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As part of a larger research, this essay introduttes concept of an aesthetics of
defragmentation in an attempt to create a crittb@leretical context intrinsic to African
American cultural traditions for the reading of Tdorrison’s fiction. Here, | specifically
argue that the narrative technique of defragmemtdtobserved ifsulaenacts the characters’
acts of becoming, which, yet again, mirror AfricAmerican women’s historical efforts to
survive whole in Diaspora. In terms of fiction,nteans a mode of narrative that is both
related and fragmented. The narrative evolves alwogen lines out of restless processes of
rhythmic dispersion and recollection of fragmentedages, storylines, and character
descriptions. The aesthetics of defragmentatiomp@se here dynamically incorporates both
the modernist and the postmodernist impulses ttgatadly energize Morrison’s fiction and
hails the redemptive power of Morrison’s culturexbeg art.
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| believe that literature reclaims private life.
— Toni Morrison

The intention of this paper is to initiate a cutietheoretical context for the reading of Toni
Morrison’s fiction. The conceptual framework goviait will be constructed around what |
call processes of fragmentation and defragmentakibarrowed this notion from a computer
program and applied it to the dynamics of self-tomarepresented in Morrison’s novels.
Morrison herself describes — without using thesedse- processes of fragmentation when
she characterizes contemporary American existenoa@loaded with “feelings of rage, fear,
disorder, helplessness ... the shudder of the ictelehen language has failed it.”
Nevertheless, she also asserts her belief in themptive power of literature (Myers). | take
Morrison to call attention to the fragmented seofseéme, language, and existence in today’s
United States. Fragmentation occurs when indivlaaé unable to experience the flow of
time because they are lost in its unconnected pjeghen their thoughts are chipped into
clicks to copy—paste the blitz of chaotic image=r@ng the brain at Internet speed; and when
verbal expressions are abbreviated to mind bogglerges of acronyms. At such times, she
suggests, literature can act as a ‘defragmentat’ tiay enable writers and readers alike to
construct more coherent and cohesive stories -athags — of their own selves: to reclaim
their private lives by being prompted into whaall¢he creative process of defragmentation.

This reading ofSulg then, advances the concept of ‘creative procéstefvagmentation,’
which arguably energizes Morrison’s fiction. Fromnarrower perspective, it specifically
claims that inSulg Morrison uses the narrative technique of defragaten to (re)enact the
processes of the female characters’ own self-aneatineir ordeals and experiments of
becoming. I will try to demonstrate this speciflaim through the close-reading of the novel
so as to argue that the female self-creation wihsclire)presented (both presented and
represented) in the novel is a process predomin&mtlled by deliberate defragmentation,
where defragmentation itself is an active respotwsdghe forced fragmentation African
American women have always passively sufferedagtvely challenged.

In the terminology of this paper, African Americanserall fragmented state demanded a
constant dialogue with the past relics and preseraps of their texts and selves in order to
maintain a loose cultural and textual continuityfral sense of belonging, and self-respect.
Morrison’s storytelling epitomizes dialogism in #rand space, point of view, character,
technique, and composition. Her writing evolvetiyh a constantly though unexpectedly
shifting point of view, an unpredictable choir cdrmtive voices, juxtaposed fragments of
events and images that are in dialogue with onethanobut could hardly form a
straightforward linear cause-an-effect plot; tisati monologuecas).?

Without claiming that any sorts of wholeness orhautic self have ever existed in African
American literary or life experience, this papetyowishes to propose th&ulds narrative
technique of defragmentation may re-enact a yegrfon an authentic self and existential
wholeness. My research is based on primary litewadyvisual texts rather than on secondary,
theoretical hypotheses. | have observed a formaltlematic striving for textual as well as
thematic wholeness and authenticitySnla (and elsewhere)therefore, | set out to explore
the diverse expressions of this artistic strugglewholeness and to see whether or not it has
some roots in the practices of African Americamaeular art forms, such as quilting, blues,
jazz, and storytelling, as well as in American erdt history and history.Current African
American literary scholars and critics do not apgeacontradict my thesis, though. Bernard
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W. Bell in The Contemporary African American Novel: Its FolloB& and Modern Literary
Branchessums up his basic theoretical beliefs almost enékact terms of my own tentative
findings pointing to a four-century-old tenet ofrfmal and thematic defragmentation in
African American literature (and culturg). suggest rereading primary literary and visual
texts from the perspective of the self-creativeratghentation process this paper tentatively
articulates by the close-reading of MorrisoSisla®

The narrative technique of defragmentationSmla is enacted in the first chapter. In the
course of the novel, narrator and reader togethiéftwy to tie the loose cords” of the text
just as Shadrack, “[lJaced and silent in his snb&tl ... tried to tie the loose cords in his
mind” (10). Narrator and reader will need to betjohg their course throughout the novel:
where they would have to leap next (11). This jeyrwill make the walkers shuffle, grow
dizzy, stop for breath and start again “stumblind aweating” (12) to order (defragment) the
disorderly (fragmented) imagery and storylineshef hovel. However, certain narrative knots,
cross-bucks, will tentatively pave the way. Likea8rack’s “very life depended on the release
of the knots” (12) of his shoelaces, the makingtled whole story also depends on the
disentanglement of the narrative nodes that amturthe chronological plotline ofula
Together with Shadrack returning back home to tb&dsn, narrator and reader alike will
begin “a struggle to order and focus experienc&),(vhich is the main preoccupation of the
inhabitants of the Bottom, too.

They were mightily preoccupied with earthly thingand each other, wondering even
as early as 1920 what Shadrack was all about, thhatittle girl Sula who grew into a
woman in their town was all about, and what theyrkelves were all about, tucked
up there in the Bottom. (6)

Sulais an unruly novel; however, its plot could be lexgd along two main aesthetic devices.
On the one hand, [1a] the narrative is arranged anthronological sequence of chapters in
the form of ‘story quilts’ — like in Faith Ringgokl French Collection— where each story
quilt focuses on a significant event by telling asttbwing a literal or a figurative death
(Christian 1980, Reddy 1988). The motif of deathstitutes the basic cord of the novel. It
runs through the whole text as its “hot solo” (@idil12-113). Following the prologue, the
narrative “cross-bucks” (Baker 8), focal pointse tknots on Shadrack’s “hangman’s rope”
are metonymically titled by the years when the fa@zents happen. An alternative, [1b]
symbolic structuring of the novel follows the diamdopattern in quilting, where the diamond
is symbolic of the cycles of life. Each apex synuesd a stage in life: birth, life, death, and
rebirth. The steady motif of death intersectingribgel is sometimes forced out of rhythm by
an offbeat accentuation of the rebirth motif inthed hus, the motif of death is not a solo but
a duet, a collaboration of “a cowbell and a hangmeawpe calling the people together” (14).
Therefore, just as Shadrack’s National Suicide fDagtions to “order and focus experience,”
the chain of deaths anchored in narrated time mraiogical order functions to order and
focus the novel’s fragmented text.

In addition to the [1] rhythmically woven and krexdtmotif of literal and metaphorical deaths
articulated in the pulsating imagery of water, fiser, and earthSulds narrative design, on

the other hand, displays [2] a rich though fragrednpattern of sensual imagery. The
fragments of a larger picture, event, or scengepeated with difference, for instance, from a
different point of view. These fragments of imagesgents, and scenes are in dialogue with
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one another and with their vernacular subtext®tmfthe texture of the novel. This dialogue
within and among the novel's fragments enablesdd#feagmentation of the novel’s text into
momentary narrative wholes. In African and AfricAmerican quilting (to use a simile
culturally more specific than the process of dafragtation), these conventions are called
multiple patterning and pattern improvisation, whehanges in the pattern signify on the
previous forms, modify the established meaningsl apen up spaces for new possible
meanings (Wahlman 42-69). These three dynamic topsalof signifying, modifying, and
opening up new space are also characteristic afdhative technique of defragmentation.

To illustrate how multiple patterning and pattemmprovisations leading to defragmentation
work in Sula let us have a quick look at one typical exampiaweng in chapters “1921” and
“1923.” The narrator uses the image of a spooruto gp the crucial characteristics of Eva’s
two children who live with her, Hannah and PlumlaSence sees Hannah having sex “curled
spoon in the arms of a man” (44), where the metaphthe curled spoon intimates Hannah'’s
great sexual appetite or fervent “manlove.” WheanPketurns from war, he behaves like a
drunkard but never drinks. Eva watches and Hannaitswor signs. Eventually, Hannah
discovers the “bent spoon black from steady codki@d®), where the burnt bent spoon
signifies Plum’s addiction to heroin. The repetitiof the spoon figure with a slight, practical
difference to fit the different purpose now hasaulde effect. First, the curled spoon of
Hannah’s orgasmic, convoluted, body reinforcesidea that both Hannah and Plum spoon
out pleasure from their indulgencies, which aréhlaatdictions. Second, the bent spoon black
from constant burning suggests that it may be agelaus to abuse sex as drugs. Hannah'’s
joyous coquetry with men is fairly overshadowedRiym’s cheerful obsession with heroin,
because of the spoon image repeated within a liglfferent pattern in a significantly
different context. Later, when Eva gets preparedbum Plum, she first holds him in her
arms. Plum draws blissful pleasure from his motherhbrace; however, that embrace is also
the grip of death for him. When he burns, thehtoshof flames engulfed him” (48): the
motifs of burning and embrace are repeated an@goiRIum is literally burning while he is
metaphorically embraced. Hannah is metaphoricaltyibng in sexual pleasure while literally
embraced. In chapter “1923,” in Hannah’s burningng; her agonizing, convoluted, body is
“smoke-and-flame-bound” (76). Now, the motifs ofrbing and embrace are reversed. Eva
smells the “familiar odour of cooked flesh” (77)hah reminds her and the reader of Plum’s
wet burning as well as of the image of the “berdaspblack from steady cooking” (45). The
multiply patterned and repeatedly improvised uporved and bent spoon imagery has come
to a full circle, just as Hannah'’s and Plum’s sornatdistorted lives have.

The events, however, prompt Eva into thinking aathembering. She muses over “the
perfection of the judgment against her” (78), whisha process of defragmentation: past
things are shortly arranged and gain meaning fraasEcurrent point of view. She makes
cause-and-effect relations between the eventsignd she has experienced and seen in the
past two years. A well-formed, coherent, and cotegilotline emerges from the past that
culminates in Eva’s present thoughts and forebdutesse logical expectations in connection
with Sula, who in Eva’s opinion “watched Hannahrbuaot because she was paralyzed, but
because she was interested” (78). It is also sagmf that Eva discusses her doubts with
other members of the community. The community hagect impact on individuals in the
Bottom. By remembering what has happened and byrong the fragments of events into a
meaningful narrative pattern, Eva performs bothabes of self-defragmentation and textual
defragmentation: she thinks she has understoodthorgeof her self as well as something of
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what has been happening around her and what shexpaact to happen in the future. Both
Eva’s consciousness afdlds fragmented text enjoy a momentary wholeness.

Now, let us read the first concrete full accountnairative defragmentation. In “1920,”
Helene and Nel need to travel down to New Orlebesause Helene’s grandmother, Cecile
Sabat, a pious woman who raised her and saveddmrtfer Creole whore mother, Rochelle,
is dying. The return seems inevitable. Helene mpletroubled to go south. She is keenly
aware of the strict rules of segregation, bothtemitand unwritten. Her best protection, she
thinks, is an elegant dress, but when distracwaals her, by accident, into a train’s Whites
Only car, not even her beautiful brown dress cae $@r from being humiliated by the racist
white conductor. Later, they are further humiliatbeécause there are no toilets for black
people on the train: Helene and Nel must pee orfighd and use leaves instead of toilet
paper. Whereas Helene is able to transform henstelfa model of pious and honourable
personality in the Bottom, the South slowly striper of all protective clothing. This
fragmentation begins the moment she steps intostheghbound train, when the white
conductor calls her “gal” (10), a marker that dertielene’s individuality, her wholeness as a
person. The word instantly reminds her of her Sewrttupbringing. The memory makes her
physically tremble (20). During their trip SouthelNsees the exterior of her once-powerful
mother slowly fall to pieces, and she realizes ,thneath, her mother is weak and
vulnerable.

After they have arrived back home, though, Nel epees her first private moment of self-
defragmentation by resolving to develop her “meshg28-29). The process of her very
intimate, minuscule self-defragmentation is a @liged model for all other such processes
in the novel.

Nel sat on the red-velvet sofa listening to herhmobut remembering the smell and
the tight, tight hug of the woman in yellow who bda burned matches over her eyes.
Late that night after the fire was made, the colopgr eaten, the surface dust
removed, Nel lay in bed thinking of her trip. Slkeenembered clearly the urine running
down and into her stockings until she learned hmaguat properly; the disgust of the
face of the dead woman and the sound of the fudeuahs. It had been an
exhilarating trip but a fearful one. She had beg&yhfened of the soldiers’ eyes on the
train, the black wreath on the door, the custamtmg she believed lurked under her
mother’s heavy dress, the feel of unknown stresdsumknown people. But she had
gone on a trip, and now she was different. Shegbof bed and lit the lamp to look
in the mirror. There was her face, plain brown eyle®e braids and the nose her
mother hated. She looked for a long time and sugideshiver ran through her.

‘I am me,” she whispered. “Me.”

Nel didn’t know quite what she meant, but on theeothand she knew exactly what
she meant.

“'m me. I'm not their daughter. I'm not Nel. I'm en Me.”

Each time she said the word me there was a gatheriner like power, like joy, like
fear. Back in bed with her discovery se staredlloaitvindow at the dark leaves of the
horse chestnut.

“Me,” she murmured. And then, sinking deeper itte quilts, “l want ... | want to be
... wonderful. Oh, Jesus, make me wonderful.”
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The many experiences of her trip crowded in on 8be slept. (28-29) [shading
added.]

In her late night musing over their trip, Nel firggcollects her memories, the temporal
fragments of her experience, then enumerates benctive body parts, her spatial corporal
fragments. She has seen a dead body, the disintegcd her mother’s racial identity, and
taken part in a funeral. In her remembering, alfoatural elements gather: air in the form of
the smell of Rochelle’s perfume, fire burning ie ireplace in the room, earth in the form of
dust, and urine as water. The gathering of the etésncreating and recreating the cycle of
life, death, and rebirth are paralleled in a simgathering of power, joy, and fear in Nel’s
consciousness. She fast rearranges the spatialtaimpits and pieces at hand and
consciously initiates a new story about herselfl Ngelf-defragmentation is also a textual
defragmentation, since the scattered images, evamiischaracter sketches gain significance
from Nel's present point of view. By looking bactje narrative seems to have been
amounting to this climatic moment. It appears lagthat Nel may now openly “cultivate a
friend in spite of her mother” because of her “newnd me-ness” (29). Nel sleeps only to
wake up reborn the next morning. 8ulg defragmentation is, then, a complex process of
reckoning of temporal and spatial fragments avéslalfter experiencing a severe loss, usually
a death. Technically, in the process of defragmemathe actual imagery of all four natural
elements gathers around a narrative centre oftgrdsiom that moment, both text and self
appear to be coherent and cohesive. In the lifethef novel, these are moments of
emplotment. In the life of the individual charactéhese are moments of revelation,
redemption, and a sense of self-reliance.

As critics usually notice, the focalizing eventeiach chapter ddulais a literal or a figurative
death (Christian 1980, Reddy 1988Jhese deaths are different in nature/Nature, thoug
Whenever a significant death occurs, the scatteredjery of the two basic elements of
Nature — fire and water — gathers. Whenever a dezdhing a germ of rebirth occurs, all four
Natural elements — water, fire, air, and earth thgya Such deaths—rebirths are somewhat all
connected to Sula. The combination of the two kinfigathering lends the narrative its
thematic pulsation, its syncopated rhythmic pattern

The two most complex and significant deaths aredhad the headless soldier running next to
Shadrack in the battlefield and of Sula. They lmbéa literal and a symbolic death. He is not
only a soldier but also The Unknown Solider commeating the many futile deaths in
World War I. Under the influence of this death, Gtaak establishes National Suicide Day,
which runs its full course in the novel, fulfillings vocation by marching many into the
mouth of the New River Road tunnel, which collapgetl941.” 1941 is also the year when
the U.S. openly gets involved in World War Il. Onsgmbolic level, the death of an/the
unknown soldier and the National Suicide Day cohrike two world wars. Some critics
rightly readSulaas an anti-war novel (Hunt 1993).

By the time of Sula’s death in 1940, she has bectiragoariah of the town: a real mythic
figure. Her comings and goings are accompanied Vadld Nature signs, which the
community reads to testify to her evil nature. $ha roach, a bitch, and Devil incarnate
(113-117). While she lives, the Bottom people digte all their hatred into her, and once
“the source of their personal misfortune was idexttj they had leave to protect an love each
other” (117). Sula thus acts as a defragmentenariite of the Bottom. People gaining some
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free space to rearrange the fragments of their rab$e lives, “began to cherish their
husbands and wives, protect their children, refbair homes and in general band together
against the devil in their midst” (117-118).

Sula’s death is not less significant than her 8. mythic figures often do, Sula dies with
many — three — deaths: symbolic, metaphoric, angipal. When Nel visits Sula on her
deathbed, Sula asks her:

“You think | don’t know what your life is like judtecause | ain’t living it? | know
what every colored woman in this country is doing.”

“What' that?”

“Dying. Just like me. But the difference is theyrdylike a stump. Me, I'm going
down like one of those redwoods. | sure did livéhis world.” (143)

Her dying, first, symbolizes every African Americavoman’s life. This wider, symbolic
significance of Sula’s death also plays an impdr&aructuring role in the narrative. Her two
metaphorical deaths on the sheet signify on theel'®warrative technique. Her physical
death will figure in the future lives of Shadratte Bottom, and Nel by invoking moments of
wholeness through processes of defragmentation.

Sula’s multifaceted death is the centre of nareatiyravity in the novel, the focal
defragmenting device. All narrative particles —tpasd future fragments of images, events,
plotlines, and themes — seem to gravitate towardhe best description of this process of
gathering and scattering, that is defragmentat®oBula’s first lovemaking scene leading her
to “the postcoital privateness in which she meséker welcomed herself, and joined herself
in matchless harmony” (123); and in whiShlds text meets its fragments, welcomes itself,
and joins itself in matchless harmony, thoughjdist a little while.

During lovemaking she found and needed to findctiténg edge. When she left off
cooperating with her body and began to assert hangée act, particles of strength
gathered in her like steel shavings drawn to aispagnagnetic center, forming a tight
cluster that nothing, it seemed, could break. Avedd was utmost irony and outrage in
lying under someone, in a position of surrendezliig her own abiding strength and
limitless power. But the cluster did break, falagpand in her panic to hold it
together she leaped from the edge into soundlessmeswent down howling, howling
in a stinging awareness of the endings of thingseye of sorrow in the midst of all
that hurricane rage of joy. There, in the centehaf silence was not eternity but death
of time and loneliness so profound the word iteelfi no meaning. For loneliness
assumed the absence of other people, and thedsoshe found in that desperate
terrain had never admitted the possibility of otheople. She wept then. (123)

To achieve moments of wholeness, Stildaneeds asserting the self to gather the fragments
of experience/text into a coherent and cohesivstetwf life/narrative. Despite the desire to
maintain this ideal state of fullness, self/texgindiegrates. In a relationship, this state is both
that of submission and domination, in which selfl éext realize their limits: boundaries and
possibilities. The passage seems to suggest thatdesemgmentation, or self-reliance,
involves recognizing “the endings of things,” tigtmissing both the self and the other while
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they are still present by experiencing “the cloptte in the middle” of the self (61, 62, 64,
118, 170). In the narrative, such moments create pant of views that enable transitory
emplotment that fills the voids, breaks, cracksl discontinuities of the text.

While Sula is literally dying in “1940,” not onlyadthe ingredients of the main patterns of
imagery and themes gather, but also the four maturdl elements draw closer: fire—fever,
water—river—sweat, air—wind, earth—vegetation, hi#irg SuldSula’'s self-
defragmentation. It is a false alarm, though. Aftied leaves her old friend, Sula remembers
their friendship and her life. “Pictures drifteddhgh her head as lightly as dandelion spores”
(147). The dandelion spores of the past all seensdime to her, somewhat dusted. After that,
she has a dream of disintegration and her pargoltect the dust of the disintegrated body in
handfuls. Then, the elements overwhelm her. P&msthold.

First a fluttering as of doves in her stomach, th&snd of burning, followed by a
spread of thin wires to other parts of her bodyc®itne wires of liquid pain were in
place, they jelled and began to throb. (148)

Just as tiny streaks of different but interminglsigrylines twine all over the narrative, Sula’s
body is interlaced with thin wires of pain. Whenettgese thin wires gather the narrative’s
heartthrob intensifies. The three most intenseatise heartthrobs, the most complicated
knots on Shadrack’s hangman’s rope, are the dé&hla and Nel's friendship, Sula’s dying

and death, and Nel’s revival, which mutually pregsage as well as contain one another.

The narration, the imagery, and the structure d&'Sulying all re-enact the scene in which
their friendship is killed by Sula’s infidelity ardel’s timidity to look at the “gray ball of fur”
of her suppressed feelings for Jude and Sula (I)-—-Neither Nel nor Sula are capable of
self-defragmentation at these climatic moments.yTihath fail to “rememory” each other.
Although Sula realizes that all she has needea ithé boundaries of her own self; and
although the reader is half convinced that deattheésbest thing that could happen to the
burned out, feverish Sula (149), neither Sula herrtarrative gain a new point of view from
which the fragments of both her life and her stooyld undergo the redemptive process of
defragmentation to achieve wholeness through ssftdesmplotment. Sula’s life-fragments
are scattered in wind like “dandelion spores” wiilel’s life-fragments are condensed in a
“muddy ball of fur,” neither of which promise liketton and redemption, which is well
expressed in both women’s inability to cry with thealing cry of the women at Chicken
Little’s and Hannah'’s funerals. Since Sula dieg, sill never have the possibility to listen to
Nel’s story and accept her point of view. In a ative sense, she is “damned.” Nel, however,
may listen to what Sula can tell her, she may reiegthe importance of sharing experience
with others in making her own self.

Nel's awakening scene is a process of both nagaivd personal defragmentation. After
having been faced with several obscure particlehesf past by Eva, she rearranges the
fragments, and the new constellation of eventsaallber to gain a new point of view. It is
significant that she is able to do so because tiindge Sula’s perspective emerge. By
“listening” to the other side of their story, Neeés up some free space that is necessary to
run the process of defragmentation.
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Outside she fastened her coat against the risind.Wihe top button was missing so
she covered her throat with her hand. A bright eggeened in her head and memory
seeped into it. (169) ...

Shadrack and Nel moved in different directions. @istance between them increased
as they remembered gone things.

Suddenly Nel stopped. Her eye twitched and burnétea

“Sula?” she whispered, gazing at the tops of tr&agla?”

Leaves stirred; mud shifted; there was the smedivefripe green things. A soft ball of
fur broke and scattered like dandelion sporeseritteeze.

“All that time, all that time, | thought | was miag Jude.” And the loss pressed down
on her chest and came up into her throat. “We wiéstggether,” she said as though
explaining something. “O Lord, Sula,” she crieditgirl, girlgirlgirl.” (174)

Technically, the narrative collects all four natuetements. The main protagonists, or their
names on the page, reappear, and most significahity overall quilt of Sula and Nel's
friendship is pieced together: all main visual aadral patterns and images of their
relationship or of their individual selves are eedtted, gathered in one final story quilt
surface. By visualizing the break of Nel's privaggay ball of fur’” metaphor by Sula’s
deathbed metaphor of scattered “dandelion spoties,harrative reinforces the girls selves in
relation and dialogue with each other through tBmporary defragmentation of their
“opposite directions” and “separate thoughts.” Nedfeferred moment of defragmentation
fulfils itself, bearing a tentative promise of rghi Sula’s life too earns its symbolic and
pragmatic significance as a defragmenting powehénovel: destructive and creative; that
is, redemptive.

Morison works with the most basic creative ingratbeavailable at hand: water, fire, earth,
air, and their rhythmic combinations. This briefadeng will observe how the multiply
patterned mud imagery functions as an aesthetionmp the narrative. To map the novel's
figurative texture in its entirety would transgrabke limits of this paper. Nonetheless, the
mud pattern may illustrate Morrison’s overall tecjue of crafting—quilting the novel's
imagery via fragmentation—defragmentation. Though mud imagery is present all through
the narrative, it is scattered throughout. The gy of its elements further syncopates the
heartbeat of the novel, and that is why the navebi heart-gripping and heart-breaking at the
same time without being simply pathetic.

Sula’s main element is water, her eyes “were aggtand clean as rain” (53), and in the eyes
of Nel, rain remains the main metaphor for her tigleout the novel. In “1965,” when Nel is
musing about Sula’s funeral and the collapse oftdheel, she identifies Sula with rain. Nel
remembers the people eventually starting singirntpliSNe Gather at the River?” “Perhaps
Sula answered them even then, for it started ¥’ 4i73), ponders Nel. Her remark alludes
to the tunnel accident later in January, caused laydslide because of the sudden melting of
ice into water. When Sula returns and the robinalliy leave in May, Nel senses the “green,
rain-soaked Saturday nights” (94): the surest $ignSula’s presence back in her life. Not
only does Sula carry the sign of water, she is blsming inside. Eva and the people in the
Bottom call it “Hellfire” (93), but for Ajax, thianixture of water and fire is bliss on earth
(128). “His idea of bliss (on earth as opposedigshn the sky) was a long bath in piping-hot
water” (128). That “piping-hot water” stands forl&sa character is reinforced a couple of
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lines further down, when Sula reminds Ajax thatdkiag in hot water give you a bad back;”
with Ajax replying: “Soaking in Sula give me a biaalck” (128).

Nel is more down to earth, down to vegetation. ¥ene the narrative is focalized from her
point of view, earthy things abound: overripe grdbimgs, green grass, uprooted grass,
leaves, dead leaves, daffodils, earth, soil, dust,dirt. The narrator describes her enthusiasm
because of Sula’s being back with a set of imageoylded out of the fruit of earth and
water.

Nel alone noticed the peculiar quality of May tf@lowed the leaving of the birds. It
had sheen, a glimmering as of green, rain-soakedday nights ... of lemon-yellow
afternoons bright with iced drinks and splashedadfodils. It showed in the damp
faces of her children and the river-smoothnessa@if toices. (94)

When they meet at twelve as “unshaped, formlessg#hi (53) and set out to create
themselves “something else to be,” their “meetirag Wortunate, for it let them use each other
to grow on” (52). They are fertile soil (Nel) arefreshing rain (Sula) for each other.

Mud, the mix of water and earth, is the third unsak symbol for creation apart from water
and fire. In the novel, the mud imagery suggesta 8nd Nel's togetherness and allusions to
that, signals Nel's missing of Sula in specificdghe pain of missing as such in general. It
suggests that Sula and Nel together could haveaacehof becoming. Their togetherness,
however, would not mean a fusion and dissolutiotheir private selves. As Nel says, “Sula
never competed; she simply helped others definmdbles” (95). The connected though
different nature of Sula and Nel's shared selftomais compellingly imitated in their
laughter duet. “Her rapid soprano and Sula’s dékpy chuckle made a duet that frightened
the cat and made the children run in from the back” (97). Also, when Sula enters Nel's
home, to Nel, everything seems to belong:

“the dishes piled in the sink looked as though thelpnged there; the dust on the
lamps sparkled; the hair brush lying on the “gosdfa in the living room did not have
to be apologetically retrieved, and Nel's grimyrattable children looked like their
wild things happily insouciant in the May shine6)9

Sula’s mere presence defragments Nel’s life witheJwhich “over the years had spun a
steady gray web around her heart” (95). Nel feelselong, too. Yet, it will take her as long
and as far as the last page of the book to retlaeshe has always belonged to Sula rather
than Jude.

| take mud to be a metaphor for Sula’s and Nelienfiship, and the recognition of its
missing. First, when they meet, the narrator daksn “unshaped, formless things,” as their
creator who is going to shape them out of theirdmess’. Second, the river scene is the
primary scene that shows how deeply the two Igites have clung to each other. Their ritual
of digging and burying foreshadows a relationshiplifetime: only death can part them. Nel
and Sula are playing in the grass digging a hote then burying debris in it (mixing the
rubbles of their separate lives), the image of nsuevoked by the constant mixing of earth
and water vocabulary, like river, earth, sweattdwster, and dirt. Third, Nel first senses the
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shifting mud in her guts after she has lost bottheJand Sula, when earth and water finally
make mud, that is the word ‘mud’ is actually uttene the book (104). Its meaning, however,
is still unclear. The textual context suggests thad shifting movement of mud is more
connected to Nel's realization of the stupid losSwola than that of Jude: Nel thinks of Sula
and Chicken Little’s funeral while the image of miadms. “There was stirring, a movement
of mud and dead leaves. She thought of the womeDhatken Little’'s funeral” (107). It
sounds like a sensual-emotional paraphrase ofstingidity of loss” (107), the women cry
for at the funeral.

Stirring has erotic connotations in the novel; deaves, dead leaves may refer to Nel's
metaphoric death, since her symbolic medium ofisifearth, vegetation.

There was stirring, a movement of mud and deacekeav. (107)

The mud shifted, the leaves stirred, the smelefrgpe green things enveloped her
and the announced the beginnings of her very owrl.ho

But it did not come.

The odor evaporated; the leaves were still, the satiied. And finally there was
nothing, just a flake of something dry and nastiien throat. (108)

The pattern of shifting mud, stirring leaves, amgeB of overripe things thus may signify
Nel's turning outside of her inside, her utter frantation, metaphorical vivisection. Jude’s
name does not figure in these pages, whereas Sigaies five times. Actually, Nel is
having a fictive conversation with her. Nel's owowl does not come, either because she
does not know for whom to cry or because she repseker cry for Sula. How much of it is
conscious or unconscious one cannot say, but fnmtoment, Nel is playing in the dark.

The ingredients of the mud pattern improvised updhfigure again in Sula’s and Ajax’s
lovemaking scene in “1939.” In this second deathhensheet picture, Sula is metaphorically
vivisecting Ajax’s body in her desire to understdhd source of his beauty, and to possess
him.

I will put my hand deep into your soil, lift itftsit with my fingers, feel its warm
surface and dewy chill below.

| will water your soil, keep it rich and moist. Bubw much? How much water to keep
the loam moist? And how much loam will | need &pkay water still? And when do
the two make mud? (131)

Here again Ajax’s inside is turned out, his soib&ng stirred up in Sula’s imagination. The
scene is overtly sexual. Water and earth here mddvmake mud, which represents a strong
desire for union with the beloved. However, in gyenbolic frame of the novel, Ajax, the
bird of freedom, the lover of airplanes and theebdlky, bears the element of air not earth.
Mud, thus, only signifies the desire for emotiohdfilment, a “desire for love” (131). After
Ajax elopes, Sula’s stream of consciousness moneldg actually a dialogue with what Nel
said or would say in a similar situation. The muwattgrn has gotten richer with its erotic
overtones and the reader is surer that Nel's sgifthud stirs up emotions of missing Sula
rather than Jude. The imagery of mud belongs tb Bola’s and Nel's means of expression
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and imagination. This complex, bittersweet eartlgetation pattern appears to signify the
desire for love as well as the pain of the voidthbtihe presence and the absence of the
beloved stir up in Sula and Nel.

In “1940,” the mud imagery again falls into piecéistemains present, though only in the
form of its reminiscences. As Nel is visiting thgrd) Sula, it breaks into ingredients: dirt,
stirring, and dew of sweat. After Sula finishes hate speech about how the folks in the
Bottom are going to love her, that is, miss heg sloses her eyes and thinks of “the wind
pressing her dress between her legs as she rameupabk of the river to four leaf-locked
trees and the digging of holes in the earth” (1&)la remembers the river scene with Nel,
when the two first made mud. Nel, leaving, enunesrdhe missing presences of things and
persons around, including Sula, however she doegunte turn to look at her. She leaves
with an empty heart (146); while Sula thinks of:H@Xel] thinking how much | have cost her
and never remember the days when we were two thevat one eye and we had no price”
(147). The two old friends fail to assemble theyin@nts of their friendship into a temporary
whole.

At the tunnel disaster, literal mud buries and atates people. The event is focalized more
from the Bottom’s point of view — for whom, Sulanged as the container of their hatred
(unlike for Nel, who deposited all her love in héfherefore, the mixture of earth and water
becomes a force of doomsday destruction rather ¢heattion. In its full creative power, the
multi-patterned mud imagery gathers at the enchefriovel, which is focalized from Nel's
point of view.

Leaves stirred; mud shifted; there was the smedivefripe green things. A soft
ball of fur broke and scattered like dandelion sgan the breeze. (174)

This is the fullest aesthetic constellation of Nedind Sula’s friendship in the novel. The
combination of the complex water—earth—vegetatimages and the interplay between the
two globular patterns of Nel’'s “ball of fur” and s “dandelion spores” together open up a
narrative free space that enables both Nel's amdtlvel’s creative defragmentation to begin.
The dandelion spores of Sula’s experimental litg ttarried “Eva’s arrogance and Hannah's
self-indulgence” but lacked their sense of commuogonging (118) act as redemptive
defragmenters for the soft ball of fur of Nel'sineig, caring though timid, unimaginative
self.

In Beloved Paul D with his mouth traces out the amiable keduberry tree” of the sore whip
scars — the fragmented tissue — in Sethe’s backl@)3 hence stirring up the memories of
their shared past life back at Sweet Home. Thiwis the process of defragmentation works
in Sula too. It recognizes the fragmented state of emcgteas the form of being; however, by
rejecting the state of forgetfulness, it also gates creative actions for achieving a sense of
temporary whole existence by kneading it out of tdmporal and spatial fragments within
reach. What the creative process of defragmentalo@s is to momentarily (re)arrange the
scraps and relics of fragmented selves to (re)eraatontiguous form of being; which, in
turn, results in opening up a great deal of fremcepfor present and future use. The space
freed up that way engenders the creation of a teanpsense of an effectively whole self. By
the same token, the free space created by defragtimenmay initiate a spatial shift toward a
sense of self that becomes appropriate at that morae incomplete self pushes itself to the
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fore and develops into the main figure of self-adoisness because a critical fragment that
has been missing now has been (re)collected. Tisems rememoried life experience now is
acting as the background to that figdre.

Processes of defragmentation thus involve both tiraeelling and space sliding. Just as
African American diasporic life beginning with thdiddle Passage, they demand both
temporal and spatial gathering of fragmented selvéscordingly, processes of

defragmentation as a means of self-creation actuatte the gathering of fragments out of
one’s entire life experience — perceived and redike a magnet attracts iron shavings into
moments in which one feels whole and the bringmghe focal point a figure of self that

becomes potent through spatial shifts for a momast.follows, the creative process of
defragmentation may help loosen the theoreticaiéenbetween constructivist (post-modern
constructed) and essentialist (modernist authemtiojlels of self: the making up and the
finding out (Stepto 19-20 and Duvall 8).

In my view, inspired bysulds narrative technique and the novel’s elaboratibself-creation
as a process of becoming through processes ofgdedratation, the leading motifs of African
American women'’s cultural experience in the Amaricsrican Diaspora are the mutually
superimposed patterns of their forced fragmentatod of their restless solos for self-
defragmentation. These are the recurring themasidual black women (artists) can clearly
recognize from fragments as well as join in andgar together with rhythmic variations but
still in the overall swing of the syncopated compos of African American cultural
traditions. This disorderly dynamics of destructivelagmentation and creative
defragmentation, | have proposed, constitutes, m@yecontrols, and alters; that is, defines
the redemptive aesthetics of Morison’s fiction.avl argued thebulds narrative technique
of defragmentation (re)enacts the creative prosesdethe female characters’ everyday
struggles for becoming in the novel, which, in tumay also mirror African American
women’s ingenious efforts to survive in Diasporathis way,Sulais both ametaphoraand
anamphorafor life.

! The idea to name the self-creational process edant the narrative technique | observed while irep8ula
as a “creative process of defragmentation” occutoede while | was running Microsoft's DEFRAG.exe
program because my PC had slowed down, practibatbpming inoperative. | watched the little dynathiee-
dimensional icon constructed of small building ksiof different colours. A tiny portion of the wigoloose
assembly — the lower segment of one vertical ptarteone horizontal plane — remained still, but nodsts
particles kept pulsating: by dispersing outward,dhen, rapidly flocking backward to form a slackiyegrated
block again. For an instant, the assembly becarselkected though visibly different at each recctien. This
animated icon graphically demonstrates the geigeal behind the concept of defragmentation: thegs® of
defragmentation searches for and relocates (de&atgnthe scattered clusters (fragments) of digiated
(fragmented) entities in order to make them tempilgrdoosely integrated, yet a bit differently thaefore. In
order to work effectively, the program of defragtagion needs some initial free space. Howevelsd fees
up space on the hard disk, which in turn, enables better performance. As a parallel, literatuesy provide
this free space for the self-defragmentation ofexsi and readers alike while it may also open ufitiadcal
space for their creating their own lives.

2 Mikhail Bakhtin's theories of dialogisnpgckaz) and heteroglossiadropeuue) in the discourse of novel have
also served as helpful source of vocabulary tori@sthe self-creational strategiesSuola.Dialogism,
heteroglossia, and verbal improvisation have besgrckeative survival strategies in African Amerigatistic as
well as cultural existence.

% Descriptions of fragmentation—defragmentation aiobin Morrison’s novels. Here | can only show some
concrete cases with no desire either to exhaugh#me or to close-read thenThe Bluest Eyeghe narrator
describes the Breedloves as: “each member of thigyfan his own cell of consciousness, each makirsgown
patchwork quilt of reality — collecting fragmentsexperience here, pieces of information therenttioe tiny
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impressions gleaned from one another, they creasshse of belonging and tried to make do withwiine they
found each other” (25). Aboltar Baby Morrison told Thomas LeClair in 1981 that ifidr Baby [she uses]
that old story because despite its funny, happynend used to frighten me. The story has a tdoylia it which
is used by a white man to catch a rabbit. ‘Tar babglso a name, like nigger, that white peopli lndack
children, black girls, as | recall. Tar seemed ®tmbe an odd thing to be in a Western story,ldodnd that
there is a tar lady in African mythology. | startiéhking about tar. At one time, a tar pit wasadytplace, at
least an important place, because tar was usediltbthings. It came naturally out of the earthhéld together
things like Moses'’s little boat and the pyramidsr Fe, the tar baby came to mean the black womanoah
hold things together. The story was a point of dieja to history and prophecy. That's what | megmbsting
off the myth, looking closely at it to see whannitght conceal...” (122). See also Judlyn S. Ryan’ritested
Visions/Double-Vision in Tar Baby” (1997). Paradise the image of the Oven, which the 8R men keep
dismantling and rebuilding brick by brick any tirieey move on, also symbolize their fragmented nnigliges
as well as their yearning and struggling for whekes) a settlement of their owroveends with Christine “on
her knees” gathering the broke body of “Heed indrens” (177).

* W.E.B. Du Bois’s philosophical propositions thatutural and psychological double-consciousnesstsin
the soul of black folks, Zora Neale Hurston’s aofiological observations on the characteristicS@dro self-
expressions, Houston A. Baker's theory of bluesheties andW)holenessHenry Louis Gates Jr.’s theory of
signifyin(g) and the “speakerly text” have all infieed my research at some or other stage. Toni btori$
concept of rememoryell hooks’s project of self-recoverfudre Lorde’s mission for reintegratipAlice
Walker, Faith Ringgold, Lucille Clifton, and Romaearden’s visual and poetic quilting aesthetiobnJ
Wideman'’s use of Africanbi cosmology as narrative technique, and Nina Simo#gisan-based call-and-
response jazz aesthetics have all been instruniarftaiming my opinion that a yearning for wholesd®ms
arguably energized African American artistic endeas, as it shows iBulds narrative technique, too. bell
hooks, for instance, calls the experience of reizigm and valuing the implications of being an Afn
American woman as “struggle for self-recoveryTialking Back(1989). Under the term ‘self-recovery’, she
understands the “oppressed struggle in languagectyer ourselves — to rewrite, to reconcile, teere,” and
also “the oppressed struggle in language to reasktues — to reunite, to reconcile, to renew” (ZB)e also
Elizabeth Alexander, “Coming out Blackened and VehtfFragmentation and Reintegration in Audre Losde’
Zamiand theCancer Journal5(1994). More recently, Bernard W. Bell's studyAfrican American fiction
entitledThe Contemporary African American Novel: Its Fobos and Modern Branch€2004) seems to
support my idea according to which African Ameridiégerature has been permeated with a yearning for
achieved wholeness and a quest for a provisoryeatithself.

® Bell points out ifContemporary African American Nov&hmerican and African American vernacular
revisionist cultural and literary critics use outaral capital and double consciousness to coarast
complicate the master narratives and myths of #teral, universal superiority of Western culturel éime innate
purity, unity, and dominance of white people, eggdcmen. We also use our double consciousnesgpoess
either an Afrocentric or African Americentric typémodernism and postmodernism that acknowledges th
limitations and possibilities of cultural relatimsand provisional truths in the quest for pers@mal collective
freedom, literacy, and wholeness” (xvi).

® Deborah E. McDowell readBulaas a pioneering piece of post-modern fiction thatrates the binary
oppositions of black/white, male/female/, good/epdsitive/negative, and self/other ruling traditib (African)
American critical (male) inquiry and literature. & harrative blurs and complicates binary oppositiamd blurs
the boundaries they create — limitations that aliethe self from the other, and the self from leiinsr herself.
Sulais rich in irony and ambiguity; the reader engemorld here, “a world that demands a shift from a
dialectical either/or orientation to one that ialdgical, or both/and, full of shifts and contrétios, particularly
shifting and contradictory conceptions of the sé®0). McDowell is right in saying that the novele$ not have
a central character, and that the notion of charad “statieessenckis replaced with the “idea of character as
process (61). For McDowell,SuldSula is exemplary because it/she fails to attaifnaleness of being. In his
response to McDowell’'s paper, Michael Awkward psiatit that McDowell elsewhere overtly contradictsat
she posits about wholenessSula In “The Changing Same:” Generational Connections aria@cR Women
Novelists she argues that despite the current wave oétigerriticism and theory that calls into questiarly
delineated autonomous characters as wholes imggiminblack woman as a “whole” character of “sai’s
been a consistent preoccupation of black femaleligts throughout history. ... It seems approprititerefore,
to allow the critical concerns of black women'’s at®sto emerge organically from those texts, rathan to
allow current critical fashion to dictate what thasoncerns should be (Awkward 74). As McDowell reds®
states, African American women novelists traditiyniend to perceive of wholeness as a goal woadthy
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struggle and endurance. Wholeness in these cahewidss is not represented as “static essenceabut
process Pauline E. HopkinsgContending Forces: A Romance of Negro Life Nortth South Zora Neal
Hurston’sTheir Eyes Were Watching GoBoni Morrison’sSong of Solomgrand Alice Walker'sThe Color
Purpleall depict processes of achieved/failed wholeness.

7+1919” describes the literal/symbolic death oftae/unknown soldier in war and the origins of thatibhal
Suicide Day. Then, four concrete cases of deatbvioln “1920, " Nel's great-grandmother, Cecileb@adies
of old age and is buried. In “1921” Eva burns, tilsakills Plum. “1922” withesses Nel and Sula’'ewning of
Chicken Little in the river, while “1923,” the adantal burning of Hannah Peace. On the way to balsfiva
possibly smothers the disfigured Hannah. The regetchapters focus on metaphoric deaths. In “18&0"s
“me-ness” dies when she marries Jude. From Evaandiof a wedding before Hannah's death, the rdadmrs
that wedding also means death in the Bottom's bgjistem. In deed, Jude thinks that he and Nel‘milke
one Jude” (83). “1937” depicts the death of Nel &uth's friendship. Nel hibernates both her sexamptional
and intellectual self-consciousness. The infideditbf Jude and Sula take the desire to love oobibf her
“thighs” and “heart” (110-111). In “1939,” readexsd narrator join in Sula’s ‘death on the sheethgcwith
Ajax, where ‘death on the sheet’ is an Elizabetmataphor for orgasm. “1940” brings Sula’s literahth
whereas in “1941,” many townspeople celebrate thigoNal Suicide Day, marching into the river tunmetich
collapses. Their literal deaths allegorize the comity’s spiritual and physical falling apart. “1968 engulfed
in death. Nel's eulogy for the deserted, metapladisicdead, Bottom is the opening theme. A visithia hospice
follows, where the once animated but now feebleminBva reminds Nel of her share in Chicken Litttesth.
The confused Nel visits Sula’s grave, remembers 8ola died and was buried, and comes across Skadrac
who is death personified, “a little shaggier, #diblder, still energetically mad” (173). The rative spirals
back on itself: the novel ends sometime short leeitostarts with the depiction of the Bottom’s ldk
eradication. Despite Nel's revival scene, the wisgrsadder reader begins to miss Nel, “the wonuearyimg
along the road with the sunset in her face” (1{8)here in the Bottom, where “once was a neighbmah¢l).

8 The closest thing the creative process of defragatien clings to is Morrison’s concept of “rememdiTo
rememory is to perform a conscious act of imagamaénd to reconfigure the events of one’s life imtstory.
All events must go through the creative power ofmogy and imagination, and then be “disrememberpadt”
into their reconfigured places in one’s life story.
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