"Recitatif" is Toni Morrison's only published short story.

The title alludes to a style of musical declamation that hovers between song and ordinary speech; it is used for dialogic and narrative interludes during operas and oratories. The term "recitatif" also once included the now-obsolete meaning, "the tone or rhythm peculiar to any language." Both of these definitions suggest the story's episodic nature, how each of the story's five sections happens in a register that is different from the respective ordinary lives of its two central characters, Roberta and Twyla. The story's vignettes bring together the rhythms of two lives for five, short moments, all of them narrated in Twyla's own voice. The story is, then, in several ways, Twyla's "recitatif."

"'Recitatif' was an experiment in the removal of all racial codes from a narrative about two characters of different races for whom racial identity is crucial," writes Toni Morrison in her Preface to Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination.

Toni Morrison 1983

“Recitatif” is the only published short story by luminary African-American novelist Toni Morrison. It appeared in a 1983 anthology of writing by African-American women entitled Confirmation, edited by Amiri and Amina Baraka. “Recitatif” tells the story of the conflicted friendship between two girls — one black and one white — from the time they meet and bond at age eight while staying at an orphanage through their re-acquaintance as mothers on different sides of economic, political, and racial divides in a recently gentrified town in upstate New York.

While Morrison typically writes about black communities from an inside perspective, in this story she takes a different approach. The story explores how the relationship between the two main characters is shaped by their racial difference. Morrison does not, however, disclose which character is white and which is black. Rather than delving into the distinctive culture of African Americans, she illustrates how the divide between the races in American culture at large is dependent on blacks and whites defining themselves in opposition to one another. Her use of description and characterization in the story underscores the readers’ complicity in this process. Morrison has considered similar issues in her book of criticism, Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination, which explores how language enforces stereotypes in the work of classic American authors such as Melville, Poe, and Hemingway. “Recitatif” may therefore be understood as part of Morrison’s ongoing response to the mostly white and male classic literary tradition of the United States.

Critical Overview

“Recitatif” was published in a 1983 anthology of writings by African-American women entitled Confirmation. The purpose of the anthology — edited by Amiri Baraka, one of the most prominent voices of the radical Black Arts Movement of the 1960s, and his wife Amina — was to confirm the existence of several generations of black female writers whose work was often ignored or undervalued. Baraka writes in his introduction that the intention of the anthology is “in distinct contrast to the norm in American letters where ‘American literature’ is for the most part white and male and bourgeois.” This is in keeping with Morrison’s view of her mission as a writer. Saying that she is foremost a reader, she claims that she writes the kind of books that she wants to read but hasn’t been able to find.

The Confirmation anthology marked the beginning of a period when an unprecedented number of black women writers — Alice Walker, Jamaica Kincaid, Gloria Naylor, and Morrison among them — rose to prominence and “crossed over” for commercial success among a mostly white reading public. While Morrison had already published several notable novels by 1983, including Song of Solomon, which won the National Book Critics Circle Award and is considered to have signaled her status as an author of the first ranks, she had not yet reached her present level of distinction. She is now considered not only the foremost African-American woman writer but among the foremost living writers of any nation, race, or gender.

Morrison’s greatest fame came with the publication of 1987’s Beloved. When this emotionally-gripping and tragic story of an ex-slave and the daughter she murdered failed to win any major American prizes, a group of prominent black writers and intellectuals published a letter of protest in the New York Times Book Review decrying the lack of national attention to her work. Beloved won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction the following year and contributed to Morrison’s selection in 1993 as the recipient for the Nobel Prize in Literature, the world’s highest literary honor. In addition to profuse critical and scholarly praise, many of Morrison’s novels have been bestsellers. In 1992 Morrison published a novel and a work of criticism which were on the fiction and non-fiction bestseller lists simultaneously.

Morrison’s precipitous rise and her mastery of the novel form have perhaps overshadowed her other achievements. Though she has written a play and a book of criticism, Morrison is known first and foremost as a novelist. ‘Recitatif is Toni Morrison’s only published work of short fiction and the story has received little critical attention, especially when compared to the huge amount of scholarship concerning Morrison’s major novels. It differs significantly from her novels aesthetically, for it lacks the dimension of magic that has led critics to compare her writing to the Latin American school of magical realism. It shares, however, with her principal works a concern with history, memory, and the power of naming within the racial culture of the United States.

In an interview with Elissa Schappell for the Paris Review Morrison explains that her objective as a black writer in a white-dominated culture is to attempt to “alter language, simply free it up, not to repress it or confine it, but to open it up. Tease it. Blast its racist straightjacket.” This is her intention in not naming the races of the two women in “Recitatif.” Morrison admits that she intended to confuse the reader, but also to “provoke and enlighten. . . . What was exciting was to be forced as a writer not to be lazy and rely on obvious codes.” Commenting on this strategy, critic Jan Furman writes in Toni Morrison’s Fiction that, like Twyla and Roberta, readers experience a disillusionment or dystopia, “if one may view Morrison’s deliberate and clever misappropriation of racial stereotype as a dystopic condition for readers accustomed to stereotypes. In ‘Recitatif’ racial identities are shifting and elusive. . . . Questions beget questions in Morrison’s text, and all require strenuous consideration. Despite most readers” wishes to assess, settle, draw conclusions, Morrison is resolute in requiring readers to participate in creating meaning.” Such participation is characteristic of Morrison’s goal as a writer to transform readers through transforming their relationship to language. In his introduction to Toni Morrison: Critical Perspectives Past and Present Henry Louis Gates, Jr., aptly describes the power of Morrison’s writing as lying in the fact that it is “at once difficult and popular. A subtle craftsperson and a compelling weaver of tales, she ‘tells a good story,” but the stories she tells are not calculated to please.”

Compare & Contrast

· 1950s: Most children whose parents have died or who cannot care for them live in institutions. Orphanage care has been in decline, however, in the United States since the end of World War II.
1990s: Institutional care has fallen out of favor among childcare experts. Though they still exist in some places, orphanages have not been an important factor in child welfare in the United States for a decade. Foster care or support for continued care within the family is preferred. 

· 1950s: In 1954 the Supreme Court rules that segregation by race in public schools is unconstitutional. Black and white children begin to attend the same schools for the first time in many communities. The new law meets fierce opposition. In 1958 the governor of Arkansas calls for the Little Rock schools to be closed rather than integrated.
1970s: Courts find that “de-facto” school segregation — caused by segregated neighborhoods and school districts rather than intentionally segregated schools — is illegal. In segregated communities across the country courts order crosstown busing to ensure racial integration in public schools. In many cases this leads to protest and outbreaks of violence.
1990s: There is a loss of support for busing among African Americans due to the fact that it has failed to close the gap in academic achievement between black and white students. Courts overturn decisions to desegregate schools by means of busing in favor of more flexible measures such as charter and magnet schools. One study shows that students are one-sixth as likely to choose a friend of a different race than one of their own race. 

· 1970s: In the wake of a 1967 ruling that declared state laws banning interracial marriage to be unconstitutional, interracial relationships, marriage, and offspring become more prevalent.
1990s: The number of interracial marriages has tripled since 1967 and there are over a million biracial families. In 1990 the category “other” is added to the five existing racial categories on the U.S. Census. In 1997 there is a movement to replace “other” with a biracial or multiracial category. 

· 1970s: The phenomenon of gentrification — in which high-income professionals move into rundown neighborhoods and renovate deteriorating buildings — becomes a housing trend. Gentrification results in the rebirth of old neighborhoods but also the displacement of low-income residents.
1990s: Gentrification, which was rampant throughout the 1980s, has slowed, but the displacement of poorer residents is still an issue in many neighborhoods.

Race and Racism

The issue of race and racism is central to the story. Twyla’s first response to rooming with Roberta at St. Bonny’s is to feel sick to her stomach. “It was one thing to be taken out of your own bed early in the morning — it was something else to be stuck in a strange place with a girl from a whole other race.” Throughout the story Twyla and Roberta’s friendship is inhibited by this sense of an uncrossable racial divide, played out against the background of national racial tensions such as the busing crisis. Racial conflicts provide the main turning points in the story’s plot. At no point, however, does Morrison disclose which girl is black and which is white. She offers socially and historically specific descriptions in order to flesh out her characterizations of Twyla and Roberta, and some of these descriptions may lead readers to come to conclusions about the characters” races based on associations, but none is definitive. For example, when Roberta shows up at the Howard Johnson’s where Twyla works, on her way to see Jimi Hendrix, she’s described as having “hair so big and wild I could hardly see her face.” This may suggest that Roberta is black and wore an afro, a style for black hair popular in the 1960s. During this same period, however, hair and clothing styles (and music such as that of black rocker Hendrix) crossed over between black and white youths, and many whites wore their hair big and wild. Likewise, Roberta’s socioeconomic progress from an illiterate foster care child to a rich executive’s wife may suggest that she is white because of the greater economic power of whites in general. In Twyla’s words, “Everything is so easy for them.” Although economic class can be associated with race, there are plenty of white firemen and black executives. Race divides Twyla and Roberta again and again, and Morrison’s unconventional approach to character description suggests that it is the way that blacks and whites are defined (and define themselves) against each other that leads to this divide.

Difference

While Morrison uses the device of withholding information about the characters’ races in order to make a specific point about black-white relations in the mid-twentieth century, it also works to make a more general point about how differences among people are understood. Though there are people of many races living in the United States and even many people of mixed racial background, race is often understood in terms of a black-white difference. Because readers don’t know which character is black and which is white, they are challenged to consider the way that these labels are created out of various opposing sets of associations or social codes. At one point Twyla comments on her protest sign slogan, admitting that “actually my sign didn’t make sense without Roberta’s.” This may be understood as a metaphor for the idea of difference that Morrison expresses in the story. The signs or codes used to suggest Twyla’s race don’t make sense without an opposing set of signs or codes that define Roberta in contrast.

Friendship

Twyla and Roberta’s relationship gives shape to the plot of the story, which traces their interactions over more than twenty years. The story explores the possibilities and the failures of their friendship. The first sentence of “Recitatif,” “My mother danced all night and Roberta’s was sick,” establishes that Twyla and Roberta’s situations are parallel on the one hand, yet opposite on the other. It is this quality that makes friendship between the girls such a complicated prospect. While Twyla’s mother is healthy and attractive, but immoral, Roberta’s is sick and unattractive, but upstanding. Twyla’s mother has cautioned her against people of Roberta’s race, saying they smell funny, and Roberta’s mother refuses to shake Twyla’s mother’s hand. Nevertheless, the girls share the scarring experience of having been left in an orphanage by their living mothers, and their feelings of abandonment allow them an implicit sympathy and sense of alliance. Throughout the story the women’s situations mirror each other, with certain correspondences bringing them together and suggesting the potential for a deep and genuine friendship, but with just as many differences causing conflict, distrust, and resentment. The end of the story suggests some degree of reconciliation, but the possibility of enduring friendship is still tenuous.

Topics for Further Study

· Morrison intentionally withholds an important piece of information about Twyla and Roberta. Their racial difference is pivotal to the story, but readers don’t know which one is white and which is black. How does this affect your experience of reading and your approach to interpreting the story? Find another example where an author withholds significant information about the characters or events of his or her story. Does the strategy have a similar or different effect in this case? 

· Many readers may have come to conclusions about Twyla and Roberta’s race based on descriptions Morrison offers of their situations and characteristics. List the “clues” or “codes” of race from the text that led you to your conclusion. What kinds of descriptions seem to suggest racial categories indirectly? Then look at the story again and see if you can find evidence to make the opposite argument. 

· Maggie, the mute kitchen woman, is central to Twyla and Roberta’s memories of St. Bonny’s and to their relationship to one another. Each makes a different assumption about Maggie’s race. Why is Maggie so important and what is the significance of whether she is black or white? Find some information about how racial categories are defined in the United States in contrast to other countries. How does this help you interpret the significance of Maggie’s racial designation in the story? 

· The story is set over a period of more than 20 years, between the late 1950s and early 1980s. Decide which section of the story interests you most and research American race relations during the decade in which it takes place. How does the story’s historical context enrich your understanding of Twyla and Roberta’s relationship? 

· American literature offers many examples of interracial friendships, though these friendships are often compromised by unequal power relations. Think of an example of such a friendship from one of the classics of American literature that you are already familiar with. How are the themes of Morrison’s story similar or different? Can you imagine how Morrison’s story might be understood as a response or an answer to the classic example?

· Criticism

· Sarah Madsen Hardy

· Madsen Hardy has a doctorate in English literature and is a freelance writer and editor. In the following essay, she discusses the figure of Maggie, the mute kitchen woman, as the story’s most important metaphor.

· “Here the ambiguity of Maggie as a figure who is both despised and identified with in her powerlessness is compounded by the ambiguity of her racial status,”

· “What the hell happened to Maggie?” Rather than offering a traditional resolution, Toni Morrison’s short story “Recitatif” concludes with this question. Maggie — the mute, bowlegged kitchen woman at the orphanage where the story’s two main characters, Twyla and Roberta, were raised — haunts their adult lives and their relationship to one another. Neither of the girls ever knew Maggie well or even had much contact with her. And neither of them ever saw her again after leaving St. Bonny’s. But the issue of what happened to Maggie — literally and figuratively — recurs at many of the plot’s main turning points. At several junctures Twyla, the narrator, reevaluates an incident in which Maggie was humiliated by the older girls at St. Bonny’s orchard. And at several others, Roberta and Twyla discuss — and disagree about — their own participation in this shameful incident. Why does it matter so much what happened to Maggie? Though she is central to its meaning, Maggie is not an active character in the story. That is, she doesn’t do anything. Instead, she stands for things. Twyla and Roberta keep thinking and talking about her because she represents their conflict and their closeness, their similarity and their differences. From beginning to end, Maggie remains a figure of ambiguity. As the final line of the story suggests, Morrison has no intention of resolving the questions Maggie raises; instead she leaves her readers with this challenge. But she does so only after supplying a wealth of clues that help us understand why Twyla and Roberta return again and again to the subject of what happened to Maggie. In this essay I will explore Maggie as a metaphor — a figure that represents not only the conflicts within and between the two main characters, but the broader social dynamics that these conflicts reflect.

· One thorny issue that Maggie raises is how confusing the distinction between victims and victimizers can become. When Twyla first mentions the orchard, she says, “I don’t know why I dreamt about that orchard so much. Nothing really happened there. Nothing all that important, I mean.” The orchard is the site of Twyla and Roberta’s intimidation by St. Bonny’s older girls and also of Maggie’s humiliation. In the orchard Twyla and Roberta watch the older girls as they “played radios and danced with each other. They’d light out after us and pull our hair or twist our arms.” These big girls seemed scary to them at the time, but looking back Twyla realizes that they were only “put-out girls, scared runaways most of them. Poor little girls who fought their uncles off but looked tough to us, and mean. God did they look mean.” The orchard is important because it is the setting where Twyla and Roberta first become conscious of their position in a hierarchy of power. In a way, every person in the orchard is a victim — powerless and suffering. But within the small world of St. Bonny’s, the older girls seem powerful, despite the fact that they are poor runaways. They group together and use this power over Twyla and Roberta, and, later, over Maggie. As Twyla narrates it, one day Maggie falls down as she rushes through the orchard to catch her bus, and the older girls laugh at her. Twyla and Roberta, like Maggie, suffer from the older girls’ intimidation, but instead of coming to Maggie’s defense, they recognize that Maggie is mute and cannot “shout back” as they do. “We should have helped her up, I know, but we were scared of those girls with lipstick and eyebrow pencil.” Compared to Maggie, they are relatively powerful, and they call her names. They fear being voiceless and weak, so they identify with Maggie’s victimizers.

· They are able to do this not only because they have voices, but also because they have each other. Twyla and Roberta are allied at St. Bonny’s across the divide of their racial difference because both of them have living mothers who left them there. They are lucky that their parents aren’t dead, but suffer the unique pain of being abandoned. While at St. Bonny’s they form a united front, for the similarity in this most important fact of their childhood lives bonds them strongly. “Two little girls who knew what nobody else knew — how not to ask questions. How to believe what had to be believed.” However, when they meet again, their differences are more apparent. Roberta attributes their hostile meeting in Howard Johnson’s to a historic racial divide: “Oh, Twyla, you know how it was in those days: black-white.” In Newburgh, not only do they live in different sections of a racially segregated community, but they are of different economic classes. Roberta has married a wealthy executive and Twyla has married a fireman.

· When the town is divided by the busing controversy, so too are Twyla and Roberta. Roberta opposes busing on the grounds of “mother’s rights.” Twyla supports busing on the grounds of “children’s rights.” Both are protesting that their rights are being infringed upon and both sides feel like they are victims. The two women’s private, individual conflicts over what happened to Maggie are reflected in this most overt, public conflict of story. Twyla stops Roberta while she is picketing to argue with her, and soon a crowd surrounds her car and begins rocking it in order to intimidate her.

· Automatically I reached for Roberta, like in the old days in the orchard when they saw us watching them and we had to get out of there, and if one of us fell the other pulled her up and if one of us was caught the other stayed to kick and scratch, and neither would leave the other behind. My arm shot out of the car window but no receiving hand was there.

· While at St. Bonny’s the girls had been loyal to each other through their shared experience of abandonment; here Roberta abandons Twyla. Morrison describes the scene in terms that echo Maggie’s humiliation in the orchard. Since “no receiving hand was there” to help Twyla, she feels as if she is in Maggie’s position — fallen, helpless, and alone. Roberta is thinking about Maggie at the very same time. Despite the parallel, clear from Twyla’s point of view, between herself and Maggie, Roberta proceeds to tell her that she is instead like the big girls who humiliated Maggie. “You’re the same little state kid who kicked a poor old black lady when she was down on the ground. You kicked a black lady and you have the nerve to call me a bigot.”

· Here the ambiguity of Maggie as a figure who is both despised and identified with in her powerlessness is compounded by the ambiguity of her racial status. The power hierarchies that Maggie’s humiliation in the orchard reflect are now related to the power hierarchies of race as established through the story’s historical setting. Previously recalled by Twyla as “sandy-colored,” Roberta now describes Maggie as black. Twyla first responds by disagreeing about Maggie’s race, but later she admits, “Actually I couldn’t be certain. She wasn’t pitch-black, I knew, or I would have remembered that. What I remember was the kiddie hat, and the semicircle legs.” The fact that Twyla really doesn’t know what race Maggie belonged to is a testimony to the fact that race made little difference in the power hierarchy of the orchard. But now, in the atmosphere of racial strife that divides Twyla and Roberta, the conflict over what happened to Maggie takes on racial meaning. In a racially polarized world, medium-colored Maggie can serve in the imagination as a symbol of black victimhood or she cannot. As is the case with Morrison’s characterization of Twyla and Roberta’s racial difference, race lies not in the skin of the subject but in the eye of the observer.

· Perhaps because Maggie does so little, she means so much. At the story’s conclusion, Roberta, dressed in silver and fur, meets Twyla coincidentally at a diner after an elegant party. She confesses to lying about their participation in the assault on Maggie in their childhood and tearfully asks what happened to her as a way of confronting her denied past as a “state kid” who spent time in an orphanage. This also serves as a gesture of reconciliation with Twyla, who, despite a diametrically opposite present lifestyle, shares her past of abandonment and loss. Twyla has already resolved that she never had kicked Maggie, but concedes that she had wanted to. She identifies Maggie with her mother, Mary. “Maggie was my dancing mother,” Twyla says, in a statement that explains both her repressed hostility toward Maggie and her pity for her carefree, irresponsible mother. “Deaf, I thought, and dumb. Nobody inside. Nobody who would hear you if you cried in the night. Nobody who could tell you anything important that you could use.” At the diner Roberta also admits to wishing that she had kicked Maggie. And, despite the fact that Roberta’s stern, proper mother seems the exact opposite of Mary, Roberta identifies Maggie with her, as well. “She was brought up in an institution like my mother was and like I thought I would be too.” Furthermore, both Twyla and Roberta identify with Maggie themselves. “I knew she wouldn’t scream, couldn’t — just like me — and I was glad about that,” Twyla states. Through the ambiguous figure of Maggie both women find a way to unlock their ambivalent feelings toward their own mothers. And through remembering their identifications with this woman whom they had once joined together against, they find a way to articulate a connection that transcends the racial chasm that divides them. But the question remains, “What the hell happened to Maggie?” The two women will never know, nor will they ever be as whole as if they had not abandoned Maggie and, eventually, each other.

· Source: Sarah Madsen Hardy, “What Happened to Maggie,” in Short Stories for Students, The Gale Group, 1999.

