
*
A
O
B
1
*

OCTOBER 24, 2021

NICK MISANI

0

This is a sample. The number of pages displayed is limited. Send us a request today to receive a copy of this issue.



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 9

Congratulations to

TheNewYork Times
BookReview

On

from

0

This is a sample. The number of pages displayed is limited. Send us a request today to receive a copy of this issue.



T H E N E W Y O R K T I M E S B O O K R E V I E W 13

0

This is a sample. The number of pages displayed is limited. Send us a request today to receive a copy of this issue.



18 S U N DAY , O C TO B E R 2 4 , 2 0 2 1

SEPT. 11, 1977

Toni Morrison’s first two books — “The
Bluest Eye” with the purity of its terrors
and “Sula” with its dense poetry and the
depth of its probing into a small circle of
lives — were strong novels. Yet, firm as
they both were in achievement and prom-
ise, they didn’t fully forecast her new
book, “Song of Solomon.” Here the depths
of the younger work are still evident, but
now they thrust outward, into wider
fields, for longer intervals, encompassing
many more lives. The result is a long
prose tale that surveys nearly a century
of American history as it impinges upon a
single family. In short, this is a full novel —
rich, slow enough to impress itself upon
us like a love affair or a sickness — not the
two-hour penny dreadful which is again in
vogue nor one of the airless cat’s cradles
custom-woven for the delight and job-as-
sistance of graduate students of all ages.

“Song of Solomon” isn’t, however, cast
in the basically realistic mode of most
family novels. In fact, its negotiations
with fantasy, fable, song and allegory are
so organic, continuous and unpredictable
as to make any summary of its plot sound
absurd; but absurdity is neither Mor-
rison’s strategy nor purpose. The purpose
seems to be communication of painfully
discovered and powerfully held convic-
tions about the possibility of transcend-
ence within human life, on the time-scale
of a single life. The strategies are multiple
and depend upon the actions of a large
cast of black Americans, most of them re-
lated by blood. But after the loving, comi-
cal and demanding polyphony of the early
chapters (set in Michigan in the early
1930s), the theme begins to settle on one
character and to develop around and out
of him.

His name is Macon Dead, called “Milk-
man” because his mother nursed him well
past infancy. He is the son of an upper
middle-class Northern black mother and
a father with obscure working-class
Southern origins. These origins, which
Milkman’s father is intent on concealing,
fuel him in a merciless drive toward
money and safety — over and past the
happiness of wife and daughters and son.
So the son grows up into chaos and genu-
ine danger — the homicidal intentions of a
woman he spurned after years of love,
and an accidental involvement with a se-
cret ring of lifelong acquaintances who
are sworn to avenge white violence, eye
for eye.

Near midpoint in the book — when we
may begin to wonder if the spectacle of
Milkman’s apparently thwarted life is suf-
ficient to hold our attention much longer
— there is an abrupt shift. Through his in-

volvement with his father’s sister, the bi-
zarre and anarchic Pilate (whose dedica-
tion to life and feeling is directly opposed
to her brother’s methodical acquisition of
things), and with Guitar, one of the black
avengers, Milkman is flung out of his pri-
vate maelstrom. He is forced to discover,
explore, comprehend and accept a world
more dangerous than the Blood Bank (the
ghetto neighborhood of idle eccentrics,
whores, bullies and lunatics, which he vis-
ited as a boy). But this world is also re-
warding, as it opens into the larger, freer
sphere of time and human contingency
and reveals the possibility of knowing
one’s origins and of realizing the potential
found in the lives, failures and victories of
one’s ancestors.

Although it begins as a hungry hunt for
a cache of gold that his father and Pilate
left in a cave in Virginia, Milkman’s search
is finally a search for family history. As he
travels through Pennsylvania and Virgin-
ia, acquiring the jagged pieces of a story
that he slowly assembles into a long pat-
tern of courage and literal transcendence
of tragedy, he is strengthened to face the
mortal threat that rises from his own care-
less past to meet him at the end.

The end is unresolved. Does Milkman
survive to use his new knowledge, or does
he die at the hands of a hateful friend? The

hint is that he lives — in which case Toni
Morrison has her next novel ready and
waiting: Milkman’s real manhood, the
means he invents for transmitting or
squandering the legacy he has discov-
ered.

But that very uncertainty is one more
sign of the book’s larger truthfulness (no
big, good novel has ever really ended; and
none can, until it authoritatively de-
scribes the extinction from the universe of
all human life); and while there are prob-
lems (occasional abortive pursuits of a
character who vanishes, occasional luxu-
riant pauses on detail and the under-
standable but weakening omission of ac-
tive white characters), “Song of Solomon”
easily lifts above them on the wide slow
wings of human sympathy, well-informed
wit and the rare plain power to speak wis-
dom to other human beings. A long story,
then, and better than good. Toni Morrison
has earned attention and praise. Few
Americans know, and can say, more than
she has in this wise and spacious novel..
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1907

When Mark Twain shocked 
London by strolling from Brown’s
Hotel to the nearby Bath Club in a
blue robe and slippers, “with about
three inches of bare legs showing,”
it was front-page news.

1911

Jack London attended the birthday
party of “a diminutive dog called
Fluffy Ruffles” in Carmel-by-the-
Sea. “The table was covered with a
white cloth of real damask, and
London, the dog and other guests
consumed ladyfingers and lem-
onade with apparent relish.”

1928

A. A. Milne’s son, 6-year-old
Christopher Robin, told The Times
he planned to take revenge on his
father with some writing of his
own: “Wait and see how father
likes the poems I write about him.”

1935

The French writer Colette scandal-
ized New York when she disem-
barked from the Normandie 
wearing sandals and no stockings,
“her toenails colored a vivid red.”

1943

Upton Sinclair came home from 
a few days away to find that unin-
vited “picnickers” had raided his
kitchen, smoked his cigarettes and
gone swimming in his pool. “I
don’t think,” he told The Times,
“that they read any of my books.”
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From the writer whose “deft juxtapositions close up the gap between humans and nonhumans”

(Richard Powers) , a new collection of New York Times essays filled with natural

beauty, human decency, and persistent hope.

“Graceland, At Last takes us to

Renkl’s homeland and shines a light

on life in the South, its complexities

and its hopes. In these pages,

you will find Black Lives Matter

organizers, churches sheltering the

homeless, and even helpful sheep.

Reading Renkl is like seeing the

world in color for the first time.”

—Literary Hub

“Most Anticipated Books of 2021”

“The natural world

is something [Renkl] closely

observes and uses as a springboard

to contemplate other, less tangible

subjects. . . . Her life story and

her life’s passion intertwine,

like a fence post and a

trumpet vine.”

—Maureen Corrigan

NPR’s Fresh Air

milkweed.org

AVAILABLE NOW

0

This is a sample. The number of pages displayed is limited. Send us a request today to receive a copy of this issue.


