoolteacher, the new owner of Sweet Home, his nephew, a slave catcher, and the sheriff arrived on horseback to bring Sethe back to Kentucky. When they entered the back shed, they found Sethe dangling her little daughter’s dead body. She was holding Denver against her blood-soaked chest while her two boys lay on the ground, injured but alive. Stamp Paid snatched Denver from her arms before she could hurt her, too. Sethe went to jail for murder, taking the infant Denver with her.

			Stamp Paid feels Paul D has a right to know what happened. He lets an old newspaper clipping tell the story of how a pretty slave girl went to the shed to kill her children.

			Paul D confronts Sethe about that fateful day, but her explanation is dizzying. Sethe says her freedom and that of her children were the things in life she wasn’t giving up. She wanted to put her babies where they’d be safe. Paul D can’t cope with the ugly truth and walks out. 

			Two

			Stamp Paid has been inside the house at 124 Bluestone Road only once since the Misery (what he called Sethe’s violent reaction to Fugitive Bill) and that was to take Baby Suggs’s body out. Hearing that Paul D moved out of the house the same day he showed him the newspaper clipping, Stamp Paid feels bad. He’s especially worried about Sethe being alone in the house with the return of the hauntings, and so, in honor of Baby Suggs, he decides to visit Sethe and Denver. As he approaches the chattering house, its voices lower but, overcome with fatigue and sadness, he’s unable to knock on the door. Over many days, he tries six times, but he fails.

			Meanwhile, Sethe is mourning the loss of Paul D, but keeps herself busy with Beloved and Denver. The three women spend a day ice skating, laughing and falling on the ice. When they return to the house to warm up, something inside Sethe clicks: she finally knows for sure that Beloved is her slain daughter. She’s happy that her baby isn’t mad at her anymore. 

			Stamp Paid returns and tries again to knock at the door. He thinks he now understands how tired of fighting Baby Suggs must have been—fighting the ghost, for her freedom, for the lives, souls, and hearts of the world. After that miserable, murderous day, Suggs was a broken woman. He’s worn out, too. He tries to knock on 124’s door once again, but the door doesn’t open. Peering though the window, he sees two women in the kitchen: Denver, and someone he doesn’t recognize. Stamp asks around town about the new black girl, but no one’s heard of her.

			For the first time, Sethe is late for work and reprimanded. She was once soft and trusting, but now she is blunt and curt with her boss. In her mind, Sethe rehearses how she’ll make Beloved understand the way it was at Sweet Home, and why she killed her. When she returns home for dinner, she locks the door tight behind her. 

			Denver once swallowed her sister’s blood while nursing on her mother’s breast. Truth be told, Denver had always been afraid of Sethe, and her brothers were, too. While Denver waited for her daddy’s return, the ghost baby was her secret company, that is, until Paul D came and drove it away.

			Beloved looked down at Sethe from her place between life and death, the clouds blocking her view. She is a ghost longing and wanting, who sees dead Halle’s face with his locked eyes. Halle trembles and leaves his body and goes to full death, but she can’t. Under the water, she turns into a human form, walks out of the river, and to the house at 124 Bluestone Road to join Sethe. Her only desire is to see Sethe’s smiling face. Now Sethe, Denver, and Beloved know the truth. She came from the other side and she is theirs and they are hers.

			Paul D lives in the damp church cellar now. He’s taken to drinking liquor to keep warm and numb his mind: plagued by the contents of the tobacco tin making him wish he had died back in Kentucky years ago with his friend and fellow slave Sixo. It pains him to think about Sethe and how she moved him out of a place in which he wanted to take root.

			Back at Sweet Home, after Mr. Garner died and Mrs. Garner took to her bed, things got bad. Schoolteacher was not kind like the Garners; he was evil, he beat the slaves mercilessly. The remaining Sweet Home slaves had plotted their escape—Halle, Sethe, their three children, Sixo, Paul D, and Paul A—but everything went wrong. Halle disappeared, then returned crazy, butter all over his face; Paul A disappeared, too, possibly hanged by schoolteacher, his head and feet cut off; Paul D and Sixo were captured, and Sixo was set on fire, then shot; Paul D chained and locked in a cabin, a bit in his mouth. That’s when Sethe, nine months pregnant, tells Paul D that she’s escaping. He’s sad knowing he won’t see her again. 

			Stamp Paid sits on the church steps next to Paul D and they discuss the matter of Sethe and Beloved. Stamp insists that Sethe was doing her best to protect her children, as insane as it sounds. Paul D tells Stamp that there’s something not right about Beloved.

			Three 

			The house is quiet. The three women have become too weak from hunger to argue. Before, Sethe, Denver, and Beloved played at everything: cooking, sewing, gardening, doing their hair and clothes. But the mood changed for the worse: Beloved demands, Sethe praises and acquiesces, and Denver is excluded. Sethe is as thin as a rail, but Beloved, though without much food, gets plumper by the day. Beloved is like a parasite, draining Sethe’s life force, perhaps as revenge for her death. All that’s left to nourish them are two hens; if they both lay an egg, the demanding and tantrum-prone Beloved gets both. Denver’s been cut out completely, and it’s becoming difficult to tell Beloved and Sethe apart. Desperate, Denver must separate herself from her family to save them, and she goes for help. It has been years since she’s left the yard of 124 Bluestone Road, but with Baby Sugg’s encouraging words in her head, she steps into the world.

			Denver comes upon Lady Jones’s house where she’d studied many years ago. Lady Jones invites her in and feeds her. Denver tells her of her mother’s “condition,” and the next day food starts showing up at the gate of 124 Bluestone Road, donated by women throughout the community. As Denver returns their dishes and thanks them, her world outside the house expands. But as she becomes stronger, her home life deteriorates: It’s an insane asylum inside the house. Beloved grows larger, her stomach swelling like she’s pregnant, and Sethe gets smaller. She sits all day babbling to Beloved the reason she did what she did. It was out of true love, she says. Beloved refuses to forgive, taking more and more from Sethe. 

			Denver realizes that to save herself and her mother she needs to find work—another first for her. Through their maid Janey, Denver finds a job helping out Edward Bodwin and his sister, Miss Bodwin, local white abolitionists and the owners of the house at 124. Denver confides in Janey the real reason she needs work: Her dead sister has returned and will not rest until she’s killed their mother. The news about Beloved quickly spreads, and the black women in the community band together to help, led by Ella, a leader in the community and a friend of Baby Suggs’s and Stamp’s. 

			Denver is waiting for Mr. Bodwin to fetch her for her first day of work when the group of thirty churchwomen come down the road. Curious, she waves. The ladies fall to their knees, praying and singing songs that draw Sethe and Beloved out onto the porch. When Mr. Bodwin pulls into the yard, the sight of his white face sends Sethe, ice pick in hand, running toward him. Afterward, some say Beloved’s body exploded right before their eyes, while Denver wrestled her mother to the ground, saving Mr. Bodwin from getting a blade thrust through his heart.

			Some time later, when Paul D sees the 18-year-old dog, Here Boy, asleep inside the yard at 124 Bluestone Road, he knows it’s a sign that Beloved’s truly gone, because from the moment Beloved arrived, the dog was nowhere to be found. 

			One evening, Denver crosses paths with Paul D, and he asks about her family’s well-being. Denver is doing well; Miss Bodwin is teaching her, hoping to send her to college, but Sethe is destroyed. Denver thinks she’s lost her mother to madness, but Paul D is welcome to visit her if he promises to be careful of what he says. Their conversation is cut short when a young man, whom Denver obviously likes, joins them. 

			Paul D escaped from slavery and was captured five times. He thinks about the battles fought, the miles walked, and the freedom won. He walks into 124’s empty quiet space, where a red shaft of light once bathed him in terror and grief. Now there is nothingness. He sits at the kitchen table and hears singing in the keeping room. It’s Sethe lying in Baby Suggs’s bed. He’s afraid she’s planning on dying there, so he tells her he’ll take care of her now. He wants to put his story next to hers. But Beloved, her “best thing” has left her, and she’s weak and afraid. No, Paul D tells Sethe, she is her own best thing. “Me? Me?” she asks, incredulous, their fingers intertwined. 

			Everyone in town soon forgets about Beloved, because remembering seems unwise. The story of Beloved is not a story to pass on. 

		

	
		
			Character Analysis

			Baby Suggs: A freed slave from Sweet Home and mother of Halle (Sethe’s husband and the father of her children), Baby Suggs was once a big-hearted, soulful woman and a spiritual inspiration to her community. She ruled as the matriarch of the house at 124 Bluestone Road until the infanticide of her little granddaughter, when she turned inward and withered away—crediting all the pain and tragedy in her life to white people. Even after Baby Suggs’s death, her memory helps spur Denver on to seek support in the very community that once shunned them.

			Beloved: The antagonist, Beloved’s identity is at first mysterious, but later it’s suggested that she is the resurrected embodiment of Sethe’s murdered baby. A symbolic and haunting reminder of the tragedy, violence, and desperation of slavery, Beloved opens the wounds of her mother’s pain and guilt from the past. The young and slender woman starts out as a sickly and sympathetic character, but as time goes on, she gets stronger and grows more menacing and destructive, attempting to destroy the mother who destroyed her. Beloved’s eventual defeat is essential to Sethe’s, Denver’s, and Paul D’s survival and peace.

			Denver: Serving as the story’s dynamic character, Denver is Sethe’s only living daughter. An ultra-sensitive child, she turns inward after learning about her slain sister, becoming deaf and mute for several years and refusing to leave the property. Her only friend is the ghost baby, the spirit of her dead sister. When Beloved first comes into the picture, Denver is enamored with the bewitching girl, but soon intelligence and strength takes over, and she develops a sense of self-preservation. Denver’s ability to evolve ultimately frees her and her mother from Beloved’s negative influence and unshackles them from their painful past.

			Paul D: Paul D and Sethe were once good friends and slaves together at Sweet Home. A walking symbol of regret and redemption, his character is the embodiment of powerful manhood and gritty durability. Perceptive and pensive, Paul D immediately senses Beloved’s evil intent and tries to warn Sethe, but he’s unable to convince her of the danger. In the face of an almost unimaginably nightmarish past, Paul D shows the strength to put aside his personal anguish and open his heart. His deep love for Sethe proves to be her salvation, providing healing and hope for the future.

			Schoolteacher: A secondary antagonist, schoolteacher is the only purely evil character in the novel. As Sweet Home’s manager after the death of Mr. Garner, his brother-in-law, he is cold and calculating, possessing no redeeming qualities. He’s the stereotypical symbol of the animalistic system of slavery that existed in the American South.

			Sethe: The main protagonist of the story, Sethe is a freed slave and mother of three living children: Howard, Buglar, and Denver. The scars of her abuse at the hands of her slave owners are worn unapologetically on her back, but the act of murdering her own 2-year-old daughter haunts and tortures her daily. When she comes face-to-face with Beloved, the reincarnation of her dead baby, Sethe’s festering guilt and pain nearly destroy her.

			Stamp Paid: A former slaves who works on the Underground Railroad as an agent, Stamp Paid is a compassionate and brave figure, representing what’s good and just in society, serving as the story’s moral compass.

		

	
		
			Themes and Symbols

			Themes

			Motherhood: Motherhood/maternal instincts and bonds are a thread that runs throughout the story. The theme first emerges with the mammary rape of Sethe by two white boys. Later we learn that Sethe forms a weak bond with her own mother because she was wet-nursed while her mother slaved in the fields. The most severe example, however, comes in the depiction of the act of infanticide to symbolize a mother’s extreme love and devotion to her child. 

			Slavery: Beloved explores the emotional and psychological effects of slavery, from both a historical and contemporary perspective. The main characters, Baby Suggs, Sethe, and Paul D, are all former slaves who struggle throughout the story to come to terms with the repressed memories they find intolerable and horrifying. The negative impact on those enslaved are obvious: loss of identity, feelings of self-alienation, lack of self-worth, etc., but the book also asks us to look at the long-term effects of slavery on society, such as the loss of humanity and compassion for those different from the majority. A country’s future (and its soul) depend on the lessons learned from the dark corners of its past.

			The supernatural: Visions and premonitions are sprinkled throughout Beloved. The most predominate figure—the ghost of the dead baby, and later, the manifestation of that spirit in human form—can be seen as a representation of past generations of slaves haunted by their experiences. The paranormal theme is used as a way for the characters to understand and explain the world around them, as well as giving the author a chance to explore the characters’ psyches, and in so doing, reveal their fears and inner demons.

			Symbols

			Red: The color red is a strong symbol used throughout the novel to represent such elements as anger (the red-lighted presence of the ghost); emotion (Paul D’s red heart); death (blood of the slain baby and the pink flecks in her headstone); manhood (the red rooster); and hope (carmine velvet and the red roses lining the fence on the way to the carnival).

			Tobacco tin: In the novel, Paul D refers to the “tin tobacco box” as a place for him to lock away (rust over) memories and feelings too painful to recall. The tin is an emblem of repressed memories—a way to isolate and protect oneself from emotional pain. Paul D’s deep feelings for Sethe and Beloved’s spells finally allow him to open up the “tin box,” exposing his loving red heart.

			Tree: Commonly a motif of life, in Beloved, trees also represent brutality (the scars shaped like a “chokecherry tree” on Sethe’s back); death (burnings and lynchings); beauty (children playing in them); comfort (Denver’s emerald closet of green boxwood); and freedom (Paul D following the tree blossoms to freedom).

		

	
		
			Author’s Style

			Beloved is written in beautifully stylized prose. The story is broken up into three parts, which don’t follow any chronological order, but features flashbacks woven through the narrative. It requires readers to give the book their full attention. Writing in several different voices—and employing both third-person and first-person narratives—Morrison mixes in dialogue throughout the book, serving as a vehicle to interject vernaculars of the era. Of particular note is the entry in which the ghost of Beloved describes her earthbound descent. Here, the writing takes on an otherworldly quality in its stark elimination of punctuation and is more like poetry. As for metaphors, symbolism, and imagery, the book is rife with them, like water for rebirth, and the color red for Paul D’s heart and the pink flecks on Beloved’s gravestone.

		

	
		
			Direct Quotes and Analysis

			“124 was spiteful. Full of a baby’s venom.”

			124 Bluestone Road in Cincinnati, Ohio, is where Sethe lived with her mother-in-law and her children after leaving Sweet Home in Kentucky. There was a menacing force that the women and children believed lived inside the house with them. For years, they’d put up with the disturbances, but by 1873, Baby Suggs had died and Sethe’s two teenage sons had run away. The evil-acting spirit chased away two of Sethe’s three living children, perhaps as a way to avenge its death.

			“‘For a baby she throws a powerful spell.’”

			The soul of Sethe’s baby harbors an incredible amount of rage and both Sethe and Denver know why she’s so angry—she is the ghost of the daughter Sethe murdered in order to save her from slavery. They decide to try to coax the ghost out so they can make her understand how powerful Sethe’s love was for her. They are both tired of living with such a strong presence in the house—a constant and overwhelming reminder of Sethe’s crime.

			“‘Not a house in the country ain’t packed to its rafters with some dead Negro’s grief.’”

			Baby Suggs believes there’s no good reason for the family to consider moving from one house to another, because every house in the country is possessed by the sadness of one dead Negro or another. Grief and pain is unavoidable in a country dedicated to promoting human enslavement. She says they’re just lucky that it’s only a child raising hell from the other side.

			“He would keep the rest where it belonged: in that tobacco tin buried in his chest where a red heart used to be. Its lid rusted shut.”

			Paul D vows to keep all his nightmares locked deep inside himself, and in so doing, he’s able to prevent those repressed feelings and memories from boiling up to the surface. The analogy is a classic protective mechanism to cope with trauma. It’s Beloved, despite her evilness, who forces Paul D to confront his painful past and celebrate his humanity by helping the woman he loves, Sethe.

			“How fast he had moved from his shame to hers. From his cold-house secret straight to her too-thick love.”

			Paul D listens to Sethe tell the story of how she killed her baby and is surprised by how fast he is able to judge her for what she’d done. He realizes his own hypocrisy in the matter, but he walks away from her anyway. Coming to terms with Sethe’s ugly past means coming to terms with his own; something he’s not ready to do yet.

			“‘You know as well as I do that people who die bad don’t stay in the ground.’”

			Slavery ensured that most blacks suffered terribly and died tragic deaths. In Beloved, the slaves from Sweet Home were beaten, hanged, sexually assaulted, lit on fire, shot, chained, tied up, and went mad. Ella, a friend of Baby Suggs and Stamp Paid, is a smart, wise leader of the community. Although she has her doubts that Beloved is the ghost of Sethe’s slain child, she doesn’t write it off. Misery and pain are so prevalent that no one can depend upon souls moving happily to the heavens. Beloved is the perfect example. She is too miserable to move on.

			“‘There’s more of us they drowned than there is all of them ever lived from the start of time. Lay down your sword. This ain’t a battle; it’s a rout.’”

			At the end of her life, Baby Suggs lost her big-hearted vitality. She was tired of fighting. Her son Halle was never coming back, her daughter-in-law slit her granddaughter’s throat. All the bad in the world was because of the white people, and there was no use fighting anymore because they would always win. She told Denver that the only defense was no defense; just knowing that was all you could do about it. The institution of slavery took all power from African Americans. With no power, they had no control—over their lives, their families, or their wellbeing. Tired of fighting, Baby Suggs advocates for acceptance.

			“Denver thought she understood the connection between her mother and Beloved: Sethe was trying to make up for the handsaw; Beloved was making her pay for it.”

			The bond between Sethe and Beloved is a vicious circle of madness in which there would never be an end. Sethe’s greatest fear is that Beloved might leave before she could make her understand that what white people would have done to her was far worse than what Sethe did to her with the handsaw. But Beloved, full of anger, refuses to believe this and won’t rest until she consumes her mother.

			“And no one, nobody on this earth, would list her daughter’s characteristics on the animal side of the paper.”

			Years earlier, Sethe had overheard schoolteacher tell his pupils to list her human characteristics on one side of the paper and her animal characteristics on the other. That humiliation stayed with Sethe and came to her mind the day that schoolteacher showed up to reclaim her as a slave. She’d decided then and there that she’d rather take her baby’s life than to let her child be lynched, burned, raped, or set to work in a slaughterhouse yard.

			“‘It’s good, you know, when you got a woman who is a friend of your mind.’”

			Paul D remembers how his fellow slave Sixo described his feelings for his true love, the Thirty-Mile Woman, back at Sweet Home. She was there to help him make sense of the world; she supported him, loved him, and treated him like a man. Sethe was like that for Paul D. She was his best thing.

		

	
		
			Trivia

			
					Beloved was adapted into a feature film in 1998. It was directed by Jonathan Demme and starred Oprah Winfrey, Danny Glover, and Thandie Newton.

					The protagonist in Beloved, Sethe, was based on the real-life story of Margaret Garner: an African American slave (pre–Civil War) who killed her own daughter rather than have her returned to slavery.

					The poem “Lady Button Eyes” by Eugene Field was sung as a slave spiritual by Amy Denver, as she performed midwife duties for Sethe.

					“Buffalo men” in the book were Cherokee Indians, probably a tie-in to “Buffalo Solders”: the nickname given to the “Negro Cavalry” by Native American tribes who’d fought in the Indian Wars.

					Despite the fact that Beloved won a Pulitzer Prize, Toni Morrison believes Love (2003) is her best novel.

					In November 2014, Toni Morrison appeared on an episode of The Colbert Report and admitted that she just recently reread Beloved after nearly 30 years. When asked what she thought about her Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, Morrison replied, “It’s really good!”

					48 prominent black writers and critics such as Maya Angelou, John Edgar Wideman, and Henry Louis Gates Jr., signed a statement to protest that Morrison’s Beloved wasn’t nominated for the National Book Award.

					Beloved is one of the country’s most frequently banned books.

					According to Harvard English professor Barbara Johnson, “Only Shakespeare rivals [Toni Morrison] in the number of senior theses devoted to her work.” 

					Toni Morrison collaborated with Grammy-winning composer Richard Danielpour on Margaret Garner: an opera about the real-life inspiration behind Beloved.

			

		

	
		
			What’s That Word?

			Bit: A horse’s mouthpiece that’s made of iron. It was often put into the mouths of slaves to prevent them from talking. Paul D had suffered this demoralizing punishment and it left him deeply scarred. 

			Fixing: A spell or hex. Baby Suggs used to have “fixing” ceremonies in the Clearing where everyone danced in the sunlight. Paul D claimed that Beloved had “fixed” him and he couldn’t break it.

			Haint: Another word to mean ghost or spirit. When Paul D first saw the red light and felt the evil presence in the house, Sethe told him, “I got a tree on my back and a haint in my house.” 

			Pallet: Often used as makeshift beds. After Beloved came into the house, Paul D moved into the storeroom and slept on a pallet, much like he did at Sweet Home when he was a slave.

			Pickaninny: A derogatory term for a black baby. When Paul D, Sethe and Denver went to the carnival, they heard the barker call the children this name, saying, “Pickaninnies free!” At the time, Sethe thought it a small price to pay for the fun they might have.

			Rememory: To recall the past: remembering. Rememories are a legacy of slavery that are locked in the psyches of ex-slaves. They are suppressed memories that have cause mental scars in many of the characters in the book.

			Shine: A way a woman looks when they are aroused or in love. Paul D didn’t like the way Beloved was “shining”: She looked at Sethe with a petlike adoration that made him uncomfortable. 

			Talk-Think: Like praying. Sethe goes to the room where Baby Suggs used to sleep as a way to talk to her and get her material advice and comfort from the confusion of the house.

		

	
		
			Critical Response

			
					American Book Award winner

					Anisfield-Wolf Book Award winner

					Elmer Holmes Bobst Award for Fiction winner

					Frederic G. Melcher Book Award winner

					Lyndhurst Foundation Award winner

					National Book Award for Fiction finalist 

					National Book Critics Circle Award winner

					A New York Times bestseller

					Pulitzer Prize for Fiction winner 

					Robert F. Kennedy Book Award winner

			

			“A master work … Wonderful … I can’t imagine American literature without it.” —Los Angeles Times

			“Compelling … Morrison shakes that brilliant kaleidoscope of hers again, and the story of pain, endurance, poetry and power she is born to tell comes right out.” —The Village Voice

			“In her most probing novel, Toni Morrison has demonstrated once again the stunning powers that place her in the first ranks of our living novelists.” —St. Louis Post-Dispatch

			“Superb … A profound and shattering story that carries the weight of history.… Exquisitely told.” —Cosmopolitan

			“There is something great in Beloved: a play of human voices, consciously exalted, perversely stressed, yet holding true. It gets you.” —The New Yorker

		

	
		
			About the Author 

			Toni Morrison was born Chloe Anthony Wofford in 1931, in Lorain, Ohio, the second of four children in a black working-class family. After graduating from high school, Morrison received her degree in English with a minor in classics at Howard University. She continued her education at Cornell University, earning her master’s in 1955. 

			Morrison worked as an English professor and an editor, but feeling unfulfilled, she decided to change the course of her life. In interviews, she often tells how she thought everything she wanted to read had already been written. In her thirties, she felt the desire to show how destructive and harmful racism is. “Since I really wanted to read it, I thought I should write it.” That’s how Beloved came to be. The novel went on to win a Pulitzer Prize for Fiction (1988) and the author was awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature in 1993. 

			One of the most celebrated contemporary authors of fiction today, Toni Morrison has won almost every prestigious book award in existence, including the National Humanities Award (2000), the Presidential Medal of Freedom (2012), and the Pen/Saul Bellow Award for Achievement in American Fiction (2016). Her other acclaimed works include Song of Solomon, The Bluest Eye, Sula, and A Mercy. Common themes of racism and feminism can be found throughout her body of work, but she prefers to be thought of, not as an “African American writer,” but rather an “American writer.”
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