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Setin the 1680s, in the early stages of the slave frade, A

MORRISON | Mercy gives voice to a remarkable group of characters:

- o Jacob, an Anglo-Dutch farmer, trader, and lender; his
wife, Rebekka, newly arrived from England; their servant
woman, the Native American Lina, whose tribe has been
wiped out by smallpox; Florens, the slave girl he
reluctantly accepts as payment for a bad loan; and the
permanently shipwrecked Sorrow, daughter of a sea
captain killed in a storm off the coast of the Carolinas.
These characters take turns narrating the story, and their
voices carry the physical and emotional scars of the
struggles of their lives.

A Mercy is a visceral, infricately textured novel that takes readers right to the
origins of America, a place where the seeds of the racial, religious, and class
tensions that would later come to fruition in revolution and civil war were already
being sown. It is a place where people are forced to make wrenching decisions.
Jacob does not wish to take a slave as payment for a bad debt, but he feels it's
the best option available. Nor does he wish to traffic in slavery—he prides himself
on his honest work—though he is willing to make huge profits off the slave labor of
sugar plantations in Barbados. Florens's mother does not want to part with her
daughter, but feels that Florens will be better off with Jacob than with her own
cruel master. Rebekka knows that even as a white woman, the only choices open
to her are wife, servant, and prostitute. Florens, Lina, and Sorrow, who are servants,
know that if both their master and mistress die, their already circumscribed choices
will disappear completely and they will be fair game for anyone. This is a world in
which women—white, black, and Native American—are especially vulnerable,
literally at the mercy of the men who hold power over them.
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But A Mercy is as much a novel of experience as ideas, and it is the vividness and
immediacy of these characters that makes the novel so powerful. These are voices
that have not been heard before, voices silenced first by cruelty and then by
history. In A Mercy they are free to speak at last.

About the Author

Toni Morrison is the Robert F. Goheen Professor of
Humanities, Emerita, at Princeton University. She
has received the National Book Critics Circle
Award and the Pulitzer Prize. In 1993 she was
awarded the Nobel Prize in Literature. Her
previous novels include Sula, The Bluest Eye, Song
of Solomon, Tar Baby, Beloved, Jazz Paradise,
and Love. She lives in Rockland County, New York,
and Princeton, New Jersey.

Author Resources:

Distinguished Women of Past and Present: Biography of Toni Morrison
http://www.distinguishedwomen.com/biographies/morrison.html

Official Website of the Toni Morrison Society
http://www.tonimorrisonsociety.org/

Toni Morrison from Biography.com
http://www.biography.com/articles/Toni-Morrison-9415590

Toni Morrison from Ohio Reading Road Trip
http://www.orrt.org/morrison/

Cited Resource:
Reader’s Guide from Random House
http://www.randomhouse.com/catalog/display.pperl2isbn=9780307264237 &view=rg
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Discussion Questions

1.

Florens addresses her story to the blacksmith she loves and writes: "You can think
what | tell you a confession, if you like, but one full of curiosities familiar only in
dreams and during those moments when a dog's profile plays in the steam of a
kettle" (p. 3). In what sense is her story a confession? What are the dreamlike
"curiosities" it is filled with?2

Florens writes to the blacksmith, "I am happy the world is breaking open for us,
yet its newness trembles me" (p. 5), and later, "Now | am knowing that unlike with
Senhor, priests are unlove here" (p. 7). In what ways is Florens's use of language
strikingly eccentric and poetic? What does the way she speaks and writes reveal
about who she is and what her experience has been?

What does A Mercy reveal about Colonial America that is startling and new? In
what ways does Morrison give this period in our history an emotional depth that
cannot be found in fext books?

A Mercy is told primarily through the distinctive narrative voices of Florens, Lina,
Jacob, Rebekka, Sorrow, and, lastly, Florens's mother. What do these characters
reveal about themselves through the way they speak? What are the advantages
of such a multivocal narrative over one told through a single voice?

Jacob Vaark is reluctant to traffic in human flesh and determined to amass
wealth honestly, without "trading his conscience for coin" (p. 28). How does he
justify making money from trading sugar produced by slave labor in Barbados?
What larger point is Morrison making here?

How does Jacob's attitude toward his slaves/workers differ from that of the
farmer who owns Florens's mother?

When Rebekka falls ill, Lina treats her with a mixture of herbs: devil's bit, mugwort,
Saint-John's-wort, maidenhair, and periwinkle. She also considers "repeating
some of the prayers she learned among the Presbyterians, but since none had
saved Sir, she thought not" (p. 50). What fundamental differences are suggested
here between the practical, earth-based healing knowledge of Lina and the
more ethereal prayers of the Presbyterians? What larger role does healing play in
the novele

Rebekka knows that even as a white woman, her prospects are limited to
"servant, prostitute, wife, and although horrible stories were told about each of
those careers, the last one seemed safest" (pp. 77-78). And Lina, Sorrow, and
Florens know that if their mistress dies, "three unmastered women ... out here,
alone, belonging to no one, became wild game for anyone” (p. 58). What does
the novel as a whole reveal about the precarious position of women, European
and African, free and enslaved, in late-17th-century America?
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Rebekka says she does not fear the violence in the colonies—the occasional
skirmishes and uprisings—because it is so much less horrifying and pervasive than
the violence in her home country of England. In what ways is "civilized" England
more savage than "savage" America?

What role does the love story between Florens and the blacksmith play in the
novel2 Why does the blacksmith tell Florens that she is "a slave by choice" (p.
141)2

When Florens asks for shelter on her journey to find the blacksmith, she is taken in
by a Christian widow and her apparently "possessed" daughter Jane, whose soul
she is trying to save by whipping her. And Rebekka experiences religion, as
practiced by her mother, as "a flame fueled by a wondrous hatred" (p. 74). How
are Christians depicted in the novel? How do they regard Florens, and black
people generally?

Lina tells Florens, "We never shape the world... The world shapes us" (p. 71). What
does she mean? In what ways are the main characters in the novel more
shaped by than shapers of the world they inhabit?

Why does Florens's mother urge Jacob to take her? Why does she consider his
doing so a mercye What does her decision say about the conditions in which she
and so many others like her were forced to live?

The sachem of Lina's tribe says of the Europeans: "Cut loose from the earth's soul,
they insisted on purchase of its soil, and like all orphans they were insatiable. It
was their destiny to chew up the world and spit out a horribleness that would
destroy all primary peoples” (p. 54). To what extent is this an accurate
assessmente In what ways is A Mercy about the condition of being orphaned?
What is the literal and symbolic significance of being orphaned or abandoned in
the novele

Why does Morrison choose to end the novel in the voice of Florens' s mother?
How does the ending alter or intensify all that has come before ite

Why is it important to have a visceral, emotional grasp of what life was like,
especially for Africans, Native Americans, and women, in Colonial America? In
what ways has American culture tried to forget or whitewash this history?

Did you see the stunning twist at the novel's conclusion coming? If so, when and
why? If not, why do you think it blindsided you?

How do the stories of the women in A Mercy serve as a prequel to the stories of
the women in Beloved, which is set two centuries later?

Cited Resource:
Reader’s Guide from Random House
http://www.randomhouse.com/catalog/display.pperl2isbn=9780307264237 &view=rg
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Additional Resources

Toni Morrison: A Mother, A Stranger, 'A Mercy'
http://www.npr.org/templates/story/story.phpestoryld=95961382
NPR audio recording of Toni Morrison reading from A Mercy

Toni Morrison Discusses A Mercy
http://www.youtube.com/watchev=71ZvMhQ2LIU
Video interview with NPR’s Lynn Neary

Toni Morrison on A Mercy
http:.//www.podcastdirectory.com/podshows/3984694
KCET Podcast: ALOUD at Central Library, Los Angeles Public Library

Figurative Language in Toni Morrison's A Mercy
http://www.visualthesaurus.com/cm/lessons/1680/
Lesson plan from Visual Thesaurus

“Imagining Slavery: Toni Morrison and Charles Johnson” by Timothy L. Parrish
http://findarticles.com/p/articles/mi_hbé410/is n1_v25/ai n28687279/
Article from Studies in American Fiction, Spring1997

“Original Sins” by David Gates
http://www.nytimes.com/2008/11/30/books/review/Gates-t.html
Review of A Mercy from The New York Times Book Review.

Book details:
A Mercy by Toni Morrison.
Random House, 2008, ISBN-13 978-0-307-26423-7.

About Choose to Read Ohio

Choose to Read Ohio (CTRO) spotlights Ohio authors and promotes reading across Ohio. The
State Library of Ohio, in partnership with Ohioana Library Association, developed this initiative to
encourage Ohioans of all ages to share literature by authors native to, residing in, or associated
with Ohio. CTRO is adaptable for use in classroomes, libraries, bookstores, by book discussion
groups, families, and other community groups.

Explore Choose to Read Ohio resources & toolkits: http://oh.webjunction.org/ohctrointro.




