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Abstract: This paper examines the substantial role of African American musical traditions in 
modern era identity formation, focusing on the interplay between trauma and the presence of 
the blues aesthetic in sexual revenge narratives written by James Baldwin and Toni Morrison, 
namely Another Country, Giovanni’s Room, Jazz, and Song of Solomon. Through the lens of 
the blues matrix, this comparative analysis explores the ways in which identity crises coincide 
with aspects of early blues and jazz. Structurally engaging with oral influences, the research 
offers a new perspective on blues literature in the wake of the Civil Rights Movement, 
reaffirming the dependent relation between the individual and his cultural heritage. 
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Introduction 
 
“The problem of the Twentieth Century is the problem of the color line” (5), anticipates W. E. 
B. Du Bois (2012) a mere half a century before the Civil Rights Movement. The celebrated 
essayist manages to condense in this infamous phrase the complex anxieties which permeate 
modern-day social interactions, and consequently, the artistic expressions resulting from them. 
The Souls of Black Folk is representative as a reflection of art as a cultural product, where Du 
Bois reflects the equalitarian ideal of the Harlem Renaissance by introducing each chapter with 
a stanza written by a white poet and a stanza from a Black spiritual. The image of African 
American musical notes in this essay collection draws upon the convoluted history of Black 
artistry, whose development had been stalled due to the remnants of the Institution of Slavery 
in American social life.  
 
In contrast to other forms of artistic expression, African American music managed to flourish 
in time, as plantation owners encouraged enslaved people to perform for them and to develop 
work songs in an attempt to keep them docile (Johnson 1930, 87; Chase 1987, 59; Murray 1997, 
212). America’s Music: From the Pilgrims to the Present likewise provides a brief overview of 
multiple historical accounts of British officials encouraging colonialists to keep their slaves 
happy by having them sing during their short breaks (Chase 1987, 59). It was due to this practice 
that Black people succeeded in retaining features from West African culture, such as the call-
and-response structure and the antiphonal song patterning (56), leading to music being not only 
a form of resilience and expression but also a means of cultural preservation. 
 
Preoccupied with the ways in which transnational hybridity influences modernity, sociologist 
Paul Gilroy challenges traditional notions of African American music as a repetitive form of 
expression that “emerges contingently from the endless play of racial signification” (1993, 36), 
instead promoting a more nuanced understanding of the ways in which Black music gains a 
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dialogical attribute through the interaction between the “self and the other” (79). Due to this 
contact, music becomes a communitarian space protected by the African antiphonal pattern, 
which “symbolizes […] new, non-dominating social relationships” (79). Gilroy’s emphasis on 
ethnic hybridization as a core element in the construction of the modern Black Atlantic mirrors 
and uses the inherent dynamic between the individual and community embodied in the 
improvisation and solo performance of jazz, which Ralph Ellison (1964) attributes to the 
singer’s identity being constructed in relation to his presence within the group and “as a link in 
the chain of tradition” (234).  
 
Gilroy’s (1993) questioning of the historical privilege accorded to textuality is particularly 
important for understanding oral culture as a maker of discourse, with music itself acting as 
language which works as an intentional and intellectual form of cultural knowledge, its 
performative aspects acting as “pre- and anti-discursive constituents of black 
metacommunication” (75). This observation will prove especially relevant when it comes to the 
literary exploration of oral memory as a way of connecting with one’s past in the absence of 
textual aid, reflecting the history of Black music as essential to modern identity. 
 
African American music is largely credited for three main popular music genres that made their 
appearance in the second half of the 19th century: blues, ragtime, and jazz (Chase 1987, 491). 
Although these forms started developing in the decades following the Reconstruction, the 
currents gained popularity slightly later, during the 1890s, mainly due to two cultural factors 
fundamental to understanding the essence of the blues: Black balladry and lynchings (Evans 
2002, 20–21). Narrative folk ballads had already been popularized in the South, quickly adopted 
by Black people after Emancipation, and used as a way of telling their own stories at a time 
when support for the Jim Crow laws was at its peak. The majority of these songs featured 
characters who rebelled against the societal norms rooted in racial discrimination, passing down 
popular revenge stories which would become essential to the blues in both content and form. 
Thus, this violent dimension of early African American music is heavily indebted to the 
disillusionment felt by the first Black generation to be born as free American citizens, who 
faced segregation, discrimination, and racial violence after the promises of the Reconstruction.  
 
Hence, the blues would come to inherit the rage felt by early performers, but it would also come 
to reflect the individualism born out of the Jim Crow era, absent in work songs or any other 
precursors. Evans (2002, 21) explains that individualism at this point is largely a white concept, 
fundamental to the hopes echoed by the American dream, but the African American individual 
was unengaged in the industrial pursuit of happiness, as “[f]or blacks it was a matter of survival” 
(21). Moreover, music itself was seen as more of a shared creation within Black culture (Moore 
2002, 6) because it portrayed and borrowed from common experiences. This communal spirit 
was broken by the need to endure the violence that peaked with decades of lynchings, which is 
both shaped and reflected by the early blues singer, a figure who is often alone, suffering, and 
inflicting his own pain on others. 
 
In its original form, country blues is an expression of one voice accompanied by one instrument, 
usually a guitar, sometimes a piano or a harmonica, instruments that were quite new to Black 
singers at the time (Evans 2002, 24), as previous ballads and popular music usually made use 
of the banjo. Solo performances were very popular at the beginning of the blues, with groups 
and bands adopting the form once it gained popularity in the following years, when it became 
a commercial genre that was played at dances. Evans explains that the blues became an 
established genre at the turn of the century, when popular songs began using the name in their 
titles (25). Similarly, Samuel Charters (1967) provides an image of how early blues was 
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received when outlining Charley Patton’s career: “[h]e sang in cabins, in ramshackle 
roadhouses, in country dance halls, even in gardens and plantation house back yards” (38). For 
musicians like Patton, the blues was akin to balladry or party music, and he played for anyone 
willing to listen to the suffering of an entire community, which the lyrics recounted.  
 
The blues functions both as a genre, characterized by the features already mentioned, and a 
form, featuring a twelve-bar chord progression. Lyrically, the blues follows what is called the 
AAB pattern, carried on from the call-and-response structure established in West African music 
(Evans 2002, 22; Chase 1987, 490). This form implies the repetition of a question or a problem, 
which is followed by its response. An early example of the blues formation can be seen in 
Patton’s Pony Blues: 
 

Hitch up my pony, saddl’ up my black mare; 
Hitch up my pony, saddl’ up my black mare; 
I’m gon’ find a rider, ooh, baby in the world somewhere. (Chase 1987, 
402) 

 
Blues revolutionized the history of American music in several ways, most notably the 
spontaneity of the performance, which would later become improvisation in jazz, one of the 
most everlasting representations of democracy and individualism in the arts. The very function 
of the musical instrument evolved in the hands of the solo bluesmen, who used the melodical 
line as a “second voice” (Evans 2002, 22), which participated in the song and answered the 
vocals (Chase 1987, 490). Moreover, blues singers experimented with their voices in ways that 
were unusual at the time, further enhancing the dark tone even more. They growled, yelped, 
moaned, wailed, sang in falsetto, and cried for help, bending the limits of the voice and the 
instrument. Experimentation of this sort will become part of the legacy of the blues, aiding the 
bluesman in presenting his persona as a tortured soul. 
 
A thematic definition of the blues would classify it as a “blending of realism and imagination, 
sadness and humor, satire and sexuality” (Chase 1987, 489). In other words, the blues provides 
a channel through which the bluesmen would express the disillusionment they found in life, 
while simultaneously celebrating all that life has to offer. Similarly, in a synthesis of Ralph 
Ellison and Albert Murray’s understanding of the blues aesthetic, Baker (2003) defines the 
paradigm as a combination of the blue state of mind and the syncopated, free-spirited rhythm 
of the blues genre: “[i]f blues is an affliction, blues music is the antidote” (1). This jubilant 
perspective carries with it the confessional style through which bluesmen would sing their 
sorrows in a narrative mode similar to that of Black balladry, dominated by violence, sexuality, 
and religious imagery rendered through the characteristic AAB lyrical pattern (Evans 2002, 22; 
Chase 1987, 490). 
 
Thematically, the oftentimes contested (Baraka 1991, 102) religious dimension comes not from 
Africa, but from the ways in which enslaved people adopted and redefined the Christianity their 
masters forced on them (Marcus 1990, 22). The blues shifts the doctrine from the Creator to the 
Devil, and instead of continuing the sermonic tradition, these musicians focused on “man’s fear 
of life, and became artists of the fear” (23). This shift in content, as well as the profane nature 
of the lyrics, emphasizes the dichotomy between the sacred and the secular, combining elements 
from African American work songs, sermons, and hollers with the existentialist individualism 
that inspired this otherwise shared tradition as a result of post-Reconstruction racial violence 
(Evans 2002, 21). The inherently complex issue of this religious presence in African American 
music also reflects the strong effect that the tumultuous history of Black Christianity has on the 
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individual who is seeking to establish his own identity in modern America. The problem will 
remain central to political discourse at the height of the Civil Rights Movement, particularly in 
the Black nationalist scene. 
 
Similar yet distinct, jazz shares many of its features with blues, as they both inherited elements 
from the West African musical tradition. The syncopated rhythm, harmonic complexity, and 
call-and-response lyrical structure are pivotal to both old and new jazz. The spontaneity that 
early bluesmen used to innovate their songs evolves in jazz as improvisation, one of its defining 
features (Monson 2004, 114). A masterful jazz performance manages to surprise the listener 
who knows the songs by heart through deliberate deviation from the melody. Combined with 
Louis Armstrong’s popularization of the jazz solo (Chase 1987, 510), the stage becomes a 
reflection of American individualism through the rendition of one man supported by his band. 
What appears to be a sudden burst of creativity is carefully orchestrated collaboration by the 
musicians (Martin 2004, 134), turning the melody into a dialogue where each has a say in how 
this song will end. If blues succeeded in portraying the American citizen’s disillusionment with 
his nation’s failure, jazz instead became a practice “intimately tied to democracy” (Jackson 
2004, 93) that celebrates integration regardless of race. 
 
However, to avoid the oversimplifying tendency to view the history of American music as a 
rigid succession of distinct genres, the recurrent approach to African American realities through 
the simultaneous use of musical traditions such as work songs, hollers, and sermons has also 
been understood as placing the stories within the “blues matrix” (Eckard 1994, 11–12), which 
includes the various forms and musical practices that have defined Black culture together, 
influencing each other in turn. “A web of intersecting, crisscrossing impulses always in 
productive transit” (Baker 1984, 3), the blues matrix includes a large array of Black musical 
traditions in a complex and flexible unity. The blues, then, becomes a code for navigating all 
socio-historical aspects of African American life, “conditioning Afro-America’s cultural 
signifying” (5). This paradigm provides a lens through which the ever-changing realities 
contributing to racial discourse can be analyzed in African American literature by privileging 
the “vernacular facets of American culture” (11).  
 
This paper acknowledges the fluid nuances of musical history and henceforth treats jazz and 
the blues as interconnected art forms, since the dialogue between their respective aesthetics 
speaks to the same pain while sometimes channeling it through distinct manifestations. 
Moreover, critics such as Gabbard (2004) hypothesize that “jazz” as such is a “construct” (1), 
since it was used for various musical expressions that by technical standards are not actually 
jazz, and performers who are regarded as key jazz figures thought of their music as blues or 
ragtime. It is essential to consider that the names given to these musical traditions are not strictly 
defined in the cultural and literary landscape, and that successful technical classification can 
prove counterproductive to the present discourse. 
 
 
1. The blues literature of James Baldwin and Toni Morrison  
 
An important aspect to consider before proceeding with the literary analysis is the approaches 
Baldwin and Morrison adopt when imbuing their works with musical influences. Their 
understanding of the blues, jazz, and musical terms differs, pertaining to their overarching goals 
in presenting America through the lens of its music. Toni Morrison dives into the technical 
aspects of jazz, making her narrative vibrate to its syncopated rhythm, while James Baldwin’s 
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approach reflects Baraka’s understanding of jazz as a social practice (1991, 101–109), all the 
while maintaining a shared multiethnic talent.  
 
On the one hand, in her foreword to Jazz, Morrison (2016) admits she aims to internalize the 
characteristics of jazz music in hopes that her novel might not merely reflect those features, but 
“become them” (xii). The narrative uses the call-and-response structure specific to jazz and the 
blues; solo moments where one character will step in, jumping on the timeline; and rhythm 
fluidity built using simple or complicated syntax, depending on the setting. Similar games are 
employed more subtly in Beloved and Sula, showing technical depth lending the stories the 
“jazz-like quality” defined by O’Meally (1998, 535–536). This experimental approach captures 
the jazz aesthetic without necessarily mentioning its influence, as direct references are 
somewhat rare. 
 
The extent to which specific musical techniques dominate Morrison’s Jazz has been thoroughly 
investigated by theorists such as Nick Pici (2000), convincingly arguing that the influence of 
Black music is present at the level of narrative, form, and content, with a great focus on stylistics 
that enhance the “jazzy ambiance” (26) of the story. Towards the end of the 20th century, 
however, the discourse regarding the interplay between music and literature began shifting its 
focus to a more technical perspective. Consequently, voices such as Alan Munton (1997) 
challenge the praise authors such as Toni Morrison received for integrating a jazz aesthetic in 
their writing, arguing against the possibility of adapting jazz structure to novel form (236–245). 
While discussing popular reception of Sula, Munton argues that critics have a “confused 
understanding of musical terms” (239), which stems from their lack of familiarity with musical 
theory and insistence that jazz is itself an expression derived from African American 
experience. He goes further to suggest that talking about a jazz aesthetic in literature comes 
from an effort to “Africanize […] fiction by associating it with jazz” (244), whereas the author 
merely borrows from folk Black rhythm. 
 
One of the most evident ways in which Munton misreads the jazz aesthetic is in his claim that 
literary critics misunderstand the jazz solo as a spontaneous occurrence, which would make 
Morrison’s solo sequences in Jazz artificial (246), but the careful planning of a solo coexists 
with the very nature of narration. Additionally, the rigid understanding of jazz in terms of 
methodology undermines the cultural factor of the jazz aesthetic, namely the existence of 
interconnected genres of Black music as a web of cultural signification, which cannot be treated 
in isolation. Understanding jazz as an element of the complex array of traditions encapsulated 
by the blues matrix, as suggested by Houston Baker, is imperative to navigating African 
American modern and postmodern art. 
 
The concept of “oral memory” (Middleton 1993, 64) is especially central to Toni Morrison’s 
works, which explore the role of music in African American consciousness in various ways, 
focusing on technical form, lyrical language, and the importance of ritual. Oral memory is used 
as a core way of connecting with one’s past, stabilizing the individual in his own history by 
defying the new literate culture, which, unavailable to his ancestors, imposes itself as superior 
over the oral tradition. James Baldwin (2010), on the other hand, “[doesn’t] know anything 
about music” (57). This statement, which works as a rhetorical device rather than a full-fledged 
confession, drives attention away from musical theory and instead emphasizes the 
psychological and social origins of Black arts. Despite not being a musician or even particularly 
interested in the techniques implemented in music, Baldwin would celebrate musicians 
throughout his career, borrowing from them in other ways: “I model myself on jazz musicians, 
dancers, a couple of whores and a few junkies” (Baldwin qtd. in Simawe 2000, 12). His 
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experimentation with the blues form can be seen mostly in his poetry, with “Staggerlee 
wonders” opening with a confession similar to that of a balladeer or early blues singer, imitating 
the way in which the bluesman responds to oppression, rather than the technical aspects of his 
song. Baldwin’s approach to the blues aesthetic, therefore, foregrounds the social and reflective 
value of African American music, employing similar confessional traditions to explore identity 
in the modern U.S. 
 
The remnants of the West African antiphonal pattern reveal the beat as an “entity of relation,” 
where “one rhythm always defines another” (Snead 2017, 652), creating meaning in a similar 
manner to that of language in semiology. Baldwin explores this concept in the relation between 
music and listener, where the silence, which is subdued by melody, adds a psychological 
element to the art, illuminating for the audience “what they themselves [can]not say” (Baldwin 
1998, 676). In other words, music evokes emotions that one might prefer to keep buried instead. 
Silence only becomes loud once the music has stopped, as “great music depends, ultimately, on 
great silence” (Baldwin 2001a, 324), enhancing the very suffering which Black music knows 
so intimately, and which can only be accepted through celebration. The psychological origins 
of African American music are further investigated by Baldwin through an aversion akin to 
proper fear. This idea of passing down knowledge and wisdom through song implies not only 
understanding one’s roots but also accepting the pain buried under them. For this reason and 
combined with the social aspect of orality and the confessional quality of the blues narrative, 
music reveals answers that the characters themselves are not seeking. If Morrison’s Milkman 
is on a quest with oral tradition as his only guide, the violent tendencies in Another Country and 
Giovanni’s Room are enhanced by mentions of melody and rhythm. 
 
The works selected for this study share not only the presence of African American music 
(through blues, jazz, or a combination of both) as a mediator in the process of identity formation, 
but also the violence expressed through vengeance enacted by sexual means, be it rape, 
domestic violence, or murder of a partner. Therefore, my aim is to investigate the extent to 
which modern identity crises in the mentioned novels overlap with aspects of early blues and 
jazz by analyzing the role of music in the process of identity formation. As such, the paper 
focuses on instances of tension between individual drives and societal expectations, revealing 
the ways in which positioning this conflict in the blues matrix aids in better understanding the 
socio-historical aspects intervening in this quest for self-invention in American modernity.  
 
Song of Solomon explores the role of oral culture in grounding the individual in his past, 
continually deploring or celebrating figures depending on their connection to musical rituals. 
Milkman’s partner plots his murder as a result of not being accepted in his future, while Guitar 
seeks to enact vengeance against innocent citizens for functioning within a white supremacist 
society that benefits them. Similarly, Another Country and Giovanni’s Room follow the abuse 
resulting from an internalized model informed by traditional sexual norms built on white 
hegemonic ideals. Music oversees the tension between heteronormative standards and repressed 
homosexual tendencies, revealing domestic violence as a mechanism of self-destruction. 
Finally, the adultery in Jazz highlights all of these factors as heightened by the urban landscape, 
pondering the necessity of cultural preservation in a hybrid society. 
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2. Acceptance & fear: the blues as a power which enhances and defers the meaning of 
silence 
 
The bluesman and the jazz singer represent reactions to African American history that motivate 
the ideological distance between the Harlem Renaissance and the Black Arts Movement, as 
well as the different racial Americas conjured by Martin Luther King Jr. and Malcolm X. It is 
the intellectual conflict between these claims of Black identity within the United States that the 
blues narrative reveals so acutely, exposed by Baldwin and Morrison inscribing their musical 
heritage in the mentioned texts, through which they investigate different reactions to racism and 
the ensuing ideologies promoted by characters who either accept or reject their own 
communities. In the quest for identity that the chosen texts explore, the notions of equality, 
race, and Black nationalism are questioned to the extent of violent conclusions.  
 
The unique circumstances under which Black musical arts managed to flourish enhance the 
importance of oral storytelling as a way of connecting with one’s past, which becomes essential 
as a mechanism of identity production in the modern era. The discussion surrounding this issue 
does not assume the existence of identity in binary terms, but rather as a continuous struggle 
between performing one’s own culture and internalizing the social pressure of acting according 
to the privileged American, whose ancestors were never “brought here in chains” (Baldwin 
1963, 74). Thus, music in African American literature becomes synonymous with knowledge. 
 
Morrison explores the cultural and epistemological significance of oral storytelling through 
Milkman’s odyssey in Song of Solomon, which contrasts with his father’s displacement from 
African American customs. The novel’s narrative portrays Milkman’s need to reconnect with 
his own culture, which he can only do by internalizing the same oral tradition from which his 
own father distanced himself in favor of financial success. The connection with blues music is 
created more subtly than in other similar works, such as the one with jazz in Jazz, where the 
characters actually dance to the tunes the author imbues into the novel. Yet Milkman’s quest 
for identity as a young African American man evokes the blues aesthetic through his role as a 
disillusioned wanderer, his lover’s violence, his friend’s sexual revenge, and his father’s painful 
individualism. This cast of characters embodies the figure of the bluesman whose lyrics, guitar, 
and shrieks paint the image of America as their own version of Hell. 
 
The mystery of Milkman’s heritage reveals itself through hints that can only be passed down 
orally, enhancing the fundamental difference between him and his father, whose disregard for 
his own culture makes it even more difficult for Milkman to find Shalimar. Macon cannot 
remember his father’s real name, which only existed in vernacular, and he only knows him by 
the one that had been wrongly recorded at his birth. This episode represents the rupture between 
his family and that of his ancestors, the past remaining unknown to him. 
 
On his quest, Milkman is guided by traditional songs resembling the structure of blues, passed 
down to him orally. Milkman recognizes the verses that announce Mr. Smith’s suicide, which 
are repeated in Hagar’s home, as “that old blues song Pilate sang all the time”: 
 

O Sugarman done fly away 
Sugarman done gone 
Sugarman cut across the sky 
Sugarman gone home… (Morrison 2004, 6) 
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The same melody with small alterations will prove to be the key to Milkman’s mystery when a 
group of children sings the same lyrics, while replacing Sugarman with Solomon. Written 
information proves to be erroneous in this case, due to different people using their own names 
for Shalimar, which forces Milkman to disregard his father’s teachings and reconnect with 
ethnic customs. “Sugarman done fly away” (Morrison 2004, 6) likewise introduces an entire 
framework for understanding Song of Solomon by referencing the legend of the flying Africans. 
The myth retains its presence along the story through wordplay, such as in Milkman’s 
conversation with Vernell, where the latter mishears Pilate’s name: “Ha! Sound like a 
newspaper headline: Pilot Dead. She do any flying?” (283). This frequent use of satire in grim 
situations is also greatly represented in African American music, especially in the blues (Chase 
1987, 489), where humor becomes a channel for expressing agony as a form of resilience. Thus, 
Middleton (1993) argues, the connection between characters is formed through the blues tune 
that managed to pass down said myth through generations, foregrounding artistic customs or 
rituals, as essential to maintaining a strong cultural identity (65). 
 
A similar blues tune to the one that is the key to Shalimar is sung in Another Country at Rufus’ 
funeral: 
 

I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. 
I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. 
If you drive me away, you may need me some day, 
I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away. (Baldwin 2001a, 123) 

 
Both melodies follow the AAB pattern characteristic of the blues form, being familiar only to 
people who share the same culture, regardless of their level of acquittance. If “Sugarman done 
fly away” becomes the only map for Shalimar because strangers are connected through the 
lyrics, “I’m a stranger, don’t drive me away” acts as the common language of grief between the 
African American people present at the funeral, with the narrator enhancing the ethnic 
differences between them and the only white characters present, Cass and Vivaldo. The 
narration is limited, focusing on Cass’ perspective and revealing the constant contrast through 
which she sees the world: “whitest handkerchief Cass had ever seen, between her two dark 
hands” (Baldwin 2001a, 123). Vivaldo’s internal monologue is absent from said episode, yet 
the narrator emphasizes his solitary condition as “very still and alone” (123) among people from 
a culture he will desperately attempt to understand.  
 
The song Rufus’ family sings in his memory, “more like the blues than an hymn” (125), is 
inaccessible to the two outsiders, as they do not possess the transgenerational knowledge 
necessary to partake in the ritual, yet it is simultaneously in this musical moment that the racial 
factor dissipates for a moment, locating “humanity in the commonplace” (Elam 2015, 7). After 
Rufus’ death, Vivaldo finds himself at odds with the ethnic differences between himself and his 
partner, Rufus’ sister Ida, due to having a difficult time understanding her racially motivated 
apprehension regarding encounters with people who are not African American. It is by sincerely 
listening to her music that Vivaldo eventually questions his own biases and acknowledges their 
different struggles in an attempt to understand Ida’s pain: “Perhaps the answer was in the songs 
[…] What in the world did these songs mean to her?” (Baldwin 2001a, 307–308). 
 
Trauma permeates both episodes. Music is first mentioned in Song of Solomon during Mr. 
Smith’s suicide, the same cause of death as Rufus’ in Another Country. Singing in these 
circumstances gains a religious dimension, transcending material experience and acting as a 
collective prayer for the dead. Both texts illustrate the sermonic quality of the blues, since, 
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whether or not one sees the genre as fully secular, the influence of gospel music on early 
bluesmen is equally relevant to that of the holler. Blues as an expression of grief embodies the 
same agony which can only be quenched by accepting, celebrating, and honoring it. This 
jubilance is further explored in the puns Morrison builds around the myth of the flying Africans, 
such as the interplay between Pilot and Pilate, as well as the instances where flying is used in 
humorous situations, despite referring to suicide. 
 
Aside from jazz and blues being the catalysts of human connection in Another Country, they 
likewise reveal the characters’ identity in a stage of crisis: “And the silence, beneath the music, 
would be tremendous with their fear” (133). Music is often compared to a “revelation,” which 
figures such as Eric and Vivaldo initially avoid, at times walking away from the performance. 
The blues embodies an almost divine, terrifying wisdom, hanging over the moments when the 
tumultuous conflicts of the self are finalized. For example, when Vivaldo finally accepts his 
desire for Eric, their lovemaking is compared to music that is no longer haunting, and Bessie 
Smith can be heard in the background when Cass accepts the improbability of her affair with 
Eric lasting. Desire is hidden and revealed in musical terms, with characters longing for each 
other’s “rhythm” and understanding more from the cadence of one another’s voices rather than 
spoken words.  
 
Musical terms retain a similar connotation in Giovanni’s Room, with mentions of melody 
denoting key knowledge about himself that David is not prepared to face, namely, his 
homosexual desire. Like Eric in Another Country, David is visiting France to seemingly escape 
American society, but the text reveals that he seeks to leave behind his own self by crossing the 
ocean. Both expats are inspired by Baldwin’s (2017) own experiences in Paris, from which he 
concludes that “[t]he American in Europe is everywhere confronted with the question of his 
identity” (137). From this perspective, David’s quest for identity is the reversal of Milkman’s, 
since the African American protagonist aches to reconnect with his past in order to discover 
himself, while the white expatriate is on the run, hiding from the reality of his own passions in 
vain. The journey of both travelers reaches its peak when they find a piece of music, but while 
Milkman accepts it, David rejects its implications, which culminates in Giovanni's death. 
 
The musical subtext in Giovanni’s Room is more subtle than in the other texts discussed in this 
paper. Terminology is used scarcely and in abstract ways, with vague actual references. 
Considering the number of allusions to Bessie Smith in Another Country, explorations of the 
nature of sermon in Go Tell It on the Mountain, mentions of music as hope in If Beale Street 
Could Talk, and love declarations to jazz in Sonny’s Blues, the absence of concrete musical 
wording in one of Baldwin’s most popular works is as intentional as it is atypical. This absence, 
however, dominates the narrative in a similar way to that of racial discourse (Henderson 2005, 
299; Holland 2000, 105), which develops within the text as a Derridean trace.   
 
David’s repressive sexuality manifests similarly to Vivaldo’s, both of them rejecting music as 
a representation of self-discovery. In Giovanni’s Room, the protagonist’s life is a series of 
prolonged silences, which are only disrupted when a musician, Giovanni, renders his 
heterosexual performance illusory. This internalized homophobia is revealed to be at least 
partially indebted to the paternal figure, whose house is similar to Macon Dead’s, a silent place: 
“The silence, then, in which my father climbed the stairs was by far the worst silence my life 
had ever known” (Baldwin 2001b, 20). The following times silence is mentioned in the text it 
attracts the adjective “awful,” and from this moment forward until the fight, it is always 
interrupted by Giovanni: “There was silence for a moment, threatened, from a distance, by that 
laugh of Giovanni’s” (56) and “the quality of that silence; which had been broken [by] 
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Giovanni” (83). Likewise, most mentions of music and melody appear in the presence of 
Giovanni, the violinist who reveals to David what was hiding behind said silence. 
 
If Eric and Vivaldo gradually learn to accept the wisdom of music and, subsequently, their 
connection, David strips the song out of Giovanni, who commits murder in “his own shocked 
silence” (147), which he eventually embodies before his execution: “There is darkness all 
around him, there is silence in him” (159). It is in the simultaneous absence and sexual power 
of music that trauma is revealed in the case of David, whose ultimate rejection of its rhythms 
signals a rejection of the self. 
 
Similarly, the concept of music as a carrier of knowledge is explored to its greatest extent in 
Toni Morrison’s Jazz, where jazz itself becomes the driving force of the entire novel and 
embodies the role of an omniscient narrator. Critics such as Paula Eckard (1994) observe how, 
even though the narrator displays a human understanding of events, it recognizes its own lack 
of form by admitting at times that it possesses no material body (13). The novel plays with the 
jazz aesthetic by creating the illusion of spontaneity in the way in which characters are allowed 
to step forward and let the reader glimpse at the story from their perspective, borrowing from 
the solo characteristic of jazz performers.  
 
This narrative improvisation is further aided by the syncopation created through a periodic 
isolation of adjectives and nouns throughout the text: “He just did it. One man. One defenseless 
girl. Death. A sample-case man. A nice, neighborly, everybody-knows-him man” (Morrison 
2016, 73). This technique quickens the rhythm and, therefore, pace of the novel, which is 
afterward softened when switching to longer sentences, increasing in density. Manipulating the 
confessions down to the syntactic level ensures that the reader is not allowed to forget that the 
narrative is enclosed within the boundaries of the blues matrix, even though “jazz” itself is 
never mentioned anywhere except for the title. Instead, the narrator adopts a “blues-like 
awareness of the full experience of human suffering” (Eckard 1994, 15), intervening in the 
retelling of the events to express understanding for one character or the other: “I know just how 
she felt” (Morrison 2016, 63). 
  
One of the most relevant ways in which Morrison borrows from African American traditions, 
however, is in the frequent call-and-response form and its enhancement of music as a 
democratic dialogue: 
 

He was not just on His way, coming, coming to right the wrongs done 
to them, He was here. Already. See? See? What the world had done to 
them it was now doing to itself. Did the world mess over them? Yes but 
look where the mess originated. (Morrison 2016, 77–78) 

 
These passages contain the very conversation between jazz players that is the key to a 
performance, namely, the cooperation necessary to celebrate individualism as an ideal. The 
same technique is used to communicate between chapters, with one section ending with a phrase 
and the one that follows responding to it. Additionally, it has been suggested that the occasional 
blank pages can be interpreted as breaks from the melodic line, which signal the beginning of 
a solo, adding to the narrative improvisation (Eckard 1994, 18). 
 
If jazz transcends the limits between sound and text by guiding the testimonies of the characters, 
which the narrator suggests are mere fabrications, in Morrison’s (2016) novel music itself 
becomes tangible: “music soars to the ceilings” (65); “the music, slow and smoky, loads up the 
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air” (67); “the steam of […] the music” (130); “the music bends” (188). This intoxicating 
presence is much more insistent than that of the blues in Another Country, Song of Solomon, 
and Giovanni’s Room, where it oversaw processes of identity formation. It is implied in the 
dance scenes in Jazz that every move is guided by music, acting in a similar fashion to a divine 
force: “that illusion is the music’s secret drive: the control it tricks them into believing is theirs” 
(65). Music is more than escapism from struggle, a mechanism of identification, or even 
knowledge, as it penetrates every layer of life. Actions that are seemingly disconnected from 
the groove are still described in jazz terms, enhancing this omniscient presence of African 
American rhythm.  
 
 
3. Syncopation within the urban landscape 
 
The connection between jazz and the city can be attributed to the great American modernist 
writers who, regardless of ethnicity, recognize the modern crisis in the city's cluttered yet 
diverse streets, whose vibration they illustrate through the syncopated rhythm of jazz. Said 
rhythm can be heard in the experiments of the Beats, the poetry of the Harlem Renaissance, and 
a vast majority of literature indebted to the Black Arts Movement. This intersection of African 
American music and the urban landscape emerged due to the Great Migration, which led to 
artists from the South, especially bluesmen, taking their craft with them to the North and 
developing it further with the aid of electric instruments. This caused a great musical divide 
between urban and rural cultures, which is greatly explored in Jazz through Joe and Violet’s 
journey to Harlem.  
 
The city/country duality, central to the conflict of Jazz, outlines what Paquet-Deyris (2001) 
calls an “aesthetic of displacement” (220), which defines the racial discourse of the novel. The 
narrative follows Violet and Joe’s lives after the murder of Dorcas, contrasting them with their 
past country circumstances, which they escaped by moving to the city. The rural landscape is 
not only traditional and devoid of the excitement expressed through the dance craze, but also 
deeply communal. Jazz stands out among Morrison’s works in its portrayal of urbanity—a 
contrast particularly evident with the small communities explored in the rest of the Beloved 
trilogy—due to the ethnic diversity of the genre the novel is named after. The racial mix 
becomes increasingly evident when Dorcas dances with Felice at the party and in Golden Gray’s 
internal conflict once he discovers his half-African American parentage.  
 
The cultural displacement observed by Paquet-Deyris refers to the loss of community that the 
married couple experiences once moving to Harlem. As opposed to the Black cast in Song of 
Solomon and the diverse yet close group of characters in Another Country, Violet and Joe seem 
to suffer from a lack of connection with their roots once leaving their communities behind for 
the City, which gains capitalization in the text. Denise Heinze (1993) argues that the autonomy 
one gains through the opportunities urban life offers creates within the City a “double jeopardy: 
it allows for personal freedom, which necessitates separation from community and is wrought 
with all the dangers that freedom of chance implies” (118).  
 
In other words, the City offers the kind of individualism Macon Dead also seeks in Song of 
Solomon, the detached yet successful position one can only gain by disconnecting himself from 
his own culture. The difference between the two stands in the rhythmic life of urban promise 
that attracts Violet and Joe, which is permanently guided by jazz. The music reconstructs the 
narrative, bringing in a different solo performance each time one’s story is close to revealing 
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its climax, engaging in a constant dialogue between narrative voices, music, and the urban 
landscape.  
 
Events that ground Morrison’s Harlem in history, such as the 1917 Silent Parade Protest, 
recalled through Alice’s perspective are described in musical terms, replacing speech: “drums 
saying what the graceful women and the marching men could not” (Morrison 2016, 53). The 
wording in this episode insistently conjures cultural history’s reflection in music but also 
reminds the reader of the historical ban of drums on plantations to avoid uprising. History, jazz, 
and the City are closely intertwined, controlling the characters by framing around them the 
illusion of individuality. It is by promises of urban prosperity and the clashes between different 
cultures that the jazz narrator is empowered. Just like music gains force from the rhythm of the 
City, the landscape itself is personified: “Joe […] stalks through the City and it does not object 
or interfere” (180).  
 
It is important to mention that the City is not a negative space, but nor is it a positive one, since 
Joe describes it as further away from Eden than Virginia was. The City, however, lacks the 
sense of a tight-knit community, which was essential for the survival of African American 
culture. This displacement alludes to the same quest for identity that the other protagonists 
embark on, while also reflecting the responsibility of not becoming someone else in the way 
Macon does in Song of Solomon. Jazz creates the possibility of regaining this sense of 
community, which Joe glimpses on January 1st: “Colored people, however, are still celebrating 
[…] [t]he City looks as uninhabited as a small town” (180). The title of the novel signals the 
attraction to the City, the mobility within it, and the key to creating communities without 
forsaking the distinctiveness of the cultures that come together. This final effort encapsulates 
the legacy of jazz.  
 
The danger of the City and its music is likewise explored through the denigration of African 
American syncopation, “[s]he knew […] it wasn’t real music – just colored folks’ stuff” (59), 
as well as through the association between jazz and eroticism, which dates back to the first 
historical mentions of “jazz” as a concept, when it was used as “synonym for sexual 
intercourse” (Gabbard 2004, 2). In Jazz, the vulgarity is attributed to Joe’s affair, but even more 
so to the dancing scenes, where the spotlight is set on the sensual movement of male and female 
bodies controlled by the rhythm.  
 
Another Country and Giovanni’s Room likewise employ musical terms when engaging in sexual 
intercourse following intense repression. This intersection between music and the physical 
transcends initial ethnic eroticization, instead creating an overlap between the band members 
necessary to sustain the duality of a jazz rhythm and the two people engaged in lovemaking. 
Eric and Vivaldo’s sexual encounter is directly compared to music, finally combining the two 
melodies that had been lost in search for identity in Harlem. David’s endless silence is always 
interrupted by Giovanni, the musician, who forces the protagonist to face his own desire. 
Therefore, jazz, in all its transgenerational blues-like wisdom, serves as a channel for self-
knowledge embodying the virtue of love, but as explored in the following section, it also offers 
a medium for spiritual fulfillment.  
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4. The African American artist as a spiritual figure modelled by the Musician  
 
Langston Hughes (2004) tells a highly influential anecdote as a reflection on the cultural 
challenges imposed upon the Black artist in America. This obstacle, a “mountain standing in 
the way of any true Negro art in America” (1311), represents the cultural inferiority placed 
upon Black arts since their creation, inevitably leading to such artists internalizing a need to 
forego their ethnicity to be acknowledged. Hughes’ essay simply observes this phenomenon in 
the mentality surrounding the literary arts, but it also reveals a deeper, universal conflict for any 
ethnic artform, including music. African American musical tradition was, after all, considered 
“low art” until it incorporated a celebrated European instrument in ragtime (Moore 2002, 4). 
 
James Baldwin’s works can at times be read as elegies to the existence of the Black artist: 
musician, writer, or else. His fiction shelters musicians, writers, and actors, all of them revealing 
a redemptive side to the social realities the narratives deplore. Both he and Toni Morrison are 
preoccupied with the moral repercussions of an unstable individual or community, using the 
artist as an alternative to the protagonist who is dislocated from his own self or culture. The 
ways in which the artist is portrayed are also congruent with the figure of the bluesman Greil 
Marcus (1990) paints in his analysis of Robert Johnson’s legacy (19–38), as both figures retain 
a spiritual quality as a consequence of their meeting with evil. The connection between religion 
and the pessimistic nature of the blues narrative is a testament to the historical suffering of 
African American communities, for which gospel acted as a defense mechanism.  
 
The clearest example of this typology, which combines the heroism of the artist in a capitalist 
age with spiritual knowledge, can be found in Morrison’s Pilate Dead, a conjure woman. From 
the very beginning of the novel, Milkman’s aunt acts as the foil to his father, becoming the 
alternative model of his materialistic parent. Macon can be seen as a victim of the racial 
mountain, more so on a socio-economic level than on an artistic one, as his hunger for status 
motivates him to adopt the masculine ideal of the businessman, the patriarchal standard for the 
white American. His abandonment of music signals his dislocation from his own culture, 
presented in parallel to Pilate’s lively home, which attracts Macon and instills in him a peace 
he cannot find elsewhere, as “he felt the irritability of the day drain from him” (Morrison 2004, 
29), while following the girls sing an unnamed melody. From Macon’s perspective, the innocent 
episode gains religious meaning through the gestures resembling prayer: “she appeared to be 
whispering to herself” (30). 
 
Pilate’s role as spiritual guide is also consistent with the principal moral conflict, namely, the 
unseated greed. Macon sends Milkman and Guitar to find a bag of gold Pilate supposedly hid 
in the past, the quest for riches setting off a series of deaths. The mystery of Pilate’s 
“inheritance” propels the plot forward, revealing the materialism her family has turned to as an 
ultimate distancing from their own cultural roots. Milkman’s quest is finalized once he realizes 
the lack of meaning in his father’s ways and leaps toward Guitar, learning to fly. This moral 
metamorphosis could not have been possible without music, which guides Milkman to Shalimar 
in the first place, and Pilate, who taught it to him, eventually dying as a martyr at the end of his 
journey.  
  
Baldwin’s narratives often present character dualities, which reveal that the virtue of 
authenticity is revealed in the figure of the artist. Another Country plays with two such 
relationships, highlighting the degradation of Rufus and Richard by placing them in opposition 
to Ida and Vivaldo. The first two artists eventually sell themselves for money in different ways, 
while their counterparts only manage to overcome their struggles through art.  
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Once a jazz musician, Rufus’ downfall is indebted to the acute trauma caused by his life as a 
Black man in Harlem, which leads him to physically and sexually abuse his girlfriend because 
she is white. Over the course of his crisis, Rufus forfeits music and even stops listening to it, as 
mentions of jazz become mere background noise for his encounters and substance abuse: “the 
music was loud and empty” (Baldwin 2001a, 14). The shame instilled in him due to racial 
profiling is expressed through the distance he takes from the stage, as opposed to his sister Ida, 
who harbors very similar feelings regarding her own relationship with Vivaldo, a man of Italian 
descent. 
 
Despite this inner conflict, Ida does not abandon her roots but instead hums continuously, her 
music mediating the social distance between herself and Vivaldo. The religious dimension is 
explored through an exchange, in which Ida spontaneously sings “an old church song” (147), 
after confessing she no longer aligns herself with faith. The musical moment contradicts her 
statement, which is suggested by Vivaldo afterward: “You still do have religion” (148). This 
moment addresses not only the power of the blues in Ida’s life, but also the historical connection 
between African American music and Christianity, the two aspects of Black culture that Rufus 
loses when he abandons his job and instead performs sex work before committing suicide.  
 
In Baldwin’s fiction, the concept of art as a virtue extends to the protagonists who do not belong 
to African American culture as well. This conflict evades the racial dimension yet approaches 
the same modern issue as that of Macon’s in Song of Solomon and Joe’s in Jazz, that being the 
surrendering of authenticity in exchange for material success. Vivaldo’s dream, beyond his 
struggle with human connection, is to become an acclaimed author. His efforts earn him the 
praise of the English instructor he once idolized, yet Richard ends up publishing a book “in 
which he did not believe” (Baldwin 2001a, 116) for material success. The roles at once are 
reversed, and it is the author who seeks legitimacy from Vivaldo, because the action of 
presenting a superficial novel to the world is understood by the two of them as betraying the art 
of writing. This shallow approach to his career will also transcend to Richard’s marital life, 
influencing Cass’s choice to engage in an affair with the other artist in the novel, Eric.  
  
Finally, Giovanni represents the martyred artist who would rather compromise himself than 
surrender his principles. The striking contrast between him and David is enhanced by the lack 
of culture in the latter’s life, with the exception of hollow mentions of Mozart with Hella. Music, 
art, and erotic desire meet in Giovanni’s character, gaining a spiritual quality due to the loss he 
had endured before moving to Paris. If the tragedy of the artist in the novels discussed remains 
congruent with the figure of the bluesman, whose craft is likewise an expression of agony, the 
virtue, then, stands in refusing to surrender to unfair societal norms and sustaining one’s role 
as one's own person.  
 
 
Conclusion 
 
The present study was designed to investigate the ways in which localization within the blues 
matrix reveals the characters’ identity crises in modern African American literature, as well as 
the role of Black music in their cultural grounding. To approach such a vast topic, the analysis 
focused on four novels written by James Baldwin and Toni Morrison, authors known for 
integrating oral storytelling in their works, which all share the intersection between love and 
violence that is so prevalent in early blues narratives.  
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The blues-like ire reflects not only American social life, but the conflicting ideologies that come 
to permeate the problem of identity in the modern era, such as the distance between Pilate and 
Macon Dead’s relationship with their heritage. The trauma that leads to this existential 
questioning is perpetually expressed through the ways African American music develops, 
changes, and maintains its old aspects, a phenomenon that Baldwin and Morrison adopt in their 
fiction. This fragmented individual, then, finds himself dislocated from his cultural roots in the 
urban landscape, vibrating with opportunity yet clashing with his communal need, as best 
exemplified in Jazz, which continuously juxtaposes Joe’s salesmanship with his rural 
experience. 
  
The structure of this study signals the importance placed on the notion of music as a carrier of 
knowledge, following the extent to which the presence of the blues is consistent with instances 
where characters encounter realities they had previously rejected. In this case, the comparative 
reading follows Pilate’s song from Song of Solomon as the only voice that can guide Milkman 
to Shalimar, contrasting with the intentional absence of it in his father’s life. Similarly, Another 
Country and Giovanni’s Room engage with music as a form of wisdom while overseeing erotic 
relationships regarded as forbidden in the social sphere. These novels reward the individual 
accepting the hidden aspects that music reveals, with Jazz showing the omniscient power of 
jazz music over the whole city. Music, therefore, becomes a tangible force, becoming not only 
the key to deciphering the complex history of American culture but also offering access to the 
acceptance found in blues philosophy, a necessary ethos for survival in modern society. 
  
The rituals, which are expressed musically in this case, as with Ida’s and Pilate’s humming, that 
aid the Black communities in remembering and honoring the dead, are threatened by the 
diverse, ever-changing city. It is, therefore, a virtue to retain one’s authenticity in the face of 
this obstacle, culminating in the artist becoming a modern spiritual figure. Like the bluesman, 
who fears evil most because he understands it the most (Marcus 1990, 22), the artist best 
represents this identity crisis, as he is the only one capable of accepting it in these narratives. 
Vivaldo, Giovanni, and Pilate all reveal the role of the artist in the face of capitalist temptation, 
contrasting the doomed protagonists who, respectively, suffer out of cultural displacement: 
Rufus commits suicide, David internalizes homophobia, and Macon rejects his own heritage. 
By exploring this artistic side of identity creation, with music as an omniscient mediator, 
African American literature retains its oral, spiritual, and communal roots, which prove 
essential in the urban landscape and the modern era.  
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