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Who She Is

Toni Morrison was born Chloe Ardelia Wofford on February 18, 1931, in Lorain, Ohio, an integrated 
steel-mill town on Lake Erie, to parents who had left the Jim Crow South during the Great Migration — 
her father George Wofford from Cartersville, Georgia, her mother Ramah Willis Wofford from 
Greenville, Alabama. Family lore held that a grandfather had been enslaved, and George Wofford had 
reportedly witnessed a lynching as a teenager before leaving Georgia for good. She would become the 
first Black woman to win the Nobel Prize in Literature, but for two decades before that she built the 
modern Black literary canon from an editor's desk at Random House before she ever built it as a 
novelist.

Cornell and the Editor's Desk

She earned a B.A. in English from Howard University in 1953 and an M.A. from Cornell in 1955, writing to 
her advisor that "Cornell was the first place in my life where I was treated as a human being." After 
teaching at Texas Southern and Howard, she joined Random House as a senior editor, based first in 
Syracuse and later New York, becoming one of the first Black women to hold a senior trade-editing post 
at a major New York publishing house. She used the position deliberately: publishing Black women poets 
— Lucille Clifton, June Jordan, Barbara Chase-Riboud — that sales departments considered commercially 
unpromising, editing Toni Cade Bambara and Gayl Jones, compiling Muhammad Ali's memoir The 
Greatest, and assembling The Black Book (1974), a scrapbook of Black American history and culture that 
directly inspired her own novel Beloved.

"This is a commercial house historically unenchanted with 500 slim volumes of profound poetry 
that languish in stockrooms."  — Toni Morrison, on greenlighting poetry

The Novels

Her own fiction began with The Bluest Eye (1970) and continued through Sula (1973), Song of Solomon 
(1977), Tar Baby (1981), Beloved (1987), Jazz (1992), Paradise (1997), Love (2003), A Mercy (2008), 
Home (2012), and God Help the Child (2015). Beloved won the Pulitzer Prize for Fiction in 1988. In her 
nonfiction — Playing in the Dark (1992) chief among it — she examined how an assumed white 
readership had shaped the American literary canon itself, and later said of her own method: "I have 
spent my entire writing life trying to make sure that the white gaze was not the dominant one in any of 
my books."

The Nobel

In 1993 Morrison became the first Black woman, and the first American woman since 1938, to win the 
Nobel Prize in Literature — the committee's citation praised novels "characterized by visionary force and 
poetic import" that give life to "an essential aspect of American reality." Her Nobel lecture in Stockholm 
distilled a lifetime of belief in language itself as a form of survival.

"We die. That may be the meaning of life. But we do language. That may be the measure of our 
lives."  — Toni Morrison, Nobel Lecture, 1993

She joined Princeton's faculty in 1989 as the Robert F. Goheen Professor in the Humanities, founding the 
Princeton Atelier program, and held honorary degrees from Penn, Harvard, Howard, Oxford, Rutgers, 
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and Princeton itself, among others. She died August 5, 2019, at Montefiore Medical Center in the Bronx, 
at eighty-eight.

NC Local Lens

No documented North Carolina connection was found for Toni Morrison, and none is claimed here. Her 
institutional homes were Ohio, Washington D.C., upstate New York, and New Jersey; her honorary-
degree list includes no North Carolina institution, and no lecture, archival visit, or 
Fayetteville/Cumberland County tie surfaced in this research pass. This entry stands on her national and 
international significance alone.

Sourcing Caveats for Future Sessions

Birth middle name: some older sources give "Anthony"; her actual birth middle name appears to be 
"Ardelia," with "Anthony" a later Catholic confirmation name — this entry uses Ardelia and flags the 
common conflation.

"First Black woman" Nobel framing: well-established in press and encyclopedic sources but not phrased 
that way in the Nobel Foundation's own citation text — attribute the superlative to secondary sources.

Random House tenure dates: sources vary between "early 1970s to early 1980s" and a looser two-
decade framing — use the more conservative range absent a firmer company record.

Cause of death: commonly reported as pneumonia-related complications, but not confirmed against a 
primary family/publisher statement.
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