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When the music entered the window . . . [b]oth
women heard it at the same time. . . . [W]here the
yard met the road, they saw the rapt faces of thirty
neighborhood women. Some had their eyes closed;
others looked at the hot, cloudless sky. Sethe opened
the door and reached for Beloved’s hand. Together
they stood in the doorway. For Sethe it was as though
the Clearing had come to her with all its heat and
simmering leaves, where the voices of women
searched for the right combination, the key, the code,
the sound that broke the back of words. Building
voice upon voice until they found it, and when they
did it was a wave of sound wide enough to sound
deep water and knock the pods off chestnut trees. It
broke over Sethe and she trembled like the baptized
in its wash.

–Toni Morrison, Beloved (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 1987),
261. Copyright © 1987 by Toni Morrison. Used by permission
of Alfred A. Knopf, a division of Random House, Inc. Any
third party use of this material, outside of this publication,
is prohibited.

The expressive license within this epigraph, an ex-
traordinary passage from Toni Morrison’s quintes-
sential American masterpiece Beloved, takes up the
implicit challenge of a literary ½ction: the authority
in (and of ) a literary imagination. This gathering
of women’s voices enables this speaking text–a
“talking book” in the tradition of African American
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letters–that at once nominates, engages,



history is a regulatory accompaniment to
America’s literary narratives. The way in
which Beloved exposes this history as a nec-
essary utility in American storytelling is
what makes this book so extraordinary in
our literary history and so revelatory of the
ways in which the histories of our national
literary landscape have been sculpted by
our “play in the dark.”

Morrison engaged that literary land-
scape and history in her 1992 William E.
Massey, Sr. Lectures in the History of
American Civilization at Harvard Univer-
sity. The lectures were later published as
a monograph, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness
and the Literary Imagination.3 I see a slender
but rigorous trace between the capacious
subject of those lectures–American civi-
lization–and her unbounded proffer in
Beloved when she writes that “not a house
in the country ain’t packed to its rafters
with some dead Negro’s grief.”4 Beloved’s
domestic site is the nation’s homeland–
without exception and without any demar-
cation other than their domestic location.
Morrison’s interest is similarly domestic
in Playing in the Dark. There she explains
how a “contemplation of [black people]
. . . is central to any understanding of our
national literature.” Her argument explores
how the consequently “coded language
and purposeful restrictions of this Afri-
canist presence . . . extend into the twen-
tieth century.”5 In Playing in the Dark,
Morrison reveals the ways in which Amer-
ica’s house (and not only its ½ction by



membered past their time, promised beyond





that has already assured these women
their salvi½c potential. It is the site where
Beloved’s grandmother, Baby Suggs Holy,
preached the sermon that explicated the
challenge confronting this newly freed,
escaped, and hopeful yet haunted com-
munity. She understands their synecdochic
dismemberment and the alienation of their
bodies from self-love. She preached: “love
your flesh . . . your eyes . . . your hands . . .
your mouth. You got to love it. . . . You. For
this is the prize.” Like the ½nal gathering
of women, this early communal gathering
held its music as well: “Long notes held
until the four-part harmony was perfect
enough for their deeply loved flesh.”15

Later, when the women who had danced
in the Clearing come together to use the
force of their congregation to send Beloved
back to memory, they use their restored,
re-membered, and loved black bodies and



In a characteristically savvy play with
our national grammar, Morrison ends
Beloved with a warning: “It is not a story
to pass on.”19 The preposition “on” allows
the sentence to mean it is not a story to be
avoided, even though its ½rst meaning sug-
gestively retains the intent of “on” as a
particle: it is not a story to share. With that
½nal syntactic complexity, Morrison ex-
plains how America’s grammar contains
structural contradictions even as it un-
leashes creative potential.

At this particular moment in the mid-
dle of my fourth decade as a scholar, I feel
fully embraced by that gathering of women.

In fact, I feel as if I am not only among
their company but absolutely entitled to
the license and creativity they engage.
Beloved’s gathered women, the ones who
hold the key and whose empowered sound
can break the back of words, have given
me license to my own life in letters and
have challenged me to join the choir. I
sing alto. And “who knows but that on
the lower frequencies, I speak for you?”20
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endnotes
1 Article I, section II of the U.S. Constitution, also known as the representation clause, declared

that each slave would count as “three-½fths of a free person” in matters of congressional
representation and taxation. It protected the property of those who held slaves but at the
same time quixotically rendered the enslaved to both categories: they were property as well
as (partial) persons.

2 In 1856, Margaret Garner and her family escaped from Kentucky to Cincinnati. They were
found by slave catchers and returned to their owners, but not before Garner killed her
daughter with a butcher knife. As tragic and pitiful as this story is by itself, its accompanying
legal conundrum marks the case as one that explains the peculiar intersectionality of per-
sons and property. Garner’s defense lawyer, hoping her trial might be in a free state, claimed
she was a person who committed murder. But Kentucky argued for federal rule; she was
property to be returned to her owner. See Stephen Weisenberger, Modern Medea: A Family
Story of Slavery and Child-Murder from the Old South (New York: Hill and Wang, 1999).

3 Toni Morrison, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (New York: Vintage,
1993).

4 Toni Morrison, 
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Dædalus, the Journal of the American Academy of Arts & Sciences

11 Ibid.
12 Morrison, Beloved, 35–36.
13 As I write “linguistic and literary structures” I recall the title of my 1978 doctoral dissertation,

A Critical Investigation of Literary and Linguistic Structures in the Fiction of Zora Neale Hurston. It
is with some satisfaction that I notice this consistency in my vision and interests, and that
even then I was focused on the combinations, both “the key [as well as] the codes.”

14 I believed then, as I do now, this to be a correct (and decidedly humbling) determination of
the reviewer who expressed her disappointment in the execution of The Character of the Word.
Cheryl Wall suggested that there was more potential in the title than the text of my disser-
tation-become-book. See Cheryl A. Wall, “Black Women Writers: Journey Along Motherlines,”
Callaloo 39 (Spring 1989): 419–422.

15 Morrison, Beloved, 88–89.
16 The derivation of the word grammar is from the Greek grammatike (tekhne), or “art of letters.”
17 Karla FC Holloway, “Beloved: A Spiritual,” Callaloo 13 (Summer 1990): 516–525.
18 Ibid. The epigraph is the title and ½rst line of a poem by Gwendolyn Brooks, “One Wants a

Teller,” in Blacks (Chicago: Third World Press, 1994), 132.
19 Morrison, Beloved, 275.
20 Ralph Ellison, 
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