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Abstract: Toni Morrison’s novels act as a transformative medium for reinterpreting 

ancient myths, a process that turns them into narratives that deeply resonate with the 

African American experience. This study delves into her adept integration and 

rewriting of classical and African mythologies to explore themes of identity, trauma, 

and community within African American life. In Song of Solomon, Morrison 

reinterprets the myth of Ulysses through Milkman’s journey, transmuting an epic quest 

into a profound exploration of heritage and self-discovery against racial history. On 

the other hand, Sula uses the Pygmalion and Galatea myth to dismember perceptions 

of beauty and transformation within interpersonal relations, claiming that everything 

in identity is level and perception is power. The Bluest Eye juxtaposes the Demeter 

and Persephone narrative with the tragedy of Pecola Breedlove, critiquing the 

destructive idealisation of Western beauty standards and examining the cyclical 

nature of abuse and marginalisation. At the same time, Beloved echoes the haunting 

resonance of the Philomela and Procne myth, articulating the unspeakable traumas 

of slavery and the silencing of women’s voices through the spectral presence of its 

titular character. It proves that her novels return to these myths and rewrite them 

bluntly, giving new narratives affirming the complexity of the African American 

identity through the prism of mythic transformation and rebirth. The paper will tease 

out the fact that her revisionist approach to mythmaking is inextricably related to her 

feminism and thereby adds a multilayered discussion to the way issues of race, gender, 

and mythology cross in contemporary literature. This work re-establishes her as one 

of the most crucial figures in feminist and cultural studies. 
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Introduction 

Toni Morrison’s contribution to American literature is unparalleled, not only 

for her storytelling prowess but also for her innovative use of myth to explore 

the depths of the African American experience. Morrison’s novels go beyond 

storytelling; they construct a rich tapestry of themes such as identity, trauma, 

and community resilience, all intricately woven through the ancient art of 

myth-making. Her works are a powerful critique of the cultural narratives that 

have historically marginalised African American experiences. By reimagining 

classical and African myths, Morrison preserves cultural memory and 

challenges the dominant cultural discourses that perpetuate oppression. Her 

narratives offer a space where marginalised voices can be heard and where 
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myths are transformed into tools of resistance and empowerment. This study 

aims to illuminate Morrison’s unique approach to reimagining classical and 

African mythologies, cast new light on the struggles and triumphs inherent in 

the quest for self and communal coherence, and demonstrate her work’s 

continued relevance to contemporary issues. 

Morrison’s literary journey commences with The Bluest Eye (1970), 

where the tragic quest for beauty and acceptance in a world marred by racial 

prejudices sets the stage for her exploration of deep-seated cultural myths. In 

Sula (1973), reworking the Pygmalion myth challenges traditional narratives 

of beauty and identity, highlighting Morrison’s skill in dissecting societal 

norms through a mythological lens. In Song of Solomon (1977), Morrison 

engages with the epic odyssey of Ulysses, transforming this classical journey 

into a nuanced exploration of African American identity, personal discovery, 

and ancestral connections. Morrison’s adaptation of this myth underscores the 

importance of historical memory and the search for self within the African 

American experience. Later, in Beloved (1987), she revisits the haunting story 

of Philomela, embedding the unspeakable traumas of slavery within the 

framework of Greek tragedy. Here, Morrison not only parallels the silencing 

of Philomela with the historical silencing of enslaved African Americans but 

also reclaims the narrative by giving voice to those who have been historically 

voiceless. 

Morrison’s use of myth is far from a simple retelling of ancient stories; 

instead, it is a bold and transformative reinterpretation that affirms the 

complexity and resilience of African American identity. By reimagining 

classical myths like that of Ulysses and African myths like the Flying Africans, 

Morrison creates a narrative universe where myth becomes a framework for 

understanding African American history and experience. Her novels, such as 

Song of Solomon and Sula, present myth as a living, evolving entity that can 

be reclaimed and repurposed to address past traumas and envision future 

possibilities. In this way, Morrison’s mythic transformations offer a powerful 

critique of societal norms and affirm cultural survival. Through detailed textual 

analysis and comparative mythology, this research will dissect Morrison’s 

integration of myth into her feminist narrative, asserting her role as a seminal 

figure in feminist and cultural studies. Her challenge to the traditional 

boundaries between artistic creation and political critique is one of the defining 

aspects of her work. Through her unique engagement with classical and 

African myths, Morrison elevates African American literary discourse by 

reframing narratives of Africanism within the context of American culture. Her 

works, such as Song of Solomon and Beloved, demonstrate a profound 

exploration of African spirituality and cultural memory, using myth to 

interrogate race, trauma, and identity issues within African American 

communities. By doing so, she positions African narratives as central to 
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constructing American identity, reclaiming the African experience within a 

broader cultural framework. The discussion extends to her exploration of 

Africanism in literature, her engagement with the unspeakable in the American 

discourse on class, sexuality, and power, and her advocacy for the political 

responsibility of literature to address societal issues: 

 

The ‘unspeakable’ (B, p. 199 and Morrison, 1989, pp. 201–30) 

experience of a diasporic trauma originating in modernity, Benjamin’s 

‘secular productive forces of history’, is articulated by Morrison for a 

community that has been left ‘not richer, but poorer in communicable 

experience’ (Benjamin, 1936, pp. 84, 86). To communicate the 

unspeakable through storytelling is for Morrison an act of recovery 

from the psychological trauma of slavery and a means to articulate 

possibilities for the future. From the ruins of modernity, Morrison, 

through the interpretation of a traumatic past, makes it ‘possible to see 

a new beauty in what is vanishing’, a beauty that can be brought to bear 

on the future in the communal retelling and revision of stories 

(Benjamin, 1936, p. 86). To do this means reconstructing history and 

exposing the oppressive power of a dominant language and ideology. 

In choosing the novel form, Morrison must necessarily engage not only 

with a black literary tradition but also create her fictions in dialogue 

with the Western narrative canon. (Baillie 4) 

 

Baillie explains how Morrison, through narration, confronted and cured 

the trauma so inseparably connected with the African American experience, 

such as slavery and other forms of systemic oppression. In that respect, Walter 

Benjamin’s idea of “secular productive forces of history” becomes very 

important since, in her form of narration, Morrison criticises dominant 

ideologies of Western history and literature, referring to the long excluding or 

misrepresenting Black voices. Her novels have worked as a sort of “recovery,” 

returning the narratives of African American experiences into the collectivised 

memories against the historical erasure that left such communities bereft of 

ways to represent themselves. She demonstrates how Morrison has played her 

role in reconstructing history and redefining cultural memory. In choosing the 

novel form, she restores the narrative space taken up by Western voices to their 

rightful place, turning it toward perspectives of the African American 

experience. It does this not as a work that tells but as a work that revisits the 

history that bears witness to the strengths and nuances of African American 

cultural life. Situating Morrison’s engagement with a black literary tradition 

and the Western canon more broadly locates her work within an extended 

conversation revealing the inefficiency of historical narrative as passed down 

by dominant cultural forces. 
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Theoretical Approaches to Morrison’s Works 

Morrison’s contributions to American literature are profoundly significant and 

enduring to the intricate layers of identity, memory, and narrative innovation. 

Central to her exploration of the African American experience is her nuanced 

engagement with myth, through which she weaves a complex tapestry of 

stories that resonate deeply with themes of trauma, identity, and resilience. The 

analytical strategy employed here, grounded in myth criticism, feminist theory, 

and intersectionality, offers a multifaceted lens to examine the profound depths 

of Morrison’s literary achievements. 

Morrison’s engagement with myth criticism aligns her work with a rich 

tradition of narrative exploration, often viewed through the lens of scholars 

like Joseph Campbell and Northrop Frye. Frye’s categorisation of 

mythological archetypes and Campbell’s concept of the monomyth offer 

frameworks that resonate with Morrison’s use of myth as a structural and 

thematic device. In Song of Solomon, Morrison’s use of the hero’s journey 

reflects Campbell’s stages of separation, initiation, and return, yet she 

reinterprets these stages to fit the African American experience. Similarly, 

Frye’s exploration of myth as an organising principle in literature can be seen 

in Morrison’s ability to use mythic structures to explore recurring themes such 

as rebirth, the quest for identity, and community resilience. Campbell’s notion 

of the monomyth (Campbell 1-42), or the hero’s journey, and Frye’s 

categorisation of mythological archetypes offer a framework through which 

Morrison’s narratives can be understood not just as stories but as part of a 

larger, universal mythos recontextualised within the African American 

experience. 

Frye’s assertion that myths serve as essential narrative and structural 

elements resonates deeply with Morrison’s feminist reinterpretation of these 

myths. In The Bluest Eye, Morrison uses the myth of Demeter and Proserpine 

(Frye 138) to critique Western ideals of beauty, employing Frye’s concept of 

displacement to make the myth’s tragic elements plausible in the context of 

Pecola Breedlove’s story. By situating Pecola’s struggle within the framework 

of this myth, Morrison not only reinterprets the mythological narrative but also 

critiques the societal pressures that perpetuate racialised beauty standards. Her 

feminist approach allows her to reclaim and reshape these myths, turning them 

into powerful critiques of race and gender oppression. Frye argues that myth 

operates as an organising principle in literature, highlighted by recurrent 

archetypal themes such as rebirth, the heroic journey, and the search for 

identity. These archetypes are not merely artistic inventions but are deeply 

embedded in the literary experience. 

In his broader theoretical framework, Frye considers myths not merely 

historical but as vessels of tradition that shape narrative and define collective 
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desires. He blurs the lines between myth and archetype, suggesting that while 

myth refers to narrative, archetype pertains to underlying significance. 

According to Frye, all literature ultimately derives from and returns to 

mythology, which encapsulates a society’s beliefs and expressions (Frye 158-

233). 

Building on Jung’s theory of archetypes and Frye’s exploration of myth 

in literature1, Morrison delves into the archetypal dimensions of myths by 

reimagining the hero archetype within an African American context. In Song 

of Solomon, Milkman Dead’s journey can be understood through the lens of 

Campbell’s hero archetype, yet Morrison’s reinterpretation of this journey 

adds layers of racial and cultural complexity. Instead of simply following the 

traditional path of separation, initiation, and return, Milkman’s journey is 

deeply intertwined with the historical and communal experiences of African 

Americans, particularly the legacy of slavery and the search for ancestral 

identity. Through this archetypal reworking, Morrison critiques traditional 

narratives and redefines the hero’s journey within a cultural framework that 

centres on African American experiences. In his seminal work, The Hero with 

a Thousand Faces (1982), Campbell outlines the hero’s journey as a three-

stage adventure—separation, initiation, and return—each containing multiple 

sub-stages. Initially, the hero receives a call to adventure, leading him away 

from the ordinary world into a realm filled with supernatural wonders and 

trials. Through challenges and encounters with forces both aiding and opposing 

him, the hero achieves a transformation, gaining knowledge or power which 

he brings back to benefit his society: 

 

The standard path of the mythological adventure of the hero is a 

magnification of the formula represented in the rites of passage: 

separation—initiation—return: which might be named the nuclear unit 

of the monomyth. A hero ventures forth from the world of common day 

into a region of supernatural wonder: fabulous forces are there 

encountered and a decisive victory is won: the hero comes back from 

                                                           
1 As sonorous as Jung, Frye, and Campbell’s theories concerning Morrison’s use of myth may 

be, her storytelling proceeds more out of African American cultural and historical experience 

than out of Western theoretical traditions. While mindful of these latter theories, Morrison 

found her mythmaking materials in the experience, memory, and storytelling constitutive of 

African American identity. This paper employs Jungian, Fryean, and Campbellian frameworks 

in examining Song of Solomon, not because Morrison has written her work in conscious 

adherence to these models but because Morrison’s work shapes some very familiar archetypes: 

Song of Solomon is, for instance, a hero’s journey, but Morrison reframes what a hero can be 

through African American conceptions of ancestry, community, and slavery that oppose the 

Eurocentric individualism evident in Campbell’s model. Thus, these theories are far more 

interpretive tools through which Morrison shows how certain archetypes are reshaped into 

representations of Black experiences and identities. 



Analele Universității „Ovidius” Constanța. Seria Filologie Vol XXXV, 2/2024 

34 

this mysterious adventure with the power to bestow boons on his fellow 

man. (Campbell 28) 

 

Campbell emphasises that myths are not just stories but serve profound 

psychological and communal functions, representing deep-seated human 

desires and experiences. He warns that when myths are reduced to mere 

historical or scientific accounts, they lose their vitality and relevance, leading 

to a cultural disconnection from these rich sources of wisdom. In essence, his 

work illustrates how myths shape personal and cultural identity, echoing Frye’s 

belief in the indispensable role of myth in literature and society: 

 

Mythology, in other words, is psychology misread as biography, 

history, and cosmology. The modern psychologist can translate it back 

to its proper denotations and thus rescue for the contemporary world a 

rich and eloquent document of the profoundest depths of human 

character. Exhibited here, as in a fluoroscope, stand revealed the hidden 

processes of the enigma Homo sapiens—Occidental and Oriental, 

primitive and civilized, contemporary and archaic. The entire spectacle 

is before us. We have only to read it, study its constant patterns, analyze 

its variations, and therewith come to an understanding of the deep 

forces that have shaped man’s destiny and must continue to determine 

both our private and our public lives. (Campbell 237-238) 

 

Morrison’s Song of Solomon exemplifies this, transforming the 

classical myth of the hero’s quest into a nuanced exploration of African 

American identity, heritage, and the complex pursuit of self-knowledge. She 

does not merely transplant these myths into a new setting; she reimagines and 

repurposes them, imbuing her narratives with a depth that resonates with 

African Americans’ collective memory and historical experiences. This act of 

reimagining is a form of cultural preservation and critique. She uses myth to 

bridge the past with the present, offering commentary on contemporary issues 

through timeless narratives. 

Her literary engagement with myth goes beyond mere adaptation; it is 

a reclamation and reinvigoration of mythic narratives, positioning them as vital 

frameworks through which the complexities of African American history, 

culture, and identity can be explored and understood. In Paradise, Morrison 

delves into biblical myths and African spiritual traditions, using them to 

interrogate notions of community, belonging, and exclusion. Like her other 

novels, this one showcases Morrison’s skill in transforming myth into a 

narrative tool that critiques societal and historical injustices and acts as a 

medium for cultural memory and identity affirmation. Her reimagining of 
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myths thus becomes an act of cultural preservation, asserting the centrality of 

African American stories within the broader tapestry of human mythology. 

Simultaneously, Morrison’s narratives are deeply infused with feminist 

theory. Her integration of feminist theory into her work goes beyond merely 

critiquing patriarchal structures; it celebrates female agency, resilience, and 

complexity. Characters like Sethe in Beloved and Sula in Sula are protagonists 

in their own right and embody Morrison’s challenge to societal norms and 

expectations regarding race, gender, and identity. Through these characters, 

Morrison explores the intersection of personal trauma and societal oppression, 

highlighting the strength and perseverance of African American women in the 

face of both. This feminist lens, inherently intersectional, acknowledges the 

layered oppressions that shape the lives of her characters, providing a nuanced 

exploration of their struggles and victories. Morrison’s narratives thus serve as 

a platform for the voices of African American women, voices that have 

historically been marginalised or silenced: 

 

Women of color in America have grown up within a symphony of 

anger, at being silenced, at being unchosen, at knowing that when we 

survive, it is in spite of a world that takes for granted our lack of 

humanness, and which hates our very existence outside of its service. 

And I say symphony rather than cacophony because we have had to 

learn to orchestrate those furies so that they do not tear us apart. We 

have had to learn to move through them and use them for strength and 

force and insight within our daily lives. Those of us who did not learn 

this difficult lesson did not survive. And part of my anger is always 

libation for my fallen sisters. Anger is an appropriate reaction to racist 

attitudes, as is fury when the actions arising from those attitudes do not 

change. (Lorde 129) 

 

Lorde’s insights on channelling “anger” into a “symphony rather than 

cacophony” resonate deeply with Morrison’s storytelling approach. Both 

writers harness anger and resilience, transforming pain and marginalisation 

into powerful narratives honouring Black women’s struggles and histories. 

Lorde’s articulation of rage for lost sisters mirrors Morrison’s works like 

Beloved, which memorialise the trauma of enslaved women, converting 

collective suffering into redemptive art. Morrison refuses to soften her voice, 

and her anger now becomes a way to fight racism and sexism in very 

considered deliberate manners, as well as to assess and appraise Black female 

strength. 

Morrison’s application of feminist theory is evident in her depiction of 

strong, complex female characters and her critique of societal structures that 

perpetuate gender and racial inequalities. Through her nuanced portrayal of 
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characters such as Pilate in Song of Solomon, Morrison challenges traditional 

notions of femininity and family, presenting alternative models of strength, 

independence, and community. This feminist perspective, deeply woven into 

the fabric of her narratives, illuminates the struggles and triumphs of African 

American women, offering insights into how they navigate, resist, and 

transform the oppressive structures that seek to define their existence. 

Morrison’s work thus becomes a vibrant canvas for the exploration of feminist 

ideals, advocating for a re-evaluation of societal norms and the empowerment 

of women. 

Reimagining myths within her narrative corpus does more than bridge 

the cultural and temporal gap between the ancient and the contemporary; it 

serves as a deliberate feminist intervention. This section delves into Morrison’s 

strategic deployment of myth to subvert patriarchal narratives and foreground 

African American women’s experiences, strengths, and complexities, thus 

marking a significant contribution to feminist literary discourse. 

Her feminist reclamation of mythological narratives is evident in her 

nuanced portrayal of female characters who defy traditional archetypes. By 

embedding characters like Sula, Sethe, and Pilate within the framework of 

reinterpreted myths, Morrison challenges conventional gender roles and 

critiques the societal structures that seek to confine women. In Sula, the 

Pygmalion myth is subverted to question the objectification inherent in male-

created ideals of beauty, emphasising instead the autonomy and self-definition 

of women. 

The transformation of the Philomela myth in Beloved illustrates 

Morrison’s use of myth to articulate the unspeakable traumas of slavery while 

highlighting the power of storytelling as a means of resistance and reclaiming 

agency. This reimagining goes beyond the individual story of Sethe, reflecting 

a collective narrative of female endurance and resilience in the face of systemic 

oppression. Sethe’s name evokes the biblical Seth, introducing a dual nature 

of good and evil. This reference extends to Egyptian mythology, where Seth 

represents violence and chaos, contrasting with Sethe’s maternal love and her 

tragic choice of infanticide as an act of protection. Morrison rewrites Seth’s 

mythology to explore the complexities of Sethe’s character, reflecting on the 

moral ambiguity and the extreme choices imposed by the institution of slavery: 

 

Through careful study of the text, it could be confirmed that the name 

of Sethe is a parody of the biblical character Seth. […] In ancient 

Egyptian mythology, Set, or Seth, was the archetype of the Greek figure 

Typhon. […] Out of jealousy, his younger brother Seth tricked him into 

a silver chest, welded it to death and threw it into the Nile River. […] 

Obviously, Morrison makes Sethe as the name of Seth, aiming to give 

her double split personality of “good” and “evil”: kindness, piety, 
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nobility and greatness; indifference, violence, and cruelty (Shi 110). 

[…]  Only someone with a double personality, like Seth, can act 

extremely irrational in an instant. Infanticide perfectly expresses Seth’s 

dignity and determination. The cruelty and violence of infanticide just 

makes maternal kindness and greatness. (Lina, Dapeng 115) 

 

This duality in Sethe’s character, in which acts of violence turn into 

acts of deep maternal love, parallels how Morrison usually explores myth. In 

the same manner that Sethe complicates notions about motherliness, she 

reimagines the myths of Demeter and Persephone in The Bluest Eye as a 

critique against which the beauty standards of patriarchal society have been 

stylised and a marginalisation occurring along a never-ending cycle. 

Through the feminist lens, Morrison’s reinterpretation of myths such 

as Demeter and Persephone in The Bluest Eye critiques the destructive beauty 

standards imposed by a patriarchal society and the cyclical nature of 

marginalisation. Pecola Breedlove’s tragic fate underscores the need for a 

societal re-evaluation of worth and beauty, challenging the mythic idealisation 

of whiteness. As detailed in the analysis, her engagement with the myth of 

Persephone illustrates her method of reinterpreting classical European myths 

to explore modern African American experiences. The abduction of 

Persephone by Hades2, leading to her dual life between the underworld and the 

earth, parallels Morrison’s narrative exploration of characters who navigate 

between two worlds—those of visibility and invisibility, presence and absence. 

This myth becomes a vehicle for discussing themes of loss, abduction, and the 

longing for maternal connection, as seen in The Bluest Eye, where Pecola’s 

tragic narrative echoes Persephone’s tale, symbolising Pecola’s disconnection 

from love, beauty, and community acceptance (Walters 104-111). In The Bluest 

Eye, Pecola experiences loss and abduction, and longs for maternal bonding, 

partly corresponding to the elements of the Persephone myth. Her wanting blue 

eyes symbolise the need for beauty, love, and acceptance. At the same time, 

                                                           
2 This story of Persephone abducted by Hades is found in early Greek oral traditions, hence in 

early Greek mythology. In its most ancient form, it is found in one of the so-called Homeric 

Hymns addressed to Demeter, dated to the 7th century B.C. It tells about Persephone, the 

daughter of Demeter, the goddess of harvest, who Hades abducted, God of the Underworld, 

and carried into his realm. Finally, in grief and anger, Demeter refuses to let the crops grow 

until her daughter is returned, causing famine. Finally, there came a compromise: every year, 

Persephone would spend part of it with Hades, an anonymous autumn and winter and the rest 

with her mother, spring and summer-showing the change of seasons. Ovid’s version highlights 

the emotional drama of Persephone’s separation from her mother, which has influenced many 

later retellings with its focus on the psychological and emotional aspects of the myth. John 

Milton (Paradise Lost, 1667), in his drive to impress his themes of loss and transitions within 

life and death, invokes the myth of Persephone in a way that makes her story an extended 

allegory of spiritual fall and redemption. 
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the separation of Persephone from warmth and family translates into feelings 

of emotional distance from family in her being abused by her father as an 

“abduction” into the psychic “underworld.”. The scene highly suggests a tragic 

separation, like that of Persephone from Demeter, yet without hope of reunion. 

In such ways, Morrison draws upon Pecola’s story to investigate the profound 

effects of racial and social oppression, deepening the tragedy of her irreversible 

disconnection from love. 

Similarly, the myth of Philomela3, which involves violation, silence, 

and transformation, is another European myth that Morrison rewrites to 

underscore the violence inflicted upon women’s bodies and identities. This 

myth, particularly its themes of rape, mutilation, and the struggle for voice, is 

mirrored in the narratives of Morrison’s female characters who face similar 

traumas. Morrison’s adaptation highlights the systemic nature of such violence 

within a patriarchal society and the silencing of women’s voices. The re-telling 

of Philomela’s story in Morrison's work critiques the denial of agency to 

women and the erasure of their experiences from the cultural narrative (Miner 

7-22). 

Morrison’s narrative strategy employs myth as a narrative scaffold and 

a means of feminist critique. By reclaiming these stories and situating them 

within the African American experience, she offers a radical reimagining that 

questions the foundations of the myths and their relevance to contemporary 

issues of race, gender, and identity. 

In Morrison’s literary universe, myths become living, breathing entities 

that reflect the struggles and triumphs of African American women. Her 

reclamation and reinterpretation of these narratives underscore her significant 

contribution to feminist literature, offering new paradigms for understanding 

the intersections of race, gender, and mythology. 

The concept of intersectionality, as introduced by Kimberlé Crenshaw 

(1989), is crucial for a comprehensive analysis of Morrison’s work. This 

framework, which examines the interconnected nature of social categorisations 

such as race, class, and gender, is particularly relevant in the context of 

Morrison’s narratives. Her characters often navigate the complexities of 

intersecting identities, challenging the monolithic narratives that seek to define 

African American women by a single aspect of their identity. Using 

                                                           
3 The story of Philomela, as narrated by Ovid in Metamorphoses, is one wherein she was raped 

by Tereus, who further cut her tongue to shut her up. Thus, Philomela spoke by sewing her tale 

in a tapestry, which later changed into a nightingale whose song lamented her occurrence. This 

has spread wide in the streams of the West to connote stifled voice and survival. Her story is 

also featured in Chaucer’s The Legend of Good Women (1387), Shakespeare’s Titus 

Andronicus (1588-1593), and T. S. Eliot’s The Waste Land (1922), all serving similar themes 

of trauma and survival. Modern feminist and psychoanalytic criticism have also appraised it 

as the quintessential story about women’s silenced suffering and creative resistance. 
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intersectionality, Morrison critiques societal norms and reclaims and redefines 

narrative spaces for African American identity and experience. This theoretical 

approach enriches the analysis of Morrison’s characters and their societal 

contexts, underscoring the innovative ways in which Morrison reimagines 

myths to reflect the lived realities of African American women (Crenshaw 139-

143). 

The integration of intersectionality into Morrison’s narratives provides 

a rich, layered understanding of her characters and the worlds they inhabit. By 

focusing on the intersections of race, gender, class, and more, Morrison’s 

novels offer a multifaceted view of identity that challenges simplistic or 

reductive narratives. This approach allows her to explore the full spectrum of 

African American women’s experiences, from the traumas of slavery and 

segregation to the challenges and joys of contemporary life. Her portrayal of 

these intersecting identities reflects the complexities of real life. It challenges 

the reader’s understanding of identity, encouraging a more nuanced and 

empathetic engagement with the characters and their stories. 

The study of Morrison’s integration of mythological frameworks into 

her exploration of African American identities is underpinned by a dual 

methodological approach: textual analysis and comparative mythology. This 

comprehensive analysis involves a close reading of Morrison’s novels, 

particularly Song of Solomon, Sula, The Bluest Eye, and Beloved, focusing on 

narrative structures, thematic elements, and character developments 

concerning mythological references and reinterpretations. This approach is 

complemented by a comparative study that juxtaposes Morrison’s adaptations 

with the original myths, illuminating her transformative engagement with these 

narratives. This methodological framework thoroughly explores Morrison’s 

literary techniques and thematic concerns, highlighting her significant 

contributions to the literary landscape. 

Employing comparative mythology as a methodological tool enables a 

deeper understanding of Morrison’s narrative innovation and thematic 

exploration. By analysing how Morrison’s reinterpretations of myths dialogue 

with their original versions, readers and scholars can gain insight into her 

critique of traditional narratives and her creation of new, empowering stories 

that reflect the African American experience. This comparative approach 

highlights Morrison’s mastery as a storyteller and underscores her contribution 

to the ongoing dialogue between myth, literature, and society. 

In Morrison’s narratives, lieux de mémoire (Nora 7), or “sites of 

memory,” become powerful fields for preserving and reshaping African 

American cultural memory, as described by Pierre Nora. For instance, 

Morrison revisits the trauma of slavery in Beloved, making such places convert 

into sites where the revival of voice and history that was consigned to oblivion 

challenges the omissions imposed upon history through mainstream culture. 
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Following Foucault’s sense of historical “discontinuities” (Foucault 6-

8), Morrison writes into the silences where narration cannot or will not speak. 

Drawing from such silences, her novels, such as Song of Solomon, better 

explore African American memory, converting historical scars, often 

overlooked, into a source of empowerment and continuity. Weaving in African 

myths, such as that of the Flying Africans, she authenticates her characters' 

identities while challenging the commanding voice of history and releasing her 

characters from the suffocating narrowness of narratives. 

McBride’s conceptualisation of lieux de mémoire as “liberating 

possibilities” (McBride 173) does comport with Morrison’s practice in that 

memory frees people to regain their agency and refashion African American 

identity. Her novels are, in concert, a place where imagination and trauma are 

rewritten and integrated within the frame of cultural memory, placing African 

American history at the heart of the American narrative. In sum, Morrison 

transforms historical gaps into spaces that redefine Black identity, 

demonstrating the narrative’s power to recover, validate, and celebrate 

marginalised histories, making her work a transformative project of cultural 

memory and identity. 

Toni Morrison’s body of work, through its rich engagement with myth, 

feminist theory, and intersectionality, offers a profound commentary on the 

African American experience, identity, and the power of narrative. Her novels 

contribute to the American literary canon and challenge and expand how 

stories are told and understood, highlighting the enduring significance of 

mythology in shaping our understanding of the world and each other. 

Morrison’s legacy, thus, lies in her unparalleled ability to weave together the 

strands of myth, feminism, and intersectional identity, creating a narrative 

tapestry that resonates with readers across time and space and inviting us all to 

reconsider the power of stories in shaping our collective consciousness. 

 

Morrison’s Narratives and Her Reshaping of Ancient Myths 

Through her unparalleled narrative craftsmanship, Toni Morrison’s 

engagement with classical myths exemplifies a profound re-contextualisation 

of these ancient stories within the rich tapestry of African American life and 

history. Her ability to navigate between myth’s universal appeal and its 

potential for specific cultural critique and exploration is vividly displayed in 

her novels, which adeptly mould classical myths to fit the contours of the 

African American experience, illuminating the intricate layers of identity, 

trauma, and community. 

In Song of Solomon, Morrison draws deeply from the well of Homeric 

tradition, specifically the epic odyssey of Ulysses, to chart Milkman Dead’s 

quest for identity. This reimagining of the epic quest narrative relocates the 

ancient journey from the rugged landscapes of Greece to the equally fraught 
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terrains of 20th-century America, embedding it within a narrative that is 

simultaneously a deeply personal voyage and a collective journey towards 

cultural and familial understanding. Morrison’s transformation of this myth 

into a quest for African American heritage and identity does more than 

transpose a story across time and space; it challenges the reader to reconsider 

the nature of quests and odysseys, suggesting that the journey towards self-

knowledge and understanding of one’s roots in African American culture is as 

epic and fraught with peril as any Greek epic. Through Milkman’s journey, 

Morrison explores the intersections of personal discovery with the broader 

narrative of African American history, suggesting that identity is not only an 

individual construct but also a profoundly historical and communal one. 

However, Morrison’s engagement with Greek epic models reveals her 

caution about any easy equation between African American experiences and 

classical heroism. She does not appropriate these archetypes as such but 

reworks them through the prism of Black identity’s peculiar struggles. During 

a 1976 interview, Morrison compared the journeys of Black men with Ulysses’ 

self-discovery, underlining the identically common themes of displacement 

and identity but shaped by unique societal problems Black Americans faced 

(Roynon 16-17). 

Whereas classical studies often elide non-European perspectives, 

Morrison embeds Homer’s Odyssey within African American history to 

challenge such a tradition. It radically reworked Western heroic themes into 

resonant Black resilience and identity symbols. Using classical archetypes to 

explore Black journeys, Morrison critiques them, making her work both 

culturally enriching and deeply reflective of African American realities 

(Taylor-Guthrie qtd. in Roynon 16-17). 

At the same time, Morrison’s integration of the Icarus myth and the 

legend of the Flying Africans4 into Song of Solomon highlights how Morrison 

weaves these motifs of flight and quest into the narrative to explore African 

American identity. Morrison combines African folklore with classical 

mythology, enriching the story with freedom, identity, and community themes. 

The protagonist, Milkman Dead, undertakes a journey akin to the mythical 

                                                           
4 The myth of the Flying Africans, existing in various forms, tells of captured Africans who 

escape slavery by “flying” back to their homeland, often with the help of an elder’s incantation 

or in defiance of a cruel overseer. Morrison draws on documented interviews from the Federal 

Writers Project and the works of Zora Neale Hurston, Langston Hughes, and others to depict 

this myth as a symbol of freedom in her narratives. Oral histories, such as those in Drums and 

Shadows (1940), reveal widespread belief in the myth among African American communities, 

particularly along the Georgia coast. These stories passed down through generations, reflect 

both rebellion and resilience, with accounts like the historic Dunbar Creek incident on St. 

Simons Island, where Africans symbolically or supernaturally “returned” to Africa. These tales 

remain deeply embedded in collective memory, offering powerful cultural narratives of 

liberation and survival (Davis 134-140). 
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flights of Icarus and the Flying Africans, delving into his heritage and 

confronting issues of belonging and identity. This quest is guided by 

encounters with characters representing mythical Crones (López-Ramírez 117-

118), leading him toward self-discovery and cultural connection. López-

Ramírez’s analysis also discusses the motif of flight as a metaphor for 

transcending limitations (Morrison 3-9) and as a vehicle for exploring the 

spiritual and psychological facets of the African American experience 

(Morrison 322-325). Flight for Solomon is also a resistance symbol, 

encouraging Milkman to regain his freedom and battle alienation (Morrison 

330-335). Milkman discovers his family history in the Flying Africans myth; 

thus, he learns where he comes from and who he is (Morrison 299-301). The 

flight here is also a metaphor for freedom and self-realisation in the African 

American experience. According to her, Morrison’s depiction of flight 

symbolises resistance and liberation, capturing a collective desire for freedom 

and recovering forgotten histories and identities: “In the first part of Song of 

Solomon Morrison exposes Milkman’s alienation, the constraints from which 

he will later try to find Icarian liberation” (López-Ramírez 114). 

Similarly, Sula revisits the Pygmalion and Galatea myth, using it to 

examine societal and self-imposed constructs of beauty and identity within the 

microcosm of a small Ohio community. Morrison’s narrative subverts the 

traditional myth, which centres on a sculptor’s creation of an idealised woman, 

to critique the societal norms surrounding beauty. This subversion highlights 

the challenges faced by African American women as they navigate the 

oppressive standards of beauty imposed by both their community and broader 

society. Morrison’s reinterpretation of the Pygmalion myth critiques the idea 

that beauty and worth are determined externally, instead advocating for a 

notion of beauty and identity that is self-defined and fluid, resisting societal 

impositions and embracing personal and communal definitions of worth 

(Roynon 21, 27, 166). 

Through these narrative innovations, Morrison reclaims classical 

myths for the African American experience and expands the interpretive 

possibilities of these stories, using them to comment on contemporary issues 

of race, identity, and community. Her novels serve as a testament to the 

enduring power of myth to articulate the unspoken, to heal the wounds of 

history, and to imagine new possibilities for the future. In doing so, Morrison 

underscores the significance of mythology in shaping our understanding of 

ourselves and our communities, demonstrating that ancient stories, when 

reimagined through a lens of cultural specificity and historical consciousness, 

can speak profoundly to the complexities of modern life. 

Toni Morrison’s integration of African myths within her narrative 

oeuvre serves not only as a testament to her deep engagement with the rich 

tapestry of African cultural memory and identity but also as a strategic 
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narrative and thematic device that intertwines the personal and collective 

experiences of African Americans with the broader diasporic history. In 

Beloved, Morrison invokes the myth of the water spirit Mami Wata, 

transforming it into the haunting presence of Beloved. This spectral figure 

embodies the trauma of slavery and the Middle Passage. This character 

transcends the archetype of a conventional ghost, weaving together individual 

and collective traumas to highlight the inextricable link between personal 

histories and the more considerable African diasporic experience. Morrison’s 

skilful integration of this myth not only serves as a vehicle for exploring the 

lingering effects of slavery but also as a means of connecting the African 

American experience with its African roots, thereby reclaiming and affirming 

cultural identity through the narrative embodiment of myth. 

Similarly, Paradise reflects Morrison’s nuanced understanding of the 

community by depicting Ruby. This town embodies the African mythological 

ideal of a harmonious community while grappling with the complexities of 

exclusionary practices and utopian aspirations. The town of Ruby, envisioned 

as a modern manifestation of an African mythological utopia, becomes a 

narrative space where Morrison explores the tensions between the ideal of 

communal solidarity and the realities of exclusion and division. Through this 

exploration, Morrison critiques the idealisation of community and delves into 

the nuanced dynamics that define African American communal identities, 

suggesting that pursuing utopia often involves confronting and reconciling the 

dystopian elements within. 

Across her novels, Morrison employs myth not as mere allegory but as 

a dynamic framework for exploring themes of love, loss, resistance, and 

redemption. Her characters, often positioned as contemporary incarnations of 

mythological figures, navigate a world where mythology and reality intersect, 

highlighting the relevance of ancient myths to modern lives. This thematic 

integration of myth illuminates the complexities of the African American 

experience, drawing on the power of myth to articulate deep-seated truths, 

facilitate healing from historical traumas, and inspire visions of future 

possibilities. By intertwining classical and African myths with the lived 

realities of her characters, Morrison not only achieves a narrative depth that 

resonates with readers across different cultures and eras but also affirms the 

transformative and enduring power of myth in articulating the unspoken, 

healing the wounds of history, and shaping collective and individual identities. 

Through Song of Solomon, Morrison leans into myth to track down 

historical traumas, heal, and find oneself. The Flying Africans myth, through 

the person of Milkman’s great-grandfather Solomon, is one of resilience and 

healing; thus, as Milkman learns about Solomon’s flight from slavery 

(Morrison 322-325), he starts recovering his ancestry, accessing a legacy of 

robust people. 
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The children’s song about Solomon’s flight (Morrison 303-305) 

constitutes community memory and links Milkman with some obscured facts 

of his heritage. At the end of the novel, the symbolic leap (Morrison 337) of 

Milkman is embracing his identity, and through connecting with mythic roots, 

which come with empowerment, future self-realisation emerges. 

Of course, the other dimension of shared identity in Shalimar is the 

legend of Solomon, as the people in that region look backwards to that story 

as a kind of inherited symbol of survival (Morrison 304). Within these 

mythological dimensions, Morrison outlines one dimension of tradition: 

personal and social empowerment. 

The integration of African myths into the African American narrative 

landscape is, therefore, an act that attests to Morrison’s mastery in making all 

necessary links: linking the historical to the contemporary, individual 

experiences with collective memory, and the personal with universal 

significance. By embedding ancient myths into the fabric of her stories, 

Morrison expands the narrative framework for depicting African American and 

diasporic lives, thereby transforming the traditional role of myth in literature. 

Her innovative approach deepens our comprehension of identity, community, 

and historical complexities and challenges and broadens the narrative 

techniques employed in American literature. Morrison’s works stand as critical 

meditations on the power of mythology to shape our perceptions of identity, 

community resilience, and resistance, urging readers to explore the African 

American experience through a mythologically enriched perspective. Her 

novels, reimagining and revitalising ancient myths, serve as vibrant testaments 

to the enduring relevance of these narratives in addressing modern existential 

quests for identity and belonging. In doing so, Morrison contributes to but also 

redefines the American literary canon, affirming the essential role of 

mythology in articulating the nuanced dynamics of life and the timeless human 

endeavour to understand oneself within the continuum of history. 

 

Conclusions 

Toni Morrison’s legacy rests not only on her ability to craft compelling 

narratives but also on her revolutionary integration of myth into the fabric of 

African American storytelling. This innovative merger of ancient myths with 

the intricate realities of African American life has redefined the boundaries of 

literary scholarship and myth criticism, marking Morrison as a transformative 

figure whose work has profoundly expanded the narrative possibilities of these 

traditional tales. 

Her transformative role in African American literature and myth 

criticism is anchored in her profound reimagining of ancient myths, which she 

seamlessly weaves into the fabric of African American narratives. This 

innovative integration does more than narrate; it excavates the depths of the 
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African American experience, exploring themes of identity, community, and 

resilience through the lens of both classical and African mythology. Her 

narrative approach, characterised by its complexity and depth, has significantly 

expanded the narrative possibilities for these traditional stories, reclaiming 

them as essential tools for cultural critique and identity exploration. 

Morrison’s narratives do more than tell stories; they serve as a bridge, 

connecting the timeless essence of myth with the pressing concerns of 

modernity, the individual’s quest for identity with the collective memory of a 

people, and personal struggles with universal themes of love, loss, and 

redemption. Her work illustrates how myths, when viewed through the lens of 

the African American experience, can illuminate the complexities of race, 

gender, and community in profoundly new ways. This reimagining of 

mythological narratives within a contemporary context has enriched African 

American literature and provided new tools for cultural critique and identity 

formation. 

Known for her narratively complex and deeply thematic explorations, 

which find and extend the narrative possibility of myth, Morrison’s novels 

revisit myths such as those of Ulysses, Pygmalion and Galatea, Demeter and 

Persephone, and Philomela and Procne. They critique social norms and healer 

and redeemer visions rooted in African American and feminist thought. By 

placing these myths within the context of the African American experience, 

Morrison fixes her narratives across universal themes that demonstrate how 

myth can transcend cultural and historical boundaries. 

By weaving together classical and African myths with the lived realities 

of African American characters, Morrison’s novels invite readers to reconsider 

the role of myth in shaping our understanding of ourselves and our societies. 

Her narrative approach, characterised by depth and complexity, challenges 

conventional interpretations of myths, offering fresh insights into their 

meanings and relevance. Through novels such as Song of Solomon, Beloved, 

Sula, and The Bluest Eye, Morrison critiques societal norms, explores themes 

of identity and trauma, and offers visions of healing and redemption. While 

rooted in the African American experience, these stories speak to universal 

human concerns, demonstrating the enduring power of myth to transcend 

cultural and temporal boundaries. 

Morrison’s feminist reworking of mythological narratives has been 

particularly impactful, opening new avenues for exploring the intersections of 

identity, trauma, and resilience. By centring the experiences of African 

American women in her narratives, she challenges patriarchal interpretations 

of myths and highlights the strength and complexity of her female characters. 

This feminist perspective, informed by the work of scholars like Audre Lorde, 

is inherently intersectional, acknowledging the compounded oppressions faced 

by black women and offering nuanced explorations of their resistance and 
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agency. Morrison’s novels thus contribute to a more inclusive understanding 

of American identity, pushing the boundaries of American literature to include 

voices and stories that have historically been marginalised. 

Moreover, her contributions to myth criticism have been profound, 

demonstrating the potential of mythological narratives to address 

contemporary issues and resonate with modern audiences. Her reinterpretation 

of ancient myths prompts a re-evaluation of their significance, encouraging 

scholars and readers alike to explore how these stories can be reimagined to 

reflect and resist societal norms and expectations. Morrison’s work has become 

a rich source of analysis for myth criticism scholars, who find a compelling 

blend of cultural critique, historical insight, and imaginative re-envisioning of 

traditional tales in her narratives. 

Beyond her literary achievements, Morrison’s influence extends to a 

wide array of writers, scholars, and readers, inspiring new generations to 

explore the potential of mythological narratives in novel and innovative ways. 

Her demonstration of the power of myth to speak to the core of the human 

experience has galvanised a renewed interest in the role of myth in literature 

and cultural studies. Morrison’s narrative alchemy, which melds mythological 

elements with the realities of African American life, serves as a testament to 

the enduring power of mythology in articulating the complexities of identity, 

trauma, and community resilience. 

The significance of Morrison’s work extends beyond narrative 

innovation. Her thematic explorations, particularly her innovative narrative 

strategies, have enriched the tapestry of American literature, illuminating the 

power of myth to shape, challenge, and illuminate our understanding of the 

world. Her legacy, marked by a seminal role in feminist and cultural studies, 

inspires and challenges readers and scholars alike, contributing to ongoing 

discussions and scholarly inquiries. Her unique narrative approach intertwines 

oral traditions with modernist techniques to create a distinct African-American 

voice that reflects the community’s history, culture, and experiences. The role 

of memory and re-memory in Morrison’s novels is analysed, illustrating how 

these elements serve as critical tools for historical recovery and community 

healing (Dhakal 69-101). 

In reflecting on Morrison’s literary legacy, it is clear that her 

reimagining of myths has contributed to the enrichment of African American 

literature and redefined the role of myth in contemporary literary and cultural 

discourse. Her work offers new insights into the power of narrative to heal, 

transform, and empower, challenging readers and scholars to reconsider the 

function of myth in shaping our collective and individual identities. Morrison’s 

innovative approach to mythmaking underscores the complexity and richness 

of her narrative universe, affirming her contributions to African American 

literature and the broader study of myth. 
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Toni Morrison’s work represents a landmark contribution to the literary 

world. It invites a re-evaluation of myth’s function in contemporary society 

and highlights its capacity to shape, challenge, and illuminate our 

understanding of the world. Through her novels, she expanded the narrative 

possibilities of myth and affirmed the strength, resilience, and complexity of 

African American identity and experience. Her narrative innovations and 

thematic explorations have left an indelible mark on American literature, 

ensuring that her legacy will continue to inspire and challenge future 

generations of readers and writers. Morrison’s reimagining of ancient myths 

within the African American context is a powerful reminder of the 

transformative potential of narrative and the enduring relevance of myth in our 

contemporary world. 
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