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Song of Solomon, by Toni Morrison

In A Nutshell
Published in 1977, Toni Morrison's Song of Solomon focuses on the African-American 

experience in the United States over four generations. The novel examines the legends and 

folklore that tell the story of slaves who flew off to Africa. It also deals with the Great 

Migration (the movement of Southern blacks into other parts of the country) that took place 

following the Civil War and the uber individualistic mindset that was beginning to 

characterize urban America in the 1960s (hello iPod nation). 

 

The novel has been popular for being able to zoom in telescopically on the black experience in 

America, but to also embrace and discuss universal themes, ideas, and concepts that affect 

every human. Themes like love, loss, friendship, and the search for identity. Toni Morrison 

has written that she wants her readers (that means us) to take part in the creation of the story, 

so she leaves some stones unturned in the hopes that we will kick our imaginations into turbo 

gear. It takes two to tango, says she. 

 

In fact, Morrison says, "I want [the reader] to respond on the same plane as an illiterate or 

preliterate reader would. I want to subvert his traditional comfort so that he may experience an 

unorthodox one: that of being in the company of his own solitary imagination." Oh man, this 

book just keeps getting better and better. When was the last time you heard a Nobel 

Prize-winning author say to you, "Oh, don’t mind me! Those are just words on a page – I’m 

much more interested in what you have to say in response to this little universe I’ve created."
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Um, never. 

 

Toni Morrison was used to writing from the female perspective, but decided to challenge

herself by following and capturing the male voice. You could say she did a pretty good job,

because she earned the National Book Critics Award for this novel. Song of Solomon was also

monumental in garnering Morrison the Nobel Prize in literature, awarded in 1993, and she was

the first black American to be presented with this honor.
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Big Picture Study Questions

1 When Milkman returns home at the end of the novel, after Pilate locks him away in the

cellar, he arrives at his house with only a box full of Hagar ’s hair, and "almost none of the

things he ’d taken with him" (2.15.334). How are we meant to feel about materialism, the

art of owning things, after reading this book?

2 All you need is love. Please don ’t start that again. All you need is love. Love is just a

game. Oops, in our excitement to pose this question, we got a little Moulin Rouge-y.

Shmoop loves love. What is the definition of "love" in the world of Song of Solomon?

3 What vision of America does Song offer?
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