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Published in 1970, The Bluest Eye is the first novel written by 1993 Nobel laureate Toni 
Morrison. Set in a small town in Ohio in 1941, it follows the lives of sisters Frieda and Claudia, 
two poor young black girls, and their good friend Percola. Percola wants nothing more in the 
world than to have blue eyes like her idol Shirley Temple. For Percola, blue eyes represent the 
height of beauty for young girls everywhere, black or white. 

Through the clear-eyed observations of eleven-year-old Claudia, a fateful year in the life of the 
three girls unfolds. Coping with the benign neglect and sometimes even cruelty of the adults 
around them the story builds to the tragic outcome of Percola’s wish to have the “bluest eyes” 
bluer than anyone else’s in the world—even as far away as “Cincinnati say,”—bluer and “prettier 
than the sky.” 

In an author’s note written for this edition in 1993, Toni Morrison described how she came to 
write this novel. At the beginning of first grade a friend told her how much she wanted blue eyes, 
how beautiful she would be if only she had blue eyes. How did this child at such a young age 
come to equate beauty and rightness with blue eyes she wondered? How did society impart 
such a self-hating lesson in one so young?  

The Bluest Eye has as much to say about 1941 pre-war America as it does about 2020 America 
in the time of Black Lives Matter and the murder of George Floyd by the Minneapolis police. It is 
a beautifully written story of what it takes to be able to love oneself and to be loved for what one 
is in a world defined by racial separateness and inequality. 


