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Shin, Younghun. “Loss and Trauma: A Study on the Thematic Unity of Toni Momrison’s Sula.”
Studies in English Language & Literature 44.3 (2018): 85-110. Toni Morrison’s second novel Sula is a
centrifugal story where a lot of themes, motifs, and symbols compete to draw critical attention. Seemingly
decentering and diffusive, however, Sula has a remarkable thematic unity, in that all of the three
protagonists suffer from loss and trauma and try to handle them in their own unique ways. The story of
Shadrack, a World War I veteran works as a frame to interpret stories of Sula and Nel. While Shadrack
was witnessing an uncanny scene in the midst of a battle, he was bombed and became unconscious. Even
though he was hospitalized for more than one year and eventually regained consciousness, he almost lost
complete recollection of the accident. Returning home, he enacts a holiday known as National Suicide Day
to deal with his trauma. Similarly, Sula and Nel struggle with their own loss and trauma. As for Sula, she
suffers from the emotional loss of her mother’s love, which was worsened by her accidental homicide of
Chicken Little, a town kid. Nel also suffers from the trauma of her husband and her best friend’s
betrayal. Her trauma however, teaches her that she should struggle to put off the false self-sufficiency to
find her true identity. Though each character experiences different kinds of wounds respectively, the
author seems to support their quests for the reason that they face and struggle with them to the end.
(Hansung University)

Key Words: Sula, loss, trauma, thematic unity, identity
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He fought a rising hysteria . . . Suddenly without raising his eyelids, he

began to cry. Twenty—two years old, weak, hot, frightened, not daring to
acknowledge the fact that he didn’'t even know who or what he was . . .
with no past, no language, no tribe, no source . . . he was sure of one thing
only: the unchecked monstrosity of his hands. (12)
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Like moonlight stealing under a window shade an idea insinuated itself: his
earlier desire to see his own face. He looked for a mirror; there was non.
Finally, keeping his hands carefully behind his back he made his way to the
toilet bowl and peeped in. . . . There in the toilet water he saw a grave
black face. A black so definite, so unequivocal, it astonished him. He had
been harboring a skittish apprehension that he was not real—that he didn’t
exist at all. But when the blackness greeted him with its indisputable
presence, he wanted nothing more. In his joy he took the risk of letting one
edge of the blanket drop and glanced at his hands. They were still. (13)
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It was not death or dying that frightened him, but the unexpectedness of
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both. in sorting it all out, he hit on the notion that if one day a year were
devoted to it, everybody could get it out of the way and the rest of the year
would be safe and free. In this manner he instituted National Suicide Day.
(28)
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The only house over there was Shadrack’s. Sula glanced at Nel. Terror
widened her nostrils. Had he seen? (4%: 9184} 61)
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Nel quieted her. “Sh, sh. Don't, don’t. You didn't mean it. It ain’t your fault.
Sh. Sh. Come on, le’s go, Sula. Come on, now. Was he there? Did he see?
Where the belt to your dress?” (4% Q84 62-3)
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But when he looked at her face he had seen also the skull beneath, and
thinking she saw it too—knew it was there and was afraid—he tried to think
of something to say to comfort her, something to stop the hurt from spilling
out of her eyes. So he had said “always,” so she would not have to be
afraid of the change —the falling away of skin, the drip and slide of blood,
and the exposure of bone underneath. He had said “always” to convince
her, assure, of permanency.

It worked, for when he said it her face lit up and the hurt did leave. She
ran then, carrying his knowledge, but her belt fell off and he kept it as a
memento. (A2 U84 157)
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Once inside, she sank to the tile floor next to the toilet. On her knees, her
hand on the cold rim of the bathtub, she waited for something to happen .

. inside. There was a stirring, a movement of mud and dead leaves. She
thought of the women at Chicken Little’s funeral. The women who shrieked



100 2 49

over the bier and at the lip of the open grave. What she had regarded since
as unbecoming behavior seemed fitting to her now; (107)
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She stood up frightened. There was something just to the right of her, in
the air, just out of view. She could not see it, but she knew exactly what it
looked like. A gray ball hovering just there. Just there. To the right. Quiet,
gray, dirty. A ball of muddy strings, but without weight, fluffy but terrible in
its malevolence. She knew she could not look, so she closed her eyes and
crept past it out of the bathroom, shutting the door behind her. (108-9)
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She hadn’t wondered about that in years. “Why didn't I feel bad when it
happened? How come it felt so good to see him fall?”

All these years she had been secretly proud of her calm, controlled
behavior when Sula was uncontrollable, her compassion for Sula’s
frightened and shamed eyes. Now it seemed that what she had thought was
maturity, serenity and compassion was only the tranquillity that follows a
joyful stimulation. (170)
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