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“To be honest, black America has yet to produce a great, literate intellectual, with the sole exception of Toni Morrison." 

Cornel West, “The Dilemma of the Black Intellectual,” 1985

COURSE DESCRIPTION

Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison received her M.A. in English at Cornell University in 1955.  She most recently visited the Cornell campus in March of 2013.  To study her, in a way, is to gain a deeper understanding of how she journeyed on from her days as a student here to become one of the world’s greatest writers, how she has helped to transform world literature, and  how she has  shaped  Cornell’s great legacy.  Morrison emerged as one of the greatest and most prolific writers of the twentieth century, and her audiences have continued to be captivated by her literary genius in this millennial age.  She is one of the most revered writers within the American literary establishment, moving, over the past thirty years, from its margins to its very center.  Her novels have placed her at the vanguard of the globalization of the novel itself, and she is, undisputedly, one the most famous and innovative writers in the world.  While Morrison has been reluctant to authorize a literary biography, some of the facts of her life and career are well known. She has been an editor at Random House, has produced work in several literary genres, and is a gifted essayist.  However, she is best known for her body of novels that began with the publication of The Bluest Eye in 1970 and also includes works such as Beloved, which won a Pulitzer Prize in 1988 and was the basis of a film ten years later produced by Oprah Winfrey.  In this course, we will focus on reading the repertoire of novels by Morrison, including The Bluest Eye, Sula (1973), Song of Solomon (1977), Tar Baby (1981), Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1998) and Love (2003), A Mercy (2008) Home (2012) and God Bless the Child(2014).  We will consider ways in which Morrison has shaped African American literature, American literature, feminism, postmodernism and themes related to gender, race, region and diaspora.  In an era in which the literary tastes and standards of valuation in popular contexts and academic ones can be quite contrary, Morrison is among the writers who have sustained audiences at both levels, which is evident, for instance, in the selection of her novels for Oprah's book club several times and in their consistent appeal within reading groups and book clubs.  In this course, we will indeed examine some of the distinctions between how novels are discussed and written about in popular and academic contexts.  The presentation of her novels in trilogy form and her contributions to the genre of historical writing will be given some consideration.  We will examine their critical contexts and reception with attention to the novel as a form and genre, and explore the author's stylistic innovation and expansion of this genre.  Furthermore, we will consider some of the hermeneutic challenges that they have posed at times. Finally, we will consider topics such as how to read novels critically, and explore strategies for writing about them from an academic standpoint, and for teaching them.  We will screen the 1998 film adaptation of her novel Beloved, along with documentaries related to Morrison such as Gail Pellet and Bill Moyers’s Toni Morrison:  A Writer’s Work and Gary Deans, Alan Hall and Jana Wendt’s Toni Morrison:  Uncensored.  Morrison’s impact in the public sphere, in the U.S. and abroad, has been dynamic and engaged.  In this course, we will also examine some of Morrison’s larger public contributions, including her role as a guest curator at the Louvre in Paris for an exhibition entitled the “Foreigners Home,” her powerful and influential political commentaries on politicians in the U.S. from President Bill Clinton to President Barack Obama, her awarding of a Presidential Medal of Freedom by President Obama in summer, 2012 and most recently, her framing of Ta-Nahesi Coates in relation to James Baldwin.  
Texts:

We will take up Morrison's novels chronologically this semester, in most instances reading one per week.  In the best of worlds, of course, we'd spend more time on each work.  Indeed, one could conceivably spend an entire semester discussing a work such as Paradise alone, and I certainly would do so under ideal circumstances given the intricacy of its plot, use of language, complex strategies of character development, and innovative approaches to representing race.  The same exhaustive discussions might be sustained on several other works produced by Morrison and this very possibility attests to the mastery that she demonstrates in crafting the novel as a form.  As far as our primary materials are concerned, the text editions published by Penguin and Vintage books are recommended and were "officially" ordered for this course.  Their use will facilitate participation during our discussions, and help to avoid confusion over page numbers, though their purchase is purely optional.  For instance, those of you who have had experience in the past reading Morrison's novels, and have already made substantial marginal notes in your earlier editions, may find it more efficient and productive to stick with them.   In general, though, I want to underscore that it is never too early in one's career to learn the importance of being selective and discreet in the use of text editions.  As you may already know, if all text editions are equal, some are more equal than others.  As a rule of thumb, it is best to choose the most authoritative critical edition of a work available.  While thrift collections from Dover are economical and can suffice for reading pleasures, those who wish to take a more scholarly approach to literary analysis often find it more beneficial to stick with higher end critical text editions that are offered by publishers such as Norton and Bedford, which feature annotations, biographical material, introductory materials by noted scholars, chronologies, and in some cases, multiple critical essays. 

Because we will be reading roughly a novel per week, this course will be rather reading intensive.  I suggest that you pace yourself accordingly to handle its reading demands.  Works such as Paradise and Jazz have posed unique hermeneutic challenges to Morrison's readers and critics, and I advise you to begin reading these works well in advance so that they won't seem too overwhelming once we encounter them on our schedule of readings.  Some works, such as Song of Solomon, are lengthier, and again, it would be useful to pace your reading accordingly.  Other goals of this course are to reinforce skills in primary literary analysis and in formulating literary research questions.  There are obvious benefits to reading the novels of a single author such as Morrison in sequence.  For instance, this approach will allow us to track the evolution of her style and themes as a writer and to take a comparative look at her works .   To reinforce your basic reading skills where novels are concerned, you might consider resources such as Jeremy Hawthorn's Studying the Novel:  An Introduction and George Hughes's Reading Novels.  
As you proceed, historical overviews of the development of the African American novel may be helpful for placing Morrison's work in larger contexts in African American literary history, including Bernard Bell's The African American Novel and Its Tradition and The Contemporary African American Novel:  Its Folk Roots and Modern Branches; J. Lee Green's Blacks in Eden:  The African American Novel's First Century; John Callahan’s In the African-American Grain:  The Pursuit of Voice in Twentieth Century Black Fiction; Hortense Spillers and Marjorie Pryse’s Conjuring:  Black Women, Fiction, and Literary Tradition; William L. Andrews’s The African American Novel in an Age of Reaction (see introduction); and Barbara Christian's Black Women Novelists: The Development of a Tradition.  Similarly, critical background on the American novel may be useful in your course of study.  Emory Elliott's The Columbia History of the American Novel, Cathy N. Davidson's Revolution of the Word:  The Rise of the Novel in America (now available in a new and brilliantly revised edition), Malcolm Bradbury’s The Modern American Novel, Richard Chase's The American Novel and Its Tradition, and Leslie Fieldler's Love and Death in the American Novel are just a few works that you might consider taking up in the more general field of American literature.  For general critical and theoretical background on the novel, and material related to its structural study as a form and genre, you might consider a range of works, including Michael McKeon's Theory of the Novel:  A Historical Approach, John Halperin’s The Theory of the Novel:  New Essays, Phillip Stevick’s The Theory of the Novel, Michael J. Hoffman and Patrick Murphy's Essentials of the Theory of Fiction, and Deidre D. Lynch and William B. Warner's Cultural Institutions of the Novel.    Homi Bhabha's Nation and Narration and Michael Valdez Moses's The Novel and the Globalization of Culture, which consider the development of the novel in relation to postcolonialism and globalization, might also serve as valuable background resources. 
There is a substantial body of critical and theoretical work on Toni Morrison's novels.  Among the critical collections are Nellie McKay's Critical Essays on Toni Morrison, Henry Louis Gates and Anthony Appiah's Toni Morrison:  Critical Perspectives, Trudier Harris's Fiction and Folklore:  The Novels of Toni Morrison, Patrick Bjork Bryce's The Novels of Toni Morrison, Karen Carmean's Toni Morrison's World of Fiction, Karla F.C. Holloway and Stephanie A. Demetrakopoulos's New Dimensions of Spirituality:  A Biracial and Bicultural Reading of the Novels of Toni Morrison, Marc Cameron Reyes-Conner's The Aesthetics of Toni Morrison, Karen F. Stein’s Reading, Learning, Teaching Toni Morrison, Missy Kubitscheck’s Toni Morrison:  A Critical Companion, Pelagia Goulimari’s Toni Morrison, Evelyn Jaffe Schreiber’s Race, Trauma, and Home in the Novels of Toni Morrison, Lucille P. Fultz’s Toni Morrison:  Playing with Difference, Harold Bloom's Toni Morrison:  Modern Critical Views, Nancy J. Peterson's Toni Morrison:  Critical and Theoretical Approaches, Linden Peach's Toni Morrison:   Contemporary Critical Essays, Adrienne Lanier Seward and Justine Tally’s Toni Morrison:  Memory and Meaning, and Justine Tally’s The Cambridge Companion to Toni Morrison.  Some critical collections have also zoned in to consider particular works by Morrison, including Valerie Smith's New Essays on Song of Solomon, Nellie Y. McKay and William L. Andrews's Toni Morrison's Beloved:  A Casebook, Carl Plasa's Toni Morrison:  Beloved, Jan Furman's Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon:  A Casebook, Kelly Lynch Reames's Toni Morrison's Paradise:  A Reader's Guide, and Justine Tally's Paradise Reconsidered:  Toni Morrison's Histories and Truths.  Steven Weisenburger's Modern Medea:  A Family Story of Slavery and Child-Murder from the Old South examines the historical background that informed Morrison's composition of Beloved. Also consider Mark Reinhardt’s Who Speaks for Margaret Garner?  And Joan Caputo’s Margaret Garner:  Diversity and Depth of Love.  I am very excited about the work that continually springs forth in the veritable field of “Morrison studies” in the U.S. as well as in transnational contexts. 
Susan Willis, Deborah McDowell, Houston A. Baker, Jr., Hortense Spillers, and Genevieve Fabre are among the other scholars who have offered valuable insights on Morrison's work.   Annotated bibliographies include David Middleton's Toni Morrison:  An Annotated Bibliography and Debbie Mix's Toni Morrison:  A Selected Bibliography.  You might also consult the sizable body of journal articles on Toni Morrison, including a 1993 special double issue of Modern Fiction Studies edited by Nancy J. Peterson.  Journals that emphasize African American literature such as Callaloo and The African American Review might be particularly helpful.  For perspectives on the topic of teaching Morrison, see works such as Nellie Y. McKay and Kathryn Earle's Approaches to Teaching the Novels of Toni Morrison and Brenda K. Marshall's Teaching the Postmodern:  Fiction and Theory. 

Essays are additional contexts that may be useful for studying the author.  She arguably helped to revolutionize the field of American literature and to establish the field of whiteness studies with her provocative collection entitled Playing in the Darkness:  Whiteness in the Literary Imagination (1992).  It builds upon an essay published by Morrison in 1990 entitled "Unspeakable Things Unspoken:  The Afro-American Presence in American Literature."  One of my favorite essays by Morrison is "Rootedness:  The Ancestor as Foundation," which is included in Mari Evans's Black Women Writers, 1950-1980:  A Critical Evaluation.  Furthermore, Morrison's introductory essay work featured in her three anthologies, including her most recent installation in Burn This Book:  Pen Writers Speak out on the Power of the Word published in 2009, which you might also consider, extends her consummate work as an editor beyond the area of literature to an emphasis on law.  For more insights on Morrison as a writer, I recommend consulting the extensive body of her interviews.  Danille Taylor-Guthrie's Conversations with Toni Morrison, an optional work on our course book list, is a useful compendium.

Whether or not the goal is formal research and writing on Toni Morrison's novels, this course aims to reinforce skills in professional development by modeling strategies for achieving depth and mastery in the study of a single literary author.  In other words, the analytical skills and research methods that this course aims to cultivate are highly "translatable" and might be used to approach an author in any area of literature.  There is great value for literary students in having read an author's body of work in its entirety and in having a sense of its full scope and range.  For when we have read a work or two by an author, it can be difficult to grasp a sense of the bigger picture.  Furthermore, encouraging focus on and mastery of the work of a single author reflects my own philosophy that it is most productive and ideal to teach writers when we have read all of their works, even if our interest is in teaching just a single work in the author's repertoire at a given time.  During a time when engagements with even "canonical" authors can be episodic and superficial, I believe that it is important for students to be thorough and exhaustive in how they read and study literature.  An exercise in intensive reading such as preliminary exams, which often emphasize the study of one or two works by each author, should be understood as an opportunity to expand one's knowledge of various authors, and as a foundation upon which to build throughout one's life and career.

Another valuable way to get to know the work of Toni Morrison is to join and participate in the Toni Morrison Society.  I have been a member since 2008.  That year, I arranged for the high school teachers in my graduate seminar on Toni Morrison at the Breadloaf School of English (in Asheville, North Carolina) to attend the organization’s biennial meeting that was held that year in Charleston, South Carolina.  Students attended a luncheon featuring Morrison, a day of sessions and a reading from her forthcoming novel A Mercy, which was published later that year.  For more information on the TMS and how to join, go to http://www.tonimorrisonsociety.org/.  I have valued working on Toni Morrison not only as a scholar but also as an artist; information on my Toni Morrison art quilt can be found at the blog:  http://richerichardsonartquilts.blogspot.com/2010/11/art-quilt-featuring-nobel-laureate-toni.html
COURSE FORMAT AND ASSIGNMENTS

The main requirement of this course is a paper 15-20 pages in length by the end of the semester that takes a critical look at one of Toni Morrison's novels, or two or three at most.  However, some students might explore the option of doing a more highly integrative study of Morrison's novels.  Style manuals that you might consult as you develop your papers include Kate Turabian's A Manual for Writers of Term Papers, Theses, and Dissertations, The Chicago Manual of Style:  The Essential Guide for Writers, Editors and Publishers, Joseph Gibaldi's MLA Style Manual and Guide to Scholarly Publishing, and Claire Kehrwald Cook's Line by Line:  How to Improve Your Own Writing.  This paper will count for 60% of your final grade and is due by Thursday, May 18, at 5:00 p.m.  

As a precursor to this final assignment, you are required to produce an annotated bibliography of four articles that engage the novel(s) by Morrison on which plan to focus your final paper.  This assignment will count for 15% of your final grade.  Annotated bibliographies are due Wednesday, April 13.  In general, this assignment, which will establish foundations for your paper, is designed to reinforce your ability to summarize, paraphrase and evaluate critical and theoretical articles.  

In addition, you are required to make a presentation during a session of class this semester, which may occur with or without a partner.  In this presentation, you should focus on outlining a teaching approach to the novel under discussion for the day.  On the day of your presentation, you should bring a one-page precis on your pedagogical perspective, along with a list of questions for discussion in class and a short bibliography of articles on the text.  Copies of both should be distributed to members of the class, and two should be passed in to the instructor.  This assignment will count for 10% of your final grade.  Your class participation is required in this seminar and will count for 15% of your final grade.  On a weekly basis, lectures in the course will be complemented by discussion in which ALL class participants and course auditors should engage. 

COURSE SCHEDULE

January 27  Introductions; Toni Morrison, The Nobel Lecture in Literature
February 3   The Bluest Eye
February 10  Sula
February 17 Song of Solomon
February 24  Screening of film Beloved 
March 2   Tar Baby
March 9  Beloved
March 16  Midterm    Undergraduate Midterm; study session and no class for graduate 
students enrolled
March 23  Jazz

April 6  Paradise

April 13  Love; annotated bibliography due  

April 20 A Mercy
April 27 Home
May 4
God Bless the Child 

May 11   Course conclusion 
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