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“aural aesthetics” — that writers incorporate into fiction in order to staled the

continued influence of music on African Diasporic fiction. In Chapter Ooentend
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Introduction: "Not heard with the ears:" Listening to Aural Aesthetics

When it was initially published in 1912, James Weldon Johngdrés
Autobiography of An Ex-Colored Maanovel that merged music and fictiovas
the first of its kind. Johnson remains the pioneer of representing jazz and blues in a
full-length novel. ThereforelThe Autobiographgerves as a fitting text to begin this
examination of aural aesthetics and African Diasporic fiction. Johnson's noxed se
as a foundational text in studying the intersections of music and African D@aspor
fiction for two reasons. First, the novel's mixed-race protagonist traxtelssevely,
both within and without the United States, studying the musical practicesilthat w
later shape his art. Second, it is a foundational text because it underscores the
centrality of musical practice to the expression of personal and communaiagentit
suggesting a journeying through musical practice to achieve some sen$aod sel
community. Throughout the novel, Johnson hears in jazz and blues their international
influence. Johnson's narrator, who at times offers verbatim the cultural comynenta
that Johnson expresses in the prefaces tBdo& of American Negro Poefrgalls
the music that the narrative depicts "world-conquering.” Johnson intention&gsma
the musician the novel’s centerpiece, and he depicts this character asraddas of
not only multiple racial heritages but also multiple cultural traditions, fagusn the
ex-colored man’s negotiation of these racial and cultural traditions. The protagonis
learns vernacular approaches to music, specifically aural leamihign@rovisation,

from his mother, who sings "Old slave songs" and plays hymns on piano, and he



applies these approaches to classical piano playing to develop his identity as
musician. He applies these approaches later in the novel on his quest to be a race man
and to elevate the "elusive undertone" of African American spirituals tsicihs
forms. Like his protagonist, Johnson hears within jazz and blues "that elusive
undertone" and creates a literary work to represent "the note in music not hard wit
the ears* The Autobiographjs one of the first, if not the very first, novel to exhibit
this practice of incorporating jazz and blues into fiction. Since Johnson's novel was
published in 1912, jazz and blues have continued to influence African Diasporic
literary production. Why do writers engage these musical forms and incorporate
them into their literary works? How might these acts of intersection or ingussc
detected? How do these literary practices of “listening” to jazz and blues sha
ways of “hearing” meaning in African Diasporic literature? What, thenthare
meanings of a narrative that use jazz and blues music in these ways? Thistidisse
provides a sustained examination of African Diasporic fiction and offers antwers
these questions. By depicting this protagonist as an aspiring musician and by
positioning music that influenced the world as the novel's centerpiece, Johnson
transformed the novel genre and ushered in a new type of African Diasptoit. fic
For nearly a century, African Diasporic writers have deliberately pocated
music into their novels. For example, Claude McKa&ytsne to Harlendepicts two
central characters that face bitter racism, but also find refupe local speakeasies
filled with jazz and blues music. Albert Murray fills his noVeain Whistle Guitar

with the blues, as the novel’'s protagonist Scooter navigates the difficult environme

! James Weldon Johnson, The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored Man (New YaduiRe
1990), 123.



of Gasoline Point using the blues philosophy of perseverance in the face of adversity
as his guide. These authors are thus able to transform Western literary icosvent
through these vernacular and vernacular-based forms. More importantly, Yeey ha
identified jazz and blues as the primary forms through which to convey the
articulations of the self and the group, and the continued use of jazz and blues in
African Diasporic fiction amplifies that claim. All of the novels in thissdirtation
show that writers are deliberately using a specific African Diasp@adition of
transforming the literary form through the cultural forms of jazz and bluegstan
Hughes uses the blues as protest against racial oppression and AfricaceAmeri
military participation during World War 1. In this tradition, Ann Petry not only
affirms the importance of vernacular and vernacular-based forms in Africapddia
fiction, through the blues, but also asserts black female resistance to gender
oppression. The traditions of blues and jazz as ways to bear witness to African
Diasporic experience in the face of totalizing forces of oppression provide Kkaoki
and Paule Marshall with the methods to explore, both within and outside of U.S.
contexts, matters of difference within the Diaspora. These musical foara the
heart of each novel, demonstrating the continued importance that writers place on
them to articulate the overall meanings of their works. In each novel, the music
underscores the ways in which authors both identify and align themselves with this
negotiation of the self and community. The aspects of jazz and blues that African
Diasporic writers seek to evoke in their fiction are not mere literarygégvirhese
aspects reflect the larger cultural imperative of expressingethéhseough

community, which is a central feature of jazz and blues. These forms provide a sense



of freedom for authors to experiment with the merging music with writaks, but
the forms also provide strategies that allow for the assertion of commuioiiygbhr
the self that counteracts a larger history in which slavery and racistadithat
agency.

By examining the novels of James Weldon Johnson, Langston Hughes, Ann
Petry, Paule Marshall, Jackie Kay, John A. Williams, and Xam Wilson Cartiér, |
contend that authors "hear" in jazz and blues modes of articulation; each form
provides a means of personal expression, social critique, community affirmation, a
historical redress. This dissertation provides close textual analyses abiJsfrse
Autobiography of An Ex-Colored Mgh912), Hughes’slot Without Laughter
(1930), Petry'sThe Stree{1946), Cartiér'sviuse-Echo Blueg1991), Williams'’s
Clifford’s Blues(1998), Kay'sTrumpet(1999), and Marshall'$he Fisher King
(2000). Through these close readings, | examine the aural aesthetics ryiting va
characteristics and elements of jazz and blues — that these writgpoirade into
these novels. | argue that the use of these aural aesthetics demorms&rates t
importance of jazz and blues to African Diasporic literature and to the sipred
African Diasporic experience during the twentieth- and twenty-fasturies.

| chose this specific group of writers for two reasons. The first is dcat@ne
recognizes the importance of music to revising the literary conventioriohfiFor
instance, by drawing on the non-linear, disjunctive dimension of jazz music to
establish the overall structure and pace of the ndvelmpetandMuse-Echo Blues
writers Kay and Cartiér disrupt the expectation of a linear narrataregdton Hughes

and Ann Petry use jazz and blues elements to enhance narration. For example, both



writers use the call-and-response dynamic of the blues to shape dialogeerbetw
characters. For this dissertation, | selected writers whose novelsatduthis
intentional engagement with the specific qualities of jazz and blues like nontiinea
and call-and-response to enhance literary conventions such as narration.

The second reason | chose these writers is that they depict in their naxels jaz
and blues at home and abroad, allowing for the depiction of experience not present
elsewhere in African Diasporic fiction. Depicting jazz and blues at home thwatig
the world is a more accurate representation of how these musical formstedgina
Studies focusing exclusively on American texts and contexts ignore this fact. By
looking at this specific group of writers, this dissertation corrects this ssheteor
and places proper emphasis on the international heritage of jazz and blues that these
novelists portray in their works.

For example, James Weldon Johnson’s nameless narrator travels throughout
the American North and South, and East to Europe to attest to the “world-conquering
influence” of early jazz during the first decades of the twentieth centawye P
Marshall’s jazz pianist Sonny-Rett Payne merges his Caribbean andcAmeri
heritage into the jazz music he plays in Brooklyn, New York and expatriates in the
1950s to Paris, France to access greater artistic and personal freedom. Xam Wil
Cartiér's character Lena Ames leaves Kansas City, Missouri amgliging
Montevideo, Uruguay in the 1930s in order to become an international star similar to
Josephine Baker. John A. Williams’s protagonist Clifford Pepperidge travels to
Germany and plays music not only as a free man in Berlin, but also as a prisoner in a

Nazi concentration camp in Dachau. In each case, the narrative depictiarsaidga



blues either move away from or are based in locations other than the United States,
which more accurately reflects how both musical forms developed historigally.

order to understand fully how and why authors continue to use the structures,
principles, and elements of jazz and blues music in their writing, we must stuey thes
representations because they reveal the histories of how jazz and blues nvece for
and how they continue to circulate around the world.

The terms “transnational” and “Diasporic” in this dissertation’s title point
the dispersal and movement of African-descended people. It follows, then, that jaz
and blues, the two cultural forms perhaps most frequently associated with tliventie
century African Diasporic expressivity, are characterized by this meneAs jazz
and blues have circulated, different individuals and communities have embrased the
musical forms and their various elements, from the syncopated rhythms inberent t
jazz that imply a sense of freedom to the call-and-response dynamiceptewal
blues that conveys affirmation of the self and community. Throughout this
dissertation, | discuss the importance of jazz and blues as internationalddiras t
use of aural aesthetics in each novel. Jazz and blues reflect the global moseme
African Diasporic people who helped to generate and inspire these distinct but
connected musical forms.

In all of the novels that this dissertation analyzes, movement is a signature
feature of jazz and blues aesthetics. For example, Johnson’s ex-colored méeslescri
early jazz, as “world conquering,” and Johnson illustrates that the musicre sghe
influence stretches not only to European cities but also to countries around the globe.

This is important to extend our understanding of jazz and blues as not simply



national, but also international in influence. In his ndved Without Laughter
Langston Hughes’s Jimboy Rodgers, a living embodiment of the blues, is seat t
front to fight in France during World War |. He takes his blues music and blues spirit
with him “over there” while his family remembers him through the communal
performance of a blues song back in the U.S. The soldiers returning from, and
returning to, World War Il dance to the popular torch song “Darlin” that Ann Petry’s
blues protagonist Lutie Johnson sings at a Harlem casifloerStreetin Jackie
Kay's Trumpet the central character Joss Moody is an Afro-Scottish musician who
achieves international acclaim as a major jazz figure and establishes ahome
Scotland. InThe Fisher KingPaule Marshall creates a character Sonny-Rett Payne
who is a product of the traditions of the United States, Europe, and the Caribbean. It
is Sonny-Rett's cultural heritage, his expatriation to Paris, Franddhe return of
the grandson Sonny who returns to the States decades later that underscore the
importance of the international. John A. William€Bfford’s Bluesplaces the
novel’s protagonist, a musician who travels to Europe during the early rise ahgzz
blues music, inside of a Nazi concentration camp in Germany. Xam WilsogrGarti
novelMuse-Echo Blueteatures a chanteuse who attempts to flee racial and gender
oppression and pursues a singing career in South America. In nearly all of these
novels, jazz and blues are significant because of their circulation outside of U.S.
borders and contexts.

By including the phrase “transnational jazz and blues,” | contend that jazz and
blues are more than just national forms, and this dissertation moves the academic

discussion of jazz, blues, and fiction beyond U.S. borders. By moving beyond the



borders of the United States, we understand how a diverse group of writers expand
the possibilities of incorporating jazz and blues into fiction. By looking at jazz and
blues as international forms, we understand more fully why they are important
musical forms that writers across the African Diaspora seek to inclubdeitriterary
works.

| recognize jazz and blues as transnational forms because that is how they
originated. They have always been local and global, have always enjoyed homes i
the United States and in France, South Africa, Germany, Cuba, and England. Jazz
particular is a hybrid form created from a range of musical tradifrons around the
world - African, Caribbean, European traditions primarily. James Reese Eamdpe
his 369th Infantry Regiment, a band of musicians more commonly known as the
Harlem Hellfighters, brought jazz and blues to Europe during the first World War,
introducing these new sounds and sights of musical performance to a region that had
little or no exposure to jazz and blues previously. In the 1920s South African groups
like William Mbali's Big Four established these musical traditions in Qatea/n.
Decades later, pianists Abdullah Ibrahim and Chris McGregor, as walinagdter
Hugh Masakela, added to the heritage of jazz in South Africa. Paris nighacidbs
performance venues served as incubators for jazz and blues during the 1920s and the
1930s. During that same time period, Germany enjoyed the presence db\Ghaw
and Samuel Wooding, who performed jazz and blues for German audiences and other
audiences throughout Europe. At the beginning of the 1940s, jazz, particularly swing,
had made its way to West Africa and influenced many artists like \@itya from

Nigeria. Jelly Roll Morton, who claims to have created the blues long before the



publication of W.C. Handy'St. Louis Bluesn 1912, always remarked about the
"Latin tinge" of early New Orleans jazz music that found its roots in Cuban music.
This "tinge" has since become a crucial component of jazz history, and itguweesfi
like Chano Pozo who worked with Dizzy Gillespie who incorporated the rhythms and
textures of Cuban music into bebop.

Jazz represents a collection of musical practices from around the world.
Resembling the cultural diversity of one of its birthplaces New Orleansh§azz
been, and continues to be, a music developed by many sources and by many forces
that extend beyond the United States. Yet, literary and cultural scholarship on the
intersections of music and fiction seldom focus on jazz and blues as international
forms. As E. Taylor Atkins states about jazz, “seldom have its parochial paramet
and implicit nationalism been questionédrhis dissertation extends the scholarly
discussion beyond the "parochial parameters” of American texts and cont&xis. A
states that, “jazz, though certainly born on U.S. soll, it was both product and
instigator of early-twentieth-century processes and trends thaighedra in scope:
the mass manufacture of culture, urbanization, the leisure revolution, and

"3 While some historians, artists, and cultural critics argue for jazz as

primitivism.
“America’s classical music” or the only art form America has ever pedlut was
created through the collaborative efforts of people from various national and ethnic
heritages and continues to exert influence around the globe.

The novels throughout this dissertation each have specific historical, politica

and social contexts that affect the ways in which authors depict jazz and blues. For

2 Atkins, Jazz Planetxiii.

® Ibid.



instance, at the beginning of the twentieth century, the world had just begun to
embrace the rhythmic, harmonic, and melodic innovations that came to mark the
formations of early blues and jazz music. James Weldon Johnson, who produced
music at the turn of the century, understood the fluidity of both musical identity and
personal identity. His understanding of music and identity affects the wayc¢h whi
one can “hear” his examination of these intersecting subje@tsautobiography of
an Ex-Colored ManMuch like jazz music itself, this dissertation does not seek to
provide a definitive answer. Instead, it offers ways to listen to the compléxiggil
interplay between text and sound, between narrative and song, between novels and
music through the use of differing aural aesthetics.

Aural aesthetics are the tools that authors use to incorporate jazz and blues

into their fiction. Aural aesthetics is not a self-evident term, and the word™aura
carries meanings that are important to this dissertation’s examinatdricain

Diasporic texts. It is important, then, to recognize the problems, liontgtand
opportunities that using the word “aural” presents. At first glance, using a adrd t
indicates sound or that which is experienced “through the ear” in context of awritte
text or literary work seems contradictory and potentially confusing. Alocogto the
Oxford English Dictionary, the word "aural" means “received or percdiyete

ear,” or thesenseof hearing’ | emphasize the word “sense” because | show
throughout this dissertation how authors use written language to evoke music or

create asenseof music for a reader. Literary texts do not make sounds, so it is not

possible for a novel to convey the actual sounds of jazz and blues. | do not suggest

* raural, a.2" Oxford English Dictionary, 2nd ed. 1989. OED Online. Oxford Uniiyersi
Press, May 01, 2010, <http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50014862>.
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that the use of jazz and blues creates a written text that can make its own sounds, nor
do I suggest that there are actual representations of jazz and blues souratk.lInste
use the term to indicate the ways in which authors use the various aspects ah music
fiction. Writers experience jazz and blues “through the ear” or as productions of
sound, but it is often qualities other than actual "sounds" that writers "hearihand a
to reflect their influence in novels. Throughout this dissertation, | demonktate
writers use jazz and blues — their structures, themes, symbols, histories, ahd soci
meanings — to incorporate them into African Diasporic fiction.

For my purposes in this dissertation, the term "aural aesthetics" functions on a
metaphoric rather than a literal level, indicating the symbolic use otnmusgiritten
texts. This dissertation explores works of African Diasporic fiction that ilgighl
music, represented in each novel by jazz and blues songs, characters who are either
jazz or blues musicians, historical or cultural aspects, and elements such as
improvisation and call-and-response. The complexity of these jazz and bluds aspec
generates varying levels of meaning, and the authors of these novels &itempt
approximate that complexity by incorporating music into their respectineemr
works.

The term "aural aesthetics" means the components or characterigizs of
and blues. There are numerous characteristics of each form, and it is beyond the scope
of this dissertation to list all of them. Instead, | focus on only those chestics that
appear within the examined novels. Blues aesthetics can refer to dominantdfhemes
a song or a song’s inherent structure. For example, a blues aesthetic casizanpha

common blues themes of lost love. A blues aesthetic can also refer to the AAB

11



structure of the twelve-bar blues. When a blues aesthetic shapes dialogwnbetwe
characters, one line of dialogue is stated, that same line of dialogue feptats
difference,” and the final line of the dialogue “resolves” the first twediin a similar
way as a blues song. A blues aesthetic, however, is more than components or
elements derived from the music. It also refers to the music's develognueits
various social and historical meanings. In defining aspects of a blues noveh Ste
Tracy suggests that, “the portrayal of the social and historical cahtxXed up to
the birth of the blues...that was part of and necessary to its time reflectsrihefspi
the blues as well™As this dissertation demonstrates, the presence of blues can also
be detected in the ways in which African Diasporic fiction represents bluesyhist

In African Diasporic fiction, a jazz aesthetic can also be assessed snderm
jazz history — and blues history — it represents. A jazz aesthetic is gresent
references to real jazz musicians and performances. A novel reflectsaagézetic
when its language suggests evoked through improvisation. Novels that depict a jazz
solo often reflect through their language the spontaneity and creativity of
improvisation. A novel can also reflect a jazz aesthetic in its structure whaartteor
depicts multiple narrative voices, just as a jazz band has multiple instruménts tha
create music.

Beginning with James Weldon Johnsonte Autobiography of an Ex-
Colored Manwriters of African Diasporic literature have turned to jazz and blues as
creative sources for their written texts, and there is an elusive asfethtmusical

forms that African Diasporic writers attempt to approximate. Part bethaive

®> Steven C. Tracy, "The Blues Novel" in Mary Emma GrahaniTlee,Cambridge
Companion to the African American NoyBbston: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 126.
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quality is wound up in the impossibility of concretely defining blues and jazzIdt fal
outside the scope of my research to whittle down the numerous attempts at definitions
that exist, but | will provide here briefly, and in the following chapters, desmrgpt
of each form. The blues developed primarily in the Southern United States as a
single-person vocal music accompanied by guitar or piano. Blues is at ontirca fee
and a musical form, a type of interaction between performer and audience,caad als
statement of personal history that can represent group experience. In npaacysres
jazz is similar. Jazz is a musical form created primarily bycafriDiasporic people
during the first decade of the twentieth century. Jazz emerged from diveiede soc
environments, from New Orleans to Chicago to New York, its predominant musical
influences are from African and European musical traditions, and its early
development took place all over the world. Jazz is a style or an approach to music, a
genre built on the tradition of the blues, and a type of interaction between not only
performer and audience but performer and other performers. These aspects of jazz
and blues offer writers powerful cultural forms to be explored, modified, and
expressed in African Diasporic fiction.

Besides identifying the specific elements of jazz and blues that appeahin ea
novel, | attempt to address the broader strategies of incorporating musictiotuo f
The novelists in this research project make use of jazz and blues to buttress their
literary forms because music presents a compelling mode of individual and
communal expression of history that finds its roots in forms such as the Sorrow
Songs, as W.E.B. Du Bois suggests in his landmark WoekSouls of Black Falk

These songs convey for Du Bois the “articulate message” of Africapd@ias
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experience, and Du Bois hears the “siftings of centufiéis this regard, the Sorrow
Songs, and their offshoots jazz and blues, serve as conduits of personal and
communal stories, and the writers in this study incorporate this important agpect i
their novels. Barbadian author and critic Kamau Brathwaite also views both the
connection of jazz and blues to the heritage of the Sorrow Songs and the importance
of jazz and blues as communicators of personal and communal narratives. As
Braithwaite notes in his examination of Caribbean Anglophone literature of the
1950s, a “jazz text” will “express the community through its form. It willabsts
rhythms from the people of this community; and its concern will be with the
community as a whole, its characters taking their place in that communitiajabf w
they are seen and felt to be an integral paBrathwaite observes the possibilities of
reading according to a jazz aesthetic as important to opening up meaning in
Caribbean Anglophone literature and discusses strategies for interpstigghe
frameworks — the aesthetic modes and models — of jazz music. This negotiatien of t
individual and the community, the narrative of self and the history of the group, is a
negotiation that is a defining feature of jazz and blues.

To make clear the significant influence of jazz and blues on and presence in
twentieth-century African Diasporic literature, this dissertatitedas its focus only
those novels that emphasize jazz and blues as predominant themes or structures, that
foreground jazz and blues musicians as central characters, or that contin over

references to jazz and blues music. As Fritz Gysin suggests, there aratinhere

% Du Bois,Souls 267.

" Kamau Brathwaite, “Jazz and the West Indian Novel” in Bill Ashcrofi).eedsThe Post-
Colonial Studies Read€kondon & New York: Routledge, 1995), 330.
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dangers in arguing for one-to-one “equivalents” between literature and music,
especially with works that neither thematize nor depict jazz and blues to any
appreciable degreéeAfter all, nothing prevents a critic from arguing for the influence
of improvisation or the presence of call and response in novels that do not correspond
to these criteria. Yet, what Gysin views as a “pastime of writersrarestin

“crossing the boundaries between the two art forms,” however, has developed into a
crucial part of a considerable field of scholarly inquiry most commonly knowrzas ja
studies. Jazz studies involves not only the evolution of jazz and blues, but also their
continued influence on a wide range of African Diasporic texts. This disserta

then, contributes further to scholarship that examines how authors of African
Diasporic literature across the twentieth- and twenty-first cagavail themselves

of jazz and blues by analyzing only those novels that fit the criteria above.

This dissertation also bypasses Gysin’s “risks” by examining novels bg tho
authors who either comment on the importance of African Diasporic musical
expressivity elsewhere or explore the relationship between music anaiigara
other works. These works provide the necessary context for the novels that this
dissertation examines by clarifying the specific historical, sooditical, and
cultural forces that shaped the novels. For example, James Weldon Johnson’s work
on African American songwriting and his views as an international politiniéme
early twentieth century help to contextualize his innovative exploration of music a
race inThe AutobiographyThe overwhelming presence of jazz and blues in

Langston Hughes's poetic production both before and immediately after hénpdblis

® Fritz Gysin, “From ‘Liberating Voices’ to ‘Metathetic Ventiuism’: Boundaries in
Recent African American Jazz FictiorCallalloo 25.1 (2002): 275.
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Not Without Laughtehelped to fine tune the subversive politics of that novel. Ann
Petry’s “Solo On The Drums” (1947) remains a stellar example of the thesnatic
structural exploration of blues and jazz in the short story genre. This short story,
along with Petry’s short story “Like A Winding Sheet” (1945) published just before
The Streetdemonstrates Petry's explicit understanding of blues as a cruciahtleme
in African Diasporic fiction and provides ways to understand her use of jazz and
blues in that novel. Petry depicts the violence implicit in blues songs to artiaulate
specific critique of the racism and sexism that sought to limit black female
subjectivity.

Music plays a small role in Marshall's noidaisesong for the Widqwvbut it
highlights the importance of music to the articulation of individual and communal
heritage. Marshall, whose work often focuses on African Diasporic heritaige a
Caribbean identity, engages those subjecthmFisher KingIn her writings on
Bessie Smith, Afro-Scottish writer Jackie Kay reveals the posgibiliafrican
Diasporic connection through Smith’s bluesThumpef she thematizes and subverts
notions of African Diasporic connection through her central figure Joss Moody. John
A. Williams’s novelNight Songnakes clear his understanding of the historical forces
that helped shape jazz music in the 1940s and 1950s, and he expands this
understanding to encompass the development of jazz and blues in 1920s, 30s, and 40s
Germany in an effort to reclaim a history that has not been narrativizddeam
Diasporic literature in his novéllifford's Blues The language in Xam Wilson

Cartier's noveBebop Rebofs often regarded as the literary rendering of jazz music,

16



her own “sheets of sountithat reflect both the dynamism and the history of the
music. She continues this approach in her ndiede-Echo Bluesising both the
structural and thematic elements of both jazz and blues in her depiction of her
protagonist: a black female instrumentalist who forges her identity through
engagement with jazz and blues history and bears witness to the centraligkof bl
female creativity to musical history.

While it would be a matter of convenience and academic convention to
collapse this dissertation’s theoretical assertions into one catchadifilea every
author uses the same aural aesthetic, the idioms of blues and jazz actisebuoss
practices. Indeed, the cumulative effect of the almost infinitely vatiadtsres and
approaches to and the convoluted heritages and diverse contributors of jazz and blues
make such an endeavor not only daunting, but also nearly impossible. As Charles
Hersh succinctly puts it, “Jazz was never singular but always multipleaodiys
overflowing the containers critics tried to force it int.It is only fitting, then, that
this dissertation reflects this “overflowing” of the brackets that sarhelarly
procedure often demands. While it is beyond the scope of my research to suggest one
sole musically informed strategy at work in all of these novels, | do sutipgestl of
these authors identify in jazz and blues the capacity of social and political
commentary and the communication of personal and communal history. For Johnson,

the development of African American music is curtailed by the legacy of velenc

° Rayfield A. Waller, “Sheets of Sound’: A Woman’s Bop Prosodigck American
Literature Forum24.4 (1990): 791. “Sheets of sound,” a term that jazz critic Ira Gitleedoi
in the liner notes to John Coltran&sultrain refers to Coltrane’s approach to improvisation.

1% Charles HersctSubversive Sounds: Race and the Birth of Jazz in New O(@hitago:
The University of Chicago Press, 2007), 8.
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against African Americans. His ex-colored man abandons a career as amasicia
representative of African Diasporic culture, and his identification witicadr

Americans after witnessing a lynching. Hughes portrays music andiemstiip as
central to the conveyance of African Diasporic historyNét Without Laughterthe
characters Harrietta Williams and Jimboy Rodgers both encounter the ogpress
matrix of racism and sexism in the early twentieth century, but their depscis

blues and jazz performers allow for the expression of these experiences. Haghes us
blues in particular as a subversive strategy that sought to limit the €xprefsuch
narratives in the early twentieth century.

In order to understand how jazz and blues function to express African
Diasporic experience in well-known and under-examined novels, it is necessary to
attend to the linkages between jazz and blues. The novels make clear how jazz and
blues are connected both musically and historically. In terms of musical deesippm
the foundations of jazz music are found in the blues. For example, Albert Murray
describes jazz as an “extension, elaboration, and refinement of blues-braghkantfi
improvisation.*! Sterling Brown identifies this connection in his crucial work on the
blues. Brown sees the “inter-relationships of blues with jazz,” most spéygificth
small bands playing with singers such as Billie Holiday and Joe TtfrBeown
emphasizes the inclusion of a “booting saxophone” and increased rhythmic
complexity in “a rolling bass” as indicators of the strong connection betweees bl
“folk tradition” and blues-based jazz tradition that merges the vocal and the

instrumental. Pianist Mary Lou Williams offers visual counterbalance doBs

1 Albert Murray,Stomping the Blugdeco: New York, 1989), 63.

12 Sterling Brown, “The Blues.Phylon8 (Autumn, 1952), 291-292.
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musicological explanation of the connection between jazz and blues. In her “tree of
jazz,” Williams illustrates the origins of jazz music by including blags
considerable portion of the tree trulfkAccording to biographer Linda Dahl,
Williams felt that “jazz meant very little indeed if it lacked the el resonance
that comes from understanding not only the form of the music, but where the blues
came from. ‘You ain’t said nothin’,’ she played in a song, “til you play the blués.”
The dissertation also reflects the aesthetics of jazz and blues in tatms of
organization. | see the work in this introduction and the first two chapters as
establishing just a few ways in which we can read jazz and blues in fictieachnof
the final two chapters, | compare and analyze two novels to approximate a sense of
correspondence that is consonant with call and response. In Chapter Three, | make
conspicuous this approach to utilizing the aesthetics that this dissertatiomesami
The chapter presents the examination of Paule Marshaiéd=isher Kingand Jackie
Kay’'s Trumpetas a type of “trading fours” that is a signature style of both jazz and
blues. The root of trading fours is that African Diasporic practice of call-and
response. Much like two instruments in a band play a similar theme in differesit way
| first establish the overarching shared themes of the novels and then altezimate t
close readings. The last four novels | examine illustrate that jazz and tdues a
transnational musics that can help shape an expanded African Diasporiawtject
Jazz and blues are wellsprings of creative strategies that théss wsie in

their novels. The use of music is a consequence of what each individual artist hears in

13 Tammy Lynn KernodleSoul on Soul: The Life and Music of Mary Lou Williams
(Northeastern University Press: Boston, 2005), 257.

!4 Linda Dahl.Morning Glory: A Biography of Mary Lou Willian{8erkley and Los
Angeles: University of California Press, 2001), 6.
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the music, but it is music's ability to express individual identity in a group>donte

that defines the practice of incorporating aural aesthetics into Afrizeap@ric

fiction. This dissertation points to how crucial jazz and blues have been to the
expression of African Diasporic experience and how their influences resonate
throughout twentieth century African Diasporic fiction. These chapters on the
intersections of music and African Diasporic fiction bring into focus the irapoet

of jazz and blues in expressing the diversity of experience, providing scholarship tha
is more reflective of their multicultural origins, more consonant with their
transnational circulation, and more harmonic with their global futures.

Although this dissertation centers on how and why authors use jazz and blues
in African Diasporic fiction in order to address the obvious gap in scholarship that
does not consider jazz and blues as international forms, it is important to discuss the
significant influence of jazz and blues on African Diasporic literary proaluciver
the past century. For example, Langston Hughes and Sterling Brown have long bee
recognized for their treatment of jazz and blues in literature, espdoidiigir poetry.
Hughes'sThe Weary Blueand Brown'sSouthern Roadre regarded as primary
examples of merging text and music wherein jazz and blues serve not only as
subjects, but also as structural and thematic components. During the New Negro
Movement, many writers reflected jazz and blues as elements in their goetry
prose. Countee Cullen, Nella Larsen, Claude McKay, and Wallace Thurmandall use
qualities of jazz or blues (or both) in their works. Since their early literary
productions, there have been many African Diasporic writers who have incerporat

blues and jazz into literature: James Baldwin, Amiri Baraka, Paul Beattyal(
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Brathwaite, Ralph Ellison, Nikki Giovanni, Michael S. Harper, Robert Hayden, Bob
Kaufman, Nathaniel Mackey, Clarence Major, Albert Murray, Ishmael Reedakk
Shange, Leopold Senghor, Melvin Tolson, Alice Walker, Colson Whitehead, and
Sherley Anne Williams. This list is just a small sample of authors who explor
through their creative writing the intersections of text and music.

There is also a great deal of scholarship that explores the intersectiars, of
blues, and literature, and some of the artists noted above have served as the most
compelling literary and cultural critics. Amiri BarakaBtues Peopl€1963), Ralph
Ellison inShadow and Adt1964), Albert Murray irStomping the Blug4976), and
Sherley Anne Williams in "The Blues Roots of Contemporary Afro-American
Poetry" (1977) all examine the pronounced presence, influence, and significance of
jazz and blues to African American cultural production.

In response to the literary production and cultural assessments that these
writers have provided, there are a number of critical texts that examdri®udd on
their important work. Houston BakeBsues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature
(1984) presents a theory of the blues as the foremost symbol of African American
cultural production, and he uses his vernacular theory of the blues as a way to read
African American literary works such as Zora Neale Hurstdhair Eyes Were
Watching God1937) and Ralph Ellisontavisible Man(1952). Scholar and author
Gayl Jones’d.iberating Voiceg1991) was one of the first scholarly attempts at

organizing the various strategies that authors use to examine, as Paul Giltpthput i
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“syncretic complexity of black expressive culturéSEven though Jones examines a
variety of genres, she focuses exclusively on American authors.

Studies subsequent to the publication of Baker's and Jones's work continue
this emphasis on American texts and contexts. The emergence of jazz stadies as
field of academic inquiry continues to produce a significant amount of scholarship
that examines the interplay of music and text, of “script and sound,” but these studies
continue to promote jazz and blues as exclusively American forms. Litamalyses
according to jazz and blues paradigms are insufficient because critixase$ on
American authors and texts that deal exclusively with the United Statesstidies
examine how and why authors depict jazz and blues outside of the U.S. In addition,
few studies explain why those representations help to understand the international
scope of these musical forms and their meanings to African Diaspoion fichis
dissertation attends to these neglected areas in scholarship to demortiséraiey a
kinship among a diverse group of novels that incorporate jazz and blues into fiction.

For exampleJazz Cadence of American Cultisean important anthology to
the development of jazz studies generally and to the development of literarsisnaly
according to musical paradigms specificallgzz Cadences a comprehensive
collection of scholarship by notable scholars who examine the intersectiorg,of ja
blues, and culture. The anthology provides interpretive strategies with whicldto rea
elements of American culture according to the elements of jazz and bares: f
Albert Murray’s ruminations on the importance of improvisation to the artistic

process to Hazel Carby’s examination of black female sexuality and tlienhhe

!> Paul Gilroy,The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousriessdon, Verso
1993), 101.
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freedom of classic blues expressivity. The anthology’s section on thepmrdesce
between jazz and writing focuses on widely known American writers and their
frequently studied texts. This dissertation is another voice that joins the expanding
scholarly conversations on the influence of jazz and blues on literary practicetevide
in Jazz Cadencby looking at lesser-known writers and texts that scholars have not
examined. While both jazz and blues are important to American culture, their import
to writers and cultures beyond the United States should be examined to offer new
ways of reading African Diasporic fiction that makes evident the connesctio

between text and music.

The writings on the interplay of music and literaturdarz Cadence of
American Cultureserve as a foundation for literary and cultural scholarship that make
jazz and blues both their topics of study and their frameworks of analysis. The
collection also represents a small sample of the increasing and incheaspgtant
scholarly output in recent years that exclusively focuses on Americats ard
contexts. Two works in particular, Michael Borshugwinging the Vernacular: Jazz
and African American Modernist Literatuamd Jurgen Grandtlksinds of Blue:

African American Literature and the Jazz Aesthexiamine the intersection of jazz
and American literature and African American literature.

Swinging the Vernaculastoncentrates on arguing for a modernist approach to
jazz aesthetics but also exhibits the “implicit nationalism” in scholarkhigthis
dissertation contest§ Borshuk’s primary aim is to link jazz to the expression of
African American modernity. For example, Borshuk identifies Langston Hughea

primary practitioner of African American modernist expression in the éadgtieth

18 E. Taylor Atkins Jazz Plane{University of Mississippi Press, Tupelo, 2003), xiii.
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century, arguing that music was “key to Hughes’s expression of the salfial
assertion that defined Harlem’s developing New Negro spirittie New Negro

“spirit,” however, was a movement to which international figures such as Claude
McKay, James Weldon Johnson, and Langston Hughes all contributed. The New
Negro Movement took place in locales other than Harlem and was charactgrized b
artists’ movement both domestically and internationally. Indeed, Hughag&dito
Africa and Europe refined his creative sensibilities, and his experingntaitih

merging artistic forms of literature and music gave rise to intemaltacclaim. The
evolution of American modernist literature was very much a product of Hughes as a
transnational figure. In this dissertation's first chapter, | contendh&agobal
experience of African Diasporic people impacted Hughes’s mode of blues discour
in his novelNot Without LaughterUsing blues as a form of protest, Hughes provides
a subversive critique of African American involvement in World War |, which bore
significant meaning to African American soldiers who traveled, fought, autfai
democracy abroad while being denied citizenship rights at home.

In its title,Kinds of Blue The Jazz Aesthetic in African American Narrative
suggests jazz's indebtedness to the blues form for much of its meaning and
development. The blues is considered a foundation of jazz music, and Grandt
recognizes its importance to the development of jazz music and his configuradion of
jazz aesthetic. Grandt states that

bluestendsto be a guitar-based vocal music over certain chordal patterns,

whereas jazz tends to be a horn-based instrumental music extending and

" Michael BorshukSwinging the Vernacular: Jazz and African American Modernist
Literature (New York: Routlege, 2006), 21.
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amending the harmonic and rhythmic language of the blues. Thiesagy
jazz aesthetics not necessarily completely different from a blues aesthetic;
rather, the jazz aesthetic can offer a complementary way of intarpreti
African American narrative®
He argues that the texts he examines do not simply make use of jazz, but actually
jazz, and the quote above places some distance between blues and jazz in his close
readings. Grandt identifies the blues as the predominant theoretical eleritenary
analysis according to musical paradigms, and privileges jazz in hiagseadfi
African American fiction and autobiography. Grandt’s work focuses on African
American narrative almost exclusively and does not suggest jazz’s gigbdicance
or that writers from varied backgrounds can exhibit similar artistic infiienc
In Chapter One, | explore the ways in which Langston Hughes depicts blues
as a vehicle of protest Mot Without Laughterthe first of two novels he wrote. |
provide a framework with which to detect the overwhelming presence of blueg protes
in the novel. | examine scenes where characters engage in blues dialoguenaad sc
that depict characters during performances that highlight call-and-respdncle is
a prominent feature of the blues. Both of these blues practices are cruoeatioge
and sustaining community, and Hughes constructs these scenes to indichtsthat t
blues-inflected interactions constitute protest because they give voiceoiosaf
community not commonly heard. Hughes faced considerable opposition to the
portrayal of any form of protest or “propaganda: in his novel, and | contend that he

uses the blues to thwart that opposition.

'8 Jurgen GrandKinds of Blue: African American Literature and the Jazz Aesthetic
(Columbus: Ohio State University Press, 2005), xv. Emphasis in original.
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In my second chapter “Revising tB&uesprint Ann Petry’sThe Street |
examine various aspects of a blues aesthetic that permeate Petry’s repehding
to Richard Wright's call in his famous manifesto "Blueprint for Negro Writfog"
the inclusion of African American vernacular and vernacular-based farAfsican
American literature, Petry incorporates the aspects of blues in thnegrprvays.

First, she depicts her main character Lutie Johnson as a blues singer capable of
uniting Harlem communities through her song. Second, Petry uses the structures of
blues, specifically patterns derived from the 12-bar blues and from blues perderma
interaction, to depict the violence common to blues expression. Third, Petry draws on
the blues symbol of the train. Itis Petry’s extensive use of bluBsarstreet

specifically and her commitment to incorporating African Diasporic masicher

literary productions generally that differentiate her from her Leftasopbraries.

In the third chapter, | compare and analyze Jackie Kayispetand Paule
Marshall'sThe Fisher Kingtwo lesser-known novels that are very similar not only in
terms of their narrative content, but also in terms of types of jazz and blusstiaest
each represents. In terms of their narrative specifics, they share aitoilarfitges:
both novels focus on the subjects of family, loss, and death. In addition, both novels
feature fictional "riffs" of real-life jazz figures. Most importbnit is their use of
aural aesthetics that require this type of comparative analysis and deteamstra
literary correspondence between the two novels. Both novels privilege blues as the
foundational element of jazz. Both novels explicitly draw on jazz organizational
structures to depict varying narrative points of view. And both novels focus on scenes

of improvisation, the ever-important element of blues and jazz. In the scenes of
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improvisation, which each novelist depicts as a jazz solo, | also suggest that Kay and
Marshall use jazz and blues aesthetics to challenge notions of an undiffedentiat
Diaspora by highlighting the process of creating a unique identity during mewfent
performance. Each novelist represents the improvisation-inflected soloimgnt as
a moment where a character can establish his or her own identity “within angtagai
the group.” The representations of jazz and blues in each novel indicate that Kay and
Marshall wish to expand African Diasporic subjectivity because they ravdair
novels characters that, in their expressions of individuality, disrupt the notion of a
monolithic Diaspora.

In the fourth and final chapter, | compare and analyze two lesser-known
works to argue for the expanded African Diasporic subjectivity that | seerktinv
the preceding chapter. Blues and jazz provide authors John A. Williams and Xam
Wilson Cartiér with the means to depict and to connect to African Diasporic ésstori
and experiences that have received little attention in African Diaspaianfiand
criticism.

These representations of African Diasporic experience differgfeamn
other representations in African Diasporic literature because theiveeaents
occur in places that do not commonly appear in African Diasporic fiction. In his
novelClifford’s Blues John A. Williams depicts the experiences of a black gay
musician imprisoned for 12 years in a Nazi concentration camp during the Holocaust
which has not been seen before in African Diasporic fiction. The novel's central
character and narrator Clifford Pepperidge discloses through diary entdesone

the course of twelve years his tale of struggle, suffering, and survivaldae
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concentration camp in Dachau, and his story also represents the experiences of other
prisoners. In her novélluse-Echo Bluesam Wilson Cartiér depicts the experiences

of the protagonist Kat, a black female instrumentalist in San Francisco araka bla
female musician named Lena living in Montevideo, Uruguay, both of which have not
been represented in African Diasporic fiction. The experiences of cemraloters

Kitty and Lena who navigate environments that oppress women creatively and
socially also represent the struggles of the protagonist Kat and other women.

Both novels feature jazz and blues musicians as central characters, aach¥\aitd

Cartiér depict these characters as bearers or communicators of hisetrea® thot
portrayed elsewhere in African Diasporic fiction.

These characters should be seen as composers. These composers not only
create music, but they also create personal narratives that ultineggedgent the
histories and experiences of larger communities. A jazz composer presents a
particular personal history and perspective that shapes the creation qfbmu#he
individual must always consider the needs of the group when acting as a composer.
The central characters Gfifford’s BluesandMuse-Echdlues are composers
because they express their individual experiences while attending tesa larg

communal sense of African Diasporic history.

28



Chapter One: No One’s Protest Novel — Langston Hughast' $Vithout Laughter

The publication of Langston Hughe®®t Without Laughte(1930), the first of
the two novels he wrote, was a watershed moment in his career. Already a world-
renowned writer and luminary of what is commonly called the Harlem Rana&s®r the
New Negro Movement, Hughes had achieved success with his poetic productions that
incorporate aspects of music into written texts. While his contemporaaisggHughes
for his artful rendering of African American experiencéiot Without Laughterfew
critics recognized the novel as overtly political. Sterling Brown applatiéedovel’'s
sweeping “humanity” while George Schuyler praised the novel's realssmaceording to
Schuyler, it accurately represented African American lives in the T9@w. critics,
however, identified Hughes's incorporation of music as a signal feature of theandvel
the medium through which he presents protest in the novel. Since 1930, Hughes’s use of
jazz and blues in his first novidibt Without Laughtehas received scant attention. This
chapter argues that blues provides a vehicle for varying types of protast tivé novel.

While current scholarship of Hughes’s novel either minimizes or underestimate
the importance of blues, | suggest that Hughes encodes his polemics through thre blues i
three ways: through characters who reflect the blues, through the reptieseof a
blues-inflected tale, and through the depiction of blues perfornfdnaeach of these

instances, Hughes uses blues to comment on economic disenfranchisement, racial

! Tish Dace, ed.angston Hughes: The Contemporary Revi@@ambridge: Press
Syndicate, University of Cambridge, 1997), 139-42.

2 See John P. Shields, “"Never Cross the Divide": Reconstructingtamblughes'slot Without
Laughter; African American Revie®8.4 (1994): 601-15, and H. Nigel Thomas “Patronage and
the Writing of Langston Hugheshot Without LaughterA Paradoxical CaseCLA Journal

(1998): 48-70.
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antagonism and violence, and black participation in U.S. military action abroael, thr
subjects that receive significant focus throughout his literary oeuvre.

This chapter explores the ways in which Langston Hughes draws upon the
technical, stylistic, and philosophical dimensions of blues in order to demonisatate t
protest, as a fundamental element of the blues, resonates throughout Hughesedirs
Not Without Laughterl argue that since the novel’s initial publication in 1930, Hughes’s
literary act of protest in this novel has remained largely undetected. Baxgsiisg the
development of Hughes'’s perspective on the blues, this chapter offers a framavork
which to detect protest in Hughes’s use of the blues in this novel. Protest becomes
evident in scenes that highlight blues dialogue between characters, and in pesésrma
that feature call-and-response as crucial to creating and sustainingiodgn In his
commitment to representing African Diasporic history and life in the eadgtteth
century, Hughes constructs these scenes to indicate that these interaxtgiitate
protest because they give voice to notions of community not commonly heard. Despite
the intense editorial pressures to silence protest in his work, the blues-informatgmar
and characterization iNot Without Laughteemphasize Hughes'’s conscious

determination to employ blues forms and blues ethos as techniques of protest.

Worldwide Blues: The Introduction of Not Without Laughter
And at last it was on the standot Without Laughter Distributed to San
Francisco and Melbourne, Bombay and London, Tokio and Paris. Listen, Aunt
Hager! Listen, Harriett! Listen, Annjee! Listen, Jimboy! Hey, Benbdwivanted
to make you as wonderful as you really are—but it takes a lot of skill in words.

— Langston Hughe$he Big Se#1940)
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The period before Langston Hughes began gravitating, both politically and
artistically, toward the Far Left has been most commonly referredthe &$arlem
RenaissancéThe term “New Negro Movement” more closely approximates the period
of wholesale change not only in the creative areas of literature, musal, assudance,
theatre, but also in social, economic and political realms for African Aaresi It was
also a period of tremendous personal and artistic growth for Langston HughesghThrou
consistent contact with a cadre of revered artisans and influential pattaisds
creative and social networks blossomed: he came to call Carl Van VechiaceNa
Thurman, Claude McKay, Jessie Fauset, and Nella Larsen friends. Consétatiltgral
force along with other writers and artists, these figures became vitdbeneof
Hughes’s professional and personal networks in the United States.

Yet as his autobiographiyhe Big Seanakes clear, Langston Hughes also
continued his rise as a world-renowned artist, most specifically for himgatof jazz
and blues in poetry. With Hughes'’s history of and proclivity for internationallfriaee
more than anyone among his entire cultural cohort, became an emblem of the
transnational writer. His extensive travels to and experiences in Europdrarad A
afforded Hughes a globally-informed sensibility that resonate throughsolitenary

oeuvre. His widespread popularity outside of the United States and establissraant

% Hughes completed his political and ideological shift by servingesident of the League of
Struggle for Negro Rights, a Communist-formed US organization, as Jée€paren states in
Langston Hughes: Folk Dramatist in the Protest Tradition, 1921-1®4stport: Greenwood
Press, 1997), 5.
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international man of letters led publishers to print the accomplished podtisofied, Not
Without Laughterin eight different languagés.

Having struggled for nearly three years composing the novel, LangstondHughe
had reached a watershed moment in his literary career MtteWithout Laughtewas
finally published in July 1930. The novel, which Hughes began writing as a student at
Lincoln University, was recognized as a literary achievement that sudpalss¢her
previous works of African American fictiolNot Without Laughtetwas perhaps the
most appealing and completely realized novel in black fiction to that dateivingca
“chorus of praise” following its release:

Blacks and knowledgeable whites were struck by Hughes’s power

to sound deep racial notes without being polemical; more than any

novel of the twentief\ot Without Laughtecaptured ordinary

black life “without bitterness or apology and yet with truth and

deep feeling,” as Arthur Spingarn wrote Hughes. Professor

Larabee found it “an artistic and most gripping human document,”

one that made him feel “more than ever ashamed of my white

race” and yet (in a typical reaction to Hughes) left him “without

any resentment to the man who showed us’up.”

Robert Larabee, a sociology professor at Lincoln University, helpetddsug edit early
versions of the novel. Arthur Spingarn, brother-in-law of one of Hughes’s patrons Amy

Spingarn, was then the newly elected Chairman of the National Associatibe for

* Donald C. DickinsonA Bio-bibliography of Langston HughéSonnecticut: Archon Books,
1972), 126-28.

®> Arnold Rampersadlhe Life of Langston Hughes—Volume 1: 1902-1921: |, Too, Sing America
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002), 190.
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Advancement of Colored Peoples (NAACP). Amy Spingarn sponsored Hughes by
giving him the necessary funds to return to Lincoln for his junior year, and Blughed
later dedicate the novel to Amy and her husband Joel. Both Larabee and Spingarn were
familiar with Langston Hughes both personally and professionally, and both reviews
touched on Hughes'’s ability to capture the natural essence of the “ordinany Metis
novel.

ThePittsburgh Courier which had a tenuous relationship with Hughes after the
organ critically upbraided Hughes for the representations of African Aamsria his two
poetry collectiond he Weary BlueandFine Clothes to the Jeweversed fields to praise
Hughes’s novel. Literary contemporary George Schuyler extended arbdiveh in his
positive review of the book:

Bring out the laurel wreath and drape the brow of Langston

Hughes [...]. [T]o the ordinary Negro reader it arouses memories

of youth, of yesterday and today. | know the people in this novel

every one of therfi.

The African American newspaper that championed the political strugglesakisBlad
“flou]ght for the rights of the Negro race” regarded Hughes’s novel as moreiaofos m
held to a presumed monolithic face of Black America rather than a work oitlad w
social conscience.

While The Pittsburgh Courieobserved Hughes'’s literary capture of the true

experiences of “the ordinary Negro,” author V.F. Calverton — who in 1932 publis$teed

® Tish Dace, edLangston Hughes: The Contemporary Revié®ambridge: University of
Cambridge Press Syndicate, 1997), 139.
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Liberation of American Literaturea Marxist analysis of American literary history —
echoes elements of tléourier review:

As a Negro [Hughes] has grown up with these realities as part of

himself, as part of the very air he has breathed. Few blurs are there

in these pages, and no fumbling projections, and no anxious

searching for what is not. Here is this Negro, or at least one vital

aspect of him, as he really is, without ornament, without prefense.
In this book review printed ifthe Nationin August 1930, Calverton sees archetypes:
“the Negro in his most picturesque form —the blues-loving Negro, the spirituahgingi
Negro, the exuberant, the impassioned, the irresponsible Negro, the Negro of ancient
folk-lore and romantic legend.”But Calverton does not acknowledge the novel as
having any critique of oppressive American social or economic systems thatoooise
the livelihood of blacks. Instead, Calverton's list of archetypes comments on the
perspective of African Americans engaged in leisurely activities astbels characters
in literature. Beyond his vapid remark on the “Negro of ancient folk-lore,” arx
Calverton, surprisingly, misses one important character in Hughes’s noviéicsfigc
the African American at work.

Sterling Brown, one of Langston Hughes’s contemporaries who often explored
the intersections of jazz, blues, and poetry in his own work, provided a more penetrating
analysis on the dimensions of African American humanity expressed in the noeel. |

September 1930 review printed@pportunity: A Journal of Negro Lif&8rown also

"\/.F. Calverton, rev. oflot Without Laughteby Langston Hughe3he Nation August 6,1930,
rpt. InLangston Hughes: Critical Perspectives of the Past and PresénHenry Louis Gates,
Jr., and K. Anthony Appiah (New York: Amistad Press, 1993), 14.

8 |bid, 13.
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praisedNot Without Laughtefor its “simplicity.” Brown’s remark on the novel’s
simplicity recognizes, however, more nuance of artistry than do the resaatidireviews
of Larabee, Spingarn, Schuyler, and Calverton:

Its simplicity is the simplicity of great art; a wide observation, a

long brooding over humanity, and a feeling for beauty in

unexpected, out of the way places, must have gone into its

makeup’

Sterling Brown, who continued to revolutionize jazz and blues poetry in the 1930s,
focused on Hughes’s ability to create characters that resonate witheesahgspirit yet
reflect culturally specific experiences. It is Hughes’s abibtygpresent the beauty of the
blues — enduring life’s hardships with a philosophy of enduring perseverance — that
Brown points to throughout his review.

The overwhelming critical responseNot Without Laughteleft Hughes without
much cause for celebration. In view of the criticism from Larabee, GaheBrown, and
others, Hughes wrote to his patron Charlotte Osgood Mason, noting his critics’ limited
ability to interpret his latest literary endeavor:

| never read a letter in praise of the novel—what they call its simyplicit

and lack of propaganda—~but that | think, “They do not know who helped

me write it—Godmother[;]” and every criticism in the papers must

inevitably bear comparison with the superior and flaming criticism that

you wrote long ago when the book was only half-finisHed.

° Ibid, 16.

1°H. Nigel Thomas, “Patronage and the Writing of Langston Huget'$Vithout LaughterA
Paradoxical CaseCLA Journa) 1998: 52.
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In exchange for a $150 per month stipend that he was receiving from Mason, known
during the New Negro Movement as “Godmother” to a host of African American svriter
that received her patronage, Hughes also received Mason’s regular guaddnritique

of his writing. As a stipulation of their agreement, Hughes kept their #itfiia secret —

a stipulation Hughes honored long after the dissolution of their relationship, which
occurred just following the novel’s publicatioh.

Mrs. Mason had significant influence owot Without Laughtés structure and
content, curtailing much of its political import. Whatever meaningful projdatshes
envisioned from the outset were, then, mediated by Mason’s strict insistence on
“simplicity,” which was rooted in her beliefs surrounding primitivism and /Aifnic
American folk, and her constant admonitions against strains of “propaganda” thetsHug
hoped to include in his first nov& Although literary scholars and biographers offer

limited discussion on Hughes's ability or attempt to mitigate thisocghip™® Hughes’s

1 Arnold Rampersadihe Life of Langston Hughes—Volume 1: 1902-1921: |, Too, Sing America
(New York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) 187. The denouement of thingdsus

and personal relationships coincided not only with the Great Depressionsaod’'sgrowing

interest in other New Negro Movement figures like Zora Neale Hurbtdralso with the

publication ofNot Without Laughteand, most notably, Hughes's satirical poem "Advertisement
for the Waldorf-Astoria." A critique of the conspicuous consumption thigtiflustrates the
incongruities and injustices of classist, racist practice at e, HAdvertisement" was viewed as

a thinly veiled attack against Mason and wealthy individuals of her ilk.

12 Charlotte Osgood Mason’s attempt to have Hughes agree with her firfrito@lignitivism
and its discourses had limited effects. In my view, Rampersad and otkegstowate Hughes’s
personal and artistic investment in primitividtot Without Laughtemwas an attempt to disable
the very primitivism that was implicit in Charlotte Osgood Mason’s marfdatdughes to write
the novel. Understanding the role that primitivism played in the magaetpHughes often
countered in his depictions of African American life the widespreathstof atavism that
permeated some Harlem Renaissance artistic production.

3See Faith Berryl.angston Hughes: Before and Beyond Harl@destport: Lawrence Hill &

Co., 1983), Arnold Rampersathe Life of Langston Hughes—Volume 1: 1902-1921: |, Too,
Sing AmericgNew York and Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2002) , John P. Shields, “"Never
Cross the Divide": Reconstructing Langston HughdesWithout Laughtet,African American
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use of blues and jazz allowed him to circumnavigate these editorializing foroeter to
speak to the diversity of African American experience.

Hughes sets the narrative proper in a period of tremendous social, political, and
economic activity: during the years of World War | that saw rampant imalizdtion,
rising capitalism, and massive African American migrations from thenSadte novel
illustrates African American music and performance in transformdtixeds Kansas
City, Chicago, and other Northern cities functioned as the incubators of whhat late
became known as “classic blues” and jazz. At the same time, the novel reveals the
capacity of the blues to express manifold layers of meaning in environments that
constantly threaten to silence direct protest against economic, social, amalpoliti
oppression.

Hughes'’s first novel was, like blues music itself, a mediated form that was
historically, subject to censoring of social and political content. There \earerge
consequences to creating blues songs with overtly political lyrics. Mustedivity
during this period was significantly circumscribed by an atmosphere ofrdéim &d
segregation that constantly threatened African American existenttee tase of classic
blues, record producers with a keen ear for what sounds would yield the highest profi
often wrote and selected songs that privileged themes of romance, love, and emotional
despondency, rather than songs with overtly political material. This pattetanuisg,

in part, led some cultural scholars to believe that blues songs (and the texts they

Review28, 4 (winter 1994): 601-15, and H. Nigel Thomas “Patronage and the Writing of
Langston Hughes’slot Without LaughterA Paradoxical CaseCLA Journal(1998): 48-70.
Each study examines Hughes'’s relationship with Charlotte Osgood Mason and how that
relationship had direct and tangential effects on how he would write andatditithout
Laughter The argumentative arcs of the Shields and Thomas articles pitregsenexternal
pressures that considerably shaped Hughes's first work of fiction.
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presented) possessed no calculable trace of protest. The published vexsokMithout
Laughterwas subiject to intensive editorial pressures, which subsequently drained the
work of much of its political import. My arguments here, in conversation with other
African American cultural scholarship, aim to dispel this belief and torditesthe
elements of protest that exist within the blues tradition. Although he was strongly
discouraged from including explicit “propaganda” in his first novel, Hughes, much like

his musical counterparts, still encoded strains of protest through his deploymergsof bl

The Blues He’s Playing: Langston Hughes and Blues Models

To view blues as a central featureNgt Without Laughteand as the primary
method by which Hughes establishes his platform of protest, | feel it issaegés first
provide an explanation of the ethnomusicological differences between thetypass
that appear ilNot Without LaughterThe three primary types of blues that appear in the
novel are country blues, city or urban blues, and vaudeville or classic blues: Jimboy
Rodgers and Harriett Williams perform both country and urban blues in Kansas during
the first half of the novel, and Harrietta Williams performs vaudevilleassot blues at
the end of the novel. Within the novel, there is a seemingly chronological progression
from country blues to city blues to vaudeville blues or classic blues, each hastingtdi
musicological elements and historical meanings to Hughes. While | sugyesfrassion
of these blues types, | do not propose a hierarchy among them, nor do | assertehat thes
blues types developed in isolation from one another. Instead, each blues type occupies a

specific position along the African American musical continuum, each with its own
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distinct history of development. Each blues type figures prominentpinVithout
Laughterand contributes to Hughes’s overall strategies to reflect blues in his novel.

One important blues type that Hughes refers to in the novel as a “low down,
country blues” is the Delta blues, arguably the most recognizable countrytygaes
within the blues tradition. The Mississippi Delta region served as an agradwahahor
of the south, but more than cotton, rice, and sugar grew from its fertile soitholés e
draws from the African Americans that lived and worked in close proximitgrin
areas. In towns such as Clarksdale, Memphis and St. Louis, Delta blues musicians
formulated and formalized the percussive, melodic, and vocally dexterous fornmén ter
of instrumentation, the guitar dominates the Delta blues. The most prolific, influentia
and iconic blues musicians were guitarists: the legendary Robert Johnson, Son House,
and Charley Patton. To an unquantifiable degree, these figures, among others, shaped the
Delta blues musicality by expanding the African American vernacularitnasliof the
field holler and the shout. The Delta blues is the principal type to which Hughes was
exposed as a Kansas youth; however, given the diverse musical milieu of neighboring
Kansas City it was not the only one.

Hughes viewed the Delta blues as the wellspring that provided poetic and
technical inspiration for city or urban blues. In Chicago, Kansas CitypiDeind
Atlanta, city blues became representative of an emergent African éangropulace
outside of the southern sites of “origin,” extending the musical parameters afdleds
with new instrumental and vocal innovations. The movement towards larger bands, the
electrification of instruments, and the diversification of blues lyrics — esbskecifically

by migration activity — distinguished urban blues from its rural counterpastsiusical
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expressivity encompassed new realities of African Americanitgtyblues music’s
movement from the community into the popular marketplace also became more
pronounced.

The roots of vaudeville or classic blues demonstrate influence from the rural and
urban blues traditions. Classic blues artists, predominantly female singewsased
what some would regard as more “sophisticated” blues that reflected thg andrg
urbanity of major cities as well as articulating the individual and commtmgigées
found in rural and urban blues. As all aspects of African American perforrgand
more widespread national recognition, primarily through the Theatre Owioelshig
Association circuit and the recording explosion of race records during the 1920s,
vaudeville blues changed the dynamics between performer and audience. &laborat
costumes and other visual elements were integrated into performances. Conathrrent w
the rise of jazz music and its ascent into mainstream cultural discourse, llautlees
broadened urban blues with its movement toward larger bands while maintaining the
primacy of the blues singer as individual performer. The demanding forces of
commercialism insisted on a blues formula. As a result, blues songs became graea de
— standardized and shortened commodities.

By titling the concluding chapter dfot Without LaughtetPrincess of the
Blues,” Hughes not only looks towards the development of these vernacular forms, but
also forecasts the eventual cultural ascendancy and commercial dominbhuss of
gueens like Mamie Smith, Bessie Smith, and Victoria Spivey as well as blueskiciy

as Charlie Patton and Robert John¥biThese artists achieved considerable success in

“ The Delta blues, however, would not enjoy widespread commercial suceebigfi record
sales) until decades after the classic blues enraptured thecAmbstening public.
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the early twentieth century; however, there were innumerable, lesser knesicans,
like the characters Jimboy Rodgers and Harrietta Williams, tbatpabvided their
respective communities with the life-affirming powers of the blues béfereecording

industry boom of the 1920s.

Literary Lion at Lincoln: The Precedence of Protest

Hughes returned periodically to higher education towards the late 1920s to
complete his undergraduate studies at Lincoln University in Pennsylvdreads an
accomplished author of the period’s most seminal poetic productibas)Veary Blues
andFine Clothes for the JewHughes found both comfort and camaraderie at his new
university after a failed attempt to pursue engineering studies at Columiviersity at
the urging of his father. At Lincoln, Hughes developed the dimension of his blues
aesthetic that would incorporate strategies of protest. In order to moragplgximate
Hughes’s methods and meanings of protest, one must attend to the multivalent
experiences that comprised Hughes’s worldview at that time. | argueughesis
experiences at Lincoln University substantially influenced the ways in whichdgned
community, social protest, and propaganda, ways that would be strongly refledtatd in
Without Laughter

At Lincoln University, Hughes was surrounded by many students who dedicated
their lives to positive social change for African Americans after ¢jnagluated. In the
introduction toThe Alumni Directory of Lincoln Universigublished in 1946, then-
President of the General Alumni Association Tollie LeRoy Caution diad¢she
purpose of the directory’s publications‘to record the names, whereabouts,

occupations, achievements, and position of the living sons of Lincoln. By means of this
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directory, Directory Lincoln men can be drawn closer together in spirit through
knowledge of each other. May it be a source of inspiration to its realfe@rdained a
deacon in 1929 and a priest the following year, Caution, like numerous living sons of
Lincoln, had continued his careers in education, religion, and social change, which had
their foundations during his university years. In 1946, he had just completed his first
year at the National Council of the Episcopal Church as “Secretary foo Mék”,
which is his listed professional title. Of the 350 persons listed in the first 50 pafes of t
directory, over 40% are listed as having educational and religious professions; however
Langston Hughes is the only “Lion at Lincoln” listed among them with tleeait
“Author.” When the Alumni Directory was published, Hughes served as Historian in the
General Alumni Association. For Hughes, this university climate, constitatgely of
aspiring or active race men, provided some models that would affect not only his
personal outlook but his professional vision as well.

Although Hughes began to compose the initial outlindatfWithout Laughter
while attending Lincoln, it was one of Hughes’s senior projects, a sociology ceptire
state of Lincoln, that became his signature and long-lasting textualocdiani to the
university. Under tremendous editorial scrutiny from Charlotte Osgood Masorin whic
included a 24-page letter that critiqued the first draft of the novel, Hughes tarhisd t
academic work to develop his blueprint for protest. While enrolled, Hughes often heard
student claims that having an all-white faculty was in the best interesis aff-black
student body. According to Hughes, many students described white teachers as
“inherently superior” to black teachers. In an effort to expose Lincoln’se@maent of

racial bias and to show that such thinking ran counter to the fundamental educational and

> The Alumni Directory of Lincoln Universijt§946, 1.
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social tenets of Lincoln, Hughes polled students on a variety of issues, fro@affingy
for Bible study to their views of African American faculty:
| wanted to prove that the students believing this were wrong, and that Lincoln
was fostering—unwittingly, perhaps—an inferiority complex in the very men it
wished to train as leaders of the Negro race. | wanted to show that the color line
is not good on campus or off.
Of course | did not say so, but that was in the back of myYead.
The concluding line above intimates not only Hughes'’s growing awareness of and
sensitivity to charges of propaganda, particularly in view of the backdromsdivs
reproofing of polemical prose, but also his predetermined strategy of conqealiest.
As he makes clear, his project was a subversive effort at uncovering the pervasive
propaganda circulating on campus and lodging protest against racidl bissggest that
Hughes executed this strategy of indirection as part of a larger stratemtext inNot

Without Laughter

Framing Protest and the Blues

While blues and protest appear throughout Langston Hughes'’s first novel, the
subject of protest in blues has been a contested terrain in African Ameritaalcul
scholarship. Some scholars have concluded that a protest tradition in blues is
incalculably small or does not exist. These scholars base their conclusiorrdypama

supposed scarcity of blues songs that possess discernable lyrics of unconcesdedmprot

16 | angston Hughed he Big SegNew York & London: Knopf, 1940), 307.

7 After it was “leaked” to the local press, presumably by Hughes, conssosarrounding the
sociology report increased substantially.
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his explanation of blues poetics, for instance, Samuel Charters asserts ttienas ar
subject, “protest is only a small thread in the blUésli an effort to elucidate the
importance of blues “poetic language,” Charters turns his argumentativettmthe

blues as a unifying cultural mode in the U.S., one that at once recognizes the
“separateness” of black and white social experience and seeks to amsdiasains
through the acceptance of “difference.” For Charters, it is the “stremgt vitality of its
imagery and expression” that undergirds the emotive and poetic “force” of tisd‘blue
Through the poetry of the blues, Charters envisions a reinvigoration of American popular
music and a reconciliation of social divisions between black and white cultureter€ha
claims that the theme of protest, however, is nearly absent from the blues, and what
Charters views as an expression or “attitude toward the separatenessoolifiégr
America” is non-existerft’

Charters’s remarks on the protest dimension, or general lack thereof, in the blues
echo Paul Oliver's comments in his important scholarly tre&tises Fell This Morning
Oliver also argues that the musical form is bereft of protest, overt or osleerwi
specifically refuting the view of blues as “a form of expression aganstir
discrimination.®! Quantifying the presence of protest in the blues tradition as negligible,
Oliver’'s engages less the metaphoric valences of blues and more th@ilddrects. One

of his arguments against protest in blues centers on his rather striciaebhithe term

'8 Samuel Charterghe Poetry of the Blugdlew York: Oak Publications, 1963) 8.
19 |bid.
2 |bid.

2! paul Oliver Blues Fell This Morning: The Meaning of Blue% Rd. (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1990) 269.
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“political.” From the limited examples of what qualifies as political or ioibdues, one
can conclude that Oliver’s definition of protest focuses specifically on tohingay of
American government and African American responses to it.

The concept of protest during the first two decades of the@6tury takes on a
different tenor when one considers that African Americans were targétsileht forms
of racism and oppression. Although Oliver recognizes the “potentially danjerous
ramifications that overt protest would have on a blues practitioner in those tygusabf
environments, which spawned “countless manifestations of ignorance, brutaéty, rac
hatred, and violence,” he does not discuss the capacity of blues to afford the most
accessible means of covert protést.

The underestimation, misreading, and dismissal of the protest dimension of blues,
as expressed by Charters, Oliver, and others have generated numerous r@sponses
subsequent decades. As Steven C. Tracy states, “[t]his creative expre#sielha
revolt against authority and the conventional and makes the black blues singer
automatically a representative of protest and revolt by virtue of mxiatid
performing.”® Tracy further suggests that protest in blues has been willfully supgresse
wholly misinterpreted, or consciously ignored by some scholaBluks Legacies and
Black FeminismAngela Davis argues that blues songs by Ma Rainey and Bessie Smith
possess a “protest consciousness” that “is an integral part of the #l&eswarding

blues as a powerful, popular, and complex form of black feminist discourse, Davis

?2bid., 270.
% steven C. Tracy,angston Hughes and the Blugdrbana: University of lllinois, 2001), 103.

24 Angela DavisBlues Legacies and Black Feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith,
and Billie Holiday(New York: Vintage, 1998), 82.
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suggests that Rainey and Smith used blues to counteract the oppressive,ingersect

forces of race, class, gender, and sexuality in the edflg@@tury. For these and other

blues queens during the classic blues or vaudeville blues era, the blues became a mode of
contestation and resistance, particularly through the poetics of itsayacthe valences

of its public performance. As Davis argues, this blues served as a vehitle &ssertion

of black female subjectivity that challenged bourgeois ideologies of the Africa

American middle-class as well as the prevailing stereotypes ¢ingula American

culture writ large.

While the artistic and personal lives of blues women influenced Hughes’s novel,
his fascination with the developing cultural forms of jazz and blues in general wdslerg
Not Without Laughtein significant ways. Hughes does not represent the blues as a static
folk archive with untapped potential to be elevated to “true” or “high” art. Nor does he
suggest a musicological evolutionary narrative from a simplified rural bdues
sophisticated urban jazz. Hughes believed the musical forms generalliagsbaath
poor and working class African Americans during the 1910s and 1920s should be utilized
to create more representational characters in African Americarslette

Langston Hughes’s affiliations with the Communist Party influenced thi
engagement with jazz and blues as vernacular forms to create literaturettéa
reflected African American life. The Party’s Black Belt Nation thesthat African
Americans in the American South constituted a self-determining nationtsvatvn
culture — encouraged Hughes’s decision to use vernacular forms in his literary
production. Hughes used these vernacular forms to express opposition to the rampant

racial and economic oppression that faced many in the American South. Although
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Hughes’s affiliation with the Party was more significant and pronoumchis iliterary
production afteNot Wtihout Laughtewas published, his writings before 1930

demonstrate the Party's emphasis on the use of African American vernacusar form
Hughes’s political and artistic alignment with the Communist Parsyaeanplete in

1931, when the Communist Party used the Scottsboro Incident to galvanize the Southern

white and black proletariat against overt racism and oppression.

“Also why”: Narrative Beginnings

Despite the occasional congruence between his real life family and the one he
chose to represent in his first full-length prose work, Langston Hughedyrabaceived
of and eventually wrotBlot Without Laughtenot as a strict autobiography but as a work
of fiction that would still reflect his experiences specifically ando&h American
experience broadly. For many years, Hughes had thought to “write aboutad tyegro
family in the Middle West [sic], about people like those | had known in Kar3as.”
Although Hughes used his own childhood to give flesh and spirit to the blues
bildungroman’s protagonist James “Sandy” Rodgers, nearly all of the regaini
characters were fictional characters developed during his brief sunritieg residence
at Lincoln University in 1927. In his first autobiography, Hughes describesdatve
method:

Then suddenly | began with the storm, and my characters seemed to live in the

room where | worked. Their chairs and tables were there, too, and the lamp.

Then | wrote out short histories for all my characters as they came-tehliie

% HughesThe Big Sea303.
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old they were, where born [sic], things that had happened to them, and what might

happen to them. Also wHy.

This passage highlights the importance of history, be it real or imagined, tesiigh
novel. The literary storm mirrors the real-life meteorological eventpoil A2, 1911 that
blew away his grandmother Mary Langston’s fence in Lawrence, Kansghebls
concluding qualification of “also why” emphasizes the reasons for and theqoenses
of those histories as crucial elements of his novel. In short, it was not reeceigh for
Hughes to construct a convincing plot to fulfill some criterion of literary conv@nte
was otherwise compelled to create characters that had similagesrand experiences
as the people he knew throughout hisife.

One way to organize the short histories of his characters was to unify them
through jazz and blues, the musical forms that expressed the experienceskfigies
saw as an African American community. Originally received as a lessative
achievement than his poetry collectidrise Weary BlueandFine Clothes to the Jew
two works that represent Hughes’ early engagements with jazz andNiuédjthout
Laughterrepresents a novelistic expansion and transformation of these musical forms.
Though the novel remains an understudied text, it presents fertile ground for
examinations of Hughes’s early blues aesthetics. In a literary contettelsl develops
the blues into a politically charged discourse that reflects Blackierperthroughout

the United States.

% 1bid., 304.

" As most early reviews make clear, this leaning towards authreptiesentations of common
African American life remained a touchstone of Hughes'’s writing.
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Not Without Laughtedepicts the life of the Williams-Rodgers family during the
second decade of the twentieth century. Hager Williams is a well-redpeasher
woman and domestic in the small town of Stanton, Kansas. Providing various services to
many of the town’s white families, Aunt Hager, a faithful Baptist, seagebie family
matriarch and religious center. Annjelica Rodgers, Hager’s marriedhtauand mother
of James “Sandy” Rodgers, works as a domestic for a local wealthy whitg. fledeil
husband Jimboy Rodgers is a blues man and itinerant southern migrant worker. Harriet
Williams, Hager's teenage daughter, attends high school and works at anvexclusi
country club in the small Kansas community. Throughout the novel, Harriet is often at
odds with Aunt Hager’s strict Baptist household and the town’s oppressive racial, and
often racist, climate. Hager’s eldest daughter Tempy, also marriedndestts herself
from the family through her middle-class aspirations and black bourgeois sgesibil
Sandy Rodgers, the protagonist of this blues bildungsroman, is the young son of these
seldom-employed blues migrants Jimboy Rodgers and Annjee Rodgers. The novel
revolves, in large part, around Sandy and his development from well-mannered pre-
pubescent to precocious young man. There is not, however, a plot in the novel, a literary
“failing” that many of Hughes'’s critics pointed out after its initial pcation?®

Not Without Laughtealso successfully illustrates the formation of the distinct
American cultural apparatuses that helped to circulate blues and jazz inyhe ea
twentieth century. Hughes also indicates that these two musical formsermeckin
their respective states, travel extensively both within and without the Amextairal

matrix. Yet it is through two characters, Harriett(a) Williams anddyrRodgers, that

2 An August 1930 review in the New York Times stated rather plainlytiieatiovel “really has
no story at all.“Not Without Laughter” and Other Recent Fictioi.he New York Times on the
Web.27 April 2006. http://www.nytimes.com/books/01/04/22/specials/hughes-notwhhout
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such circulation is demonstrated and sustained. The novel tracks the growth of an

emerging blues singer, Harriett(a) Williams, and is one of the firstafrAmerican

novels to create such a figure, a point scholar Cheryl Wall argues convirfCinthe

presence, disappearance, and reemergence of Harriett as Haruetaaaldevillian and

Wall's “real hero of the novel” are importaiftl maintain, however, that the presence

and disappearance of Jimboy Rodgers, itinerant blues musician and unsung “hero” of the

novel, are equally important. In other words, it is critical that any dismuséiblues in

Not Without Laughteconspicuously attend to the blues culture in the period that Hughes

deliberately narrativizes —a period that preceded the rise of the 1920s blues queens
While Walls’ Black feminist reading dfiot Without Laughtetraces the

genealogy of the female blues singer in the African American htéradition, the

interpretation overlooks the overarching historical particularities surrogiigenrise of

blues singers as entertainers before Mamie Smith’s monumental recorélagy

Bradford’s “Crazy Blues” in 1920. | suggest that Hughes selects thisisgastbrical

period to illustrate blues as an active cultural matrix; he intentionally ebdbss pre-

recording phase of blues by African Americans to highlight the importaindees to

community building and individual preservation during a period of rising industry,

increasing mechanization, surging urban growth, dramatic economic charalatieg

sociopolitical unrest, and global war. Before the world marketplace seized,

commoditized, industrialized, and globalized African American music, the bluesdhr

and preserved African American communities even as these cultural expsaessre

2 Cheryl A. Wall. “Whose Sweet Angel Child? Blues Women, Langston Hughes, &figV/
During the Harlem Renaissancéangston Hughes: The Man, His Art, and His Continuing
Influence Ed. C. James Trotman. (New York: Garland, 1995), 42.

® Tracey, 121.
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curtailed by racial violence, economic oppression, and Jim Crow segregation. Working
against these curtailing forcégot Without Laughtemwith blues as its central organizing

element, provides necessary commentary on America, at home and abroad.

Hop that train and ride: Blues and Migration

Mobility is a crucial element of the blues idiom. Movement is part of blues’s
dynamism, and often refers to not only spatial movement, but figurative or ideological
movement as well. In this sense, the blues resonances throbgitdtithout Laughter
constitute what Houston A. Baker regards as a “web of intersecting, csssgy
impulses always in productive tranéft’In short, the blues is a music of meaningful
activity. The “productive transit” that Baker suggests points to the permasisef blues,
the propensity of its movement, and its potential to provoke change. The novel speaks to
both presence and absence of African Americans in major urban centers, and
simultaneously calls attention to the international circulation of blues and jre be
recorded blues by African American artists flooded the marketplace in the 1820s
Hughes demonstrates through the use of bNesWithout Laughteis a novel that
resonates with this character of mobility; it is a novel preoccupied with moNeme
change.

The novel begins in Stanton, Kansas—with a major meteorological storm, which
is in itself a symbol that both forecasts and activates a climate of movesmemiends
with Annjee, Sandy, and Harriett reunited in Chicago, Illinois fondly rememb#raig

Kansas home life. Harriett travels to numerous Midwest cities whileragpo become

1 Houston BakerBlues, Ideology and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Th¢Bhjicago
and London: University of Chicago Press, 1984), 3.
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a vaudeville star. Jimboy, a living repository of any number of black expressms, f
collects blues songs from “Natchez, Shreveport, Dallas” and other Southern anesMidw
towns>? After enlisting in the Army, Jimboy is sent “to the front” to fight in Franc
during World War INot Without Laughterthen, reflects numerous national and
international “Great Migrations.”
In this sense, it is not difficult to suggest thit Without Laughtesatisfies Farah
Jasmine Griffin’s theoretical criteria for the migration narrativeiffi@ asserts:
[M]igration narratives portray the movement of a major character or the
text itself from a provincial (not necessarily rural) Southern or Midwester
site (home of the ancestor) to a more cosmopolitan, metropolitan area.
Within the migration narrative the protagonist or central figure who most
influences the protagonist is a migrant. The representation of the migration
experience depends on the genre and form of the narrative as well as the
historical and political moment of productidh.
Not only do the characters in the novel undertake a northward pattern of
migration, but the blues does as well. Hughes employs the traditional
geographical trajectory from the rural, agrarian South to the urban, industrial
North that typifies many migration novels. He succeeds, however, in gesturing
towards the more nuanced migrations of African Americans both within southern
regions and overseas. Hundreds of thousands moved from Southern locales to

Northern urban settings during the Great Migration, with many of them looking to

%2 HughesNot Without Laughter47.

33 Farah Jasmine Griffin, 'Who Set You Flowin?": The African-Americarrdign Narrative
(New York: Oxford. UP, 1995), 3.
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escape the harsh economic and social realities that Hughes'’s blues novel
underscores. Conservative estimates show that “at the height of wartime
migration between 1916 and 1919, a half a million Black southerners resettled in
the North, and more than a million followed during the next decide.”

The characters that exemplify this overarching thematic of movement are
those that Hughes specifically relates to, or more accurately thossrthady,
blues and jazz: the members of Benbow’s Famous Kansas City Band, Harriett,
and Jimboy. The men who comprised Rattle Benbow’s band were representatives
of various southern towns extending from Georgia to Texas. While Harriett
travels extensively after becoming an emerging vaudeville star, hal init
movement away from home to tour with a carnival establishes the pattern.
Hughes, however, emphasizes Jimboy as an emblem of locomotion, connecting
him both literally and figuratively to the blues sign of movement: the train.
Among the many types of employment Jimboy has throughout the novel, he
works on “laying ties” for the railroad. By providing the foundation of rail lines,
Jimboy facilitates the construction of the system of movement that delivere
scores of African Americans to the Midwest and North during the Great
Migration® At the same time, Hughes links Jimboy to movement through blues
songs. In the chapter “Guitar,” Jimboy’s blues lyrics point to movement or

departures, from getting “a mule to ride” to “goin’ North”:

¥ Lawrence Rodger§anaan Bound: The African-American Great Migration Ngurbana and
Chicago: University of lllinois Press, 1997), 11.

® Hughes’s mention of Union Pacific, a railroad system also activéonhd War | efforts, is
worth noting here.
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On and on the song complained, man verses and women verses, to the
evening air in Stanton that Jimboy had heard in the pine woods of
Arkansas from the lumber-camp workers; in other stanzas that were
desperate and dirty like the weary roads where they were sung; and in still
others that the singer created spontaneously in his own mouth then and
there[.f°
As blues community members are linked through a shared past in specific
environments, Hughes provides the ancestral voice that attests to their exgserienc
in the South, where they faced economic hardship, legalized discrimination, and
social terror. The undernarrativized Sister Johnson, who stands as the secular,
vernacular counterpoint to Aunt Hager, represents the historian or griot of the
novel’'s Kansas community of migrants. Sister Johnson’s tale of Crowville is a
familiar one not simply because it recounts elements of a shared historyobut als
because she has told the story before to the blues community members. What is
interesting here is that all of the community members request, in theirubila s
ways, to hear the story again even though they “all heard it at least a dozen
times.”’ This framework establishes the call-and-response dynamic central to
blues expression. When Sister Johnson inquires whether those assembled have
heard the story before, Hughes provides different responses that reftect eac
character’s standing in the novel. While Harriet is presented as “agguter to

continue, Jimboy is presented as “lying” to Sister Johnson, mainly because he was

% HughesNot Without Laughter65.

%" |bid., 83.
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“anxious to keep her going.” Overall, her audience recognizes the importance of
their elder’s story and responds to her initial ¢ll.

Sister Johnson communicates the continuation of their legacy; the blues
vernacular tale is a cornerstone of the community’s historical foundation. Vexnacul
stories of this type possess an element of performance on the part of both thelstory tel
and the audience members. While there is a performance aspect to Sistendoyarn,
the implications of retelling the story far exceed mere entertainmestiyvall members
are assembled during Sister Johnson’s tale, including Sandy and Willie-Mae, two
children that are not sent away but are present to hear the impending vhtiesylues
tale. Hughes, however, leaves Annjee, who is departing for The Royal Africant&nig
and Ladies of King Solomon Scepter drill for the September Emancipatiopr&tee,
on the corner of the stre€t.Annjee’s physical separation from the assembled blues
group is both significant and ironic: she is eager to represent Sweden in thef'Btill
Nations” yet is unwilling to participate in this important blues moment. She Eafter
request for Sister Johnson to repeat her tale and remains at a distance fieomihend

friends?®

% Hughes provides no other character in the novel with a full two pagemténmmpted
vernacular narrative to share a story with the community. Aunt Hager psaviéagthier
narrative later in the novel; however, Sandy is the sole member afidienee. The blues
community is otherwise fractured by this point in the narrative:iétdras left home and resides
in a house of ill repute, and Annjee ventures northward in pursuit of JirBistgr Johnson'’s
blues tale, then, stands in stark contrast to Aunt Hager’s gospel-tingetivaarra

%9 Not Without Laughter70.

“9In this respect, Annjee serves as a literary precursor to Be@Haitahill, who is also known
as “Red Ella”, in Albert Murray'§rain Whistle Guitar Bea Ella is also unable to align herself
with the town’s blues community and blues philosophy, which results in tragiovstances.
While Annjee is not necessarily “saved” by the blues, she is abletessiully engage the blues
and avoid tragedy by the novel’s conclusion.
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After Sister Johnson begins with “well, it were like dis” to set up the reader’s
expectation for a vernacular Southern tale told in “dialect,” Hughes’s oamétrrupts
to provide the “preliminary details” of her personal history. This personal yistor
includes discussions about her own family and her role as caregiver to not only her own
children, but to “her white charges” as well. This narrative strateggsytelo effects.

One, Sister Johnson is not presented as telling a story simply about herself, bat about
group experience. By not focusing on Sister Johnson’s immediately availeddagle
blues, Hughes allows the reader to enter easily into her vernacular taléhebout
community’s blues history.

From the tone and length of Sister Johnson’s story, Hughes makes apparent its
importance to the novel. While Mason took exception to the inclusion of this blues
propaganda — propaganda that speaks out against the legacies of Jim Crow, lynching, and
white mob violence — Hughes remained pointedly resistant to modifications based on
Mason’s suggestions. In 193%ew Massegecognized the presence of this protest
element, reprinting part of the novel’'s scene as “Sister Johnson’s StorytHeochapter
“White Folks.”* Although the novel came to symbolize the first great success at
capturing the everyday lives of both Southern and newly migrated African éameri
folk, it would not be widely embraced by leftists who sought to coalesce a Black
proletariat bloc. Nonetheless, what is interesting about the reprinthigmwriViassess
that it is not Sister Johnson’s story in a literal sense. Rather, it is theaetat®on of
blues experience for an entire community, a vernacular tale that speaksageiy Of

Jim Crow segregation and white supremacist attitudes towards black ec@amaimic

*I Langston Hughes Papers, Schomburg Center for Research in Black Cutur#phk Public
Library.
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cultural advancement. No lynching of an actual character takes plde Sister
Johnson’s episode; however, lynching is portrayed as a persistent challengeaint thr
African American existence.

The illustrations that accompany the piece printedew Massesisually
reinforce lynching as a major point of emphasis even though Sister Johnson does not
narrate an actual lynching. Theew Masseslustrations present the following visual
accompaniment to “Sister Johnson’s Story”: an African American wotkeg tihe
fields with a mule; an African American hanging from a bare tree limi avitose
around his neck and his dark arms clearly bound behind his back; a sexually
indeterminate African American bent over, hat covering the eyes, positiortezl in t
foreground of a cotton field while toiling away in the hot sun with rays like needles
shooting out of it, with other workers in the background doing the same. In each image,
we do not see the eyes of the figure, as each figure is bent over or has the head

lowered.
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Figure 1. Sister Johnson's Story fronNew Masses. Langston Hughes Papers, Schomburg Center
for Research in Black Culture, New York Public Library

The effect of these images, one can reasonably suggest, is to distort drectitlésions
between the older history of enslavement and the more current but similailyiqaes
system of Southern sharecropping. These images are at odds with Sister Jolorgon’s s
as she provides a sense of both individual personhood and improved conditions in the
community, specifically renovated homes and other signs of increased dingtaaiding.

This overall sense of community empowerment and progress is lostNieth&asses
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illustrations, as each visual depiction isolates black figures to underscoredbleips of
a chronologically indeterminate Southern life.

In other wordsNew Massestrategically presents those visual representations of
African American existence that most clearly evoke an oppressed patlptgrulation:
picking cotton in the hot sun, tilling the fields with a mule, and a lynched body. These
images are at odds with the narrative details of Sister Johnson’s vernaleylaich is
taken completely out of its context in the novel. Sister Johnson’s narrative in the novel
does much more than depict a group of faceless people in a field picking cotton or
walking behind a mule that tidew Masseslustrations present. Instead, her story
portrays African Americans investing in themselves, their homes, and theirncotes
to provide a greater standard of living. The chapter in the novel that contaims Siste
Johnson'’s story highlights the overall mistreatment of African Americamghiies
across regions , which caused Mason much discomfort with this and other foref$ of “I
wing didacticism.*® The Crowville story highlights the organized white resistance to
economic parity with African Americans, followed by the violent divestment of prpper
and liberty by the town’s “white folks wid dogs an’ guns an’ lanterns, shoutin’ an’
yellin’.” *® Sister Johnson'’s story is a blues tale that expresses the synchroniadcesi
against the prevailing hegemonic structures that sought to curtail Akioanican
economic prosperity and community development.

What brings Sister Johnson'’s tale further into alignment with blues protest are the

responses that immediately follow it. The two characters associatetludts and jazz,

2 Shields, 611.

*3 HughesNot Without Laughterg4.
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Jimboy and Harriett, extend the parameters of Sister Johnson’s story and provide
extended commentary on the persistence of Jim Crow segregation and issaffect
economic prosperity. Both Harriett and Jimboy cite “white folks” as thesaaifus
employment discrimination. After Harriett briefly discusses wage aégwand the
seemingly capricious nature of layoffs, Jimboy concurs, offering a shoatimarof his
workplace struggles with unions. Sister Johnson agrees, affirming the continfiance
oppressive forces acting against this blues community.

Not Without Laughtetthen, was decidedly subversive, as it attempted to speak
back to the tragedy of southern lynching and the effects it had not simply on individual
black bodies but on entire black communitiesS&ems Like Murder Her8outhern
Violence and the Blues TraditipAdam Gussow effectively argues for a consideration of
lynching and the southern blues tradition beyond the prima facie examination affgrded b
other blues scholars. Not only was lynching a taboo subject in blues music, it was
otherwise a muted discourse in everyday life. It is worthwhile to quote Gussength:

Lynching, | propose, casts such a broad shadow across the blues

lyric tradition because it was one of the prime social catalysts —

even, debatably, the prime social catalyst — for the emergence of

blues song out of a welter of pre-blues black musics. It was not

merely a covert theme of blues songs, in other words, but the

ontological ground out of which blues expression arose: an

overhanging threat of nonbeing, at once highly personal and utterly

phantasmic, in the face of which black southerners articulated a
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restless, grasping, sometimes surreal form of lyric first-person

addres$?

It is what Hughes is able to accomplish discursively through aural sesth¢hat is, the
sounding of blues against such a system of silencing — that is of prime importaree to t
protest dimension dflot Without LaughterThe blues dynamic within Sister Johnson’s
tale expresses the history of the novel’'s main characters and reflegtted4u

engagement with segregation and lynching in the South as primary forces ofiahsrupt
within African American American communities. In the next sectiomah@ne how

Hughes configures blues to protest the significant and singular disruption of Warld Wa

Bugle Call to Arms — Blues and the Aurality of War

Throughout Hughes’s oeuvre, as reflected by the historical period in which he
lived, lynching and the war draft were two major causes of black male absemzettari
first two decades of the twentieth century. The blues created by this apsemeates
not only Hughes’s works, but the many artistic products of the early twentrétirgas
well. During the 1940s, Hughes vociferously argued against America’s hypaaisng
for patriots to secure democracy abroad while denying basic freedomscanAfr
Americans at home. Indeed, this “terrible contradiction,” in part, led to the ewolfti

Hughes's signature literary character, Jesse B. SifApiughes sought to expose the

4 Adam GussowSeems Like Murder Here: Southern Violence and the Blues Tradition
(Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2002), 23.

*5 See Donna Akiba Sullivan Harp&ot So Simple: The "Simple" Stories by Langston Hughes

(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1995), 23-25. Sullivan HarpefieHughes’s
positions on World War Il and his role within the African American press.
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false hopes of black participation that existed after World War |, false hopels wéie
amplified and symbolized a twice betrayal during the Second World War.
It is no surprise, then, that Hughes sought to explore the theme of the black
soldier and Black military participation during World War INot Without Laughter
Just after the start of the war, these highly controversial issues diviggdmtae
nation, including members of African American communities. The propaganda
circulating on Black military participation in and general support forddhitates armed
conflict with Germany was both substantive and polarizing. African American
newspapers, whose influence not only helped to shape popular opinion among Blacks but
also spurred their migrations during this period, often editorialized on the federal
government’s blatant duplicity that denied African Americans the very datmoc
freedoms at home that they were asked to safeguard afirdach controversiaCrisis
editorial, W.E.B. Du Bois entreated African Americans to suspend their pursuits of
equitable treatment as enfranchised citizens and supplant it with demonstodit
unequivocal national allegiance:
That which the German power represents today spells death to the aspirations of
Negroes and all darker races for equality, freedom and democracy. Let us not
hesitate. Let us, while this war lasts, forget our special grievamckslose our

ranks shoulder to shoulder with our white fellow citizens and the allied nations

* William G. Jordan presents compelling arguments in “The DamnablenBig: African-
American Accommodation and Protest during World Watheé Journal of American History
Vol. 81, No.4: 1562-83 andlack Newspapers and America’s War for Democracy, 1914;1920
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 2001).

62



that are fighting for democracy. We make no ordinary sacrifice, but we make i

gladly and willingly, with our eyes lifted to the hifté.
This temporary abandonment of the “double V” campaign was deemed necessary to
coalesce disparate voices around the country and to propel African Americans toward
wartime service. Yet, as Hughes would come to realize, the “hills” would peomi
precious little: soldiers, trained in segregated camps and fighting inrdsmplatoons,
would return to the United States in 1919 to some of the worst race violence the nation
had ever faced.

While Hughes is the first author to produce a prominent female blues figure in the
African American novel, he is also one of the first to forecast, through theeapaton
of the African American soldier, the intercontinental manifestations of lalug$azz.
Hughes’ conception of an aesthetic where blues and jazz converge more closely
approximates Paul Gilroy’s Black Atlantic configuration than Houston Bakerésbl
matrix. If, as Albert Murray suggests, blues texts incorporate the onomatspafetic
railroad trains, then Hughes'’s “blues as matrix” also rests upon images of rshipsg
and the big sea.

In a letter to Carl Van Vechten, Hughes explains the importance of vieanacu
learning while traveling abroad. Hughes’s encounters with George, a Kettog who
sang any number of blues songs during the voyage overseas, exposed him to the richness
of the blues idiom and its migratory chara¢feAlthough Houston Baker asserts the
blues is a cultural matrix “always in productive transit,” the theoreticadnpmthings of

his paradigm are grounded, literally, in U.S. geography. Instead, | suggestphang

*"W.E.B. Du Bois, “Close Ranks(risis 16 (July 1918) ,111.

48 Wall, “Whose Sweet,” 40.
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Paul Gilroy’s configuration of the Black Atlantic proves useful in two ways; ibne
reflects the fluidity of the blues — its structure and content exhibit any number of
variations and formulations; and two, it reflects the dynamic, internatwoolaility of
blues — its sites of creation and circulation are not necessarily limited fanmerican
cultural or physical landscafe.

In theBlack Atlanti¢ Gilroy states, “narratives of love and loss [in black popular
culture] systematically transcode other forms of yearning and mourrsogiaied with
histories of dispersal and exile and the remembrance of unspeakable*fdrome’and
loss served as primary thematic in an inestimable number of blues songs ardte
performed by African Americans throughout the 1910s and 19208edms Like Murder
Here, Adam Gussow suggests that Gilroy's “transcoding” speaks of and to a “larger
history of white violence against hangable, stompable, shootable, bombable, disposable
black bodies, a history that blues song alone has the power to mbuFhig section
demonstrates how Hughes employs blugsahWithout Laughteto “mourn” the
African American males lost to lynching and to a “white folks’s war &andcracy [that]
ain’t so hot nohow!™

The incongruous rift between American foreign policy and domestic practice

further shaped Hughes’s views in the years following the First World Waras

*9| recognize the numerous limitations of Gilroy’s articulation of Blatkrtic connectedness;
however, it is Gilroy’s arguments regarding the fluidity of African P@g expression,
particularly those arguments in which music figures prominently, thageseanount here.

*0 Gilroy, Paul.The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double Consciousné8ambridge,
Massachusetts: Harvard University Press, 1992) 201.

51 Gussow, 58.

*2 HughesNot Without Laughter300.
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Hughes’s intent to represent that inherent hypocrisy in his first novel. Caaegood
Mason, then, would have lodged considerable objections to any overt and sustained
representations of certain political perspectives on African Ameriaaicipation in

global conflict. While I suggest later that Hughes deamplifies thespegagives in his
novel through use of the blues to avoid Mason's objections, his dramatic poem “The
Colored Soldier,” similar to his senior sociology report at Lincoln Universitylifies

the sounds of his protest.

Printed in a poetry collection entitl§die Negro Mothejust months afteNot
Without Laughtewas published, “The Colored Soldier” demonstrates a seemingly
marked shift in poetic and political tone for Hughes. At the same time, itatast
Hughes developing aural aesthetic, attempting to link music and texteéamaatfold
layers of meaning. With stage directions written in the left margin pai@ksstablish the
poem’s “mood,” Hughes indicates, “[m]artial music on a piano, or by an orchestya
accompany the recitation---echoing softly, ‘Over There,” ‘TlsesieRose That Grows in
No-Man's Land,’” ‘Joan of Arc,’ and various other war-time melodi2é military
veteran has a dream of his deceased “brother,” a soldier who died fightingee Fran
during World War I. Upon being called to duty, both soldiers laid down the swords with
which they battled against racial injustices stateside in the interestragdly picking up
arms to battle threats to “Democracy” abroad. After the assurancesrpdoify Du
Bois’s “Close Ranks,” other newspaper and magazine editorials, and governniss, ent

the brothers enlisted:

*3 Hughes, “The Colored Soldier.” Of these songs, Hughes often points to what may be
considered as the signature marital song of the period, “Over There.”
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We were sent to training camp, then overseas---

And me and my brother were happy as you please

Thinking we were fighting for Democracy's true reign

And that our dark blood would wipe away the stain

Of prejudice, and hate, and the false color line---

And give us the rights that are yours and mine.

They told us America would know no black or white:

So we marched to the front, happy to fight.

Hughes’s stage direction, or mood here, is hopefully optimistic: with “head up, stsoulde
back and eyes shining,” the actions of those with “dark blood” would help to create a new
America. In the vision, the dead brother, a ghost that floated “[o]ut of his grave from

over the sea,” reminds the living brother of the great sacrifices made te fmcaiccess

to gainful employment, unionizing rights, increased educational opportunities, improved
social relations, and an end to de jure and de facto segregation.

Hughes continues the mood of optimism in the next stanza, as the deceased solder
“speaks with his face full of light and faith” about the changed America that his
government promised.In earnest, he speaks of the rights to which the living “brown”
brother is entitled, presumably, as a result of their fulfilled militagponsibilities. The
mood of the poem, however, quickly changes as the living brother reveals that the “dark
misery” continues and that what was done “Over There” had absolutely no imp#et on |
in America:

It's a lie! It's a lie! Every word they said.

*bid., 1 6-12.

5 bid., | 13-18
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And it's better a thousand times you're in France dead.

For here in the South there's no votes and no ght.
Recognizing that African Americans are as disenfranchised as #reybefore the war
started, the living brother switches from somber to “fierce and angrintiasted by the
stage directions and the repeated, exclamatory phrase “It's a lie!”

As the poem concludes, the living brother awakens, saddened, to the reality of so
many “gone:” he recalls the graves of his comrades buried beneath whigsadross
France, those who lost their lives in pursuit of a Democracy that would continuatto tre
African Americans as a devalued segment of its citizenry. For the ligldges it is
better to be dead and buried in France than to face the “shame” of betrayalitey mil
veteran in the United States. The last three phrases of the poem, all of which end with
exclamation points, announce that Hughes’s “propaganda” on war reached a fultithroate
pitch in “The Colored Soldier” as opposed to the muted, submerged propaganda in his
first novel.

| suggest, then, that the themes Hughes explores in “The Colored Soldier” are
echoes of themes first introduced in the paradigniNdicWithout Laughterdaving split,
for all intents and purposes, from his patron Charlotte Osgood Mason by theheme
Negro Mothemwas published in 1931, Hughes was able to present, at full volume and
seemingly unfettered by certain editorial filters, the protest tsatireled just beneath
the surface oNot Without Laughterin fact, one specific excised portion of the novel
that Charlotte Osgood Mason believed read too much like propaganda deals specifically

with African American involvement in war:

%% |bid., | 31-3.
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Nobody seemed to know how many colored people there were,
since they didn’'t matter anyway and weren’t really counted until

the war came and captured them in the dfaft.

This “capturing” of African American males bears tremendous signifecanthis

context and is not without its rather obvious historical resonances. More to the point, the
narrative voice, which for Mason resembled authorial political discourse thtre

novelistic artistry, discusses realities that disproportionatelgtafieblack males since

they were more likely to be lynched and the only ones to be officially drafeedontbat
service abroad.

Hughes draws on the transcoding powers of the blues to hide the “propaganda”
that his benefactor, Charlotte Osgood Mason, sought to suppress. John P. Shields reveals
the strong editorial influence that Charlotte Osgood Mason, the popular rich whote pat
who funded several Negro (Harlem) Renaissance authors, had on Hughes’ text. In a
comparative examination dfot Without Laughteand extant copies of Laughter’s
manuscripts, Shields asserts that Mason insisted that Hughes avoid and remove overt
instances of “propaganda® Given the “overwhelming abundance of evidence of serious
censorship™ by his “Fairy Godmother,” | suggest that Hughes imbues the text, through
blues, with a political consciousness that thwarts her attempts.

The novel’s final chapter, “Princess of the Blues,” contains a blues performance

dynamic that reveals Hughes'’s submerged political consciousness. This aancludi

5" Thomas, 66.
*8 Shields, 605, 611.

9 |bid., 612.
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chapter features rising vaudeville and blues star Harrietta Willsaapgiearance at the
Monogram Theatre in Chicago. Her performance exhibits several tymoatels and
dynamics of a blues performance. The chanteuse’s incantatory effect, reyenti
divergent from that produced by gospel and spiritual singers, causes the audience to
“sway” en masse. The scene’s vibrancy and vitality hinges on the elefreait and
response; ultimately, both Harriett's call and the audience’s response tfexv@ovel's
“propaganda.”

The call and response dimension of this blues performance is predicated on shared
experience and the “communal” knowledge of the “typical Black Belt audience”
attendanc&® Already circulating within this cultural milieu, as the presence of the
Chicago Defendein the novel indicates, are discussions regarding violence against
Southern and Northern blacks. One headline “in big red letters” reads “Negro Boy
Lynched. There was also an account of a race riot in a Northern industriaf citipé
Chicago Defenderalong with the W.E.B Dubois-headed publicatnmsis that the novel
also references, commonly reported the recurring incidents of lynchimg diis
period®? In Paris Noir, Tyler Stovall states, “[t]he number of blacks lynched in [1917]
rose to seventy. The increase in racist violence was especially notewottieyNorth,

often sparked by white workers resentful of the ever increasing black popuftice”

0 HughesNot Without Laughter295.

*! bid., 255.

%2 Charles Simmons regards this strategy as sensationalism put uite semttract readers and
sell African American newspapers. Sdee African American Preg3efferson: McFarland,

1998) 25-43.

% Tyler Stovall.Paris Noir: African Americans in the City of LiglfBoston and New York:
Houghton Mifflin, 1996) 4.
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novel makes few explicit references to lynching; however, Sister JohnsooisVille”
tale suggests that the terrors of the white mob violence and spectacle lynclaagrare
present haunts. The audience, then, is quite familiar with the causes of black male
absence. The resonances of meaning of Harrietta’s song are accessed tehauigt a
understanding founded in blues experience.

The discussion of black male absence due to the military “imperatives” of
international conflict takes center stage in this blues performance. Thiscalremains
textually undetectable in the novel’s printed blues lyrics, but this absereseaed
through Hughes'’s construction of this moment of blues performance. When the audience
“recalls,” not only the immediately available meaning of Harrietbtd'®s but also the
entrenched meaning concealed by song, they also “re-member” the raekynan
already fighting and dying “Over There.” During her performanceriétéa sings the
following:

Red sun, red sun, why don’t you rise today?

Red sun, O sun! Why don’t you rise today?

Ma heart is breakin — ma baby’s gone away

[..]

Little birds, little birds, ain’t you gonna sing this morn
Says, little chirpin’ birds, ain’t you gonna sing this morn?

| cannot sleep—ma lovin’ man is goffe.

% HughesNot Without Laughter 298. Hughes’s blues was later set to music by Albert Hague
and recorded under the title “Red Sun Blues” in 1957. For Hughes’s complete origosaldge
The Collected Works of Langston Hughes, Arnold Rampersad et .al, eds

(Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 2004) 656.
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While Harrietta’s song superficially discusses a troubled romancepitsxs suggests a
communal concern with the black male absence in general. Hughes’ use nfére si
audience dynamic, integral to blues performance, reveals this subtext. Althooge
remains part of this communal group moving to Billy Sanderlee’s percussive
accompanying piano notes and Harrietta’'s “familiar folk-blues,” Anejegsponse to the
various levels of meaning does not come from her diréttipstead, the dynamics of a
blues performance allows for other members to orally “bear witness” tedhwy rthe
blues, of black male absence.

Blues scholars often suggest that blues performers can relate anotheisperso
suffering to the group. | simultaneously maintain that other audience mespieaison
Annjee’s behalf in this scene. When the woman “a few rows ahead of Annje” crie
“True, Lawd!” and “sway[s] her body,” Hughes is not experimenting with vegjikm
of Annjee’s emotion. Instead, he invokes the atmospheric ethos of a Baptist church,
thereby creating the sacred secularity of the blues, which overwhelmsArudike
earlier in the narrative, Annjee cannot disconnect herself from this bluesranent and
interaction. Fully immersed in this blues congregation, with performance atsendee
crowding the aisles, Annjee cries while “remembering Jimboy,” and the “stadeling
audience” testifies to the power and purpose of Harrietta’s song with fiextitans and
shouts.”® They continue to move to the pulse of Harrietta’s plaint, thinking about black
men “over yonder.”

This process of re-membering is significant since Jimboy is firstglow

constituted and then virtually disembodied as the narrative progresses. Whey Jim

% HughesNot Without Laughter295.

% HughesNot Without Laughter298.
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initially appears in the text, it is through notice of his letters. In the ahdptetar,”

blues music announces the presence of his voice to the text and precedes any mention of
his physical body. Next, his omnipresence is signaled by the pervasivenes&ichhi

baritone voice” that “all the neighborhood could hé4rPughes points to Jimboy’s

inherent aspect of movement even while he is, for the most part, physically inert—hi
blues “floats down in the alley, over back fenc®sWith his voice permeating the
environment, Jimboy is characterized by this ability to be everywhere thtbadplues.
Following “Guitar,” his physical presence is more significantjyresented.

Yet this physical presence is not sustained; through his migrations, Jimboy
eventually disappears from the novel. First, he is a voiceless body travefimgdre to
there; his “hand” then appears, symbolized by his letter to Annjee; shoethyhasftguitar
is broken in a crowded rail car, his letters stop and his “hand” disappears. @tberyJi
“enlists” in the armed forces and is shipped quickly from camp to the front in France, he
does not “speak” in the narrative again. The “specter” of the deceased dratheunts
the dramatic recitation “The Colored Soldier” finds its literary amtenehere.

Hughes made his position on African American participation in the armed forces
a major platform within his creative output. The Great Migrations of the tthnti
century saw African Americans flocking to any number of urban areas in fpoirsui
freedom and opportunity: economic, social, political, religious, and seXia/\Without
Laughterdepicts such multidirectional migrations not simply over rivers, lakes and

streams, but also over seas and oceans. As Tyler Stovall states, “[m]ore than 400,000

7 bid., 59.

% |bid., 57.
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African Americans served in the United States armed forces during Worlt"Wa

Although Tempy “earnestly believed that the world would really become safe for
democracy, even in America, when the war ended and that colored folks would no longer
be snubbed in private and discriminated against in pulliti& soldiers who returned to
enjoy the democracy they battled for abroad were welcomed home to oppretsfe a

mob violence during the “Red Summer” of 1919.

Conclusion

As the blues developed in the second decade of Du Bois's color-line century,
African Americans began to face challenges to their everyday rcgstéim Crow
segregation, lynching, and the war draft were just three examples that migedicant
threat to African American life and community stability. This period alsnesged a
substantial black flight from the south, beginning with one of many Great Migsat
from southern rural areas to northern urban cities. Langston Hughes chose te-depict
without resorting to reductive, romanticized configurations of the folk—dimensional
characters that would persevere with a resilience of spirit encapkbiatee blues. And
while he expressed ihhe Big Sedhat he was not entirely satisfied with the end result of
struggling against prevailing discourses to render what he heard in lives ofdiydi
African Americans, it is clear that he wanted his characters, and dexseto listen for

themselves.

% paris Noir, 5.

O HughesNot Without Laughter257.
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Chapter Two: Revising thBluesprint Ann Petry'sThe Street

Introduction

This chapter explores the ways Ann Petry uses the blues in her 194G hevel
Streef which she called a novel of “social criticism.” In the previous chapterntifge
the way Langston Hughes used blues to present protest in his firstNoawalthout
Laughteras a subversive strategy of critique. This strategy allowed Hughesdoecthe
forces that sought to limit depictions of black subjectivity in the first twodkscaf the
twentieth century. One of Hughes’s motivations for using the blues in his novel was to
undermine Charlotte Osgood Mason’s attempts at censoring protest, which ghe calle
“propaganda.” The blues also facilitates Hughes'’s critique of raciaésgipn, economic
inequality, and African American involvement in World War I. To illustrate thgsan
which Hughes depicts blues to express this form of protest, | located and eggheate
scenes of blues performance and interaction, in which three important blues figures
communicate their personal narratives of tragedy, while, at the saméhapexpress
the history of larger communities that faced racism, and economic oppression and
disenfranchisement. Like Hughes, Petry presents individual experierejgresantative
of communal experience. Trhe StreetPetry depicts the life of Lutie Johnson, who
struggles every day with the forces of sexism, racism, and violence thatgis and
without Harlem. As | showed in the Hughes chapter, there are important coneecti
between protest and the blues. In this chapter, | argue that a blues aestHetithm

entire novel: it is evident in the depictions of Lutie’s encounters with these spgres
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forces, and Petry conveys her critiques of these forces through the blagagdrethe
process, one of the most important protest novels of the twentieth century.

Although literary critics often identify Petry as a crucial voice in tloegst
fiction genre and compare her noVéle Streeto Richard Wright'Native Sorand
Chester Himes'#f He Hollers Let Him Gbwhat distinguishes Petry’s protest fiction
from that of Wright and Himes and what makes her literary artistry teuharkable is
her emphasis on African Diasporic music. This emphasis on African Diaspoiic mus
reflects her creative and political alignment with the Literarfy, lstnce authors such as
Richard Wright called for the use of vernacular and vernacular-based cudtuanalih
literature ? In his 1938 essay "Blue Print for Negro Writing," Wright calls for African
American writers to create literature that incorporates more inclaspects of African
American experience and culture. Wright expresses the need to departifabimevsees
as literature informed by the limited black bourgeois philosophy of uplift and to guide
African American literary production in a new direction that reflectscewange of
African American perspectives and cultural elements, including vermamda
vernacular based forms.

Until Petry’s first novelThe Streetfew authors of African Diasporic literature
had produced protest literature that responded to the call of using musical veraadula

vernacular-derived forms in writing to the extent that Petry did. | viewBetiork as

! Literary scholar Heather Hicks identifies this tendency incisith to compare Petry to Wright.
See “This Strange Communion': Surveillance and Spectatorship in Ary'sHéie Street
African American Revie®7 (2003): 21-23.

% The title of American Studies scholar Alex Lubin’s Revising the j&iin& Ann Petry and the
Literary Leftsuggests that Petry’s literary output revises the Leftistéveonk of African
American protest fiction that Richard Wright established in his 1988ye'Blue Print for Negro
Writing.” SeeRevising the Blueprint: Ann Petry and the Literary [(&fickson: University Press
of Mississippi, 2007), 3-14.
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crucial because she is one of the few novelists of this period who emphasizes the
importance of these forms in literature with such clarity, and with such depthenaayli
landscape that privileged African American male writers. | titie thapter of the
dissertation “Revising thBluesprint because | see Petry’s workTine Streeas a
response of sorts to Richard Wright's manifesto. Petry fills the noveltingt
characteristics and elements of the blues. PetityésStreetas well as other novels and
short stories such d@he Narrows“Solo On The Drums,” and “Miss Muriel” all reflect
her substantial understanding of jazz and blues and her original approaches tg drawin
music to enhance narrative. What differentiates her from other Leérsvigt her use of
these vernacular and vernacular-based forms of jazz and blues to reflegtehenees
of African Diasporic women

The centrality of music to Petry’s novels and short stories, then, requires
increased scholarly attention, particularly Petry’s adept ways of emglblues as
thematic and structural elements of narrative. In this chapter, | pressrdresideration
of the blues aesthetic that influenddse Streebecause current scholarship on the novel
rarely offers a close textual analysis of blues aesthetics. That is gttteas the jazz
and blues in Petry’s fiction have not received any critical attention. Givendbenue
and persistence of these musical forms in her novels and short stories, howdiexe | be
additional readings of her works according to musical aesthetics areargdess
demonstrate her unique contributions to African Diasporic literature.

The essays and reviewsTihe Critical Response to Ann Pe{B004) span nearly
60 years, but only one essay is dedicated exclusively to the relevance ofmArsic

Petry’s fiction. In that essay, literary scholar Joanna X. K. Garvey desuassv Petry
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draws on the traditions of African Diasporic music, including blues. Garvey does not
engage, however, how crucial the blues is to the thematic and structural aspéets of
Street.For example, in discussing Lutie’s physical movement in the novel, Garvey state
“her train travel is limited to trips to and from employment, whether in Connéctian
midtown Manhattan®t is startling that Garvey does not examine the train as an
important blues symbol, since Petry deliberately references trains thudulgaamovel
and even places Lutie on various trains for an entire chapter. In this chapfaore the
structural and thematic implications of the train’s recurring presenbiias symbol in
the novel. More recent scholarship explores the connection between Petry’s fickion a
music, but scholars focus more on jazz than they do on the*fResponding to
scholarship that neglects blues structures and themes and emphasizes @pxenusi
blues music, this chapter provides close textual analyJik@fStreetand aims to
reinvigorate the scholarly conversation that examines the connections betwezandus
Ann Petry’s fiction.

Petry uses the word “blues” only once in the narrative, but the novel demonstrates
the significant influence of aural aesthetics and calls attention tg$ietportant
contributions to African Diasporic literatureBefore | explore the specific examples of

the influence of musical forms on Petry’s novel, | need to restate and ty albaf |

% Joanna X.K. Garvey, "That Old Black Magic: Gender and Music in Ann'®&igtion" in
Black Orpheus: Music in African American Fiction from the Harlem Renarse to Toni
Morrison, Saadi Samawi, ed. (New York, Garland, 2000), 132.

*For example, literary scholar argues that rather than being a book abolih@&treetis jazz”
insofar as it reflects the structures of jazz time. For moreiskson of jazz time and
improvisation inThe Streetsee Grandt'&inds of Blue: African American Literature and the
Jazz AesthetifColumbus: Ohio State University Press, 2005), 22-42.

® This dissertation focuses exclusively on the short story and novelsgenr
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understand when | encounter evidence in African Diasporic fiction that svater
consciously referencing and utilizing the structures and characten$i@zz and blues. |
want to make clear what | mean by the using the term “aural aesthede$irie aural
aesthetics as the varying characteristics and elements of jazaiaadhat authors use in
their literary works. | suggest that authors attempt to reflect the souraiz@&nd blues
— and the structures, philosophies, and histories that inform those sounds — in written
representations. The word “aural,” in its strictest of definitions, meaaositied or
perceived by the eaf.1 readily admit that using a word that points to sound heard by the
ear within the context of the written word seen by the eye seems both adotyadnd
confusing, especially since there is no use of the physical ear whergradmbok. A
book emits no sound beyond that of vigorously, or lightly, turned pages. When | open the
covers of a blues novel or a jazz novel, | expect to hear neither the actual blue notes of
Ma Rainey singing “Sweet Rough Man” nor the delicate arpeggios of Chanhegid/s
“Myself When | Am Real.”

| do not claim that one can literally hear blues or jazz music by simplynggad
nor do | suggest that the book is a type of musical instrument that generated sound.
assert, however, that the inherent contradictions of jazz and blues that authorsaof Afri
Diasporic fiction engage — most clearly articulated in the expressiogtiilag to keep
from crying” that is so crucial to a fundamental understanding of the blues — afidiaem
room to take liberties with a seemingly contradictory term. | use the*samal
aesthetics” to point to the various aspects of jazz and blues that writerigeesper

“through the ear” and make a conscious effort to utilize them in theariterorks.

® "aural, a.2'Oxford English Dictionary2nd ed. 1989. OED Online. Oxford University Press,
May 01, 2010, <http://dictionary.oed.com/cgi/entry/50014862>.
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In this chapter, | show that the blues figures prominently in PefhesStreet
because the blues allows Petry to expose the social inequities of 1940s. Hagem
influence of the blues appears in three specific ways. First, Petrgeapder
protagonist Lutie Johnson as a blues singer who connects to community. Petry evokes the
blues through this depiction of Lutie, who tries to gain regular employment aesa bl
singer to financially support herself and her young son Bub and to escape from the
oppressive environment of the street. As | examine Petry’s depiction of bbheah as
a blues figure, | look at two specific scenes. In the first scene, Lutieisiagscal bar
and connects her individual experience to a larger group experience, which is a key
feature of the blues. In the second scene, Lutie sings at the Casino, where her
performance again helps foster a sense of community and reflects thedzadisponse
dynamic that is central to blues. In these two scenes, Petry revaalsad atblues figure.

The Streealso reflects a blues aesthetic in its depiction of violence. Petry's two
short stories “Like A Winding Sheet” (1945) and “Solo On The Drums” (1947) #testr
her commitment to using musical forms in her writing and offer parallel waysetor™
the blues-based thematic and structural aspediketreetThese two short stories
reflect Petry’s familiarity with the blues form and illustrate timk lbetween blues and
violence that shapes Lutie’s final confrontation with Boots, which ends in murder. In
“Like A Winding Sheet," Petry uses the AAB pattern of the 12-bar blues to dbjsict
violence. In "Solo on the Drums," Petry uses the blues performance dynamic-of head
cutting’ as the means through which a drummer can express his murderotdgmge.

Streetreflects these aural aesthetics — the blues pattern and head-cuttingnehstiate

" In terms of a jazz tradition, this interaction between two musisidiesattempt to outperform
each other is called a “cutting session.” The act of “cutting” anothercmn is a figurative term
that suggests this dynamic of one-upmanship.
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the connection between blues and violence in the penultimate scene in the novsl. Lutie
murder of Boots is a way for her to overcome not only the immediate threat of sexual
violation but also the ever-present threat of violation and oppression that Pettg.depic

Literary scholar and blues musician Adam Gussow uses the term “intimate
violence” to define “a particularly intense form of expressiveness” tetlan blues
culture.® Gussow states that blues culture — not only its musical lyrics but also its
ritualized appearance in jook joints — reflects the historical legacy ohemlenacted
upon black people by systems of oppression such as Jim Crow laws. Thus, Gussow uses
the term “intimate violence” to describe the assault on one blues figure Ineabhtes
figure, not as a personal attack, but as an act of violence against the stifctures
oppression and dominance that limit black subjectivfipd Gussow’s concept of
intimate violencauseful in analyzing the overwhelming presence of violence between
characters that reflect the bluesTine Streeaind in understanding how Petry structures
these depictions of violence. To prove this idea of violence as an integral part of blues
expression irbtreef | first examine Petry's depictions of intimate violence in her two
short stories "Like A Winding Sheet" and "Solo On The Drums."

The third aspect ofhe Streethat reflects a blues aesthetic and shapes Petry’'s
novel is the repeated use of the prime symbol of the blues: the train. Throughout the
novel, Petry depicts Lutie on two types of trains: a traditional railroadrcha subway
car. For example, she travels to from Jamaica, Queens to Connecticut, from downtow
Manhattan to Harlem, and from Harlem to Chicago by train. The train as blues symbol

functions as a site of violation and oppression, a space of possible racial accord, and a

8 Adam Gussow clarifies the blues violence&Sigems Like Murder Here: Southern Violence and
the Blues TraditiorfChicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 197.
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means of escape from sites of oppression. By emphasizing Lutie’s trevetsv, Petry
critiques the various oppressive forces that Lutie faces in the novel, and Petry
simultaneously complicates the freedom that the train symbolizes in blueg cultur

In this chapter, | argue that Petry’s novel of social criticismctflthe influence
of a blues aesthetic in three primary ways—through its depiction of Lutie ass bl
figure, demonstrating the link between an individual's history and a communigysyi
through its representation of blues and intimate violence as a major pag Street
and third, through its use of the blues symbol of the train to highlight Lutie’s encounters
with oppression, the train providing at once a means of escape from oppression — a type
of safe space for Lutie — and a place where Lutie feels the repeatedpaating, assault
of oppression. These examples demonstrate Ann Petry’s knowledge of aniemegfic
with aural aesthetics that separates her from her Left contemporéeeer&grounds a
female protagonist in her work of protest fiction, which is significant given the
prevalence of male authors and male protagonists in protest fiction.

Without an overabundance of direct reference to blues and jazz songs or real-life
jazz and blues musicians, Ann Petry fillse Streetvith the thematic and structural
aspects of the blues. Her depiction of Lutie as a blues singer, her use ofstrebtles
pattern in scenes of violence, and her use of the train as a complex blues symbat all poi
to her deep, nuanced understanding of the blles Street- and her other literary works
— illustrate Petry’s knowledge of these musical forms and their importanceicarAfr
Diasporic literature. Petry excels and provides a foundation — what |“Géllesprint”—
for future writers who will grapple with how to use these complex culturaidon

literature and how to create inspiring, imaginative, and important fictiom hkeStreet
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Lutie Johnson’s narrative is the blues: to use the words of Ralph Ellison, it is a “alironicl
of personal catastrophe expressed lyricallytie depiction of Lutie as blues figure, the
portrayal of intimate violence in the final scene between Lutie and Boadshe

recurrent symbol of the train show that blues is a crucial part of Petry’s novel and
illustrate her commitment to utilizing these important musical forms irc&drDiasporic
literature.

The Streets a third-person narrative about Lutie Johnson, an African American
woman who moves to 11&Street in West Harlem with her young son, Bub. Lutie moves
to Harlem because her husband committed adultery while she was away ict€onne
working for a wealthy white family the Chandlers. The novel opens with Lutieiaba
in Harlem, where she finds and rents an apartment in a building and secures lgyv-payin
clerical work. While at a local bar, she sings a song playing on a jukebox, wiinactsa
Junto, a local business man with interests in real estate and entertainment, and Boot
Smith, who works for Junto as a band leader at an entertainment venue. Boots recruit
Lutie to sing at Junto’s Casino, but he secretly angles to become romanticalxed
with Lutie. While Lutie is at work or out looking for employment, her son Bub stays a
home and befriends William Jones, the building superintendent. The Super secretly lusts
for Lutie Johnson, and gets her son involved in stealing mail from neighborhood
mailboxes. After the authorities catch and detain her son for committindrenad| Lutie
seeks the help of a lawyer, who will work to have Bub released for $200. Lutie asks
Boots for the money to retain the lawyer, and Boots directs her to ask Junto for the

money. Junto wishes Lutie to barter her body for the money, but Boots angles to have

° Ralph Ellison, “Richard Wright's Blues” iShadow and AdiNew York: Random House,
1964), 79.
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Lutie for himself before Junto. After Lutie refuses both Junto’s proposition and’Boot
unwelcomed sexual advances, Boots attempts to rape her. She returns thedittempt
violence with violence of her own; she mortally wounds Boots, leaves her son with the
authorities, and escapes to Chicago via train. On that Chicago-bound train, Lutie thinks
about the events of her life that led her to that point.

In TheStreet her first novel, Petry sought to illuminate the social conditions of
1940s Harlem through the experiences of her protagonist Lutie Johnson. In the novel,
Petry depicts a Harlem environment that pulses with a blues ethos of tragedy and
transcendence, linking the substandard living conditions and lack of employment
opportunities to pernicious racism and sexism. The novel is about an entire community
besieged by the ills of conspicuous racism and persistent sexism. The novel, however,
tells this story of community through Lutie Johnson’s individual experience. In an
interview immediately following the publication 8treet Petry clarifies the purpose of
her novel. She says, “I hope that | have created characters who are reapbelive.

... l wanted to show [African Americans] as people with the same capadityéoand
hate, for tears and laughter, and the same instincts for survival possessedesy |

Since she spent time writing about Harlem and its residents, and led anifective |
in Harlem in journalism, theatre and community involvement, Ann Petry’s taityli
with the Harlem community resonates throughout her literary works, andrhlgmfay
helped to create a compelling novel that is filled with the blgesn though Ann Petry
was not a native New Yorker, her experiences living, working, and contributing to
Harlem life serve as the core of her fiction and contributed to the succHseSifeet

Born Ann Lane in 1908, Petry grew up in the small town of Old Saybrook, Connecticut.

19 James W. Ivy, "Ann Petry Talks about First Nov@he CrisisFeb. 1946: 48-49.
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She spent most of her early life there, and earned a pharmacy degree. Starkattas

a pharmacist at drugstores that her family owned. In 1938, she moved to Harlem with her
husband George D. Petry, a fellow author. She worked as a journalist and writenyor ma
years, first at thémsterdam Newsnd then at the Adam Clayton Powell Jr. organ The
People’s Voicga politically focused publication where Petry satisfied the political
demands of the Left by writing general news stories about Africanidameexperience.

She also served as an editor for the women’s page, examining the lives af Africa
American women workers, particularly domestics. In addition, Petry cdv&sees about
youth and children. Over the years, she wrote extensively about Harlem, antettaée ar
topics ranged from pieces about latchkey kids to the Harlem race riot of 1943. Her
experiences as a Harlem community member and as a chronicler ahldasleeryday

histories provide the basis fBtreef a novel in which the main character Lutie Johnson,

a blues singer, becomes a conduit through which Petry conveys the experiences that she

witnessed and reported on frequently.

Characterization of Lutie as Blues Figure

Petry provides two scenesTine Streetvhere Lutie evokes the blues through her
music performances. In the first scene, Lutie goes to Junto’s Bar ahdl@ré to escape
from the realities of her present situation: raising her son Bub alone, earlovvgvage
as a clerical worker, and living in a small, confining apartment on “dirtgstt 18’
Street. Lutie immerses herself in the lively environment that the bar psdaidis
patrons. Singing to herself, Lutie revises the song “Darlin™ while, asdnetive notes,

the other patrons listen attentively:
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The men and the women at the bar stopped drinking to look at her. Her voice had
a thin thread of sadness running through it that made the song important. That
made it tell a story that wasn’t in the words — a story of despair, of loneliness, of
frustration. It was a story that all of them knew by heart and had always known
because they learned it soon after they were born and would go on adding to it
until they died**
The hidden narrative, or the “story that wasn’t in the words,” evokes the ethos of the
blues. The blues is often described as the expression of suffering, and Petrjogbmts
blues in Lutie’s performance as “a story of despair, of loneliness, of fiastfdtutie’s
individual expression becomes representative of group experience, and she moves the
group to silence with a “note so low and so long sustaiffethis “note” — and | suggest
it is a blue note — connects Lutie to the community through the blues.
The second scene features Lutie during her performance at Junto’s Casino, and
Petry once again links Lutie to community through the blues. This blues is a story of
celebration and laughter rather than the “story of despair” that Luge sirdunto’s Bar.
Lutie becomes part of the community through her singing, uniting her with the crowd that
has come to enjoy the blues:
Lutie sang at frequent intervals. There was violent applause each timeebut e
while she was singing, she could hear the babble of voices under the music.
White-coated waiters scurried back and forth to the boxes carryirgghteayy

with buckets of ice, tall bottles of soda, and big mugs foaming with beer. And all

' Ann Petry The Stree{Boston: Houghton Mifflin Company, 1974), 148.

2 bid.

85



the time the dancers moved in front of her, rocking and swaying. Some of them
even sang with héf.
Lutie becomes the center of this communal blues performance, and the audigocdses
with “violent applause” each time. The members of the band and the dancers respond to
Lutie’s call — her blues singing in this scene — to create an atmosphegetive
community can enjoy music and merriment. As the members of the crowd leave the
Casino, they “walked close to each other as though still joined together by theyneémor
the music and the dancind:Through Lutie’s singing and interaction with the crowd at
the Casino, and through her singing the “hidden” narrative of the community atrthe Ba
Petry portrays Lutie as a blues figure and creates a powerful feoiedein protest

fiction.

Structures and Violence of the Blues

By examining how Petry draws on the structures of the blues in this cHapter,
show that the blues influences Petry’s depiction of characters interactimaant ways
toward each other. Ultimately, this depiction of violence reflects a kind of blues
expression against oppression, a type of “speaking out” when external forces sought t
silence the black subject. This literary depiction of the assault on black sulyjexttser
black subjects reflects what Adam Gussow identifies as intimate violenages bl

culture. Gussow explains that

13 bid., 224.

¥ bid., 226.
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[th]e intimate violence of blues culture could be rage-filled, a despérikiag

out [...] when what one really wanted to strike back at was a white world that had

defined one as nameless and worthtéss.
Gussow argues that this concept of intimate violence relates directlylimésebecause
blues culture reflects a history of violence imposed on black communities and on black
bodies. Gussow points specifically to lynching and Jim Crow as sources of the violence
prominent in blues culture, and he states that violence in blues expression cottisétutes
voicing of personhood in the face of, and in response to, such oppression.

As an example of a blues song that illustrates intimate violence, Gussosv offer
Ma Rainey’s “See See Rider Blues” (1925):

I’m gonna buy me a pistol, just as long as | am tall, Lord, Lord, Lord

Gonna kill my man and catch the Cannonball

If he don’t have me, he won't have any gal at&ll.
Ma Rainey's song presents a narrative common to blues songs that portray this type
violence: a failing relationship, the expression of intended violence using fcspeci
implement or weapon, and the plan to escape from the site of violence. Citing Angela
Davis’s claims that the sexual freedom and freedom of movement expressed in blues
provides evidence of black selfhood after Emancipation, Gussow argues that the abilit
for black subjects to express violence against other black subjects constitutes anothe
form of black selfhood. For Gussow, post-Emancipation freedom for African Diasporic

people was

> Adam GussowSeems Like Murder Here: Southern Violence and the Blues Tra(iifocago:
University of Chicago Press, 2003), 5.

16 Angela Y. DavisBlues Legacies and Black Feminism: Gertrude “Ma” Rainey, Bessie Smith,
and Billie Holiday(New York: Vintage, 1998), 4.
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a wide ranging freedom: the freedom to sing, dance, curse, boast, flirt,

cultivate large grievances and—not least fight with and kill other black folk

without undue fear of the white law, which considered black life cheap and
black labor power easily replaceable.

The term “intimate” in Gussow’s construct suggests a closeness omféamili
based on a shared culture. African Americans are united by their shareeregsewith
social, political, and economic forces that inform blues expressivity. In Higsenaf
archived recorded and transcribed blues songs in particular and blues cudtuvbds,
Gussow asserts his concept of intimate violence to differentiate it from othes 6f
violence found in blues. For instance, another form of violence that Gussow identifies in
the blues tradition is “disciplinary violence,” or the violence enacted higsvbn blacks.
As | demonstrated in Chapter One, the blues reflects a legacy of lynciragsault, and
Langston Hughes’s novalot Without Laughtesubversively speaks against oppression.
Hughes depicts this oppression through white mob violence in Sister Johnson’s
“Crowville” story. This oppressive violence devalued the African Diasporiestiand
her community, and Hughes’s novel uses the blues to voice opposition to that oppression.
Viewing Gussow’s theoretical claims, Hughes’s novel is a speaking outsatja
disciplinary violence.

The novel’s final scene with Lutie Johnson and Boots Smith demonstrates the
intimate violence expressed in blues culture. Indeed, Lutie Johnson’s repeated
experiences with institutionalized racism, sexism, and classismhetisager to
climactic levels and culminate in her mortal beating of Boots Smith withdlestick.

This final interaction between Lutie and Boots, two figures Petry closklies to blues

7 Gussow, 6.
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culture, clarifies Petry’s overall goals to critique the oppressives$ditat both
characters encounter. Lutie’s lethal retaliatory assault on Bootseepsener desire to
“strike back” against the long string of sexist and racist figures andsgppeestructures
of power that she encounters throughout the novel.

Petry portrays Lutie’s “desperate striking out” as a crucial moofantimate
violence inStreet and Petry’s two short stories "Like A Winding Sheet" and "Solo On
The Drums" also emphasize this form of violence expressed through the blueswihese
short stories clarify her depictions of intimate violenc8tireet Her short story “Like A
Winding Sheet” published i@risis shares in common witBtreetits setting in wartime
Harlem and the interaction between a black man and a black woman that cidnmnate
violence and gender conflict regarding employment. “Like A Winding Sheet” proaides
shapshot of the intimate violence repeated with a differenSt eet

Petry opens “Like A Winding Sheet” with the scene from which the title is
derived. As a Harlem man struggles to raise himself out of bed up in the morning, his
wife Mae’s jokingly taunts that he looks “like a huckleberry — in a winding stiéete
yearns to sleep a little longer because his legs ache from working apantavhere he
stands on his feet for an entire shift. After he argues with Mae and begsgoetiother
job, he leaves for work at the plant. He arrives late and gets into another argument with
his boss, a white female foreperson who reproaches him and all of the other “niggers”
who arrive late for work repeatedly. He acknowledges the validity of thienamal

because of his tardiness, but he takes exception to being called a “niggbectdtees

18 Ann Petry, “Like A Winding Sheet” in Maureen Honey, Bitter fruit: African American
Women in World War I{Columbia: University of Missouri Press, 1999), 117. A winding sheet is
a type of burial garment.
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enraged and moves toward her ready to strike her with his “clenched tight, bt fi
The foreperson Mrs. Scott calls the remark “an accident,” and backs awalgifnrom

After his shift at the plant, he stands in a line at a local restaurant feecbfit
he is rebuffed by the white woman server who tells him that there is no coffeethedt
urn and that it will take some time to brew more. He glanced down at his hands #hat wer
“clenched tight, hard into fists.” Thinking again that he could not hit the server, who he
thought dismissed him with a toss of her head covered with blonde hair, he fights to keep
from attacking the woman and leaves to ride the train home. Mae believes heitmesire
home with an unpleasant demeanor when he “grunts” out a hello. After a few
antagonistic exchanges, she says, “you’re nothing but a old hungry nigger trying to act
tough.” No longer able to control his rage, he strikes his wife Mae repeatedly,
describing the feeling “like being enmeshed in a winding stféet.”

“Like A Winding Sheet” depicts the type of violence thake Streepresents, and
| suggest that Petry's short story, like her novel, expresses this violence througé tie
the classic 12-bar blues form. As | demonstrated in the preceding chaptergsioban
Hughes’sNot Without Laughterthe classic 12-bar blues form follows the pattern AAB.
The first “A” line is repeated with a difference in the second “A” line, andthee
resolves the statement expressed in the “A” lines. In “Winding,” the soytss
protagonist channels the frustration and anger that his workplace and his kboffee s
experiences produce into a violent confrontation with his wife. In other words, the

incident at work forms the first “A” line, the incident at the restauranttitotes the

191bid, 120.
2 bid, 124.

2 |bid, 125.
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second “A” line, and the incident at home constitutes the “B” line. The “clenched tight
hard” fists are the visible signs of violence that go unexpressed with his bosdlatitewi
coffee server, but that violence is resolved with his wife.

Petry's short story "Solo On The Drums" also offers ways to understand the
intimate violence of blues culture thEte Streeportrays in the conflict between Boots
Smith and Lutie Johnson. "Solo On The Drums" is about a drummer and bandleader
named Kid Jones, who has just lost his wife to the band's pianist named Marquis of
Brund. Kid Jones finds out his wife has left him for the pianist in the morning, and his
band must perform that evening. This lost love theme is popular in blues, and the short
story presents a blues atmosphere through the description of a trumpet solo during the
evening's performance:

And now — well, he felt as though he were floating up and up on that long blue

note of the trumpet. He half closed his eyes and rode up on it. It had stopped

being music. It was that whispering voice, making him shiver. Hating it and not
being able to do anything about it. "I'm leaving it's the guy who plays the piano

I'm in love with him and I'm leaving now today." Rain in the streets. Heat gone.

Food gone. Everything gone because a woman's goéne."

The trumpet's "long blue note" immediately establishes the scene's tohosphere. In
addition, Petry makes use of the repetition central to blues expression. Kid Jorses float
"up and up" and then rides "up on" the blues. The repetition of the word "gone"
reinforces Jones's use of the blues here, and it reveals how Kid Jones’s retd@nbles

theme of so many blues songs that discuss lovers leaving relationships. Hiasligét

2 Ann Petry, "Solo on the Drums," Miss Muriel and Other Storig@oston: Houghton
Mifflin, 1971), 237.
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him for a band member with whom he must perform music, and this dynamic forms the
potential for violent confrontation between the two musicians.

Petry presents the performance of this music as a virtual fight betweeart€sl J
and Marquis of Brund. Rather than depicting a physical altercation between drandne
pianist, Petry depicts the two musicians participating in a battle ohaiieg musical
statements that respond to each other. This call-and-response dynamia beéxe®
musicians serves as the mediating form of Kid Jones's violence, a cadisppushse
dynamic that constitutes a type of” head-cutting” session common to bluesrzeréar.

In a head-cutting session, two musicians attempt to outperform each othienpytdans
expressing musical ideas. At the theatre, Kid Jones the drummer and Marquiaaf Br
the pianist engage in this blues performance ritual:

The drums and the piano talked the same rhythm. The piano high. A little more

insistent than the drums. The Marquis turned sideways on the piano bench. His

left foot tapped out the rhythm. His cream-colored suit sharply outlined the
bulkiness of his body against the dark gleam of the piano. The drummer and the

pianist were silhouetted in two separate brilliant shafts of light. The diomly s

dominated the pian®.

Although Kid Jones and Marquis of Brund begin with the same rhythm, Marquis makes
his "high" piano statement, which is more "insistent.” This suggests a leveédi@ass

or aggression when read in this context of blues expression and intimate violence.
Recognizing this display of one-upsmanship, Kid retaliates and begins to "ddrtieate

rhythm or pacing of the song.

2 |bid., 238.
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This rhythmic dominance quickly progresses to an explicit act of intimate
violence common to blues culture. As Kid Jones recalls earlier that morning when his
wife tells him that she is leaving him for the piano player, his drum performaploeies
with violence:

When he hit the drums again it was with the thought that he was fighting the

piano player. He was choking the Marquis of Brund. He was putting a knife clean

between his ribs. He was slitting his throat with a long straight blade. Tyake m

woman. Take your lifé?*

Kid channels his "fury” into his drum solo, and through this musical expression he
assaults Marquis of Brund with the intention of killing him. The succession of the verbs
"fighting," "choking," and "slitting" all add to the violence of this scene. Dtioks are

the tools of this musical expression, and Kid, interestingly, envisions himself wsing t
common handheld implements of violence in blues songs: a knife and a razor or the "long
straight blade." Knife and razor songs are popular to the blues, such as ChadeysJor
“Cuttin My ABCs.” Petry's vivid depictions in this scene make clear the caonsct

between violence and the blues.

Both "Like A Winding Sheet" and "Solo On The Drums" depict the intimate
violence of blues culture that appears in the final scene between Lutie Johnsaotnd B
Smith inThe StreetThe figurative violence in the blues interaction between Kid Jones
and Marquis of Brund transforms into literal violence between Lutie and Boots. Boots
frames his intimate violence in the classical AAB pattern and enactstinzdte
violence on Lutie. Lutie's imagined violence becomes real physical veglasshe

"strikes out" against the forces of oppression that Boots represents. Thetionera

24 |bid., 240.
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between these two blues figures ends in Boots's death and Lutie's hastenededepa
from New York alone via railroad.

The final scene between Boots and Lutie demonstrates the influence afdbe bl
through this representation of intimate violence between two charactergfidw the
blues. For the moment, | will focus briefly on those aspects of the blues that inform
Boots’s characterization as a blues figure in order to set up my subsequgsisarfdhe
final scene between Boots and Lutie. Just as Langston Huljloed/¢ithout Laughter
connects Jimboy Rodgers to the blues through the symbol of the train, Beagtalso
links Boots Smith to the blues in this wa\Boots survives the depression as an itinerant
piano player in Harlem, and he performs at various local bars, rent parties, and other
Harlem events before he gets a job as a Pullman Porter. As a Pullman Rmterjdes
the train frequently between Chicago and New York. The train provides Boot$with t
freedom of movement described in many blues songs. Indeed, Boots does “hop on a train
and ride” to gain steady employment that he could not otherwise secure with the
occasional piano-playing that he did during the Depression.

The train, however, also functions as a site where Boots’s freedom is neidimiz
During his work as a Pullman Porter aboard the train, Boots experiences oppressive,
overt racism:

Porter! Porter this and Porter that. Boy. George. Nameless. He got alledndfu

silver at the end of each run, and a mountain of silver couldn’t pay a man to stay

% In her analysis of the role of music in Ann Petry’s fiction, scholar JehXnK. Garvey
suggests that “[ijn Boots, Petry has created a character who pesartiiigory of the blues, at
least in its urban forms. Though we do not learn his origins or completéolije Boots is not
one of the first generation bluesmen, but he embodies some of their spirit.” Seg'&arhat

Old Black Magic: Gender and Music in Ann Petry's FictionBlack Orpheus: Music in African
American Fiction from the Harlem Renaissance to Toni MorriSaadi Samawi, ed. (New York,
Garland, 2000), 129-135.
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nameless like that. No Name, black my shoes. No Name, hold my coat. No Name,
brush me off. No Name, take my bags. No Name. No Ndme.
Boots is connected to the blues through the symbol of the train, but the blues of his
experiences aboard the train suggest that he becomes “nameless’uéts ahiss
namelessness is reinforced by the repetition of the phrase “No Name.” This
“namelessness” is a source of oppression that Boots struggles to endure.
Boots longs to “strike back” against this type of oppression that limits lkeddne
and renders him nameless, and the concluding scene with Lutie illustrates an act of
intimate violence against another character that symbolizes this vielaltion against
oppression. It is important to recall Gussow’s assertion that this tietaliga a “strike
back” against a “world that had defined one as nameless and wortil&ss 'scene
depicts two characters engaged in a violent exchange, and it illustrateked
influence of blues on its structure. Unlike the musical battle between Kid Jones and
Marquis of Brund in “Solo On The Drums,” the cutting session that Petry depiti®in
Streetends with murder.
Closely analyzing this scene of intimate violence, | contend that Petenpses
Boots’s intentions of violence in the classic 12-bar blues pattern:
'Junto can get his afterward.” And the rhythm of the words sank into him, seemed
to correspond with the rhythm of his desire for her so that he had to say them

again. Let him get his afterward. I'll have mine fit.

% petry,Streef 264.
27 Gussow, 13.

8 Petry,Streef 428.
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Here, Petry describes a “rhythm” to Boots’s words during his violent \oolati Lutie.
Boots states the initial line, the A line, of the blues pattern: “Junto can getdmsaaft.”
Boots repeats, with a difference, the initial line of his intentions to have sut@imb to
his desires despite her resistance to them. The restated and revised Alatédim“get
his afterward.” The words “Junto can” in the first A line have been replaced éth “
him” in the second A line. This restatement of the initial line sets up the concluténg |
that brings his threat to resolution when Boots states, “I'll have mine firstBéats, his
desires for Lutie are comingled with his desires for revenge againstnpy sigainst
Junto, but against all white men who seek to “claim” black wotetere, Petry presents
the intimate violence between one blues character and another, and it is through the
evocation of the elements and the intimate violence of the blues.

Lutie, however, continues and concludes this scene of intimate violence. Just as
Boots seeks to “strike back” against Junto as a representative figure,daksets do the
same. Just before Boots declares his intentions to make sure that a “whit@nnhave a
black man’s leavings,” Lutie states rather plainly that she “would like toJitito®
Lutie wishes to kill Junto because he 