Study Guide for Free Response Question:
Be prepared with one 20th century work (Beloved, As I Lay Dying, Fences), one 19th century work (Tess of the D’Ubervilles, Hedda Gabler), and a Shakespeare play (Twelfth Night).  

Here’s an example of a good format.  A helpful site for review is Shmoop.com.  (All our texts are on there, except Beloved and Fences.)

Twentieth Century Work
Author and title: 
Beloved, by Toni Morrison

Setting(s):
Ohio during the Reconstruction era.  
Flashbacks to the Garners’ Sweet Home farm in Kentucky before the Civil War.

Characters:
Sethe: an escaped slave who killed Beloved and tried to kill her other children and herself when Schoolteacher came to capture them back as slaves.

Denver:  Sethe’s traumatized daughter.  She’s isolated and lonely until Beloved arrives.

Paul D.: a former slave from Sweet Home farm and a friend to Halle, Sethe’s husband.  Has a rusted tobacco tin heart, which his relationships with Sethe and Beloved pry open.

Baby Suggs:  Her son, Halle, bought her freedom.  She was the spiritual center of the black community in Cleveland; she led services in the clearing where former slaves laughed, sang, and celebrated their love for themselves and their bodies.  She retreats to her room and meditates on color after the murder in the woodshed.

Beloved: a girl who may be the ghost of Sethe’s daughter.  As a symbol, she represents the memory and trauma of slavery.  She develops a parasitic relationship to Sethe, and she’s finally driven away when the black community intervenes to help Sethe.  (They didn’t act when Schoolteacher came into Sethe’s yard years ago.)

Motifs and symbols:
The dehumanization of slaves: Schoolteacher instructs his nephews to write down Sethe’s human and animal characteristics, and he puts a bit in Paul D.’s mouth.  Paul D. tells Sethe, “You got two feet, not four,” when he learns about the murder.

Trees:  Dual symbol of natural beauty and human brutality.  Sweet Home Farm had beautiful trees, but slaves were lynched from them in their escape attempt.  Amy Denver, a white girl who helps Sethe escape, calls the scar on Sethe’s back “a choke-cherry tree.”

The danger of loving for slaves:  Paul’s heart is a “tin tobacco box.”  Sethe loves her children so much that she feels compelled to kill them as protection.  Most of Baby Suggs’ children were sold way from her, so attachment to them was painful.

Irony
Not so relevant to this novel. 

Themes: 
Slavery and racism are dehumanizing, and they take away a person’s identity.
We must confront our traumatic memories and history or they will destroy us. 
Nature can be a sacred haven from human brutality.  









