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      Context

      
      Toni Morrison was born Chloe
         Anthony Wofford on February 18, 1931,
         in Lorrain, Ohio, a steel town on the banks of Lake Erie. Morrison’s
         parents, George and Rahmah, were children of sharecroppers who migrated
         from rural Georgia and Alabama. The second of four children, Morrison
         excelled in high school, graduated from Howard University, and received
         her master’s degree from Cornell. Initially opting for a career
         as a teacher and editor, Morrison became an instructor at several
         historically black universities and worked for Random House. She
         brought writers such as Angela Davis and Toni Cade Bambara to national
         prominence. Morrison married and later divorced a Jamaican architect,
         Harold Morrison. The couple had two sons. 
      

      
      Morrison began her first novel, The Bluest Eye, while
         she taught at Howard University. It was published to critical acclaim
         in 1970. Morrison’s second novel, Sula, brought
         the young author national recognition as well as a nomination for
         the 1975 National Book Award in fiction. Song
            of Solomon, Morrison’s third novel, was popular with both
         critics and readers. In 1978, the novel won
         the National Critics Circle Award and the Letters Award. 570,000 paperback
         copies are currently in print. Morrison’s carreer continued its
         meteoric rise, and in 1988 she won a Pulitzer
         Prize for her novel Beloved. In 1993,
         Toni Morrison joined the exclusive ranks of the world’s premier
         writers when she became the first African-American woman to win
         the Nobel Prize in literature. 
      

      
      Morrison’s fiction does not fit well into a single category.
         It blends themes of race and class, coming-of-age stories, and mythical and
         realistic genres. Some critics classify Morrison as magical realist in
         the vein of Gabriel García Márquez. However, others claim that she
         is a black classicist, an heir to nineteenth century European novelists
         such as Gustave Flaubert and Fyodor Dostoevsky. Finally, other scholars
         argue that African-American oral narratives, rather than European
         traditions, provide the raw material for her work. Morrison draws
         on all of these styles to create a rich tapestry of backgrounds
         and experiences for her distinctive characters. 
      

      
      Morrison’s biography serves as rich source material for
         the literary characters in Song of Solomon. Jake
         (also known as Macon Dead I) has experiences similar to those of
         Morrison’s beloved grandfather, John Solomon Willis. After losing
         his land and being forced to become a sharecropper, Willis became
         disillusioned by the unfulfilled promises of the Emancipation Proclamation,
         Abraham Lincoln’s 1865 document freeing black
         slaves. The character Heddy may have been modeled after Morrison’s
         Native American great-grandmother. Guitar is a composite character,
         made up of Morrison’s family and friends whose lives were destroyed
         by racism.  Milkman’s journey to uncover his roots can be compared
         to Morrison’s own. Like Milkman’s, Morrison’s creative life began
         after age thirty and has been grounded in the African-American experience. 
      

      
      Toni Morrison has said in interviews that she opposed
         desegregation in the early 1960s despite
         being aware of its terrible effects. She worried that the excellent
         historically black schools and universities would disappear. Morrison
         wondered if the treasures of folklore, art, music, and literature
         created by the relatively insular African-American community would
         disappear once that community became more porous. Accordingly, while Song
            of Solomon explores the different experiences of white
         people and black people, almost all of the action occurs within
         an African-American world, drawing on its vitality for inspiration. 
      

      
      Although the black community provides the setting of Song
            of Solomon, the novel’s themes are universal. Milkman’s
         quest toward self-discovery, Macon Jr.’s obsession with wealth,
         Pilate’s boundless love for others, Ryna’s and Hagar’s madness from
         broken hearts, and Guitar’s destructive thirst for revenge are classic
         stories that have been told countless times in literatures of all
         traditions. 
      

   
      Plot Overview

      
      Robert Smith, an insurance agent in
         an unnamed Michigan town, leaps off the roof of Mercy Hospital wearing
         blue silk wings and claiming that he will fly to the opposite shore
         of Lake Superior. Mr. Smith plummets to his death. The next day,
         Ruth Foster Dead, the daughter of the first black doctor in town,
         gives birth to the first black child born in Mercy Hospital, Milkman
         Dead. 
      

      
      Discovering at age four that humans cannot fly, young
         Milkman loses all interest in himself and others. He grows up nourished
         by the love of his mother and his aunt, Pilate. He is taken care
         of by his sisters, First Corinthians and Magdalene (called Lena),
         and adored by his lover and cousin, Hagar. Milkman does not reciprocate
         their kindness and grows up bored and privileged. In his lack of
         compassion, Milkman resembles his father, Macon Dead II, a ruthless
         landlord who pursues only the accumulation of wealth.
      

      
      Milkman is afflicted with a genetic malady, an emotional
         disease that has its origins in oppressions endured by past generations
         and passed on to future ones. Milkman’s grandfather, Macon Dead, received
         his odd name when a drunk Union soldier erroneously filled out his
         documents (his grandfather’s given name remains unknown to Milkman).
         Eventually, Macon was killed while defending his land. His two children,
         Macon Jr. and Pilate, were irreversibly scarred by witnessing the
         murder and became estranged from each other. Pilate has become a
         poor but strong and independent woman, the mother of a family that
         includes her daughter, Reba, and her granddaughter, Hagar. In contrast,
         Macon Jr. spends his time acquiring wealth. Both his family and
         his tenants revile him. 
      

      
      By the time Milkman reaches the age of thirty-two, he
         feels stifled living with his parents and wants to escape to somewhere
         else. Macon Jr. informs Milkman that Pilate may have millions of
         dollars in gold wrapped in a green tarp suspended from the ceiling
         of her rundown shack. With the help of his best friend, Guitar Bains, whom
         he promises a share of the loot, Milkman robs Pilate. Inside the
         green tarp, Milkman and Guitar find only some rocks and a human
         skeleton. We later learn that the skeleton is that of Milkman’s
         grandfather, Macon Dead I. Guitar is especially disappointed not
         to find the gold because he needs the funds to carry out his mission
         for the Seven Days, a secret society that avenges injustices committed
         against African-Americans by murdering innocent whites.
      

      
      Thinking that the gold might be in a cave near Macon’s
         old Pennsylvania farm, Milkman leaves his hometown in Michigan and heads
         south, promising Guitar a share of whatever gold he finds. Before
         he leaves, Milkman severs his romantic relationship with Hagar,
         who is driven mad by his rejection and tries to kill Milkman on
         multiple occasions. After arriving in Montour County, Pennsylvania,
         Milkman discovers that there is no gold to be found. He looks for
         his long-lost family history rather than for gold. Milkman meets
         Circe, an old midwife who helped deliver Macon Jr. and Pilate. Circe
         tells Milkman that Macon’s original name was Jake and that he was
         married to an Indian girl, Sing.
      

      
      Encouraged by his findings, Milkman heads south to Shalimar, his
         grandfather’s ancestral home in Virginia. Milkman does not know
         that he is being followed by Guitar, who wants to murder Milkman
         because he believes that Milkman has cheated him out of his share
         of the gold. While Milkman initially feels uncomfortable in Shalimar’s
         small-town atmosphere, he grows to love it as he uncovers more and
         more clues about his family history. Milkman finds that Jake’s father,
         his great-grandfather, was the legendary flying African, Solomon,
         who escaped slavery by flying back to Africa. Although Solomon’s
         flight was miraculous, it left a scar on his family that has lasted
         for generations. After an unsuccessful attempt to take Jake, his
         youngest son, with him on the flight, Solomon abandoned his wife,
         Ryna, and their twenty-one children. Unable to cope without a husband,
         Ryna went insane, leaving Jake to be raised by Heddy, an Indian
         woman whose daughter, Sing, he married.
      

      
      Milkman’s findings give him profound joy and a sense of
         purpose. Milkman becomes a compassionate, responsible adult. After surviving
         an assassination attempt at Guitar’s hands, Milkman returns home
         to Michigan to tell Macon Jr. and Pilate about his discoveries.
         At home, he finds that Hagar has died of a broken heart and that
         the emotional problems plaguing his family have not gone away. Nevertheless,
         Milkman accompanies Pilate back to Shalimar, where they bury Jake’s
         bones on Solomon’s Leap, the mountain from which Solomon’s flight
         to Africa began. Immediately after Jake’s burial, Pilate is struck
         dead by a bullet that Guitar had intended for Milkman. Heartbroken
         over Pilate’s death but invigorated by his recent transformation,
         Milkman calls out Guitar’s name and leaps toward him.
      

   
      Character List

      
      
         Milkman Dead  - The
            protagonist of the novel, also known as Macon Dead III. Born into
            a sheltered, privileged life, Milkman grows up to be an egotistical
            young man. He lacks compassion, wallows in self-pity, and alienates himself
            from the African-American community. As his nickname suggests, Milkman
            literally feeds off of what others produce. But his eventual discovery
            of his family history gives his life purpose. Although he remains flawed,
            this newfound purpose makes him compassionate and caring. 
         

      

      
      
         Pilate Dead -  Macon
            Jr.’s younger sister. Born without a navel, Pilate is physically
            and psychologically unlike the novel’s other characters. She is
            a fearless mother who is selflessly devoted to others. Pilate is
            responsible for Milkman’s safe birth and continues to protect him
            for years afterward. She also takes care of her daughter, Reba,
            and granddaughter, Hagar.
         

      

      
      
         Macon Jr. - 	Milkman’s
            father and Ruth’s husband, also known as Macon Dead II. Traumatized
            by seeing his father murdered during a skirmish over the family
            farm, Macon Jr. has developed an obsession with becoming wealthy.
            In the process, he has become an emotionally dead slumlord. His
            stony heart softens only when he reminisces about his childhood.
            Macon Jr.’s stories about his childhood help fuel Milkman’s investigation into
            the history of the Dead family. 
         

      

      
      
         Guitar Bains  - Milkman’s
            best friend. Having grown up in poverty after his father was killed
            in a factory accident, Guitar harbors a lifelong hatred for white
            people, whom he sees as responsible for all evil in the world. Morrison points
            out that while Guitar’s rage is justifiable, his murders of white
            people neither combat racism nor help the African-American community. 
         

      

      
      
         Hagar	 - Pilate’s
            daughter and Milkman’s lover. Hagar devotes herself to Milkman,
            even though he loses interest and frequently rejects her. Like her
            biblical namesake—a servant who, after bearing Abraham’s son is
            thrown out of the house by his barren wife, Sarah—Hagar is used
            and abandoned. Her plight demonstrates a central theme in Song
               of Solomon: the inevitable abandonment of women who love
            men too much. 
         

      

      
      
         Macon Dead I -  Macon
            Jr.’s father and Milkman’s grandfather, Macon Dead I is also known
            as Jake. Macon Dead I was abandoned in infancy when his father,
            Solomon, flew back to Africa and his mother, Ryna, went insane. Macon
            Dead I was raised by an Indian woman, Heddy. The mysterious legend
            of his identity motivates Milkman’s search for self-understanding.
         

      

      
      
         Ruth Foster Dead  - Macon Jr.’s wife and the mother of Milkman, First
            Corinthians, and Lena. After growing up in a wealthy home, Ruth
            feels unloved by everyone except her deceased father, Dr. Foster.
            Although her existence is joyless, she refuses to leave Macon Jr.
            for a new life, proving that wealth’s hold is difficult to overcome.
            
         

      

      
      
         Dr. Foster - 	The
            first black doctor in the novel’s Michigan town. Dr. Foster is an
            arrogant, self-hating racist who calls fellow African-Americans
            “cannibals” and checks to see how light-skinned his granddaughters
            are when they are born. His status as an educated black man at a
            time when many blacks were illiterate makes him an important symbol
            of personal triumph while contrasting with his racist attitude. 
         

      

      
      
         Reba - 	Pilate’s
            daughter and Hagar’s mother, also known as Rebecca. Reba has a strong
            sexual drive but is 
            attracted to abusive men. Nevertheless, because 
            Pilate is her mother, the few men who dare mistreat 
            her are punished. Reba’s uncanny ability to win contests such as
            the Sears half-millionth customer diamond ring giveaway demonstrates
            that wealth is transient and unimportant.
         

      

      
      
         First Corinthians Dead -  Milkman’s worldly sister, educated at Bryn Mawr
            and in France. First Corinthians shares her name with a New Testament
            book in which the apostle Paul seeks to mend the disagreements within
            the early Christian church. Like the biblical book, the character First
            Corinthians tries to unify people. Her passionate love affair with
            a yardman, Henry Porter, crosses class boundaries. Her actions prove
            that human beings of different backgrounds and ages can share a
            bond. 
         

      

      
      
         Magdalene Dead -  Another
            of Milkman’s sisters, also known as Lena. Lena’s submissive attitude
            in Macon Jr.’s home makes her one of the many submissive women who populate Song
               of Solomon. But her rebuke of Milkman’s selfishness demonstrates
            her inner strength. 
         

      

      
      
         Michael-Mary Graham -  The Michigan poet laureate. Graham is a liberal
            who writes sentimental poetry and hires First Corinthians as a maid.
            Graham represents the double standard of white liberals. Although
            they claimed to support universal human rights, liberal whites often refused
            to treat African-Americans as equals. 
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