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 1.  Song of Solomon  is a rich artistic vision, an exciting story  of self discovery, a search for self and African-American identity, a  saga of a family whose  geneology is rooted  in the gloomy , mythological past.  


The protagonist Milkman travels through space and time  in order to  ‘know something about himself he did not know before’, and this quest is not only of a physical dimension, but primarily of a spiritual one realized  through linguistic discovery.  It is not only that whatever we discover in life outside and inside ourselves is  articulated and shared through language, but Song of Solomon is about discovering  family and communal past through understanding and constructing meanings hidden in words, more significantly in proper names. The title itself is relevant in supporting  this  point,  because song is a clear reference to an archaic text type, and combined with  the  proper name, Solomon,  becomes even richer in  intertextual links, least through obvious  Biblical associations. The title also arouses expectations which place the forthcoming text within the rich context of  Christian mythology and in the canon of  the most ancient genre of  sagas and songs.


Songs, similar to the one sung by the protagonists of the novel, pass down long-forgotten communal history, and yield meanings only to those listeners who have a sensitive  and subtle enough perception to recover them. For  Milkman, the protagonist of the novel, discovering life means  discovering the   linguistic richness embodied by  names  loaded with ambiguous meanings. Language is  both a witness and recorder of history and  a preserver of traditions. Its thorough  understanding  opens up complex ways of self understanding  and becomes the only vehicle capable of constructing individual and group  identity.


Morrison, by  presenting  Milkman’s story, argues that  Macon Dead’s  rational and materialistic world  is counterbalanced by a spiritual one represented by Macon Dead’s sister, Pilate. Access to the former  is realized by money and the act of possessing. Access to the latter, is  thorough understanding   language and  all those intellectual and spiritual traditions which are stored in it and can be  recovered by it. Morrison argues that without the conscious integration of material,  spiritual  and intellectual values accumulated throughout history and embodied in language, the individual cannot reach personal fulfilment. Initially, this  truth  is realized by Milkman in the process of understanding the deeper layers of meaning in both  proper and place names.


2. Morrison is fascinated by names, which  always reveal facts about the individual’s  or community’s past. Name represents what others considered to be  important about the individual and what the individual views as important about himself. To understanding and accept one’s name  means to come to terms with oneself. „Nomen est omen” as the  Latin saying goes, name is the person itself. In the following, by showing the significance of names in the Song of Solomon, I hope to shed light upon  the essence of this masterpiece.


 2. 1. The charactes of the story of the Song of  Solomon are the Deads and their friends: Macon Dead; his son,  Macon Dead junior, called Milkman; Ruth Foster, Macon Dead’s wife, Milkman’s, Magdalena called Lena’s and First Corinthians’ mother, the daughter of the first black doctor in the town; Pilate, Macon Dead’s sister; Pilate’s daughter, Reba; Pilate’s granddaughter and Reba’s daughter, Hagar, who is also Milkman’s lover; a group of seven terrorists fighting  for the  rights of the blacks called the Seven Days: Guitar Bains, Milkman’s best friend, is one member of the Seven Days, along with  Henry Porter, Corinthians’ lover, Empire State, Hospital Tommy and Railroad Tommy.  During  Milkman’s journey to the South, he meets Circe who once took care  of his orphaned father and aunt, Reverend Cooper who still remembered Milkman’s his forefathers, Sweet, a helpful young woman in Shalimar. Finally, Milkman gets to know his ancestors  and past from folk tradition and oral history :  Sing Bird, the Indian  foremother, Solomon or Shalimar who could fly and one of his twenty-one sons:  Jake, Solomon’s wife, Ryna, whom Solomon left when he flew away, and who became lovesick and lost her senses in  consequence.


2. 2 Macon Dead, the illiterate slae forefather of the Deads, aquired his name by accident . The clerk who registered him in the  Freedman’s Bureau was drunk and mixed the line of the name with the line of the place of birth (Macon), and respectively the line of the surname with the entry asking about the person’s father (Dead).  Pilate draws far-reaching conclusions from this incident, which  was typical of the  social handicaps blacks, owing to their illiteracy, had to suffer long  after their emancipation. „Everything bad that ever happened to him happened because he couldn’t read. Got his name messed up cause he couldn’t read” (53). Macon Dead’s future wife, whom  he met on the wagon while travelling South,  was able to read and paradoxically liked the new name because it was new and would wipe out the past. Wipe it all out (54). To treat ‘death’ as the beginning of something new, reveals an organic and cyclic perception of the world. 


Naming is all the more important for people who, like the majority of the blacks in the 19th century, were illiterate. Macon Dead the first, who within sixteen years became an exemplary farmer, named his peach-orchard, President Lincoln, his foal Mary Todd, his cow Ulysses S.Grant, his hog, General Lee, after the Confederate general. Naming live-stock and property after historical personalities may seem odd, but in an illiterate, traditional oral culture it is an effective  way of transmitting the memory of those events, personalities and  incidents which were  historically important. Thus, names are able to keep alive communal, racial and national history. His father may have called their plow horse President Lincoln as a joke,but Macon always thought of Lincoln with fondness since he had loved him first as a strong, steady, gentle, and obedient horse (52). 


2. 3 The major female protagonist’s name, Pilate, is also rich in connotations and is closely linked to family history. When Pilate was born, her mother died in childbirth, more precisely, her mother had died before Pilate was born, but she was strong enough to fight her way out from her mother’s womb. In  consequence, she had no navel, a handicap which isolated her from ordinary people and influenced her autonomous, independent way of life. Her  paranormal qualities of a  half human, half witch, endowed her with the capacity  to communicate with  her dead father. 


Pilate, who never bothered anybody, was helpful to everybody, but who also was believed to have the power to step out of her skin, set a bush afire from fifty yards, and turn a man into a ripe rutabaga- all on account of the fact that she had no navel (94).


It is also notable that Pilate represents the close link to mother nature and to ancestry, the vital life force which struggles to maintain the family pedegree above all means. Yet, at the same time,  she has the  blackest complexion, which reminds everyone of  the family’s African roots.  Morrison deliberately chooses the most powerful female character of her novel  the blackest  to represent ‘The Negro is beautiful’  ideology of the Harlem Renaissance.


 Macon Dead, the illiterate father,  randomly selected a name for his daughter  from the Bible. His choice is motivated by the graphical appearance of the letters, which  seemed to him strong and handsome; saw in them a large figure that looked like a tree hanging in some princely but protective way over a row of  smaller trees (18). What the illiterate father read out from  the shape and size of the letters became a predestination  for Pilate, who grew into a protective force within the family. The fact that Pilate was  the  name of the Roman official  who sentenced Jesus to death did not alter the father’ decision. His choice was  justified all the more by Pilate herself whose birth had led to  her mother’ death. 


The act of naming is  influenced by circumstances of subjective and objective nature.  The selection of the name affirms the human free will, on the one hand, while being  strongly motivated by  family  circumstances and incidents on the other. The choice of Pilate’s name goes against the traditional practice of name-giving  in   black communities, where surnames  were given by  masters,  and first names by some characteristic quality or a notable incident linked to the  person. This latter practice is exemplified by the history and symbolic meanings of  Milkman’s name. 


2. 4 Macon Dead junior was breast-fed by his mother till very late, a fact which was regarded unusual and scandalous after having been  noticed  by the janitor. The intimate practice of breast-feeding was a love substitute  for Ruth, the mother who was utterly disregarded and  constantly humiliated by her husband. Feeding her child, Ruth felt the illusion of interdependency and the existence of a secret bond between herself and her son,  which was mythically symbolized by the maternal milk. 


She had a distinct impression that his lips were pulling from her a thread of light. It was as though she were pulling a cauldron issuing spinning gold. (...) And that was the other  part of the pleasure, a pleasure she hated to give up (13-14).


It is noteworthy that  milk, the most natural  substance engendering life is associated with light and gold, two entities which  traditionally connote  spiritual values and material richness. The intimate relationship between mother and son can also be interpreted as the manifestation of the  Oedipus-complex, both an ancient and  modern Freudian psycho-sexual phenomenon frowned upon  by Macon Dead, the father. As a result, it is due to the uncertain origin of his son’s nickname, that Macon Dead transfers the hatred felt towards his wife to his son , whilst the root  of the  hatred and repulsion  between wife and  husband is again to be found in the wife’s suspected unhealthy, ‘dirty relationship’ with her own father, Doctor Foster. 


It sounded dirty, intimate, and hot. He knew that whatever the name came from, it had something to do with his wife and was like the emotion he always felt when thinking of her, coated with disgust.


This disgust and the uneasiness with which he regarded his son  affected everything he did in the city (15).


2. 5 Naming is a central issue for Macon Dead as well. He mentions that his son’s nickname concerned him a good deal, for the giving of names in his family was always surrounded by what he believed to be monumental foolishness (15).  Macon Dead realizes that  he  knows nothing about  the past of his ancestors or their real names, which he thinks, must be given and must be thought of   at birth with seriousness.


 A name that was not a joke, nor a disguise, nor a brand name.(...) His own parents, in some mood of perverseness or resignation, had agreed to abide by a naming done to them by somebody who could not have cared less. Agreed to take and pass on to all  their issue this heavy name scrawled in perfect thoughtlessness by a drunken Yankee in the Union Army. A literal slip of the pen handed to his father on a piece of paper and which he handed on to his only son, and his son likewise handed on to his (18). 


It is quite evident  from  the above quotation that if one knows somebody’s name he knows his life story, his past  and his present and also his  aspirations and ideals.


Connected to the selection of his daughter’s name, Macon Dead mentiones that he was ignored when family decisions were taken. The only exception to this was the selection of  his daughter’s names:  Magdalena called Lena and First Corinthians:


 They (Ruth and her father Doctor Foster) let me do the naming by picking a word 


blind, but that was all” (71).


2. 6 Not only proper names, but names of streets and  establishments also reveal  communal history. Macon Dead’s office is called Sonny’s Shop,  after a previous business ran thirty years before at the same place. Seemingly, names live their own lives and have their own  inertia which is opposed to change.  The phenomenon is  socio-psychologically   explained:  collective memory is difficult to change and menaings sanctified by names have long-lasting power:


In  peeling gold  letters arranged in a semicircle, his business establishment  was declared to be Sonny’s Shop. Scraping the previous owner’s name off was hardly worth the trouble since he couldn’t scrape in from anybody’s mind. His storefront office was never called anything but Sonny’s Shop, although nobody now could remember thirty years back, when, presumably, Sonny did something or other there (17). 


Not Doctor Street, the place where the Deads lived, used to be called Doctor Sreet in honour of the first black doctor in the community, who lived on that street. Later, due to a  local ordinance, , the street was given a new name and a notice stated that it was no longer  Doctor Street. Hence, ironically the name was changed into Not Doctor Street by the stubborn popular practice, thus becoming richer in meaning, commemorating  not only  the doctor but also recalling  the annihilatory  act of  authority concerning the usage of the name. Similarly, the rough part of the town was called Blood Bank because blood flowed so freely there (32).


Names are such a central issue for Morrison that the notion appears in phrases and idiomatic expressions as well: I don’t know what all your father has told you about me (...). But I know as well as I know  my own name, that he told you only what was flattering to him (124).


2. 7   Guitar Bain’s first name is also linked to a childhood incident when, as a baby, he cried for a guitar  he saw in a shop.  He is more attached to his first name Guitar, which  characterises  him and belongs to him more intimately than his surname, which was  given by his slave master.  Guitar seems to be the most conscious among the characters of the novel about the importance of names in general  and  of his own name in particular.  It is Guitar who can pronoune the nickname Milkman in  such  a way that even Milkman’s attitude becomes positive towards his formerly hated name. It is also Guitar, who is able to restore Milkman’s self esteem and helps him  to develop a healthy sense of individuality. The following dialogue between Milkman and Guitar is relevant to this process:


‘What’s the trouble? You don’t like your name?


‘No’ (...) I don’t like my name.


‘Let me tell you somethin, baby. Niggers get their names the way they get everything else - the best way they can. The best way they can (88).


Due to Guitar,  Milkman experiences a change of feelings and attitude regarding his own name and  individual identity.


He (Milkman) wondered why he was suddenly so defensive - so possessive about his name. He had always hated that name, all of it, and until  he and Guitar became friends, he had hated his nickname too. But in Guitar’s mouth it sounded clever, grown up. Now he was behaving with this strange woman as though having the name was a matter of deep personal pride, as though she had tried  to expel him from a very special group, in which he not only belonged, but had exclusive rights  (39).


 Guitar’s terrorist attacts upon innocent  people  out of love for his race is explained through mentioning the name of a Negro named X, (a clear hint to Malcom X) whose chosen name suggests that he revolted against his name and the identity enforced upon him by an outside authority.  Guitar is less concerned  with names then he is with his status as a second-class citizen:


I  don’t give a shit what white people know or even think. Besides, I do accept it. It’s part of who I am. Guitar is my name. Bains is the slave master’s name. And I’m all of that. Slave names don’t bother me; but slave status does (160). 


2. 8 The proper names of  other minor characters are either taken from the Bible like that of Ruth, Reba, the shortened form of Rebecca, Solomon, Jake, or from ancient pagan mythology  like the name of Circe, the woman who brought up the orphaned Pilate and Macon Dead for a while and thus became the embodiment of Christian love and  philanthrophy,  Byrd Sing, or rather Singing Bird, the Indian ancestor. The link between Sing and the murdered father is evident, because the spirit of her father urges Pilate to sing, to perform the most ancient ritual activity and to reproduce the most ancient musical genres: songs. Milkman is also determined to find the meaning of the Song of Solomon, the song circulating in different versions in the family and in the land of the ancestors. He  also has a duty to pass it on, to sing  it to others.


2. 9  Spiritual, mythic space represents one  sphere of the novel; the other space is   geographical, significantly marked by geographical names. Thus, the two major entities that philosophically define human culture; time and place, are significantly  present in the novel.  Pilate is obsessed by geography. She is fascinated by the geography book given to her by her teacher and she  heads for Virginia with her geography book and a bag of bones and rocks. Geography books inspire the restlessness and wanderlust which symbolically express the archetypal yearning of mankind to roam  and  to know more about the world.


It was as if her geography book had marked her to roam the country, planting her feet in each pink, yellow, blue or green state. She left the island and began the wandering life that she kept up for the next twenty-some odd years, and stopped only after Reba had a baby (149).


Pilate’s wanderings from South towards North , from Virginia to Michigan, are repeated by Milkman  starting from the opposite direction in the search of the gold presumably hidden by Pilate in a cave thirty years back. The mythical and symbolical parallels of the search are obvious: Milkman, the  miraculous hero, sets out, like the third son of  the tales to find the golden fleece, which, - he believes -, will ensure material, paternal independence and his total freedom . He does not find gold ultimately, but,  through the journey he discovers a value which becomes more precious  than gold,  the sense of belonging  to a community. This awakening is  linguistically realized by  a conscious interpretation of place and peoples’ names  and by the ability to infer history  from them. Coming home by  Greyhound, he sees the names flashed  on signboards and Milkman envisages the  colourful Indian history of Ohio, Indiana, Michigan:


How many dead lives and fading memories were buried in and beneath the names of the places in this county. Under the recorded names were other names, just as ‘Macon Dead’, recorded for all time in some dusty file, hid from  view the real names of people, places, and things. Names that had meaning.  No wonder Pilate put hers in her ear.  When you know your name, you should hang on to it, for unless it is noted down and remembered, it will die when you do (329).  


When you know your name, you should hang on  to it, says Milkman who had hated both his family and his nickname, until they give  significance and meaning to him.  Even Pilate’s  odd and weird  habit of wearing her name in her ear in a brass, box-like earring  makes sense eventually. Out of gossips, legends and speculations (323)  Milkman realizes, or rather feels, the  richness of the past, which cannot always be explained in rational terms. It is full of blanks and lacunae requiring to be filled with  speculation and imagination. Taking into consideration the remoteness of the past, the hardships both Indians and Blacks underwent throughout the centuries,  it is a a wonder anybody knows who anybody is (324), as one of the characters points out.  


When the scattered names start to form a clear and coherent past, where reality is mingled with myths and legends and each element obtains its place in  the story of the Deads, Milkman speculates on the significance of names:


He closed his eyes and  thought of the black men in Shalimar, Roanoke, Petersburg, Newport News, Danville, in the Blood Bank, on Darling Street, in the pool halls, the barbershops. Their names. Names they got from yearnings, gestures, flaws, events, mistakes, weaknesses. Names that bore witness. Macon Dead, Sing Byrd, Pilate, Cromwell Byrd, Pilate, Reba, Hagar, Magdalene, First Corinthians, Milkman, Guitar, Railroad Tommy, Hospital Tommy, Empire State (...), Small Boy, Sweet, Circe, Moon, Nero, Humpty-Dumpty, Blue Boy, Scandinavia, Quack-Quack, Jericho, Spoonbread, Ice Man, Dough Belly, Muddy Waters, Pinetop, Jelly Roll,   Fats, Leadbelly,  Bo Diddley, Cat-Iron, Peg-Leg, Son, Shortstuff, Smoky, Babe, Funny Papa, Bukka, Pink, Bull Moose,  B.B., T-Bone, Black Ace, Lemon, Washboard, Gatemouth, Cleanhead, Tampa Red, Juke Boy, Shine, Staggerlee, Jim the Devil, Fuck-Up, and Dat Nigger (330).  


This rich enumeration of names  symbolically illuminates the importance of historical time and place for Milkman, and along with him, the reader also becomes conscious of the significance of names always bearing meanings.  The revelation Milkman experiences supports the point according to which  linguistic consciousness in interpreting names is identical with  racial and communal consciousness, a  value which is unarguably considered superior to material consciousness. 


3. Motives in Song of Solomon


The novel’s most significant motif which  interweaves with the entire texture of the novel,  refers to the activity of flying, a rather unnatural human activity loaded with so many mythological, spiritual and cultural meanings. The motive appears in various contexts and evoks many cultural experiences. The ancient Greek  myth of Icarus suggests that anybody who loses contact with reality and aspires to heights that cannot be achieved is doomed to failure. This happens to Robert Smith, the North Carolina  Mutual Life Insurance agent in the opening section of the novel, who proposed to fly from the roof of  the local hospital Mercy to the other side of the Lake Superior with blue, home-made wings. Pilate is among the people gathered to witness this unusual appearance, singing  songs about her ancestors. The personal relevance of the song becomes evident only on the last pages of the book, when, from   one of Milkman’s  distant relatives’  we learn that  Solomon or Shalimar, Milkman’s ancestor flew to Africa taking along Jake, one of his twenty-one children. According to the family legend Solomon’s wife Ryna lost her mind  as a consequence. 


            Sugarman done fly away,


Sugarman done gone


Sugarman cut across the sky


Sugarman gone home...       (6)


The legend  can be interpreted in many ways. Firstly, it may refer to the act of  changing place, leaving the family by flying off for various family or personal reasons. Talking about slaves, flying may also mean  escape from slavery, illegally leaving  the slaveholder and running off  to the North via the Underground railroad, a chain of helpers who contributed to the  escape (flight). In a spiritual sense, flying refers to the strong desire to go back to Africa, the ancestral land from which black  Americans were  violently torn away. The love of flying in the broadest human sense may refer to the aspirations of mankind  towards perfection, towards ideals, which,  although they  can never be  achieved,   are still necessary to form a permanent tension between the real and the ideal. This tension  provides the catalyst for human  improvement and progress.


	Flying may also mean a ‘final exit’, a ‘total escape’, when one fails to carry out his/her responsabilities or, in an extreme sense, even  commits  suicide.  Pilate, who is able to communicate with her father, is often instructed by him to sing in order  to pass down family traditions, and also to bury his father’s bones, which she has carried along with herself life-long in a moss-green sack. ‘You just can’t fly and leave a body’ is a recurrent imperative in the book reminding the  characters, and along with them, the reader, that we are physical as well as spiritual beings, who have to keep our promises to ourselves and to our fellow men. 


The possibiltiy of flight  is physically determined: seacoasts are geographically the most favourable places from where one can hope to fly away easily. At this point the universal mythical motive is subtly interwoven  with the particular, the traditional American frontier motive. Borders and edges lure people to explore the unknown and to take  risks in a new adveture:


	Truly landlocked people know they are. Know the occasional Bitter Creek or Powder River that runs through  Wyoming; that the large tidy Salt Lake of Utah is all they have of the sea and that they must content themselves with bank, shore, beach because they cannot claim a coast. And having none, seldom dream of flight. But the people living in the Great Lakes region are confused by their place on the country’s  edge - an edge that is border but not coast. They seem  to be able to live a long time believing, as coastal people do, that they are at the frontier where final exit and total escape are not the only journeys left (162).


	Milkman’s  instinctive fascination by everything that could fly can be explained by the incident which brought about his sudden birth. Milkman’s pregnant mother was scared by the unsuccessful flight of the insurance agent from the roof of Mercy hospital, which enduced child-labour.  Milkman, as a man with good fortune, and favoured by Gods  is the first black who is born  in Mercy Hospital. 


	The incident when Milkman and Guitar notice the beautiful peacock lighting on the roof of a Buick is a good  occasion to speculate about the relationship between vanity and flying. Flying in this case means free-thinking, which can only be achieved by dispensing with vanity and other human weaknesses. 


Look - she’s flying down.’ Milkman felt again his  unrestrained joy at anything that could fly. ‘Some jive flying, but look at her strut. (...)


‘Too much tail. All that jewelry weights it down. Like vanity. Can’t nobody fly with all that shit. Wanna fly, you got to give up the shit that weighs you down (179).


The scene works perfectly on both concrete and figurative levels. Milkman himself often dreams about flying, Shalimar and the land of his ancestors is called  Flying Country (327), because it is full  of rocks which are  adequate places to leap from . On the last page of the novel, after Pilate (Pilot?) has buried her father’s bones on the land of his ancestors,  Milkman remarks that he loved Pilate so much because  she could fly  without ever leaving the ground. It becomes evident again that Pilate,  due to her rich spirituality,  could interpret the incidents of life from  a different perspective to those who only pursued material richness and never understood the subtle meanings encoded in  words and innate behaviour.


	The motive of flying also  forms a classical framework, as the book starts with the flying attempt of the insurance agent and  ends with Milkman’s leap from the rock towards Guitar. The book leaves the reader in suspension as it finishes with Milkman’s leap, and before he reaches the ground. This act may mean the final  salto mortale , a definite step ending with  either the hero’s death, caused by Guitar’s murder, or by Milkman himself becoming his friend’s murderer. The hero reaches the pinnacle human accomplishment and the climax of his individual development in the moment of his leap, and hence, it is really irrelevant as to whether he dies or lives. The  concluding image of the novel is theatrical  and symbolic, and though it does not  provide message regarding   life or death,  it does not leave the novel hanging without completion.


	Without wiping away the tears, taking a deep  breath, or even bending his knees - he leapt.  As fleet and bright as a lodestar he wheeled toward Guitar and it did not matter which one of them would give up his ghost in the killing arms of his brother.  For now he knew what Shalimar knew: If you surrendered to the air, you could  ride  it (336). 


3. 1 Another motive, with both significant mythological and modern implications is gold and the search for it. In the American context, the motive is also loaded with specific cultural significance can be associated with the gold rush of California and Alaska. Searching for gold  meant  taking risks and often required  sacrifice, where only the strongest was able to win.  Gold is also the  symbol of  modern  affluence, the means by which Milkman wanted independence from his parents and  the avoidance of commitment to strong feelings (180). Paradoxically, while searching for the nonexistent gold, he realizes how elusive those values representeded by gold really are. He discovers ‘real gold’ in commitment to strong feelings. This magic discovery allows him to become the representation of the mythic hero, who can even fly,  and thus he  becomes similar to his mythic  ancestor, Solomon.


     3. 2  A minor motive, but still important, is  that of the red, velvet, artificial roses which appear  throughout the novel until the point when Lena and First Corinthians seem to be mature enough to break away from their childhood habits and childish way of life and declare independence from their family.  The symbol of red, velvet, artificial roses sewn by the Dead girls give way to multiple explanations. They refer to Lena’s and First Corinthians’ lives, lacking true ideals and preoccupations, or to their psychic instability  and longing for true male love, which they could never achieve. The activity of manufacturing roses  is a substitute for real, meaningful activities, it is the kind of work-therapy practiced in order  to prevent people from complete mental decay. The motive  always appears in association with the Dead sisiters:


Lena  and Corinthians sitting like big baby dolls before a table heaped with scraps of red velvet (10).


The motive of  flying ( hanging) and that of red velvet  is cunningly associated in the following example, hinting to the fact that Guitar is one of the Sunday men. The ending simile of the passage  also evoks Christ’s  resurrection:


The scraps (of Sunday dresses) stayed with him all night and he remembered Magdalene called Lena and Corinthians bending in the wind to catch the heart-red pieces of velvet that had floated under the gaze of Mr. Robert Smith. Only Guitar’s scraps were different. The bits of Sunday dresses that he saw did not fly; they hung in the air quietly, like the whole notes in the last measure of an Easter hymn (173).





(Corinthians) unfit for any work other than the making of red velvet roses, she had a hard time finding employment befitting her degree (187).


The moment she had put her foot on the step leading up to the porch, she saw her ripeness mellowing and rotting before a heap of red velvet scraps on a round oak table (197)


But she would bang  forever to escape the velvet, The red velvet that had flown all over the snow the day when she, Lena and her mother had walked past the hospital on their way to the department store (198).


Corinthians continued to make roses, but she hated that stupid hobby and gave Lena any excuse to avoid it. They spoke to her of death  (198). It is quite unusual in the previous example that the passionate colour  red ,  has the power to evoke death. 


Magdalena’s revolt against Milkman is marked by a quarrel where  giving up the obsession of making red roses  marks the end  of a long, frustrated period in Lena’s life: ‘I don’t make roses any more, and you have pissed your last in this house’, she declares self-consciously.


Morrison’s rich imagery not  only  serves simple decorative functions, but contributes to


the interpretation of the text. Imagery affects meaning itself in numerous ways by either providing a setting or by stimulating the reader’s imagination,  emotion and  intellect. Similes, comparisons, and metaphors are the most common manifestations of imagery used in Song of Solomon. They all serve to function as a  means of insight and as a vehicle  vehicle to discover deeper logical reationships and truths. Thus, figurative language becomes an integral part of Morrison’s novel.  Morrison’s rich, poetic text comes alive through her use of simile, metaphor and colour. Besides this imagery, I will try to give evidence of certain textual characteristics such as enumerations, the use of oxymorons, alliterations, aphoristic formulations, witty dialogues,  the pastiche-like occurence of modern slogans and catchwords mingled with folkloric devices (like the persistent repetitions of certain names, along with certain complements like Magdalena called Lena), all contribute to the novel’s uniquely rich language.


4. 1 Morrison’s  similes  provide a strong associative capacity, the evidence of intelligence, which makes possible, the definition of a feeling, or an image by linking it to other   experiences often belonging to different senses. Thus, a simile illustrates and provides an alternate description of  the piece of reality meant to be grasped. Some of Morrison’s comparisons make a link between two concrete objects as in the following    example:


His (Guitar’s) teeth were as white as the snowflakes that were settling on his jacket    


                                                                                                                          (106).


Morrison’s style is  fully conscious, even when she  uses  the most commonplace, and what appears to be the most randomly selected comparison.  The most common simile ( as white as snow) is given a genuine punch with  ‘as white as snowflakes’, which artfully anticipates the next sentence, which talks  talking about winter and Christmas: ‘Merry Christmas’, he said ‘and Happy New Year’. It can be seen that even this everyday comparison has at least two purposes. Besides giving information about the whiteness of Guitar’s teeth, it helps to depict the broader, seasonal context: Milkman and Guitar are talking in winter. At the same time, the scene emphasizes Morrison’s constant play with the white and black dichotomy. We cannot help noticing that the whiteness compared to snowflakes is much lighter in effect than the whiteness compared to snow in common usage. This simile makes an obvious reference to the circumstances of the  boys’ talk, and though it is not explicitely  stated in the text, the reader may fairly well assume that it must have snowed during their conversation and that the time of their encounter is a special one  anticipating  Christmas and a Christmas Party. The seriousness of their conversation with regard to its content is given emphasis by the selection of  a special  Chrismas timing. It is the moment when Milkman comes to  the conclusion that his friend treats the most unimportant event as if it had  major importance. The remark: The least little thing is a matter of life and death to you (106) is a crucial moment in the process of  Guitar’s self-revelation. The simile as a microstructural  element is thus organically and functionally embedded  in macrostructures (scenes), serving the purpose of furthering  the plot of the novel and contributing to  the construction of ambiguous meanings. 


4. 2  The following example  is stylistically effective for the inverted sentence order:


Like a lighthouse keeper drawn to his window to gaze once again at the sea, or a prisoner automatically  searching out the sun as he steps into the yard for his hour of exercise, Ruth looked for the water mark several times during the day (11).


	The following simile is also informative and effective by associating an instinctive and repulsive reaction to the touch of the policeman:


The touch of the policeman’s hand was still there- a touch that made his flesh jump like a tremor of a horse’s flank when flies light on it (209).


For Ruth, the world opened up like one of her imperial tulips and revealed its evil yellow pistil  when she shockingly realizes that Hagar wants to kill her son. Talking about a woman living in the isolation of her household,  it seems quite adequate to compare her revelation to an opening tulip, which in its beauty conceals the perilous feminine danger symbolized by the pistil. Morover,  the image of the  flower also makes  reference to Milkman’s dream, where his mother is attacked and strangled by the  swiftly growing plants of her garden. The  alien, malevolent plants and destructive gardens form an archeteypal image in the European (Christian) literaty tradition. 


 	4. 3 The group of similes forming  another type make  connections between abstract ideas, thoughts or notions and  concrete happenings or objects, thus rendering  the abstract notion  in a suggestively tangible way:


	He felt like a garbage pail for the actions and hatreds of other people (120).


The questions about his family still knocked around in his head like  billiard balls 


                                                                                                                       (294).	


Hospital Tommy talked like an encyclopedia (58). 


Life, safety, and luxury fanned out before him like the tail-spread of a peacock....  


                                                                                                                   (170).


/Hagar/  pulled him like a carpet tack under the influence of a magnet (29).


Words tossed like stones into a silent canyon (319).


Pilate blended into the population like a stick of butter in a churn (335).


4. 4  There are examples where the direction of  the tenor ( the subject of the metaphor) and vehicle (the image which imbodies the tenor)  relationship is  quite the opposite: a concrete entity,  the  garden,  in the following example is compared to a notion (sermon): 


      A  farm that colored their lives like a paintbrush and spoke to them like a sermon 


                                                                                                                             (235).


    The bits of Sunday dresses that he  saw did not fly; they hung in the air quietly, like 


   the whole notes in the last measure of an Easter hymn (173).


   She lay there as still as the morning light, and sucked the world’s energy up into his own will (129) .


In the subsequent sentence,  time (‘rolling days’)  is represented by an image refering to place (carpet). Thus, the two main entities: time and place, compliment each other and interplay:


The days rolled out before her like a dingy gray carpet in an unfurnished, unpeopled hall for rent ( 126)


...her /Hagar’s/ heart beat like a gloved fist against her ribs (127) 


Occasionally,  notion is compared to notion, as in the following example:


Boredom, which had begun as a mild infection...(90)


There are instances when long and delicatedly balanced comparative sentences capture the richness of feelings or situations:


Like a lighthouse keeper drawn to his window to gaze once again at the sea, or a prisoner automatically searching out in the sun as he steps into the yard for his hour of exercise, Ruth looked for the water mark several times during the day (11).


5. While  similies form an  explicit link beween tenor and vehicle, metaphors are implicit devices where one thing (notion) is described in terms of another. Metaphors, important components of individual style, stimulate creative associations. The relatively high number of metaphors  in Morrison’s prose, helps to  explain the poetic qualities of her text,  which in certain passages, seems closer to poetry than to prose. For example:


He is my home in this world  (137) , declares Ruth about her son, in a sentence that reminds one of the Bible’s  Song of Solomon.  For Milkman, Hagar is his private honey-pot (91), and after having been saturated with Hagar’s love, she becomes the third beer (91). Morrison feels the need to explain this metaphor, which   highlights the drinking experience:


She was the third beer. Not the first one, which the throat receives with almost fearful gratitude; nor  the second, that confirms and extends the pleasure of the first. But the third, the one you drink becausse it’s there, because it can’t hurt, and because what difference does it make (91)?


Further examples of metaphors: the kiss itself was a masterpiece (23), her voice was light but gravel-sprinkled (36), pebbly voice (40), blood-deep responsibilities (180), blue-bell voice (137), dynamite proposition (181) , torpedo-breasts (189), raucous silence (220), jeweled hatred (210), bottomles greed (22),  sweet, silvery voice (332).


6. Morrison is fascinated by colours, mostly with red and yellow. Red and purple  connote passion, sexuality, restlessness, and last but not least, femininity. In talking about red, one cannot avoid the association of the colour with another pivotal novel of the African-American postmodern canon, Alice Walker’s  The Color Purple. 


Red is often modified by another adjective, as in the following examples: royal-purple berries (47), wine-red blood (113), heart-red pieces of velvet (175), fire-red stomach (132), red-headed negro (160), jungle-red wine (319), blood-deep responsibilities (180), Ohio, Indiana, Michigan were dressed up like Indian worriors(...); blood red and yellow, ochre and ice-blue (329), lemon-yellow woman (137) golden-eyed dogs (240) , ocean-dark evenings (127). Circe was so old that her complexion lost colour: She was old.  So old she was colorless (240). 


Pilate has the capacity to discern and to sense  colours in a subtle way. Darkness in her perception  can have as many nuances as a rainbow. Individual approach of reality by the refined  senses can lead to a genuine and ambiguous perception. Darkness may mean just one colourless colour for some people, but can also depict a wide range of vivid colours and shades  for others:


And talking about dark! You think dark is just one color, but it ain’t. There’re five or six kinds of black. Some silky, some wooly. Some just empty. Some like fingers. And don’t stay still. It moves and changes from one kind of black to another. Saying something is pitch black is like saying something is green.  What kind of green? Green like bottles? Green like grasshopper? Green like a cucumber, lettuce, or green like the sky is just before it breaks loose to storm? Well, night black is the same way. May as well be a rainbow (41).


7. Whenever perception is as richly  revealed as in the the previous example, the concurrent appeal to more senses is unavoidable,  which is verbally realized through synaesthesia : silky black, wooly black, empty black (40-41).


8. Morrison’s phrases often combine incongruous and contradictory words and meanings to characterize the ambiguity of a feeling or situation.  The effect of such oxymorons  is amplyfied by their combined use with alliterations. The cohesive force between the two lexical components emphasised by the alliteration is annihilated by the contradictory semantics of the alliterating elements. Thus,  alliteration contributes to the augmented effect of the figure of speech like in the following examples: brilliant bitterness (126) or for Ruth,  the house was more prison than palace (10). Of the brilliant bitterness between his father and his mother, a bitterness as smooth and fixed as steel (126). For Hagar, her love towards her cousin Milkman is more affliction than affection (127), Ruth is characterized by hopeless helplessness (300) for whom her son had never been a person (...) he had always been a passion (131). Guitar  was all gloom and golden eyes (106), he was both fun and  fear (177).


Pilate functions as a bridge between the rational and irrational world and this delicate balance is also signalled by her unbelievable but entirely  possible (36) stories.


9. Wisdom, as well as self-knowledge, often find  a linguistically distilled form of expression in aphoristic formulations (maxims). Aphorisms in Morrison’s texts not only reveal intelligence and wit, but with their power to condense universal  stock of timeless and international wisdom, they also give  the Morrisonian text  universal and classical qualities:


Folks don’t buy it (wine) for the taste. Buy it to get drunk (48).


And let the things  you own own other things (55).


And if you want to be a whole man, you have to deal with the whole truth (70).


He wouldn’t know what to feel until he knew  what to think (75).


Hagar liked everything but preferred nothing (91). 


Every nigger I know wants to be cool. There’s nothing wrong with controlling 


 yourself, but can’t nobody control other people (117).


‘Can’t I love what I criticise?’


‘Well, if a man don’t have a chance, then he has to take a chance (183)!


Life is life.Precious.And the dead you kill is yours. They stay with you anyway, in your 


mind (208).


White folks did not care, colored folks did not dare (232).


You have to know what’s wrong before you can find what’s right (292).


Then the  world is a zoo, and I can’t live in it (155).


Men like Guitar liked to win women with charm but keep with indifference (177).  


            He can’t value you more than you value yourself (306).


	You can’t own a human being. You can’t lose what you don’t own (306).


10. The intimate realationship between the two friends Milkman and Guitar is not described, but characterized verbally by their witty dialogues. Morrison lets the characters talk and the power,  wit and  humour in their conversation give liveliness, dynamism and an enjoyable charm to the text. The dialogues between the two young men are self-standing scenes and fit into a comedy, often based on a play-upon words, jokes and purposeful misunderstandings. ‘When in conversation they came to the battleground of  difference, their verbal sparring was full of good humor’ (114), Morrison remarks. The following  excerpt, a conversation between Pilate, Milkman and Guitar, is a relevant example in this respect:


	‘(...) I know your daddy. I know you too.’ Again Guitar spoke up .’You his daddy’s sister?”


‘The only one he got. Ain’t but three Deads alive”


Milkman who  had been unable to get one word out of his mouth after the foolish „Hi”, heard himself shouting: „I’m a Dead! My mother’s a Dead! My sisters. You and him aren’t the only ones!”  (38).


Or during their journey to search for the gold, their  argument has the following linguistic switch:


„You are wrong. Dead wrong.”


„The ‘dead’ part is you”


(...)


„Your Day has come, but on my schedule. And believe it: I will run you as long as there is ground. Your name is Macon, but you ain’t dead  yet”


 Macon Dead junior has a different concept of value to his father, who purchases and sells real estate. This difference is wittily expressed by the following pun:


Real estate was of no real interest to him (107). 


Pilate remembers a certain year which was noted for the murder of  some Irishmen in their street. She sarcastically adds to this memory: 


The year they shot them Irish people down in the streets. Was a good year for guns and gravediggers (42).


11. Guitar possesses a poetic sensitivity which enables him not only to  conduct witty dialogues but also for  explaining  the essence of unselfish love to Hagar in an allegorical way. The theory according to which a  woman should love a man like clouds love mountains, never entirily covering their heads, never entirily  wanting sole posession over their individuality:


	Did you ever see the way the clouds love a mountain? They circle all around it; sometimes you can’t even see the mountain for the clouds. But you know what? You go up top and what you see? His head. The clouds never cover the head. His head pokes through, because the clouds let him; they don’t wrap him up.They let him keep his head up high, free, with nothing to hide him or bind him ( 306).


12. Another  strikingly characteristic method of text construction used  in the Song of Solomon  is the increased number of enumerations. The long string of accumulated objects, notions and  activities reveal the richness of the perception  of a versatile world .  The characters, and through them, the author and the readers, are carried away by the fascination of variety. Pilate’s following enumeration shows the breaths and widths of a woman’s life experience which can fairly well be generalized as the accumulated knowledge of womanwood, regardless of time and place. The accumulation simultaneously  arouses tragic and comic feelings, this  paradoxical ambiguity  again being  a permanent feature of Morrison’s life view:


It occured to her that although men fucked armless women, one-legged women, hunchbacks and  blind women, drunken women, razor-toting women, midgets, small children, convicts, boys, sheep, dogs, goats, liver, each other, and even certain  species of plants, they were terrified of  fucking her - a woman with no navel (148).


Hagar is the typical black girl, not as strong as her grandmother Pilate, or as simple as her mother Reba, so  she needs the traditional female protagonists of  the  black community around herself to strengthen her sense of female identity:


	She needed what most colored girls needed: a chorus of mamas, grandmamas, aunts, cousins, sisters, neighbours, Sunday school teachers, best girl friends, and what all to give her the strength life demanded of her - and the humor with which  to live it (307).


Hagar’s shopping spree is rendered with a long enumeration of modern brand names of clothes and perfumes. These unexpectedly link  mythical experiences with modern consumer economy. At this point, even  modern, inexperienced  fiction  readers seem to be targeted and involved,  by  means of having shared  similar  shopping experiences with that of the  protagonist. By this method, Morrison  widens the  field of experience for her readership, which is challenged and activated by the text . From the perspective of this mundane experience, even the most ‘unbelievable happenings’ of the novel  become ‘entirely possible’. We cannot help noticing the  parody  of the passage achieved by the listing of  the fashionable catch slogans and advertisements. This creates an ironic pastiche of the consumer economy. Towards the end of the passage, it is evident that the alluring values  advertised reveal only a false world which fails to bring redemption.


The cosmetics department enfolded her in perfume, and she read hungrily the labels and the promise. Myrurgia for primeval woman who creates for him a world of tender privacy, where the only occupant is you, mixed with Nina Ricci’s L’Air du Temps.  Yardley’s Flair with Tuvaché’s Nectaroma and D’Orsay’s  Intoxication. Robert Piguet’s Fracas, and Calypso and Visa and Bandis.  Houbigant’s Chantilly. Caron’s Fleurs de Rocaille and Bellodgia.  Hagar  breathed deeply the  sweet air that hung over  the glass counters. Like a smiling sleepwalker she circled. Round and round  the diamond-clear counters  covered with bottles, wafer-thin disks, round boxes, tubes, and phials. Lipsticks in soft white hands darted out of their sheaths like the shiny red penises of puppies. Peachy powders and milky lotions were grouped in front of poster after cardboard poster of gorgeous grinning faces. Faces in ecstasy. Faces somber with achieved seduction. Hagar believed she could spend her life there among the cut glass, shimmering in peaches and cream, in satin. In opulence. In luxe. In love (311).


Guitar, talking about their terror organization, The Seven Days, makes the following statement:


And we do it without money, without support, without costumers, without newspapers, without senators, without lobbyists, and without illusions! (160) 


13. Semantic subtleties and the  nuances of meanings determined by the context play a great role in understanding characters and situations. The following passage reveals the power of Morrison’s language to characterize in only two words (big versus tall) what the difference is between affluent, male authority embodied by Macon Dead  and moral, spiritual greatness and  moral superiority represented by his sister, Pilate:


At  fifty-two, Macon Dead was as imposing a man as he had been at  forty-two, when Milkman thought he was the biggest thing in the world. Bigger even than the house they lived in. But today he had seen a woman who was just as tall and  who had made him feel tall too (50).


14. There are instances when Morrison’s style bears the pathetic tone of a spiritual  hymn. It is elevated, powerful and symbolic. Macon Dead’s achievement on his farm in Montour Country was considered   outsatnding. His success signified the possibility of a black  man  accomplishing the American dream, an ideal which inspired  people and made them believe in their potential  long after he was killed.  The following passage is highly rhetorical,  bearing the quality of a speech addressed to the citizens who knew Macon Dead, so they are able to fill the gaps and lacunae of the speech with their presupposed  knowledge. Macon Dead’s  personified farm   addresses the following speech  to the community: 


‘See? See what you can? Never mind slave, never mind you lose your name, never mind your daddy dead, never mind nothing. Here, this here, is what a man can do, if he puts his mind to it and his back in it.  Stop sniveling”, it said. Stop picking around the edges of the world. Take advantage, and if you can’t take advantage, take disadvantage. We live here. On this planet, in this nation, in this country right here. Nowhere else! We got a home in this rock, don’t you see! Nobody starving in my home; nobody crying in my home and if I got a home, you got one too! Grab it. Grab this land! Take it, hold it, my brothers, make it my brothers, shake it, squeeze it, turn it, twist it, bear it, kick it, kiss it, whip it, stomp it, dig it, plow it, seed it, reap it, rent it, buy it, sell it, own it build it, multiply it, and pass it on- can you hear me? Pass it on (235)!’


The speech is abundant in exophoric deictic elements (See, what you can? Here, this here, is what man can do...We live here.On this planet, in this nation etc.) which are clarified by the pragmatic situation. In the present case, the contextual information  provided by the textual environment: See? See what you can do? Here, this here (...) We live here (235). Imperatives addressed to the virtual second person listeners, the long and dynamic enumerations of short sentences, rhythmical repetitions and parallel structures, all contribute to the rhetorical nature of the passage. For  readers somewhat familiar  with American poetic traditions, the excerpt will probably  reverbarate intertextual echoes of Walt Whitman’s poetry. The semantics of the text  appeal to traditional American values: patriotism, bonding with the land (We live here, on this planet), ideal equality  (this nation, this country, right here, Nowhere else!),  optimism (Nobody starving, nobody crying), brotherhood (if I got a home you got one too!) and finally the belief that through hard work, all obstacles can be overcome and human satisfaction and dignity can be achieved.


 Valerie Smith states in her Introduction to the New Essays on Song of Solomon  ‘Morrison’s rendering of history, concepts like linearity, or progress, chronology, even development, are not primarily valuable in an analysis” (Smith 13). The analysis of names, motives, and finally, stylistical devices show how Morrison’s text characterises and narrates  by using an overwheling  richness of motive, connotation and figurative language.    Each significant element recalls, echos, elicites further  elements, archetypal symbols and mythological elements, which obtain newer dimensions by being illuminated by  genuine perspectives. Greek mythology, Christian traditions, typical American archetypal themes, black folk traditions, and characteristics of the alienated consumer society are all interwoven to form the texture of a  classical postmodern novel, which, is able to integrate universal human values and aspirations through the retelling and describing the particular black American  experience. 
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