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  Context


  Toni Morrison was born Chloe Anthony Wofford on February 18, 1931, in Lorain, Ohio. As a child, Morrison was an avid reader and excellent student. She studied English and classics at Howard University and completed a master’s program in literature at Cornell University. When several of her classmates at Howard had difficulty pronouncing her first name, Morrison changed it to Toni (a derivative of her middle name). At Cornell, Morrison studied the work of William Faulkner and Virginia Woolf, and their experimental, stream-of-consciousness narratives, told from multiple perspectives, would have a great effect on her fiction. In 1958, Morrison married Harold Morrison, an architect from Jamaica. The couple had two sons but divorced in 1964. Morrison held a series of teaching jobs at universities around the United States, but she eventually moved to New York City. There she would wake up early in the morning to write, before heading to work as an editor at Random House, where she specialized in acquiring and editing black fiction.


  In 1970, Morrison published her first novel, The Bluest Eye. She followed this work with Sula (1974), which received a nomination for a National Book Award, and Song of Solomon (1977), which won a National Books Critics Circle Award. After Morrison published Tar Baby in 1981, she began working on Beloved, the novel that would not only earn her a Pulitzer Price in 1988 but would also ensure Morrison a place in the pantheon of American literature. Jonathan Demme directed a movie version of Beloved in 1998, starring Oprah Winfrey. Morrison’s recent work includes the novels Jazz (1992), Paradise (1998), and Love (2003); Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (1992), a collection of lectures she gave at Harvard University; and a series of children’s books written with her son Slade based on Aesop’s Fables. In 1993, she became the first African American to win a Nobel Prize in Literature. Today Morrison is the Robert F. Goheen Professor of the Council of the Humanities at Princeton University.


  In the foreword to Tar Baby, Morrison recalls the importance of storytelling in her childhood. She grew up listening to the adults in her family entertain one another with tales, and early on she developed the desire to spin yarns as well. Morrison ultimately dedicated Tar Baby to the many women at whose feet she first learned both to listen and to tell stories, including her mother and grandmothers. The novel itself reinterprets a folktale that probably originated in Ghana but which became uniquely American through retellings on Southern plantations: Br’er Fox attempts to trick his arch enemy, Br’er Rabbit, by placing a sticky doll made from tar in its path (the Tar Baby). After Br’er Rabbit gets stuck to the doll, he tricks Br’er Fox into helping him escape. Some critics have argued that Br’er Rabbit represents a black slave who tricks or outwits his white master.


  Like Morrison’s other novels, Tar Baby deals with aspects of a distinctly African American experience. Part of Morrison’s overarching goal, as both an editor at Random House and as a writer, has been to put into print voices that have historically been left out of the literary canon—namely, the voices of women and minorities. She writes in the black vernacular, borrowing phrases and figures of speech unique to the community in which she was raised. In talking about her novels, Morrison has said, “When I write, I don't translate for white readers. . . . If I’m specific, and I don’t overexplain, then anyone can overhear me.” Her work takes themes and cadences from the blues, jazz, gospel, and spirituals to explore such issues as the legacy of slavery, attempts to create an African American culture separate from white culture, and the ongoing struggle to gain equality.


  The civil rights and black power movements influenced Morrison’s work. In the 1950s and 1960s, the civil rights movement sought to end segregation and the systemized violence against African Americans as well as increase their economic opportunities. Some people found the movement’s nonviolent tactics too passive, and others argued that the civil rights movement emphasized integration and assimilation at the expense of a distinct black identity. Around 1966, these critics began to coalesce into the black power movement, which emphasized racial pride, developed such slogans as “Black Is Beautiful,” and argued that blacks had to meet violence with violence. Tar Baby touches on the movements’ differing agendas through its two main characters. With the help of patron Valerian Street, Jadine Childs has assimilated into the white world as an educated fashion model. Son, in contrast, was raised in an all-black community in rural Florida. Much of the novel’s dramatic tension stems from the power struggles between these two vastly different characters.


  Morrison’s interest in popular culture and politics is evident in her creation of an active workshop at Princeton University, the Princeton Atelier, which fosters collaborations across the arts, and her involvement with Oprah’s Book Club. Her diverse accomplishments have secured her an enduring place in literary history.


  Plot Overview


  Shortly before Christmas, an unidentified sailor jumps overboard and swims toward the harbor of Queen of France in the middle of the night. Unable to reach shore, he climbs aboard a small yacht and stows away. When the yacht lands, he disembarks onto a small island called Isle des Chevaliers, and he hides again, this time at a house called L’Arbe de la Croix. Valerian Street and his wife, Margaret, live in the house, along with their servants, including Ondine and Sydney. Jadine Childs, the niece of Ondine and Sydney, has come to visit. Before coming back to the island, she studied at the Sorbonne, an education for which Valerian paid, and worked as a model in Paris.


  Margaret and Valerian fight a lot, mostly because Margaret has invited a number of guests to come stay, against Valerian’s wishes. One of these guests is the Streets’ son, Michael, but Valerian doubts that he will really come. After a particularly fierce argument at dinner one night, Margaret goes to her room, but she quickly returns to the dining room screaming. Sydney runs to Margaret’s room and returns to announce that there is a man hiding in her closet. Everyone but Valerian is terrified. Valerian invites the man, whose name is Son, to stay the night.


  The next morning, Margaret, who is extremely upset with Valerian, locks herself in her room. Meanwhile Jadine’s rich, white boyfriend, Ryk, has sent her a luxurious sealskin coat. Son shows up in her room as she tries on the coat, and they talk in a flirtatious way that eventually starts to frighten Jadine. After Son makes some sexually crude remarks, Jadine threatens to report him to Valerian, after which she goes to find Valerian.


  As another servant, Thérèse, does laundry, she thinks about Son, who had been in the house for several days prior to his discovery and whom Thérèse had been feeding. With Jadine gone to find Valerian, Son showers in her bathroom. When he is clean, he looks much more attractive. He finds Valerian before Jadine does, and he impresses Valerian with his knowledge of gardening and his sense of humor. Valerian tells Sydney to help Son get new clothes, and Gideon, another servant, and Thérèse take him shopping in a town near L’Arbe de la Croix. When Jadine sees the cleaned-up Son, she decides not to tell Valerian about his behavior in her bedroom. Instead, she invites Son on a picnic at the beach, and they talk a lot about their backgrounds. Despite their differences, they seem to connect on some level. On the way back from the picnic, their car runs out of gas, and Son leaves to retrieve gas from a pump at the pier. While Jadine waits, she decides to seek shelter from the sun and abandons the car. On her way to some nearby trees, she gets stuck in a swamp but manages to escape. Ondine is upset that Jadine and Son seem to be getting closer, but she does not intervene.


  When Christmas arrives, Michael fails to show up, and the other guests get delayed because of bad weather. Margaret’s spirits sink, and she abandons her elaborate cooking projects and leaves Ondine to finish them. At Christmas dinner, Valerian upsets Ondine, Sydney, and Son when he announces that he fired Gideon and Thérèse for stealing apples. A heated argument breaks out. At the end of it, Ondine reveals that Margaret abused Michael when he was a boy. Valerian goes into shock, and Son and Jadine leave the table and go to bed together.


  Soon after, Jadine and Son leave the island. They go to New York, having a great, carefree time as lovers. They live in a borrowed apartment, and neither of them has a permanent job, but they don’t seem to care very much about money. Meanwhile, back on the island, things are much more subdued, and Valerian refuses to let Margaret explain her actions to him. Ondine and Sydney worry that they will be fired.


  When spring arrives, Jadine and Son visit his hometown of Eloe, Florida. The trip is a disaster for their relationship, because Jadine hates Eloe, and Son loves it. The many differences between Jadine and Son come to the surface, and their divisions tear them apart when they end up back in New York. They fight more and more frequently. After a particularly violent confrontation, Jadine leaves Son and New York behind. She intends to return to Paris, but first she stops at Isle des Chevaliers to retrieve her sealskin coat. Ondine is upset that Jadine seems to care more about the coat than about either Ondine or Sydney, but her anger does not detain Jadine, and ultimately she heads to Paris, telling Ondine and Sydney not to tell Son where she has gone. Soon after she departs, Son arrives in Queen of France, and Thérèse agrees to take him to Isle des Chevaliers by boat, so he can look for Jadine. But instead of piloting him to L’Arbe de la Croix as she had promised, Thérèse leaves Son on a foggy part of the island, and she suggests that he still has a choice. He can either keep searching for Jadine, or he can join the race of wild horsemen on the island, descendants of the first slaves brought there. The island opens to accommodate Son as he joins the horsemen.


  Character List


  
    Jadine Childs - A beautiful, black, twenty-five-year-old orphan and one of the novel’s two protagonists. Jadine has eyes the color of mink and works as a model. She studied art history at the Sorbonne in Paris, an education paid for by Valerian Street. Men constantly pursue her, and sometimes Jadine feels confused about their attentions. Ondine and Sydney, who work for Valerian, helped raise Jadine, but Jadine does not feel a strong sense of family. She values art, culture, and cosmopolitan, urban life, but her relationship with Son causes her to question these values and lack of familial ties. Although Jadine is an independent thinker, she sometimes feels unsure about her thoughts or decisions.

  


  
    Son - Jadine’s lover and the novel’s second protagonist. A very handsome black man, Son arrives at L’Arbe de la Croix as a fugitive and immediately upsets the house’s staid way of life. He believes that white people and black people are fundamentally different and cannot live together, and he feels a strong connection to the natural world. He is capable of great passion and loyalty, especially to those he loves specifically and to other blacks generally. But he can also be very violent: He accidentally killed his wife after catching her with another man and then spent time as a soldier. His criminal past means that he has several aliases; his real name is William Green.

  


  
    Valerian Street - A wealthy, retired candy manufacturer and owner of L’Arbe de la Croix. Valerian is seventy years old and white, and he employs all of the novel’s major black characters except for Son. He is determined to enjoy his retirement; he particularly enjoys gardening and spending time in his greenhouse. Valerian sometimes fails to take things as seriously as he should, and he can be stubborn and mean. But the revelation that his wife, Margaret, abused their son, Michael, devastates Valerian. By the end of the novel, Valerian has turned from a strong-willed man of business into an invalid.

  


  
    Margaret Street - Valerian’s second wife and the mother of their son, Michael. Younger than Valerian by twenty years, Margaret was once known as the “Principal Beauty of Maine,” because she was a high school beauty queen. Much of her life has been defined by her attractive appearance, which includes red hair and lovely pink and white coloring. Very vain, Margaret seems to lack anything else to think about besides her looks. She has a cruel streak, which led her to abuse Michael when he was a young child. She hates the island and wants to return to the United States. When Valerian becomes incapacitated, she finds pleasure in taking care of him.

  


  
    Sydney - Valerian’s longtime butler, Ondine’s husband, and Jadine’s uncle. A self-described “Philadelphia Negro,” Sydney is very proud and conducts himself with a lot of dignity. He expects respect and distrusts Son. He sometimes talks back to Valerian but ultimately obeys his boss.

  


  
    Ondine - The Streets’ cook, Sydney’s wife, and Jadine’s aunt. Ondine is black, very opinionated, and particularly scornful of Margaret. Jadine calls Ondine “Nanadine,” and sometimes she regards Ondine as a surrogate mother.

  


  
    Gideon (also called Yardman) - The black handyman at L’Arbe de la Croix. Valerian fires him and Thérèse for stealing apples. Son discovers his true name and much of his past history. Gideon lived in the United States for a long time, hoping to make his fortune, but failed to live up to his ambitions. His wife, Thérèse, tricked him into moving back to the island.

  


  
    Thérèse - Gideon’s wife and the onetime laundress for the Streets. Thérèse is black, passionate, and prejudiced against anyone not from the island, especially Americans. She particularly hates Ondine and Sydney. The Streets and the members of Jadine’s family call her Mary. Valerian fires her, along with Gideon, for stealing apples, which further deepens her hatred of Americans. She used to be a wet nurse for the white American babies on the island, but the invention of formula put her out of business and almost caused her to starve.

  


  
    Michael Street - The son of Valerian and Margaret. Michael only appears in flashbacks, but other characters discuss him frequently. Valerian and Jadine fault Michael for “exoticizing” black people, instead of treating them like ordinary human beings. But generally Michael is thought of as well intentioned and kind. He studies anthropology and performs a lot of community service.

  


  
    Alma Estée - The daughter of Gideon and Thérèse. She sometimes helps at L’Arbe de la Croix. The American characters in the novel call her Mary, the same name they call her mother. After her parents are fired, she ends up working in the janitorial services of the island’s airport. She has questionable ideas about beauty and obsesses over finding the right wig.

  


  
    Ryk - Jadine’s rich, white boyfriend and would-be fiancé. He gives Jadine a very expensive and luxurious sealskin coat but fails to treat her very affectionately and seems not to respect her.

  


  
    Dr. Michelin - A friend and confidante of Valerian’s. Dr. Michelin is a Frenchman exiled from Algeria.

  


  
    Dawn - A New York friend of Jadine’s. Dawn thinks Son is very handsome, and she offers Jadine and Son a place to stay when they are in New York.

  


  
    Soldier - One of Son’s closest childhood friends. Soldier irritates Jadine, but he nevertheless gives her a lot of unsolicited information about Son’s early life.

  


  
    Ellen - Soldier’s wife. Jadine finds her stupid and unsophisticated.
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