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On Toni Morrison’s Tar Baby
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It's supposed to be a funny little child’'s story. But something in it terrified me. What
frightened me was the notion of the Tar Baby. It's a lump of tar shaped like a baby,
with a dress on and a bonnet. It's a sunny day and the tar is melting, and the rabbit is
getting stuck and more stuck. It's really quite monstrous. The rabbit approaches it and
says good morning and expects it to say good morning back. He anticipated a certain
civilized response] he was a little thief(d and when it didn't happen he was outraged and
therefore got stuck and went to his death. Of course, as in most peasant literature, that
sort of weak but cunning animal gets out of it by his cleverness. So | just gave these
characters parts, Tar Baby being a black woman, and the rabbit a black man[@
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The vision itself was a woman much too tall. Under her long canary yellow dress Jadine
knew there was too much hip, too much bust. The agency would laugh her out of the
lobby, so why was she and everybody else in the store transfixed? The height? The skin
like tar against the canary yellow dress? The woman waked down the aisle as though her
many-colored sandals were pressing gold tracks on the floor. Two upside-down V’'s were
scored into each of her cheeks, her hair was wrapped in a gelée as yellow as her dress.
The people in the aises watched her without embarrassment, with full glances instead of
sly ones”
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Jadine followed her profile, then her back as she passed the store window(] followed her
al the way to the edge of the world where the plate glass stopped. And there, just there(
a moment before the cataclysm when al loveliness and life and breath in the world was
about to disappear(] the woman turned her head sharply around to the left and looked right
at Jadine. Turned those eyes too beautiful for eyelashes on Jadine and, with a small parting
of her lips, shot an arrow of saliva between her teeth down to the pavement and the hearts
below1T10
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She couldn’'t figure out why the woman's insulting gesture had derailed her(] shaken her
out of proportion to incident. Why she had wanted that woman to like and respect her. It
had certainly taken the zing out of the magazine cover as well as her degre€l[110
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JadineD 00000000 DOODOOODODOOODOOOOOODOOOE The woman had made
her feel lonely in a way. Lonely and inauthentic.1MM 0000000000 OOOOOOO
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“ Morning,” he said, and smiled bringing once more into view the small dark dogs ga-
loping on silver feet. Jadine could not find her tongue. She was staring into the mirror at
his hair. Last night, sitting with Vaerian in the soft light of the dining room, it had
looked merely long and unkempt. Here[TThis hair looked overpowering(] physicaly over-
powering, like bundles of long whips on lashes that could grab her and beat her to jelly.
And would. Wild, aggressive, vicious hair that needed to be put in jail. Uncivilized, re-
form-school hair. Mau Mau, Attica, chain-gang hairOT 110
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JadineD Son0 0000000000000 DOODOH There was no denying the fact that looking
a his face and keeping her voice stern required some concentration. Spaces, mountains, savan-
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The way they were[1Tand he had thought hard durimg those times in order to manipu-
late her dreams, to insert his own dreams into her[ITdream steadily the dreams he wanted
her to have about yellow houses with white doors which women opened and shouted Come
on in, you honey you! and the fat black ladies in white dresses minding the pie table in
the basement of the church and white wet sheets flapping on a line, and the sound of a
six-string guitar plucked after supper while children scooped walnuts up off the ground and
handed them to herOIT10
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“ You rape me and they’'ll feed you to the aligators. Count on it, nigger. You good as
dead right now.”
“ Rape? Why you little white girls always think somebody’s trying to rape you ?’
“ White?' She was startled out of fury. “ I'm notlIT3you know I'm not white(l”
“ No? Then why don't you settle down and stop acting like it.JI 10
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“ What happened to the ones who hid on the idand? Were they ever caught 7’
“ No, man, ill there” said Gideon." They ride those horses al over the hills. They
learned to ride through the rain forest avoiding all sorts of trees and things. They race
each other, and for sport they sleep with the swamp women in Sein de Veilles. Just before
a storm you can hear them screwing way over here. Sounds like thunder,” he said, and
burst into derisive laughter 0TI T
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The young tree sighed and swayed. The women looked down from the rafters of the
trees stopped murmuring. They were delighted when first they saw her, thinking a run-
naway child had been restored to them. But upon looking closer they saw differently. This
girl was fighting to get away from them. The women hanging from the trees were quiet
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now, but arrogant(] mindful as they were of their value, their exceptiona femaleness; know-

ing as they did that the first world of the world had been built with their sacred proper-

ties; that they alone could hold together the stones of pyramids and the rushes of Mose's

crib ; knowing their steady consistency, their pace of glaciers, their permanent embrace, they

wondered at the girl’s desperate struggle down below to be free, to be something other

than they wered1T10]
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“ It means,” he said, talking into her hair;’ that white folks and black folks should not sit

down and eat together.”

“ Oh, Son.” Jadine looked up at him and smiled a tiny smile.

“ It's true,” he said® They should work together sometimes, but they should not eat to-
gether or live together or deep together. Do any of those persona things in lifeld1T110
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She was thinking of her[(11s0 that must have been why and how Cheyenne got in, and
then the rest: Rosa and Thérése and Son’s dead mother and Sally Sadie Brown and Ondine
and Soldier's wife Ellen and Francine from the Menta institution and her own dead mother
and even the woman in yellow. All there crowding into the room. Some of them she did
not know, recognize, but they were all there spoiling her love-making, taking away her sex
like succubi, but not his. He fell adeep and didn’t see the women in the room and she
didn't either but they were there crowding each other and watching herOITIITT10
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They looked as though they had just been waiting for that question and they each pulled
out a breast and showed it to her. Jadine started to tremble. They stood around in the
room, jostling each other gently, gentlyd there wasn’t much room(] revealing one breast and
then two and Jadine was shockedOJ[TTI[]
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000000000000 00000000D00DL00000O000DO00D0OOO0OWilfred D.
Samuelsd Clenora Hudson-WeemsD O 000 O00OD0OO0OOOODO" On a broader, symbolic
level, the woman is the nurturer of her people, the culture-bearer for her race. The night
women simply want to nurse Jadine into a healthy mental attitude toward her culture.”0 O 0O O
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“ | have breasts too,” she said or thought or willed® | have breasts too.” But they didn’t
believe her. They just held their own higher and pushed their own farther out and looked
a her. All of them revealing both their breasts except the woman in yellow. She did
something more shocking she stretched out a long arm and showed Jadine her three big
eggs. It scared her so, she began to cryOI 01T
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O000000000D0OJames Coleman™ To Jardine the night women’ are shrewish hags with loose
breasts, but at least part of the problem resides not in theé night women' but in Jardine's inabil-
ity to perceive correctly. "0 0 0000000000000 00O0O00OODOOO0OOOOOOO
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The night women were not merely against hdf and her aone[] not himTInot merely look-
ing superior over their sagging breasts and folded stomachs, they seemed somehow in
agreement with each other about her, and were al out to get her, tie her, bind her. Grab
the person she had worked hard to become and choke it off with their soft loose tits(
gamo
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“ The truth is that whatever you learned in those colleges that didn't include me ain’t
shit. What did they teach you about me? What tests did they give? Did they tell you
what | was like, did they tell you what was on my mind ? Did they describe me to you ?
Did they tell you what was in my heart? If they didn't teach you that, then they didn't
teach you nothing, because until you know me, you don't know nothing about yourself.
And you don't know anything, anything at al about your children and anything at all
about your mama and your papa. You find about me, you educated nitwit(] T TIITTI0
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“ Jadine, a girl has got to be a daughter first. She have to learn that. And if she never
learn how to be a daughter, she can't never learn how to be a woman. | mean a red
woman : a woman good enough for a child; good enough for a man[J good enough even
for the respect of other women. Now you didn’'t have a mother long enough to learn much
about it andITTTITTI0
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000000000 00O0OndinedI 0 OOO" A daughter is a woman that cares about where
she come from and takes care of them that took care of her. No, | don’t want you to bedTT]
I want you to care about me for yours IO M OO0 0000000 D0Jne0 OO0 D0OOOO
0o
“ There are other way to be a woman, Nanadine[ITTT] Your way is one, | guess it is, but
it's not my way. | don't want to be . . . like you. Wait. Don’'t look a me like that. I'm
being honest with you now and you have to listen! | don't want to learn how to be the
kind of woman you're talking about because | don't want to be that kind of woman.lJTT]
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Let loose the dogs, tangle with the woman in yellow with her and with all the night
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women who had looked at her. No more shoulders and limitless chests. No more dreams
of safety. No more. Perhaps that was the thingO the thing Ondine was saying. A grown
woman did not need safety or its dreams. She was the safety she longed forOT 10
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“ The men. The men are waiting for you.” She was pulling the oars now, moving out(]
“ You can choose now. You can get free of her. They are waiting in the hills for you.
They are naked and they are blind too. | have seen them;their eyes have no color in
them. But they gallop;they race those horses like angels al over the hills where the rain
forest is, where the champion daisy trees still grow. Go there. Choose them.IIT10
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He threw out his hands to guide and steady his going. By and by he walked steadier,
now steadier. The mist lifted and the trees stepped back a bit as if to make the way easier
for a certain kind of man. Then he ran. Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Looking neither to the
left nor to the right. Lickety-split. Lickety-split. Lickety-lickety-lickety-splitd(T10
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