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Morrison’s Names 

Throughout Toni Morrison’s novel Song of Solomon, characters have names that are derived from the Bible. Within the story itself, there seems to be no reason for this. None of the characters are overtly religious and, in fact, religion appears to play no role whatsoever in the story, outside of the names and one or two minor mentions. As a result, the reader is forced to ask, why are there such blatantly biblical names when religion has no direct bearing on the plot?

The answer is the question itself. The characters give no heed to religion in their daily lives, yet they name their children after people (and in one case, a book) in the Bible. The very paradox of the situation was the author’s purpose. It is one thing to give lip service to religion, speak of it in hushed tones, or even give children religious sounding names. Without application of what the religion offers, though, nothing is truly gained. The same is true in life, as Morrison would be quick to point out. As the author stated: "I used the Biblical names to show the impact of the Bible on the lives of Black people, their awe and respect for it coupled with their ability to distort it for their own purposes” (qtd. in Wilentz). The key is the last part of the quote. How much awe or respect does a person really have for something if they willingly distort it to suit their purposes? This is not a story about people respecting the Bible and letting it guide them, but rather of how they abuse it for their personal gain.

Perhaps most prominent of the biblically named characters is Milkman’s aunt, Pilate. This is the case because of how she was given the name and her role in the story. Jake, Pilate’s father, opened a Bible and randomly pointed to a name “that seemed to him strong and handsome; saw in [the name] a large figure that looked like a tree hanging in some princely but protective way over a row of smaller trees” (Morrison 18). Ironically, how “Pilate” appeared in the Bible to Jake was prophetic of his daughter’s personality, while not at all representative of Pontius Pilate as found in the Bible. In the beginning of Song of Solomon, Pilate takes Guitar and Milkman into her home and is already educating them on life (Morrison 36-39). When she was just twelve years old, she struck out on her own, separated from her brother Macon, and searched for her family (Morrison 41). Conversely, Pontius Pilate is generally viewed as being weak-willed, giving in to pressure from the people he ruled over. As the Gospels record: “When Pilate saw that he could prevail nothing, but that rather a tumult was made, he took water, and washed his hands before the multitude, saying, I am innocent of the blood of this just person: see ye to it” (Matthew 27:24). While interpretations of Pontius Pilate’s actions may vary, most readers of Song of Solomon would agree that Pilate, Milkman’s aunt, would not react the way Pontius Pilate did and would fight for what she believed in.

Pilate carried on the new family tradition of naming children from the Bible by giving her daughter the name Reba, from Rebekah, and her granddaughter the name Hagar. Arguably, this is only giving a cursory nod to religion. If Christianity pervaded more of Pilate’s life, it could stand  

Both Hagar in Song of Solomon and the Hagar of the Bible suffered from excessive pride. In the Bible, Hagar effectively filled the role of a surrogate mother for Abram and Sarai (later known as Abraham and Sarah) and “when she realized she was pregnant, she became very proud and arrogant toward her mistress Sarai”  (The Living Bible Genesis 16:4b). Milkman’s cousin Hagar was conceited in thinking her appearance was the reason he ended their relationship: “Look at how I look. I look awful. No wonder he didn’t want me. I look terrible … I need to get up from here and fix myself up. No wonder” (Morrison 308). One could argue that it was refusal to address the real issues, but pride reinforced in her the idea that she could, and should, kill Milkman. Any outsider would see that Milkman could easily thwart her attempts, but pride blinded Hagar from seeing that.

For the most part, drawing parallels between other characters and their biblical namesakes is tenuous at best. The one exception would be Solomon. King Solomon of the Bible is considered to be the wisest person to ever live. The Bible states that God told King Solomon, “Behold, I have done according to thy words: lo, I have given thee a wise and an understanding heart; so that there was none like thee before thee, neither after thee shall any arise like unto thee” (KJV 1 Kings 3:12). For many reasons, his wisdom being one, King Solomon was considered one of the patriarchs of Israel. Similarly, Jake’s father, Solomon, was much like a patriarch to the town of Shalimar, Virginia. As if to display this to everyone, many of the people in Shalimar adopted the name of “Solomon” in apparent allegiance to the common ancestor. It seems that they respected and even admired the father of their town.

Perhaps surprisingly, Solomon, like the biblical Solomon, can be viewed as a very wise person. Jake’s father, by being the Flying African, was the only character who took permanent action toward discovering his family’s history. Pilate and Milkman pursued an interest in their common background, but there is no evidence that either made it a permanent change in their lives. In fact, on her proverbial deathbed, Pilate says, “I wish I’d a knowed more people. I would of loved ‘em all. If I’d a knowed more, I would a loved more” (Morrison 336). This suggests remorse in not going back South to meet and talk to more of her family.

Related to the character of Solomon, there is the title of the novel. It is probably the most recognizable parallel between Morrison’s tale and the Bible. A book of the Bible, The Song of Songs, is alternately known as The Song of Solomon, and is considered a love poem. On that point, a major commentary on the Bible says of The Song of Solomon: 

“The view most widely held by scholars today is that the book is simply a loose collection of lyrics – an anthology of songs – united by no special theme other than that of love between the sexes. ... Quite possibly the collection was preserved because many of the songs were popularly used at weddings … though not necessarily in accordance with any fixed pattern” (Dentan 325).

 Given the storytelling style of the novel, it is easy to view it as lyrical and poetic. The question remains, though, whether the novel concerns itself with love or not. Unequivocally, the answer is “yes.” Love for money, respect, and power drives Macon Dead’s acquisition of property. Love of people inspires Pilate’s entire approach to life, from raising her granddaughter to running a people-oriented business out of her home. Love of gold, and later family history, causes Milkman to travel to Virginia. Even Guitar, in his vengeance against the dominant American race, claims love is his catalyst: “What I’m doing ain’t about hating white people. It’s about loving us. About loving you. My whole life is love” (Morrison 159). Although they are all on confused journeys, every character is attempting to pursue love.

In Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison weaves a story of love, justice, history, and betrayal. Though there are many elements and layers to the story, all of them are built upon love. To help convey that idea, Morrison especially chose every name in the book. The reader does not know the stories behind many of the names, such as Railroad Tommy and Empire State, but a pattern is there nonetheless. Nearly every member of the Dead family can trace their names to the Bible. While religion does not play an explicit role in Song of Solomon, it is an undercurrent as a commentary on the characters and the African-American culture. Names, as usually treated by the characters, are only on the surface and do not convey who the people are. Morrison knew African-Americans attached great heritage and cultural meaning to their names and applied that to religion. The biblically based names in the novel serve the role of a commentary not just on the characters’ lack of acknowledgement of their heritage, but also their lack of caring about religion and its traditional role in their culture’s livelihood. As such, the names did more to inform the reader of Morrison’s intentions than any other aspect of the novel.
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