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ABSTRACT 

 

 

Scholar Houston A. Baker, Jr. writes that “. . .the blues song erupts creating a 

veritable playful festival of meaning.  Rather than a rigidly personalized form, the blues 

offer a phylogenetic recapitulation—a nonlinear, freely associative nonsequential 

mediation—of species experience” (Blues Ideology 5).  Blues musicians, and authors of 

blues narratives alike, illustrate this “playful festival of meaning” as they create a melody 

that tells a story of heartbreak and despair.  This study will explore the topic of the blues 

and how it is taken from its oral form and converted into written form in the following 

novels: Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Cafe, Toni Morrison’s Jazz, and Gayl Jones’s 

Corregidora.  Although critics have already noted the relationship between oral and 

literary blues, how authors utilize specific linguistic elements to tell a story remains under 

explored. By examining the linguistic patterns of a blues song, as well as the function of 

its many players, I will attempt to start a dialogue towards understanding the 

indebtedness among contemporary black women novelists to the blues. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

 In a key scene in Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café, Eve, the novel’s central mother figure, 

engages the father of Peaches, one of her residents in a repartee regarding his daughter’s 

whereabouts: 

Eve won’t let Sugar man and the father past the front door[. . .]   

 

—Leave your daughter here, Eve says, and I’ll return her to you whole. 

 

[. . .]if they go upstairs with a bouquet that’s less than perfect, Eve’s taught her to 

send them back down again.  Look in that mirror good, and accept no less than 

what you deserve[. . .]   

 

—I don’t know what she’s doing up in that room, Eve says, and to tell you the 

truth, I don’t care[. . .] 

 

—But whatever she’s doing up in that room, she’s doing it feeling beautiful[. . .] 

 

Winter’s coming soon and Peaches will still demand daffodils. More perfect and 

1 



more perfect daffodils[. . .]And it will take a special man to give Eve what 

she’s ask for hers.  A man special enough to understand what the woman 

upstairs is truly worth[. . .]   

 

—Go home, my friend, Eve says, and I’ll return your daughter to you 

whole. 

 

The man standing in front of Eve is crying, and he keeps calling for 

Peaches to come down to him[. . .]    

  

—Go home, my friend.  I’ll return your daughter to you whole. 

— Gloria Naylor, Bailey’s Café  

This scene is telling in terms of understanding how Naylor takes specific 

linguistic elements from the blues—in this case call-and response and repetition with a 

variation—and uses them to tell a story.  Although Peaches’s father never speaks to Eve 

directly, Eve’s response is to silence.  Similarly, in blues songs, the musicians sometimes 

initiate a break using silence followed by a series of notes or with a line sung by the 

singer.  The responses that come after these breaks will often times resemble the previous 

call but will be varied in some way, as Naylor illustrates with Eve’s responses.  By using 

these linguistic elements Naylor uses the theme of loss—in this case a father losing a 

daughter—and subsequently offers a suggestion of how this grief might be resolved, “—

Go home, my friend.  I’ll return your daughter to you whole” (114) 

According to The Oxford Dictionary of Music, the blues is a “slow jazz song of 

lamentation, generally for an unhappy love affair” (Kennedy 101).  It further goes on to 

state that “[t]he ‘blues’ implies a largely vocal form and a depressed frame of mind on the 

part of the performer.  Its form originated from Negro spirituals and made use of a blend 

of major and minor harmony and non-tempered scale intervals” (445).  Throughout this 

study, I will investigate the blues and examine how the it is converted into written form 

creating a pattern of literary indebtedness on the part of contemporary black women 

novelists in the following novels: Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Cafe, Toni Morrison’s Jazz, 

and Gayl Jones’s Corregidora.  By examining the linguistic elements of a blues song, as 
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well as the function of its many players, I investigate patterns of indebtedness among 

such authors to the blues. 

A number of critics offer discussions relevant to an appreciation of the blues and 

black writing. Houston A. Baker, Jr. helps to shed light on this phenomenon of the blues 

as translation by pointing out how the blues singer uses his own life experience as a way 

of interpretation. Other critics like LeRoi Jones, in Blues People, have examined the 

evolution of the blues from the slave work songs that were sung in the fields, to the 

blues/jazz of New Orleans that was classified as Uptown and Downtown blues.  He also 

touches on the changes in pronunciation of many of the words in the blues song as blacks 

began to migrate to the North and many other areas of the South.  Although this 

discussion by Jones is blues oriented, his primary focus is how the socioeconomic status 

of African Americans in post Civil War New Orleans affected the evolution of the blues. 

 However, Ralph Ellison, in Shadow and Act, examines the technique of jazzman 

Charlie “Bird” Parker and how he, as well as other jazzmen, has mimicked the style of 

the mockingbird, giving jazz its unique stylistic structure.  In addition he makes reference 

to LeRoi Jones’s text Blues People pointing out how Jones “. . . gives little attention to 

the blues as lyric, as a form of poetry” (248).  Similarly, Henry Louis Gates, Jr., in The 

Signifying Monkey, discusses the pattern of repetition that is used within black texts, and 

goes on to discuss how black authors engage in a kind of call-and-response between texts 

by way of revising what has preceded them 

Gayl Jones, in Liberating Voices, begins to bring literary blues to the forefront in 

her examination of Ann Petry’s “Solo on the Drums.”  Jones acknowledges that literature 

and music are connected by way of freeing the imagination and demonstrates how Petry 

follows certain musical patterns, but fails to focus on the other more critical linguistic 

elements of the blues narrative.  Angela Y. Davis, too, in Blues Legacies and Black 

Feminism, does not focus on the blues as a literary form, she instead focuses on the blues 

aesthetic and how the blues women of the 20’s and 30’s, specifically Ma Rainey, Bessie 

Smith and Billie Holiday, use the blues to empower and enlighten. 

Although such studies as those of Baker and LeRoi Jones are useful, what is 

needed is a thorough examination of the ways in which contemporary black women 

improvise upon the oral form.  This absence in the discourse has in turn created room for 
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further discussion on how the blues itself is viewed through its linguistic elements as 

opposed to how it is listened to by the audience of the blues singer, or how it has evolved 

due to certain socioeconomic factors.  The studies of Ellison, and Gates, however, speak 

directly to how it is possible for the linguistic elements found in the blues to be expressed 

in another form.  Furthermore, Gayl Jones’s study helps to bring in the element of 

literature shedding more light on precisely how black women novelists might indeed 

signify upon oral blues.   

In the chapters to follow I attempt to account for the phrase “Seeing is Believing” 

by demonstrating how the unique stylistic structure Ellison mentions is highlighted in 

Naylor’s, Jones’s and Morrison’s texts through the use of certain linguistic elements of 

blues and jazz as a way of drawing attention to certain incidents within the lives of their 

characters.  I intend to demonstrate how these authors engage in a call-and-response 

between the oral and written blues as Gates suggests authors do between texts.  This 

investigation will continue by drawing upon Gayl Jones’s assertion that literature and 

music are connected and focus upon the similarity in linguistic patterns and their 

subsequent functions within the text. Moreover, I will draw upon Davis’s blues aesthetic 

in an effort to draw similarities between the how the blues women of the 20’ and 30’s 

used the blues and how the blues functions for the characters in the novels.  

Although my intention extends beyond “Seeing is Believing” my objective is to 

demonstrate how seeing the blues in written form does not diminish ones understanding 

of the blues or the message it subsequently conveys. What this study then will do is 

examine the linguistic elements found in the blues and illustrate how black women 

writers use those elements to: display the functionality of the blues structure, and reveal 

how the structure impacts the novel’s interpretation.  

Through this study I will show how Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café, Gayl Jones’s 

Corrigedora, and Toni Morrison’s Jazz, are a representation of what the quintessential 

blues novel is and/or should be through the use of repetition and variation or call-and-

response, and unresolved closure.  However, by choosing these three novels as opposed 

to others, (i.e., The Women of Brewster Place, or The Bluest Eye) I am attempting to draw 

attention to the blues sensibility that exists within novels written by black women and 
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will show how these three novels are representative of what contemporary women novels 

are doing in terms of literary blues.   

By choosing the novels that I have I am by no means suggesting that these three 

texts cover the full range of novels making use of the literary blues other texts were 

considered.  For instance, Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye and Gloria Naylor’s The 

Women of Brewster Place are both blues novels.  In each there is a connection between 

oral blues and the linguistic elements used in the novels.  For example, both of these 

novelS is centered around two elements that are typically used in the blues, loss and the 

desire to move on and call-and-response.  In The Bluest Eye the reader is confronted with 

Pecola who loses her innocence in an incestuous rape and eventually her ties with her 

community.  In The Women of Brewster Place Mattie Michael loses her house and son 

and Lucielia loses both her daughter and husband.  This loss that each of these characters 

experiences is what calls them out of their current state of grief. This call then should 

elicit a response from the characters—even a response of inaction—paving the way for 

their situation to go unresolved, or forcing a state of acceptance. 

In a discussion of Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café, I will demonstrate how the 

structure of the novel itself mimics that of a blues song.  Beginning with “Maestro, If 

You Please. . .,” Naylor sets the stage and tone for the rest of the characters.  From there 

the novel moves to “The Vamp” and then “The Jam,” in which each of the novel’s 

characters, or performers, if you will, have the opportunity to tell his story or play his 

part.  Then, finally, the novel moves into the “The Wrap.”  By taking these sections 

individually, I will dissect each of them and demonstrate exactly how Naylor uses the 

blues of each character and transforms it into a written blues form that doesn’t seek to 

solve any problems or even release one from his blues.  Naylor signifies upon the blues 

form as a way of creating a blues space that transcends aurality and becomes a more 

visual form of expression. 

In analyzing Gayl Jones’s Corregidora, I will concentrate on the structure of the 

blues song.  However, I will focus more on how improvisation and adlibbing are used not 

only to add to the current structure and form of the novel, but how using improvisation 

and adlibbing, a musician/singer creates a song that is uniquely his own while keeping 

the original structure of the song as a template.  Once this is established, I will 
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demonstrate how Jones’s main character, Ursa, uses her family history as the underlying 

melody of her song.  Through repetition, call-and-response, as well as improvisation and 

adlib, she eventually makes a new song that is tailor-made to satisfy the desires of not 

only those who took part in the original melody, but caters to those the music is currently 

being created for.   

Through an examination of Toni Morrison’s Jazz, I will follow much of the same 

format as with Bailey’s Café; however, in this novel Morrison plays on the aurality of 

music and attempts to create a melody with her words.  By examining the musical 

structure of a blues or jazz number I will demonstrate how Morrison uses each of the 

characters in this novel as musical instruments. As each character begins to tell his story 

Morrison continues to add a different layer, not just to the story itself, but to the musical 

number that she is creating.  As each character tells his story Morrison composes a 

number that has much more than just a single melody. Morrison creates characters that 

improvise and harmonize while an underlying melody is still being felt and/or heard.  

Morrison uses this blues form not just as a way of allowing the characters to play their 

own part, but also as a way for the characters to, in a sense, communicate with one 

another between chapters, thereby creating a seamless melody that goes beyond its 

original aural intent. 

By looking at the novels in this specific order my intent is to highlight Bailey’s 

Café for its structure, Corregidora for its improvisational nature, and Jazz for its 

musicality and the emotional response that is oftentimes associated with this musical 

form.  Because of the way Naylor structures this novel much like a musical composition, 

I want to focus on the individual parts of the novel in relation to the characters and how 

they related to one another and the novel as a whole.  In doing so I will demonstrate how 

Naylor recreates oral blues in structure while making use of its linguistic elements.  

Jones’s Corregidora falls next in order of succession to focus on its improvisational 

qualities.  Since Jones does not construct her novel as Naylor does, I want to look beyond 

structure with this novel and focus more on its improvisational nature.  Since Jones uses 

the familial history as the undercurrent of her novel, and uses personal tragedy, both in 

the past and present, as a way of adding to the story of her main character, I want to show 

how the blues moves beyond its mere structure and oftentimes becomes something new, 
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utilizing the aid of the same linguistic elements found in Bailey’s Café.  Placing Jazz at 

the end of this study is an effort to show how Morrison, much like a jazz composer, 

layers her novel beginning with a melody that is present throughout the novel and 

following it with other closely related stories that add both harmony and discord while 

the melody continues to play, whether it is audible or not. This order of succession is an 

attempt to show how, though the blues follows a specific structure, through its linguistic 

elements it is multi-layered and in the end will spawn an emotional response, whether the 

blues is oral or written.  

 By exploring the blues in this way I will tap into an area that goes far beyond the 

current scope of what the blues novel is typically perceived to be.  As a result of bringing 

to the forefront how the blues has been transformed from an aural form to that of a 

written and more visual form I will begin to shed light on the symbiotic intertextuality 

between black women novels and the oral form known as the blues.  I hope to add to the 

discourse surrounding these novels so that blues will no longer be limited to an audible 

form, so that the melody, timber and syncopation of the blues will be seen as well.
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Chapter I 

Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café 

 

 Gloria Naylor’s fourth novel, Bailey’s Café, is a collection of tales that the no- 

name proprietor of the magical café sets up. This woman-centered novel begins with 

Bailey, as his customers have named him.  He is the conductor, or maestro, of this novel 

and one of two men that have the opportunity to tell their stories.  Although each of the 

characters makes his way to Bailey’s Café—whose location is described as being “right 

on the margin between the edge of the world and infinite possibility” (76)—from 

different regions, the café serves as the focal point for this community of people.  With 

no place else to go each of the characters in the novel comes to Bailey’s Café at a point in 

his life where the only alternative is quite possibly death.  From a wino and ten cent 

whore to a pimp and a cross dressing man each member of this ensemble finds the café 

when he has reach his lowest point if for no other reason but to take a break and explore 

other possibilities. The café then embodies Houston Baker’s notion of “a mediational site 

where familiar antinomies are resolved (or dissolved) in the office of adequate cultural 

understanding” (Baker 6)
1
.  Through a series of linguistic elements characteristic of the 

blues, Naylor formulates a blues tale that thematically illustrates the many phases of the 

blues while drawing attention to the café as the way station of the blues, the force that 

links all of the stories. 

 Naylor includes an epigraph that offers a clue as to how one reads the novel:
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  hush now can you hear it can’t be far away. 

  needing the blues to get there 

  look and you can hear it 

  look and you can hear 

  a place never 

  closing: 

  Bailey’s 

  Café  

The epigraph is pivotal to the novel because it clues the reader into how each character finds 

Bailey’s Café.  Naylor suggests the blues is not only a vehicle that takes her characters from one 

form of existence to another, but it is a physical entity that “creates” a space for itself.  By 

revealing the blues and its subsequent power prior to introducing the characters of the novel, 

Naylor makes it possible for the reader to leap beyond the immediate realm of possibility and 

into the “infinite possibility” that the blues can, and oftentimes does, create (76).  

Naylor places the reader at the beginning of a blues number by introducing “Maestro, If 

You Please. . . ,” or the conductor of the number.  Although the blues typically does not have a 

conductor, the maestro is integral to the story in that he sets the stage and tone for the rest of the 

characters: “There’s a whole set to be played here if you want to stick around and listen to the 

music.  And since I’m standing at center stage, I’m sure you’d enjoy it if I first set the tempo 

with a few fascinating tidbits about myself” (4).   

“Bailey” begins his tale by giving the reader a glimpse into his early childhood.  Rather 

than talking about schoolyard bullies or a first crush, he centers on his family life—in particular, 

his mother and father and their interaction with their employers, the Van Morrisons, a well-to-do 

black family in Brooklyn.  This form of storytelling is oftentimes found in the blues as the blues 

singer will set up her/his story by telling the audience about something that “Mama” or “Papa” 

used to say.  One thing that Bailey is careful to point out is that, “[w]hile most of what happens 

in life is below the surface, other people do come up for air and translate their feelings for the 
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general population now and then” (19).   Bailey’s tale then can be translated as his coming up for 

air. 

Throughout his childhood years Bailey becomes somewhat of an expert at reading below 

the surface simply by observing his parents, their interaction with one another, and listening in 

on their many conversations regarding his brother: 

If my brother hadn’t been so much older than me, he probably could have 

explained things to me a little sooner than I learned them myself.  But with a 

twelve-year difference in our ages, he was already on the road before I started 

kindergarten—  

—To discover his fortune; my mother 

—A shiftless bum: my father. (5) 

 

This division was only the beginning of how his parents didn’t see eye to eye on many things and 

the beginning of his education on reading below the surface.  Through his mother Bailey learned 

of a hate that is “particular to women: it burns low, slow and long” (5).  This secret hatred was 

often directed at Mrs. Van Morrison:  

I used to think my mother didn’t just up and poison Mrs. Van Morrison because 

we ate whatever they had left over from supper, but now I know that she relished 

hating that woman and would have done anything to keep her alive and well so 

the whole thing could go on and on. (5) 

Through this demonstration of how the outward self and inward self sometimes differed it would 

stand to reason that Bailey would develop the knack for reading below the surface in order to 

anticipate the wants, needs, and desires of others.  However, once he comes of age and the dawn 

of the Second World War approaches, his notion of reading below the surface is challenged 

when the things that sometimes hover below the surface become one with reality.  

This retelling of Bailey’s World War II experiences is preceded by the recurring phrase, 

We weren’t getting into Tokyo. This repeated phrase is one of a few examples of repetition.  

Through this repetition Naylor draws attention not only to the repeated phrase, but to the action 

that follows the repeated phrase.  However, at first glance to the reader Bailey’s phrase means 
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exactly that: they weren’t getting into Tokyo, primarily because Bailey, like many other African 

American’s during WWII, occupied service positions that kept him far away from combat.  But 

under the surface of, We weren’t getting into Tokyo, the reader later finds out that not getting into 

Tokyo means getting into Guadalcanal, New Guinea, Okinawa, Saipan, Pikadon, Manila, 

Hiroshima and Nagasaki.  Consequently, at these points in Bailey’s past he learned not only what 

he was capable of under the surface, but that oftentimes for those he encountered, friend or foe, 

there was no “surface” at all; everything was exposed for all to see: 

  They ate their own dead in New Guinea.  And I stepped over clumps of 

jungle ants finishing what they left[. . .]I was saved.  Hiroshima in exchange for 

my soul.  Count the bodies.  I’d left more bodies in the streets of Manila.  On the 

hillsides of Okinawa.  Pika-don.  Just count the bodies.  But then Nagasaki—

where it turned to claim out children.  The unborn children. (24, 26) 

It wasn’t until the war was over and Bailey finds himself in San Francisco that the reader 

becomes aware that the things he experienced during the war have sent him to the brink and he is 

in need of a place where he can simply exist and not be consumed by his blues.  In the following 

passage, the state of being on the brink is one of the paramount themes found in the blues songs 

and Naylor effectively sets the stage for bailey’s blues tale to be told: 

  What do you do when the party is over?  I knew life was going to be very 

different (A different prayer, could there have been a different prayer), and I felt 

it just wasn’t worth it.  Before Hiroshima it had definitely been worth it. I still 

believe this country had even been worth Hiroshima happening, but at the very 

moment of Hiroshima happening, it all stopped being worth it.  You get a man 

like that, with thoughts like that, staring out over the edge. . .The only world 

worth existing for me in that white shroud was the sound of the surf, and I already 

knew what the surf was bringing. . susshing. . .susshing. . .(27) 

By telling Bailey’s story in this way—from boyhood to manhood—Naylor sets Bailey’s tale up 

to resemble many blues songs.  Rather than simply telling their audience that they have the blues, 

singers would sometimes take their audience on a trip down memory lane so the full scope of 

their blues could be understood.  An example of this can be seen in the opening lines of Bessie 
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Smith’s song “J.C. Holmes Blues”; “Listen, people, if you want to hear a story told about a brave 

engineer/ J. C. Holmes was the rider’s name, a heavyweight wheelman with a might fame” 

(Davis, Blues Legacies 303).   

In addition, by placing Bailey in various situations Naylor creates a maestro for her blues 

composition that is able to empathize with the plight of his customers without judgment. His 

unique sensibility of seeing below the surface aids him in orchestrating the number that is about 

to unfold.  Through this awareness Bailey is able to direct each character in the right direction—

usually to Eve’s—and ultimately creates a melody that speaks of each unique experience.  

However, once the maestro tells his story, he moves the number right along to “The Vamp.” 

In a blues number the vamp is a minor section where a brief solo, or some kind of 

improvisation, takes place.  What is improvised here are the stories of Sister Carrie and Sugar 

Man—two characters who seem to be fixtures in the café and two characters whom we seem to 

know very little about until we look under the surface. In keeping with the women-centered 

aspect of the novel, Naylor begins the vamp with Sister Carrie. 

Sister Carrie is a character at odds with herself.  On the one hand she is the “cornerstone 

of the Temple of Perpetual Redemption” (32), while on the other hand she has “this burning. . 

.[and]. . . these evil thoughts” (34) that she wants removed.  At first glance Sister Carrie can be 

summed up as a woman who once gave into her carnal desires, had a child, and is now a single 

parent trying to keep her only daughter, Angel, from following in her footsteps: 

  The girl wants to sin.  She can see it in the breasts that keep pushing up 

over her brassieres.  She buys them tighter and tighter, but the flesh keeps  

spilling out in defiance.  The nipples so large and hard, they show through  

her dress.  Inviting trouble.  Wanting trouble.  Cover yourself.  People are  

staring.  Wash yourself down there.  Again.  Again.  She can’t let her smell  

like a bitch in heat.  Like the bitch she wants to be. (34) 

Because of the life she once lived Sister Carrie focuses all of her attention on her daughter 

Angel.  In an effort to stave off all worldly temptations she immerses herself in religion and 

considers those outside of her congregation “scum and filth” (33), Sugar Man in particular. 
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 In stark contrast Sugar Man lives for the almighty dollar and the feeling of being—

though a small man—a big man: 

He’s a little man, Sugar Man.  Dresses to the nines and practically lives in a 1936 

Duesenberg. . .Tiny hands with big diamond rings.  Tiny feet in alligator wingtips. 

. .We have to charge him three times what the meal is worth because he’d insist 

on paying it anyway. (33) 

With his flashiness and flamboyance not only does he indulge his carnal desires, but his line of 

work allows him to cater to the desires of others.  It is this entire package that boils the blood of 

Sister Carrie and causes her to draw Angel even closer to her protective bosom.  

 On the surface it would seem as if Sister Carrie and Sugar man are polar opposites, but 

once we take a look at what lies beneath the surface we see that they are more similar than they 

are different.  Sister Carrie, like Sugar Man, only comes into the café during the week when the 

menu is predictable: “Fried Chicken Mondays.  Hamburger Tuesdays.  Hash Wednesdays.  Pork 

chop Thursdays.  Fish on Fridays” (31).  This way each of their lives is predictable, regulated, 

and largely within their own control.  Weekends at the café a customer can have whatever she/he 

wants; everyone has a choice.  Sister Carrie’s and Sugar Man’s absence on the weekends 

signifies that each of their lives is restricted in some sort of way and, without those rigid 

boundaries, they would find themselves out of control and without an identity (Whitt 164). 

The appearance of Sister Carrie and Sugar Man at this point in the novel mimics the blues 

by introducing these two minor characters or chords.  These characters add the right blend, be it 

harmony or discord, in the number at the just the right time, further setting the tone for what is to 

come.  For example, in the chapter entitled “Jesse Bell,” Sister Carrie’s encounter with Eve 

shows Eve’s calm demeanor in stark contrast with Sister Carrie’s near hysterics:   

Without turning around, Eve will raise her own voice and talk straight 

across the counter to the lard cans up on the shelf: Somebody in here likes  

Ezekiel.  Somebody even likes the sixteenth chapter of Ezekiel.  Carrie’s  

mouth drops open. . .Eve keeps holding her conversation with the lard:  

Somebody even likes the thirteenth verse of the sixteenth chapter of  

Ezekiel.  And maybe somebody should try the fifty-second verse on for  
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size.  And before Carrie can lick that thumb and flip over the page, Eve is  

quoting it by heart:. . .Carrie’s chest starts heaving and she’s just licking  

that thumb and flicking those pages until they’re  a blur. (135) 

Sister Carrie’s minor, yet vital, call-and response with Eve sets the stage for Eve’s interaction 

with Jesse Bell, and Jesse’s eventual withdrawal from heroin.  Without the encounter with Sister 

Carrie the reader would have been less prepared for Eve’s detached behavior with Jesse Bell in 

the back of the café. 

 The next section that follows The Vamp is “The Jam,” which describes the main section 

of the novel.  Each character in “The Jam” is given an opportunity to improvise and tell her/his 

story. At the beginning of each chapter in the Jam, Bailey continues to set the tempo by 

introducing each character prior to his stories being told.  By setting the stage and beginning 

each character’s story, Naylor continues to reinforce the idea of the café being the junction for 

the blues;
 2
 the café then becomes the place where each of these characters makes the conscious 

decision to leave the reality as they knew it in an effort to become one with the blues. 

The first tale in “The Jam,” titled “Mood: Indigo,” is a reference to Duke Ellington’s 

1931 song of the same title (Whitt 160).  The words of the song are quite literal in the case of 

Sadie: “I’m so lonesome I could cry; Cause there’s nobody who cares about me; I’m just a soul 

who’s bluer than blue can be. When I get that mood indigo, I could lay me down and die” (166).  

When the reader first encounters Sadie she is in the café speaking the words, “—A little tea, 

please” (39).  Because of her polite nature and the way her touch makes “the thick mug [lose] its 

cracks and stains” (40) Sadie becomes much more tragic as Bailey reveals that “Sadie [is] a wino 

[. . .and. . .] a twenty-five-cent whore” (40).  

Born by accident, Sadie’s mother hates her; in response to that hate, Sadie tries to be the 

best daughter she can be in order to win her mother’s approval.  She cleans meticulously, speaks, 

walks and eats softly—all in an effort to be good enough to hear the words she hears her mother 

speak only in her dreams: “Yes, I’m so proud of you.  You’re a good girl, Sadie” (44).  Despite 

Sadie’s efforts at being good enough her mother’s hatred grows until finally she forces Sadie into 

selling her body to pay their bills and support her mother’s absinthe habit.  During two such 
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encounters, Sadie’s mother engages in a call-and-response dialogue where Sadie’s mother as the 

respondent. 

On the occasion where Sadie loses her virginity to a John, and he finally realizes that 

Sadie was indeed a virgin, he “calls” violently asking: “—What kind of woman are you” (45)?  

However, her response is silence.  Six months later the same call is given, when Sadie’s mother 

enlists a doctor to sterilize Sadie, however, this time a different response is given: “The kind with 

double the money to pay you” (45).   Ironically, Sadie’s mother seems to view this forced 

sterilization as an act of kindness: “Your life woulda been pure hell ever having to take care of a 

child” (45).  As repayment Sadie proceeds to take care of her mother until she dies, and Sadie is 

left to fend for herself. 

Sadie’s mother’s death paved the way for Daniel, Sadie’s husband and thirty years her 

senior.  Naylor uses Sadie’s life to resemble the refrain in a blues song. This element of 

redundancy illustrates how Sadie traded one loveless relationship for another: “[s]he went off 

with a man older than enough to be her father, and she ended up living with her mother for the 

next twenty-five years” (51).  Just as she’d done before, Sadie cleaned and remained silent, 

trying to earn Daniel’s affection and to prove that she was good enough to be loved.  

Consequently, the very things that Sadie did to try and prove she was worthy of Daniel’s love 

were the very things that made him think he wasn’t good enough for her: “Her cleaning irritated 

him—her way of saying that where he’d brought her to live wasn’t good enough.  The prim way 

of eating.  The prim way of wiping her mouth.  All of it saying that nothing around her was good 

enough” (54).  It is not until Sadie’s illness—that Sadie begins to see that she truly is good 

enough and refuses to be treated otherwise.  Upon her recovery, Daniel attempts to throw away 

her red geraniums—the one thing that exists in both her dreams and her reality.  In an effort to 

save her flowers—her dreams—Sadie breaks her silence and engages Daniel in a call-and-

response that displays strength of character: 

—They leave, I leave, she said 

He jumped up, took a pot, and smashed it in the yard. 

—Woman, this is my damn house. 

—They leave, I leave, she said[. . .] 
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Then he picked up one of the Mason jars and threw it against the house to be sure 

she would hear it.  He tiptoed over to the window to peek in and see if she was 

packing[. . .]she was. 

—They stay, he said. (55-56) 

Although Daniel comes to acknowledge Sadie’s worth, this victory is short lived.  Daniel dies 

and Sadie loses the house to his daughters, paving the way for Sadie’s worth to be summed up in 

exact change and a bag full of stars. 

 Sadie’s blues experience mirrors what is sung in many blues songs, not just in Ellington’s 

“Mood Indigo.”  Her experience is of someone who starts off at the bottom—as an unwanted 

child, “The One The Coat Hanger Missed”(41)—and keeps falling lower and lower until she is a 

wino selling her body for the exact change needed to buy liquor.  Taking the events of Sadie’s 

life leading up to her appearance at the café into consideration, it is no wonder that Naylor places 

Sadie’s story at the beginning of “The Jam.”  Her story is the place where Naylor further 

solidifies Baker’s notion of the blues at the junction, and the junction—Bailey’s Café—being 

“the way-station of the blues[. . .]where endless antinomies are mediated and understanding and 

explanation find conditions of possibility” (Baker 7).  Although the café affords Sadie one or 

more “possibilities” for her situation, her story finds no resolution.  Even though Sadie keeps 

Iceman Jones at arms length it appears that Sadie may have finally found the love she worked so 

hard to deserve.  Despite her distance and frequent indifference Iceman still offered her his 

world: “What I have, you’ll have.  What I eat you’ll eat.  Wherever I lay my head, there’s a place 

for you[. . .]—And I want you to know, I ain’t talking nothing improper.  You get my name, such 

as it is, along with the whole bargain” (77), Sadie couldn’t accept, leaving Iceman standing on 

the pier at the rear of the café, leaving her story, like many blues songs, with no closure.  Despite 

the lack of closure in Sadie’s story one other thing sets this tale apart from all the others told by 

women in the novel Sadie is the only woman in the novel who does not make her way to Eve’s.  

Although Naylor does not set Eve up to be the answer for the women she encounters, it is clear 

from Eve’s birth to her appearance at Bailey’s café that her blues experience allows her to see 

below the surface, just as Bailey does.  And it is this ability to see below the surface that allows 

Eve to assume the matriarchal position she does in the novel. 
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Eve’s story serves two functions.  Its initial purpose is to tell Eve’s story and give the 

reader background into her appearance at Bailey’s Café as well as how and why she’s the owner 

of the boarding house.  Its second purpose is to establish Eve as the central mother figure for the 

women that find her boarding house.  By first laying out Eve’s background, which includes her 

affinity for gardening and tending to women in need, Naylor fashions Eve after the blues women 

of the 1920’s (Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday).
3
 Eve uses her experience—lost 

love, lost innocence, and displacement—to teach and nurture those who are willing to listen, and 

leaves those alone who turn a deaf ear.  True to form, however, the two minor characters that 

were introduced in “The Vamp”—Sugar Man and Sister Carrie—make an appearance in Eve’s 

story: “—Come on and admit it, Bailey.  She’s got a good game going, and the nerve to bad-

mouth me.  Every pimp don’t need to wear pants.  —A House full of nothing but sluts and 

whores and tramps” (80).  Through their improvised solo of insults, Naylor appears to be making 

an attempt at adding a strange harmonious mix in Eve’s story as a way of drawing attention to 

her character’s importance, to the individual women and the entire community. 

Eve’s lost love comes as a result of those in her community passing judgment on the 

relationship she has with Godfather:  

the women’s eyes held other questions, unnatural questions, as their heads  

followed us when we rode by in the wagon.  Why was he still cooking and  

cleaning for [her]?  Why had he never married?  Why was no boy ever allowed to 

come and call?  Or even walk [her] home from church? (83) 

Since Godfather was a man of few words, the only affection she experienced was on Saturday 

nights when he bathed her; as a result of the looks and questions of the women in the 

community, the baths stopped: “Did those women understand what they had done with their 

slanted eyes and evil questions?  I was now forced to go through months an months with no one 

and nothing to touch me” (83).  The questions posed by the women in the community and 

subsequently the end of the only intimacy that Eve had caused a chain reaction whose end result 

led Eve to Bailey’s Café. 
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 Eve’s lost innocence happens during a game of hide-and-seek.  Eager for touch, Eve is 

pressed against the earth, feeling the warmth of the soil and the smell of the grass when Billy 

Boy comes stomping by:  

I hurl myself [onto] my stomach to press as tight as I can into the earth and the 

tremors, the tremors on my arms, legs, thighs.  I part my thighs ever so slightly 

and arch my pelvis hard into the soil—there, yes, now I can feel it even down 

there.  So close to the earth—the tremors.  Stomp, Billy. (87) 

When Godfather finds her in the throws of this illicit game, the third and final stage of this chain 

reaction is set in motion.  Eve is then stripped of her clothes and purged of any food that 

Godfather may have provided for her and cast out (88).  With nowhere to go Eve takes a 

thousand year journey from Pilottown to Arabi whereupon she becomes one with the delta dust.  

This travel motif is reminiscent of the blues where oftentimes blues men sang of their travels on 

the railroad, from the south to the north, or even returning to Dixie.
4
  By making Eve’s character 

well traveled and essentially a self-made woman, Naylor cements Eve’s role as the cornerstone 

for the women that find her boarding house.  Because of Eve’s life experience she is able to give 

in abundance without expecting anything in return.  However, Mariam—the story that Nadine 

and Eve must tell—no life experience and it is Eve, a motherless child, who steps in to be the 

mother figure to a child whose only words are:  “No man has ever touched me” (143). 

In the chapter titled “Mary (Take Two)” there is a slight shift in narrative perspective.  In 

this chapter, Nadine, Bailey’s reticent wife, takes center stage: “I only agreed to set this one up 

because there isn’t a man in here who’s willing to do it”(143).  By initiating this change in the 

tempo, this section of the novel becomes the bridge, the part of the novel that connects the entire 

piece.   

Mariam’s story serves as the connecting piece of the novel in three ways, with the first 

leading back to the practice of repetition.  First, Mariam’s repeated phrase “No man has ever 

touched me” clues the reader in to why this section has been set apart as the bridge.  All the 

preceding movements in the novel have all been told by women who have clearly been touched 

by a man or men.  Mariam, however, has not; this distinction between Mariam and the rest of the 

women in the novel signals a shift that could only be brought about by the tale being told by the 
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women. Second, Mariam’s tale is the last tale told either by or about a woman in the novel. 

Third, this is the section of the novel where a birth takes place.  Bailey’s Café, the way station 

for people who have come to the end of their rope, suddenly becomes the place where new life 

begins, but before this birth can take place, there is one final story that has to be told from the 

male perspective, once again drawing attention to the redundant nature of the blues. 

 In “Miss Maple’s Blues” the title alone would lead one to believe another woman’s story 

is to follow.  However, it is the story about Stanley Beckwourth Booker Taliaferro Washington 

Carver, the second of two tales in this novel about a man. Typically in blues that is woman-

centered, the song generally speaks to the subjugation and oftentimes the sexual exploits of the 

female singers (Davis, Blues Legacies 23).  This tale is of a man of multi ethnic ancestry who 

finds himself discriminated against in corporate America despite being “the most qualified man” 

(197).  More importantly, however, as with all the other stories in “The Jam,” Miss Maple, like 

all the other characters experiences a form of oppression.  It is this oppression that Miss Maple 

experiences, both as a suite wearing man, and then as a cross dressing man, that speaks to the 

blues sensibility of the novel and links him with the rest of the characters in the novel.  Although 

“Miss Maples Blues” is the last story told in “The Wrap,” signifying the end, or quite possibly 

closure, Naylor adds a few more measures to her composition.  

When a blues song ends, the audience knows that the song is finished and the next notes 

they hear will usher in a new song.  However, at the end of Naylor’s novel, the reader does not 

achieve this level of closure.  George’s birth at the end of the novel gives the illusion that the 

final note to the piece has been played.  Still, his birth raises more questions than gives answers:   

 A child isn’t supposed to be born on this street.  I don’t care what kind of 

worlds we all came from; there isn’t much of a prayer for life itself if a  

baby had to be born here.  But maybe it’s meant for this baby to bring in a  

whole new era.  Maybe when it gets here, it’ll be like an explosion of new  

hope or something, and we’ll just fade away.  And maybe I should just  

stop talking and wait to see. (160) 

Even Bailey, the maestro who sets the stage, is not sure what effect this birth will have on the 

whole ensemble.   Not only does this aspect of the novel mimic one of the most integral parts of 
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the blues, it also emphasizes the improvisational nature of the blues in that when one thinks the 

blues is over, it has only just begun. 

 In addition to utilizing the aforementioned ways of taking the blues from an oral to 

written form, Naylor uses other elements of the blues such as call-and-response and repetition to 

draw attention and add emphasis when.  Call-and-response is used as a way for the blues singer 

to sing about a shared personal experience and elicit a response of not only acknowledgement, 

but also one of support from her listeners.  An illustration of this call-and-response pattern is 

seen when Peaches begins to sing shortly after George’s birth: 

  Anybody ask you who you are? 

  Who you are? 

  Who you are? 

  Anybody ask you who you are? 

  Tell him—you’re the child of God. (225) 

In response to her song the others join in: 

  Anybody ask you who I am? 

  Who I am? 

  Who I am? 

  Anybody ask you who I am? 

  Tell him—I’m a child of God. (226) 

This interaction between the characters in this way not only unifies them around the actual event 

of George’s birth, but it brings them together in such a way that their cultural and religious 

differences seem to fall by the wayside.  Call-and-response serves as a unifying strategy between 

the characters. 

 Another element that Naylor takes from oral to written is the use of repetition.  In the 

blues a certain melody or phrase will be repeated in order to emphasize its importance to that 

movement.  Naylor utilizes repetition in a number of chapters in “The Jam.” However, there are 

two instances in particular that, without repetition, the sadness of each character would be 

diminished.   In “Sweet Esther” the line that is repeated, “We won’t speak of this, Esther” (95) 

not only points to Esther’s abuse at the hands of her “husband” and her abandonment by her 
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brother, but also to her own silence once she sets up residence at Eve’s.  Though Esther only 

appears at the café twice—upon her initial arrival and at Georges’ birth—her presence in the 

novel is key because she represents the pauses that can, and often do, occur in a blues number. In 

“Mary (Take Two)” the line that is repeated, “No man has ever touched me” (143) shows the 

severity of her situation and foreshadows the tragedy to come (i.e. Mariam’s accidental 

drowning).  Although these lines are repeated, for Esther, and by Mariam, this repetition exists 

so that its polar opposite, silence, can have a place as well. Through the many forms of silence 

Naylor places throughout the novel—Sadie’s physical silence, or Peaches’ self mutilation—one 

thing is made abundantly clear: though their silence was used as a way to diminish their 

character, it in turn became the very thing that made them visible and gave them voice. 

 Within the novel there are a number of characters who are silent.  Some were silent prior 

to finding Bailey’s Café, in the instance of Esther, while others remained silent even after their 

arrival, (i.e. Mariam).  In the blues, silence—pauses—serves to add emphasis to what directly 

precedes or follows it.  Sylvie Chavanelle argues, “Naylor’s blues song restores [the] voices to 

the speechless Sadie, the caged-in Esther, [and] the schizophrenic Mary” (Chavanelle 59).  But, 

if we look at the novel’s use of silence and the use of pauses in the blues, pauses are simply used 

as another “instrument” in a blues number the same as silence in the novel is a way of 

“speaking” for these characters.  Without her silence, Sadie could not make “the thick mug [lose] 

its cracks and stains, [hit] the tablecloth with the ring of china, while the bent tin spoon and paper 

napkin became monogrammed sliver and linen” (40).  Without her silence Esther could not 

demand white roses from her gentlemen callers, and without her silence Mary couldn’t mutilate 

herself in order to find peace.  Even though each of these women experiences silence in her life, 

it is the very silence they create that calls attention to the life that preceded Bailey’s Café, and 

will allow them to exist in the life that is to follow. 

 The blues, whether in an oral or written form, speaks to an experience that can be shared 

by musician and audience, author and reader.  In Bailey’s Café, Gloria Naylor has successfully 

taken the elements of the blues and formed them into a written text without losing the rhythm, 

tempo and style that characterizes the blues. Even when it comes to the blues not typically being 

“feel good” music, Naylor is successful in keeping Bailey’s Café from being the “feel good” 
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novel.  In “The Wrap” Bailey tells us, “I don’t believe that life is supposed to make you feel 

good, or to make you feel miserable either.  Life is just supposed to make you feel” (219).  

Likewise, as Naylor leaves each character, and the novel as a whole without closure she leaves 

the reader/listener with the same words to live by: the blues isn’t supposed to make you feel 

good either, it’s “just supposed to make you feel” (219). 

 

 
1 Baker (5-6) talks more in depth about the blues as force in his introduction. 
2 Baker (7-8) discusses at length in  “Blues translation at the Junction.” 
3 I am indebted to Angela Davis’ discussion of Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith, and Billy Holiday’s contribution to the 

blues in her book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism. 
4 Davis offers a brief discussion of the travel motif found in the blues. 



Chapter II 

 

Gayl Jones’s Corregidora: 

 

 

Gayl Jones’s novel Corregidora is a complex web of rape, incest, and the charge 

to “make generations” in order to keep a record of past wrongs.  The main character, 

Ursa, a blues singer who is the fourth generation of Corregidora women, hates Simon 

Corregidora, the Portuguese slave master who fathered her mother and grandmother.  

Unable to have children and fulfill her charge to make generations, Ursa immerses herself 

in the blues as a way to ease the pain of never having children, and find a way to come to 

terms with the family past that haunts her.  Through this novel Jones uses call-and-

response, repetition, redundancy and Nommo,
1
 the mere power of words, to tell the story 

of a family of women and transform it into the equivalent of a blues improvisational 

piece.  By taking the underlying story and adding to that melody—through the stories of 

each of the women—Jones reveals the blues to be a healing force that Ursa taps into to 

arrive at a place where her story and her pain can be her own.  Ursa uses her blues in the 

novel as a vehicle for healing and rebirth that allows her blues to bear witness of her own 

life and thereby “make generations.”  Through this discussion of Jones’s novel I will 

deviate from the usual criticism of her novels—negative images of both black men and 

women
2
—and explore the relationship between the blues in and the mandate of making 

generations.  
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 At the beginning of the novel we are introduced to the blues singer, Ursa, its main 

character, after she falls down the stairs and consequently has a hysterectomy.  It is at this 

moment that we are first brought face to face with the personal pain of Ursa.  Jones 

reveals that Ursa’s complicated family history adds to the young woman’s pain.  From a 

small child Ursa is told of the abuse that her gram and great gram endured at the hands of 

Simon Corregidora, the “Portuguese slave breeder and whoremonger” who fathered not 

only her grandmother but her mother as well (9).  By listening to these stories Ursa is 

prepared to do her part in keeping with the legacy established by the Corregidora women 

before her: 

My great-grandmother told my grandmama the part she lived through that 

my grandmama didn’t live through and my grandmama told my mama 

what they both lived through and my mama told me what they all lived 

through and we were supposed to pass it down like that from generation 

to generation so we’d never forget.  Even though they’d burned 

everything to play it like it didn’t never happen. (9) 

As a way of keeping their family history alive, Ursa, like her mother and grandmother, is 

charged with the duty of making generations and telling the story of Corregidora so that 

the story of abuse and pain is not forgotten.  Ironically, “Ursa in Latin means ‘bear’ 

(Gottfried 560).  However, Ursa’s hysterectomy renders her unable to fulfill her duty as a 

Corregidora woman, to bear children. Ursa’s tragedy prompts her search for not only a 

voice in her ancestral narrative, but for an avenue towards emotional healing as well. 

 Although the novel makes no attempts to cover and/or explain the emotional and 

psychological effects that a hysterectomy can have on a woman, it stands to reason that 

along with severe hormonal fluctuations, Ursa is indeed experiencing or questioning her 

worth as a woman, “‘What do you feel?’ ‘As if part of my life’s already marked out for 

me—the barren part’. . .I lay back, feeling as if something more than the womb had been 

taken out” (6).  In effect, part of Ursa is indeed taken out, part of her voice is removed, 

the more conventional part that would allow her to add to her ancestral narrative as a 

mother.  However, this loss of her conventional voice does not in any way distract from 

the impact of the power of her blues voice.  Amy Gottfried states that “[w]hen a woman’s 
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voice and power are equated solely with her reproductive capacity, she is rendered silent 

and powerless if she will not or cannot bear children” (Gottfried 567).  Nevertheless, 

Ursa, much like Ma Rainey, Bessie Smith and Billie Holiday, subverts that belief and 

uses her lack of a womb as her sole reason for singing whereas, Rainey, Smith and 

Holiday chose not to bear children in to travel and sing the blues.   

Since the life of a traveling blues woman, or man, doesn’t make room for a 

conventional family, it can be assumed that the role of mother was something that was 

rejected, or specifically chosen by those that didn’t want a family, but this particular view 

is far from being true.  In both instances we see that there is the lack of motherhood as it 

is traditionally viewed in the blues.  In her book Blues Legacies and Black Feminism 

Angela Davis reveals “the absence of the mother figure in the blues does not imply a 

rejection of motherhood as such, but rather suggests that blues women found the 

mainstream cult of motherhood irrelevant to the realities of their lives” (13).  Although 

motherhood is not irrelevant in the least bit for Ursa, it stands to reason that the 

traditional path of motherhood can not work for her as a blues woman.  She will have to 

fashion her own sense of motherhood through the blues. 

Another aspect of the blues Jones addresses in her novel is homosexuality.  

Traditionally, especially for the blues women of the 1920’s, the blues was a way for 

women to voice their sexuality.  Through their lyrics they oftentimes “[. . .]deviated from 

that era’s established popular musical culture [through] their provocative and pervasive 

sexual—including homosexual—imagery” (3).  Jones not only displays the presence of 

the lesbian community within the novel, she also posits the homophobia that existed in 

the 20’s in her novel as well.  Such homophobia is made evident shortly after Ursa’s 

convalescence begins.  Once Ursa moves in with Cat Lawson, her encounter with Jeffy 

seems to set things in motion: “I was drowsy, but I felt her [Jeffy’s] hands on my breasts.  

She was feeling all on me up and around my breasts.  I shot awake and knocked her out 

on the floor” (39).  Although it is evident that the homosexual interaction was not 

solicited or desired, Claudia Tate alludes to the possibility that Ursa may have been “. . . 

frightened by a lesbian encounter while convalescing at the house of a friend, Cat 

Lawson” (139).  Even though this was evidently a disturbing experience for Ursa, 

homosexuality is not a major issue in the novel.  Despite Ursa being told as a child, “He 
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wouldn’t sleep with her, so he made me sleep with her, so for five years I was sleeping 

with her and him” (13) by her great gram, she knew that homosexuality was a part of her 

[great gram’s] existence Ursa was not worried about “. . .whether men [would] still find 

her desirable, or whether she [would] eventually succumb to homosexual embrace” (139) 

as Tate alludes to.  Soon after the incident at Cat’s house Ursa marries Tadpole, not as an 

attempt to stave off homosexuality, but in an effort to fill the void left behind after her 

hysterectomy and subsequent divorce from Mutt. 

Despite being a bit put off by Jeffy’s advances, Ursa still manages to make herself 

at home in Cat’s house enough to begin singing again.  She begins, “Trouble in my mind, 

I’m blue, but I won’t be won’t be blue always” (44).  Voicing her obvious sorrow at not 

just the loss of her womb, but of her relationship with Mutt as well (44).  Hearing her 

sing, Cat comments: 

 Your voice sounds a little strained that’s all.  But if I hadn’t heard you  

before, I wouldn’t notice anything. I’d still be moved.  Maybe even moved 

more, because it sounds like you been through something.  Before it was 

beautiful too, but you sound like you been through more now. (44) 

Cat is moved not just by Ursa’s voice but by Ursa’s expression of her blues is a clear 

indication that the song is much more than just mere words.  Joyce Pettis describes this 

form of expression, in her article “She Sung Back in Return,” as “. . . a transmutation of 

[her ancestral] sorrows and suffering as well as an indication of her own.  The altering 

quality of her voice constitutes a barometer of her degree of pain” (794).  Still, one 

cannot ignore the overall power of words in the songs of the blues.  As each word is 

uttered it calls into being the thoughts and emotions that are present in the singer and the 

hearer; even the moans, groans, and the sighs used in the blues express an emotion that 

cannot be voiced but can be felt.  This power couched within the blues can be traced back 

to the shores of West Africa to what Janheinz Jahn refers to as the “. . .concept of 

Nommo—‘the magic power of the word’—as being the very basis of music” (Davis, Wild 

Women 6). 

Nommo applies to the novel directly through Ursa’a blues song.  It is the very 

words that she sings that give her power over her past and allows her to take those first 

steps down the path of healing.  By singing her song Ursa “ [gives] shape to [an] 
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emotional response that might [have] otherwise [been] turn[ed] inward and become 

destructive” (Davis, Blues Legacies 136).  Since she refuses to internalize her pain she 

purges what she is feeling.  She bears witness to her ancestral past and gives life to her 

grief while at the same time discards her grief it eventually comes to terms with her place 

as the bearer of the Corrigedora legacy.   

This purging is also exemplified in the song “Goodmorning Heartache” Billie 

Holiday sings.  In the final lines of her song Holiday doesn’t simply acknowledge her 

pain, she turns her pain outward not in an effort to get rid of it she invites her heartache to 

“sit down”; she in essence makes peace with the pain that she feels.  Although the end 

result of Holiday’s song is that her heartache will more than likely return the next day, by 

inviting it to sit down for a while, Holiday invites her listeners to share in her pain.  

Through each line she doles out a little bit of her pain, a little bit of her emotion, allowing 

this emotional exorcism to somehow become a communal experience.  This form of 

emotional purging through singing the blues allows  

[b]lues music [to perform] a magical—or aesthetic—exorcism of the 

blues, those things that lead to unhappiness and despair.  Ritually invoking 

the names of the blues songs serves the purpose of preparing the blues  

woman for the process of conferring aesthetic form on her emotional 

troubles.  By creating out of them a work of art, she is giving herself  

aesthetic control over the forces that threaten to overwhelm her. (Davis  

Blues Legacies 129)   

In a similar way, Ursa begins to give voice to her own blues.  Shortly after her 

recovery she returns to work and begins to sing her song:  

They call it the devil blues.  It ride your back.  It devil you.  I bit my lip 

singing.  I troubled my mind, took my rocker down by the river again.  It 

was as if I wanted them to see what he’d done, hear it.  All those blues 

feelings.  That time I asked him to try to understand my feeling ways.  

That’s what I called it.  My feeling ways.  My voice felt like it was 

screaming. . .I felt as if they could see my feelings somewhere in the 

bottom of my eyes. (50) 
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In a similar manner to Holiday, Ursa begins to dole out her pain, first by hoping her 

listeners would hear it in her voice, then by hoping they’d see it in her eyes.  This 

pleading on Ursa’s part not only speaks to Nommo, but it also calls out to the magical 

powers of communal understanding that are couched deep within the blues. 

 Although Ursa is searching for a source of healing through the blues, and a level 

of commonality with her listeners, she is still missing a vital piece of the puzzle.  Since 

Ursa’s mother wasn’t directly affected by the brutality of Corregidora, Ursa needed to 

find out how “. . .  their past could really have had so much to do with her [her mother’s] 

own (111).  This need to know, or more importantly, this need to feel connected to 

something, is what prompted Ursa to visit her mother: “ I couldn’t be satisfied until I had 

seen Mama, talked to her, until I had discovered her private memory” (104). Through this 

visit Ursa is hoping to understand the force that has kept the Corregidora women 

connected and dedicated to keeping this story alive.  But upon close examination, we find 

that the only thing that connects the three women preceding Ursa is their ability to bear 

children—especially female children.   

What links these women, as explained by Madhu Dubey, is a biological 

connection, based on reproduction that the Corregidora women share (260).  Although 

this may indeed be the case for Ursa’s mother, gram and great gram, this connection is 

severed with Ursa.  Since Ursa cannot conceive she feels disconnected from the women 

in her family, and it is this disconnectedness that prompts her to visit her mother and ask 

the questions she does.  However, in asking the questions that Ursa does, she 

subsequently finds out that her mother, like herself, felt this same disconnectedness:  

. . .I wasn’t looking for a man.  They’d tell me, they’d be telling me about 

making generations, but I wasn’t out looking for no man.  I never was out 

looking for no man.  I kept thinking back on it, though, and it was like I 

had to go there, had to go there and sit there and have him watch me like 

that. (112)  

Since Ursa’s mother is far removed from the brutality that her mother and grandmother 

experienced, she feels the need to create her own story, but she also feels the pressure of 

her ancestral charge.  Consequently, though, Ursa’s mother, feeling the pull of her 

familial obligation much stronger than her own wants and desires, succumbs and makes 
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telling the story of Corregidora be enough for her as it was for her mother and her mother 

before her.  But for Ursa this isn’t the case:  

“Corregidora’s never been enough for you has it?” she asked. 

“No.” 

“I thought it would be.” 

“What happened with you was always more important.  What happened 

with you and him.” 

Her face tightened for a moment. 

“Corregidora is responsible for that part of my life.  If Corregidora  

hadn’t happened that part of my life never would have happened.” (111) 

Ursa’s need to know along with her mother’s admission leads us to examine more closely 

how the history of this family plays in the grand scheme of the novel, and whether or not 

a resolution, or foreseeable end to the call to “make generations.”  Dubey argues that “. . 

.the novel does not even attempt to resolve the contradictions of historical experience,” 

(250) but the recurrent blues theme and the charge to “make generations” seems to make 

the historical experience of Ursa’s foremothers the backdrop for the more pressing matter 

at hand, which would be first, Ursa’s healing, and second, making generations.  The 

historical experience merely serves as the catalyst that drives the rest of the novel.  

However, it is the blues song in particular that speaks both to the past and the present. 

 When considering the blues song in general, the music speaks to the experience of 

an entire people with shared wants, desires, and grievances, but when considering the 

blues song of the blues women in particular, they traditionally sing to voice the need for 

control over their lives, whether it be due to a wandering lover, wanting a broken heart to 

be mended, or simply singing the blues for the sake of singing the blues.  In many of the 

blues songs Rainey and Smith sing they did so that women would feel they had the right 

to “explicitly celebrate their right to conduct themselves as expansively and even as 

undesirably as men” (Davis, Blues Legacy 21).  This desire for the blues women to 

portray themselves and to give other women the courage to see themselves as sexual 

beings is the result of generations of African American women being objectified and 

treated as things to be possessed rather than the human beings that they are.  Dubey 

makes an attempt to lump Ursa in the same category as these blues women by stating that 
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“Ursa’s blues song. . .seeks to express a black feminine sexuality that can at once contain 

and transcend the contradictory history of American slavery” (252) I find Dubey’s 

assertion this to be quite the contrary since Ursa, being three generations removed from 

slavery, only knows of slavery and its effects on her family through the narratives told to 

her by her mother, gram, and great gram.  Ursa’s blues song is the very thing that frees 

her from an incestuous past that isn’t her own.  Her blues song is what fills her emptiness 

after the loss of her womb and becomes her “. . .surrogate daughter who bears witness to 

both Corregidora’s legacy and Ursa’s indomitable will to free herself from the tyranny of 

historical oppression” (Tate 141).  Despite the difference in reason for singing between 

Rainey, Smith and Ursa, the historical backdrop serves the same purpose it is the very 

thing that causes the blues to be a viable force in the lives of each woman.  However, it is 

this same historical backdrop that sheds the most light on Ursa and her inability to have 

children. 

Ursa’s inability to make generations manifests itself in her singing, but it does not 

appear that Ursa sees her singing as that, at least at first.  The way she sings is much like 

the way her gram and great gram tell her the stories.  Through this storytelling Jones uses 

two blues devices, redundancy and improvisation—each time the story is retold a little 

more is added, not to make what has come before invalid, but so that the story becomes 

more real, because “[e]verything said in the beginning must be said better than in the 

beginning” (54).  In the same way Ursa adds to her songs each time she sings them just as 

the stories she was told were added to each time they were told to her.  This adding on 

mimics the way that blues songs are typically improvised.  This improvisation that goes 

on within the blues song is performed not as a way of “correcting” the song’s original 

form, but it serves as a way for the blues singer to make an “amendment” of some sort to 

the emotion being expressed through the song.  This amending of the song, just as the 

amending of the stories that Ursa is told, is in an effort to make the song, or story, more 

real to the listener thereby fostering more of a communal bond between the storyteller 

and the listener, between the blues singer and the audience.  This sort of communal bond 

between singer and audience is also exhibited through call-and-response. 

 Another similarity that the blues and this blues novel share is the use of “call-and-

response”.  According to Patricia Hill Collins, call-and-response is:  
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  [c]omposed of spontaneous verbal and nonverbal interactions between 

   speaker and listener in which all of the speaker’s statements, or “calls” are  

punctuated by expressions, or “responses” from the listener, this Black 

discourse mode pervaded African-American culture.  The fundamental  

requirement of this interactive network is active participation of all  

individuals.  For ideas to be tested and validated, everyone in the group  

must participate. (261) 

In the blues, this call-and-response is used as a way for the blues singer to sing about a 

shared personal experience to elicit a response of not only acknowledgement, but also 

one of support from female listeners.  This call-and-response can be seen in Ma Rainey’s 

song “Trust No Man.”  Contrary to what the title of the song suggests, it is actually other 

women that Rainey is singing about.  By speaking directly to the fears and quite possibly 

the insecurities that her listeners may have about another woman stealing the affection of 

their significant other, Rainey is able to draw out the proper response from her audience 

that will make the call-and-response cycle complete. 

 In a similar way, Jones uses call-and-response as a way to signify on the blues, 

but in this instance, Ursa is responding to Mutt’s pleadings: 

  “Come over here, honey.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “I need somebody.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “I said I need somebody.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “I won’t treat you bad.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “I won’t make you sad.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “Come over here, honey, and visit with me a little.” 

  “Naw.” 

  “Come over here, baby, and visit with me a little.” 

  “Naw.” (97-98) 
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Ursa’s responses in this section of the novel function not as a sentiment of 

acknowledgement or encouragement, as with the women respondents to Ma Rainey’s 

song, but as a way of voicing her own dissatisfaction with her situation and her disbelief 

that her blues, at the hands of her estranged ex-husband, are over.  Although Jones’s use 

of call-and-response in the novel is affective in fleshing out issues within the character’s 

relationships, other elements characteristic of the blues prove to be just as effective 

throughout the novel. 

Another motif that is present in the novel, as well as in the blues, is that of travel, 

but more specifically travel by train.  In the more traditional blues song, “the train [and] 

its seductive sounds, speed and power, its recurring schedules, its ability to carry large 

numbers of passengers at cheap rates, [and its] implicit democracy” (Davis, Blues Legacy 

70) was a way for the blues singer to get away from their blues, as well as providing the 

audience an avenue of escape.  More specifically, in “Dixie Flyer Blues” Bessie Smith 

not only sings about taking a train, but she sings about returning to a place of comfort, 

she sings about returning to her mother: 

 Here’s my ticket, take it, please, conductorman. 

 Here’s my ticket, take it, please, conductorman. 

 Goin’ to my mammy way down in Dixieland. (86) 

In this song, unlike most other blues songs, Smith sings about returning to the comfort of 

her mother, as opposed to reclaiming, or longing for, the love of an unfaithful lover.  In 

contrast, however, when Ursa sings the song about, “. . .this train going in the tunnel, and 

nobody knew when the train would get out, and then all of a sudden the tunnel tightened 

around the train like a fist,”  she sings about how she is possessed, strangled, and 

suffocated by Mutt, like the women before her, were by Corregidora (146).  When she 

sings about that train in the tunnel, she not only sings for herself, but also for her mother, 

gram, and great gram.  This particular type of song affords Ursa the opportunity to finally 

embrace her ancestral past prior to creating a song that will be uniquely her own. 

In contrast with another song that Ursa sings, Jones adopts the legend of the 

“Flying African”.  In doing so, she gives Ursa access to one more avenue in her singing 

that enables her to escape her pain.  “The legend of the Flying Africans is a canonical tale 

which resonates throughout the expressive traditions of that part of the African diaspora 
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which has known slavery in the New World” (Walters 4).  This legend, as it is alluded to 

in the novel via Ursa’s singing, is a very effective parallel between the Africans wanting 

to fly home to Africa to escape the brutality of slavery and Ursa wanting to fly away and 

return to a place where there is peace and contentment.  Similarly, in Toni Morrison’s 

novel, Song of Solomon, Solomon, the African who got fed up and flew back to Africa, 

subsequently took with him one of his twenty-one children.  Similarly, when Ursa sings 

about the bird woman, “how she would take a man on a long journey, but never return 

him” (146), this is Ursa’s way of not just making generations but her way of working 

through the “blues” in her own life.  She, like the bird woman, will eventually be able to 

“fly away” and take her man—Corregidora—with her, a task Ursa believes that her 

mother, gram and great gram were unable to accomplish. 

 By the end of the novel, twenty-two years have passed since Ursa’s accident and 

divorce from Mutt.  The entire time she continues to sing her song of the train in the 

tunnel and of the bird woman, but it isn’t until the very end of the novel that Ursa finally 

realizes that in order for the Corregidora women to pass their story along, they had to 

leave Corregidora behind, and not take him along as she originally thought.  In her search 

for healing, it isn’t until the end of the novel that Ursa realizes how great gram was able 

to rid herself of Corregidora: 

  It had to be sexual, I was thinking, it had to be something sexual that Great 

Gram did to Corregidora.  I knew it had to be sexual: “What is it a woman  

can do to a man that make him hate her so bad he wont to kill her one 

minute and keep thinking about her and can’t get her out of his mind the  

next?”  In a split second I knew what it was, in a split second of hate and 

love I knew what it was, and I think he might have known too.  A  

moment of pleasure and excruciating pain at the same time, a moment of 

broken skin but not sexlessness, a moment just before sexlessness, a 

moment that stops just before sexlesness, a moment that stops before it 

breaks the skin. . .” (184) 

It appears that it is this exact moment that Ursa realizes how her great gram was able to 

release herself from Corregidora once and for all.  Once Ursa realizes that rendering a 

man “sexless,” or in the least having the power to render a man sexless, she then released 
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herself from any pressure she felt at not being able to bear children.  Ursa’s blues heals 

her by allowing her to separate herself from the rest of the Corregidora women.  It allows 

her to find her own identity through the pain she felt by not being able to “make 

generations” and as a result of this pain she is able to sing her story and add that to the 

history that was passed down to her.  Rather than just depending solely on the story that 

was told to her by her mother, gram and great gram, Ursa is able, through her singing, to 

add to their story thereby adding a “generation” to the story of four generations of 

women.  “Singing the blues is the way Ursa manages the transmission of pain, her own as 

well as her maternal ancestor’s keeping it ‘as visible as blood’” (Pettis 794). 

 However, it is in the final call-and-response of the novel that it is truly evident 

that Ursa has not only come full circle, but she has finally found her own voice apart 

from the Corregidora legacy.  In the end, Ursa and Mutt are in the Drake Hotel as they 

were in the beginning: 

  “I don’t want a kind of woman that hurt you,” 

  “Then you don’t want me.” 

  “I don’t’ want a kind of woman that hurt you.” 

  “Then you don’t want me.” 

  “I don’t’ want a kind of woman that hurt you.” 

  “Then you don’t want me.” 

  He shook me till I fell against him crying.  “I don’t want a kind of man 

   that’ll hurt me neither.” 

In this one pivotal moment, Ursa finds her voice.  She separates herself from the long 

cycle of Corregidora women that endured a pain that wasn’t their own for the sake of 

“making generations.” She makes herself free to have her own voice, tell her own story, 

and subsequently “make generations.” 

  

 

 

 
1 Davis discusses this at length in her book Wild Women in the Whirlwind. 
2 Donia Elizabeth Allen speaks more extensively on critics of Jones’ content in the introduction of her 

article “The Role of the Blues in Gayl Jones’s Corregidora.” 



Chapter III 

 

Toni Morrison’s Jazz 

 

 

Toni Morrison’s Jazz is the second in a loosely related trilogy.  The novel deals 

with lost love, abandonment, betrayal, and murder, and much like Gloria Naylor’s 

Bailey’s Café, is set up by a no name narrator.  The central story of Jazz involves a sordid 

love triangle involving Violet, her husband, Joe Trace, and his eighteen-year-old lover, 

Dorcas.  When Joe’s affections for Dorcas begin to go unreturned, in either a jealous rage 

or fit of maternal longing, Joe shoots and kills Dorcas, sending Violet—or “Violent” as 

some in the community begin to call her—into a downward spiral that results in her 

attempt at stabbing Dorcas’ dead body.  Through a series of other overlapping stories and 

one in particular involving a mulatto named Golden Gray that links the family histories of 

Violet and Joe, Morrison has created a fluid novel whose backdrop—post World War I 

and the Harlem Renaissance—helps to produce the jazz feel that resonates through the 

text.  Throughout the novel Morrison makes use of call-and-response, improvisation, 

redundancy, and other stylistic elements of jazz to tell a story chronicling the journey 

toward forgiveness and reconciliation.  It is through this journey that Morrison utilizes 

the elements of jazz to create a story that has the power to heal.  

In the course of this discussion I will focus on Jazz as a jazz novel.  Linden Peach, 

in his book Toni Morrison, quotes Morrison, referring to her novel as “the Great 
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American City Novel” (127, emphasis added), placing jazz as the backdrop of the novel 

by focusing on Morrison’s interpretation of Jazz, Peach further emphasizes the more 

accepted viewpoint of jazz being “more in the background of the book as image and 

metaphor” (132).  Although Peach does acknowledge the similarities in structure, 

repetition, variation and solo displays the novel has with jazz, he appears to center his 

attention more on the familial histories of the text’s characters and their reactions to the 

cultural and political changes that are taking place.  Similarly, Veronique Lesoinne, in her 

article, “Answer Jazz’s Call: Experiencing Toni Morrison’s Jazz,” calls attention to the 

jazz elements Morrison uses.  However, she tends to center most of her attention on the 

identity of the narrator, or the “I” that appears in the epigraph, in an effort to unravel 

“gender-coded speech patterns” and understand the narrator’s connection with the novel’s 

characters, both present and past (152).  By focusing on the novel’s structure and 

Morrison’s use of jazz elements I will illustrate how Morrison’s narrative revision of jazz 

tells a story that both links the past and present and aids in healing those afflicted with the 

blues. 

 The structure of Morrison’s novel mirrors a jazz piece.  In a jazz number there is 

an underlying melody that is played, and this melody, whether it is audible or not, is not 

only what keeps time throughout the performance, but it is what the musicians always 

come back to; the melody is what unites the musicians while the piece is being played.  In 

Jazz, the underlying melody is the death of Dorcas; her death is what ties the central 

characters—Violet, Alice and Joe—together.  Once the melody is set, each of the players 

in a jazz ensemble eventually plays his own part or solo.  The novel, like the jazz number, 

thus gives each of its characters the opportunity to tell his own story, giving each an 

opportunity to sing the blues, even that of the dead girl Dorcas, but not without the 

narrator first setting the stage. 

In the aforementioned article Veronique Lesoinne draws attention to the epigraph: 

  I am the name of the sound 

          and the sound of the name. 

  I am the sign of the letter 

          and the designation of the division. 
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Through the epigraph Lesoine illustrates how the only clue to the identity of the narrator, 

or the “I,” lies in The Nag Hammadi (151).  As readers we find ourselves trying to put a 

face or a name with the narrator, especially one such as this.  Morrison fashions this 

narrator after the gossip that lives down the street: “Sth, I know that woman.  She used to 

live with a flock of birds on Lenox Avenue.  Know her husband too.  He fell for an 

eighteen-year-old with one of those deep down spooky loves that made him so sad and 

happy he shot her just to keep the feeling going” (3).  The aurality of these opening lines, 

“Sth,”—sucking of the teeth—combined with the familiarity which the narrator speaks 

about the main characters, one would tend to put a face to the narrator.   Although 

Lesoinne does not go as far as to name the narrator or assign gender, she does allude to 

the possibility that the narrator is neither male nor female.  The narrator, or narrative 

voice, in other words, is quite possibly jazz itself (159).  But regardless of who and/or 

what the narrator is, one thing remains clear: jazz is apparent in the story’s telling. 

While each character is telling his own story, sometimes, as with a jazz musician, 

that person breaks from the rehearsed parts and begins to improvise. The characters in 

Morrison’s novel do their own form of improvisation when they deviate from their 

intended story.  At the very beginning of the novel we encounter the narrator: “I’m crazy 

about this city” (7).  The narrator continues to talk about the many things that he/she likes 

about this city and how dangerous the city can be at times and then she/he breaks off into 

a brief improvisation about his/her life: 

  I lived a long time, maybe too much, in my own mind.  People say I 

   should come out more.  Mix.  I agree that I close off in places, but if you 

   have been left standing, as I have, while your partner overstays at another  

appointment, or promises to give you exclusive attention after supper, but  

is falling asleep just as you have begun to speak—well, it can make you 

inhospitable if you aren’t careful, the last thing I want to be. (9) 

Once this improvisation is finished, the narrator continues with the tale, paving the way 

for the next player.  But the form of introduction Morrison uses in this instance and in 

others throughout the text mimics call-and-response.  However, the way she sets this up 

is by one chapter ending with the call and the one to follow gives the answer.   

38 



   For example, the call at the end of the first chapter reads: “He was married to a 

woman who speaks mainly to her birds.  One of whom answers back: I love you’” (24), 

which is followed at the beginning of the next section with the response, “Or used to” 

(27).  Likewise, in the eighth and ninth sections, the call-and-response is as follows: “But 

where is she” (184)? and “There she is” (187).  By creating a dialogue between each 

section as if it were actual character in her novel, Morrison creates the sense of continual 

flow through her text.  As Rodrigues aptly observes “[s]uch carry-overs make for 

rhythmic flow.  Unlike the clearly demarcated movements of a symphony, the sections of 

Jazz never come to a complete stop.  Like nonstop sequences during a jam session, they 

keep moving restlessly on and on giving the text a jazz feel” (740).   

The second instance of call-and-response is evident in the following passage: 

  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.  Were they berated and cursed?  Oh yes  

but look how the world cursed and berated itself.  Were the women  

fondled in kitchens and the back of stores?  Uh huh. (77-78) 

This version of call-and-response is patterned after the repartee that takes place in the 

church between the preacher and his parishioners with words being repeated, questions 

being asked, and answers given.  Similarly, this pattern can be found in the blues as well.   

By utilizing this technique found in both the blues and jazz, Morrison’s text mimics the 

fluid boundaries between the two genres of music.  In her article “Singing the 

Blues/reclaiming Jazz: Toni Morrison and Cultural Mourning” Roberta Rubenstein points 

out just how Morrison makes use of call-and-response: 

[F]rom the blues she adapts the call-and-response pattern and. . .from  

jazz, she adapts notions of improvisation and unpredictability.  Thus  

herself “appropriating” musical techniques for literary purposes, she has  

devised a narrative design that captures both the voices we hear through it  

and the distinctive cultural moment in which it is set. (162) 

Through call-and-response Morrison reveals to the reader the pain, or blues, that each of 

the characters has, much like the jazz musician reveals the same to its audience.  Once 
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this understanding has been established—between author and reader, musician and 

audience—the process of actually telling the tale can begin. 

 Although the fluidity and resonance of the text are noteworthy, the characters and 

their struggle to find solace from their blues are the central concern of Morrison’s novel.  

The first character introduced is Violet.  She is a fifty-year-old unlicensed hairdresser 

who was orphaned during her adolescence.  Raised by her grandmother True Belle, 

Violet grows up convinced that she does not want children, but years later after suffering 

several miscarriages Violet begins to be haunted by her adolescent decision: 

  She began to imagine how old that last miscarried child would be now.  A 

girl, probably.  Certainly a girl.  Who would she favor?  What would her  

speaking voice sound like?  After weaning time, Violet would blow her 

 breath on the babygirl’s food, cooling it down for the tender mouth.  Later  

on they would sing together, Violet taking the alto line, the girl a honeyed  

soprano[. . .] Later on Violet would dress her hair for her the way the girls  

wore it now: short, bangs paper sharp above the eyebrows?  Ear curls?   

Razor-this part on the side?  Hair sliding into careful waves marcelled to a  

T? 

Violet was drowning in it, deep-dreaming.  Just when her breasts were 

finally flat enough not to need toe binders the young women wore to sport 

the chest of a soft boy, just when her nipples had lost their point, mother-

hunger had hit her like a hammer. (108) 

It is this mother-hunger that causes Violet to “sleep with dolls and snatch a baby from a 

carriage momentarily left unguarded” (Rubenstein 116).  However, the first glimpse the 

reader has of Violet is of her trying to cut the face of a dead girl at her funeral, who we 

find out is the eighteen-year-old lover of Joe, Violet’s husband.  Barbara Lewis, author of 

“The Function of Jazz in Toni Morrison’s Jazz,” views Violet’s attempt at cutting the 

dead girl’s face as a way of “. . .strip[ing] Dorcas of her identity, sever[ing] her ties with 

Joe, ‘de-fac[ing]’ her” (279).  These acts of stripping and severing are oftentimes the very 

things blues men and women sing about.  For example, in the blues song “Traveling 

Blues,” Ma Rainey sings of a love gone wrong and how she has to leave a bad situation: 

Train’s at the station, I heard the whistle blow 
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The train’s at the station, I heard the whistle blow[. . .] 

I’m dangerous and blue, can’t stay here no more 

I’m dangerous and blue, can’t stay here no more 

Here come my train, folks, and I’ve got to go. (Davis, “Blues Legacies” 

251) 

By putting to paper what the blues quite often speaks of, Morrison makes the blues more 

tangible by making Violet the perpetrator of the violent acts that the blues metaphorically 

uses. After the face-cutting incident, we begin to get an idea of the depths of Violet’s 

blues, but we still have to dig a bit deeper, and once Violet brings a picture of the dead 

girl into her home we begin to understand. As Violet looks at the picture of the dead girl, 

she sees the contrast in their ages and in their complexions, since Dorcas is fair and 

Violet is “. . .very very dark, bootblack” (206).  Moreover, she sees Dorcas as the child 

she never had.  The distinction in color speaks directly to Violet’s distorted view of self.  

On one level Violet sees herself as two separate individuals; Rodrigues demonstrates that  

“[t]he narrator takes us into a Violet aware of another Violet, “that Violet,” within her” 

(Rodrigues 745).  On another level, Violet sees herself as a failure because of her failed 

attempts at having a child.  On a deeper level, Violet, whose mother committed suicide, 

feels abandoned, yet again, by someone she loves.   Both of these instances Rubenstien 

refers to Morrison’s term “mother-hunger” (116)
1
. Morison uses these different selves 

that Violet possesses as the blues personified.  The distortion of Violet’s self is a direct 

representation of the distorted harmonies that are oftentimes found in jazz and the blues.  

This form of distortion adds texture to jazz and is often followed by a more melodic 

section that helps to smooth over the previous distortion.  This smoothing effect in the 

novel takes place through Violet’s continued interaction with Alice. 

 When Alice mends Violet’s coat two types of mending take place.  First, there is 

the physical mending of her coat’s lining.  Second, there is a symbolic mending that takes 

place.  For the first time in a long time Violet feels taken care of, because “the children of 

suicides are hard to please and quick to believe no one loves them because they are not 

really here” (4).  Violet longs to be cared for as a mother does a child, and this mending 

lets Violet know that someone cares for her, even if it is the aunt of her husband’s dead 

lover.   Additionally, the act of returning Dorcas’ photo to Alice releases Violet from her 
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grief.  Violet sees Dorcas as the source of this grief because “[she] imagines her 

husband’s lover Dorcas as ‘a girl young enough to be that [lost] daughter’ of her failed 

pregnancies and, [she is] torn between regarding her as ‘the woman who took the man, or 

the daughter who fled the womb’” (Rubenstein 116).  However, the final step towards her 

recovery of lost love comes when she and Joe dance in their apartment: 

  Somebody in the house across the alley put a record on and the music  

floated in to us through the open window.  Mr. Trace moved his head to  

the rhythm and his wife snapped her fingers in time.  She did a step in  

front of him and he smiled.  By and by they were dancing.  Funny, like ole  

people do, and I laughed for real.  Not because of how funny they looked.   

Something in it made me feel I shouldn’t be there.  Shouldn’t be looking  

at them doing that. (214) 

Although we see this image through Felice’s eyes, the change in both Joe and Violet 

happens the moment they hear and surrender to the soothing embrace of jazz.  Although 

Alice is not the first in the novel to be affected by the pull of jazz, to some jazz has the 

opposite effect and seems to agitate rather than heal.  We see this agitation first hand in 

Alice Manfred. 

 Alice is Dorcas’s aunt and is charged with her care after Alice’s sister and 

brother-in-law are killed in the 1917 St. Louis riots. The blues that Alice Manfred is 

afflicted with is similar to Violet’s. Alice’s blues has more than one layer.  Alice believes 

that in order to survive one must, “. . .crawl along the walls of buildings, disappear into 

door ways, cut across corners in choked traffic. . .move anywhere to avoid the whiteboy 

over the age of eleven” (55).  This self-inflicted invisibility is how Alice survives.  

However, she has no avenue for voicing her anguish in the beginning because she sees 

the blues as well as jazz as the devil’s music: 

Alice Manfred swore she heard a complicated anger; something hostile 

that disguised itself as flourish and roaring seduction.  But the part she  

hated was its appetite.  Its longing for the bask, the slit; a kind of careless  

hunger for a fight or a red ruby stickpin for a tie—either would do.  It  

faked happiness, faked welcome, but it did not make her feel generous,  

this juke joint, barrel hooch, tonk house, music. (59)  

42 



Alice, like many who subscribe to the notion that jazz and the blues are the devil’s music, 

is quite possibly afraid of what the music will reveal about her.  She  

refuses to acknowledge African-American music as a positive repository  

of strength.  She blames the music, which she believes was the cause of  

the riot, for the loss of her sister and brother-in-law[. . .]Alice’s negative 

perception of “race” music as nasty and lowdown makes her insensitive  

not only to the power of music nurtured by the community but to the  

community itself. (Mori 113)   

Richard Hardack asserts that “[t]his music hungers for us, needs us to give it voice” 

(460).  However, it is the music that  wants to give us voice, not the other way around.  

Despite Alice viewing the blues and jazz as negative, she is healed by the music 

indirectly.  Through her almost daily conversations with Violet, “Alice learns not only 

from Violet’s teachings, but also from her own voice” (Mbalia 633).  Listening to her 

own blues and relenting to the soothing embrace of Violet’s words brings about healing 

for Alice.  Still, in the case of Joe Trace coming face to face with his many selves is the 

beginning of his healing from the blues, although his blues begins long before he is even 

aware of it. 

 Joe Trace is a fifty-year-old Cleopatra beauty products salesman in a midlife 

crisis.  Like Violet, Joe was abandoned by his mother, Wild, and he as no idea who his 

father is.  Although it appears that Joe’s blues began after he killed Dorcas, quite the 

opposite is the case.  Joe’s blues began shortly after his abandonment and he has been 

trying to escape his blues ever since.  Joe Trace’s story is an example of improvisation; 

through time Joe Trace “changes” himself to fit his circumstances.  Although 

improvisation is the primary jazz element used in this story, the orphaned child motif—

displaying the redundancy that oftentimes happens in jazz—must be revisited in order for 

Joe’s improvisation to be completely understood.  His first improvisation manifests itself 

through the color of Joe’s eyes: “He has double eyes.  Each one a different color.  A sad 

one that lets you look inside him, and a clear one that looks inside you” (206). These two 

separate halves of Joe Trace—the sad and the clear thinking—blend seamlessly with his 

second improvisation, the search for his mother and the search for himself.   
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Joe changes himself a total of seven times—the first when he named himself on 

the first day of school: “The first day I got to school I had to have two names.  I told the 

teacher Joseph Trace” (124).  By giving himself the surname of Trace, Joe not only 

makes an attempt to identify with the parents he desperately wants to know, but also with 

the missing part of himself that he needs to find, “O honey, they [Joe’s parents] 

disappeared without a trace.  The way I heard it I understood her to mean the ‘trace’ they 

disappeared without was me” (124).  Through his juvenile understanding of his 

abandonment, Joe begins to use his many life changes as a way to find that ‘trace’ of 

himself that caused his parents leave, and a surrogate parent that quite possibly would not 

leave. 

Joe’s subsequent changes happen at other points in his life.  “The second change 

came when I was picked out and trained to be a man” (125).  Hunter’s Hunter, who we 

later know as Henry LesTory, the father of Golden Gray, conducts his training.  

Ironically, LesTory teaches Joe how to hunt—how to search for ‘traces’ of his prey.  This 

is the training that Joe uses to search for his mother, for Dorcas, and ultimately himself.  

Joe’s remaining changes occur in 1893 when the town of Vienna burns to the ground, in 

1906 when he and Violet board the train for the North, when he and Violet move uptown; 

this is when Joe thought he changed into his “permanent self,” and again in 1917 during 

the East St. Louis riot when “those white men took that pipe from around my head, I was 

brand new for sure because they almost killed me” (128).   

His final change comes two years later during The Red Summer” of 1919.  

Looking back Joe reflects: “I changed once too often.  Made myself new one time too 

many” (129).  It is not until Dorcas’ death that Joe is able to finally voice his blues 

surrounding not just his loss of a mother but also his blues surrounding the search for his 

lost self.  Through the tears he sheds for Dorcas and the guilt he feels for not being 

judicially punished for his crime Joe is able to name his blues, and leave a trail, a ‘trace’ 

of himself for jazz to follow—to find him—and in the end make him whole.  However, 

when we take a look at Dorcas’ story—the one that drives the entire novel—we find a 

sorrowful melody that neither leaves a trail nor fosters a sense of closure.  Dorcas’ story 

is the blues personified. 
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 Dorcas’ blues is the undercurrent of the entire novel.  Her blues is the catalyst that 

causes the blues of the other characters to manifest themselves.  Dorcas, an orphan of the 

1917 East St. Louis riot, has her blues forced upon her in a sense.  Her aunt Alice is 

teaching her to, “. . .crawl along the walls of buildings, disappear into door ways, cut 

across corners in choked traffic. . .move anywhere to avoid the whiteboy over the age of 

eleven” (55) Dorcas feels the need to find herself.  Upon entering into an affair with Joe, 

Dorcas is fascinated with the gifts, attention, and sheer adoration that Joe lavishes on her. 

However, after living a life of crawling, hiding, disappearing into shadows of the world, 

Dorcas is restless and soon finds herself wanting to be in a relationship that does not have 

to be kept a secret.  Ultimately, Dorcas wants to love and be loved by someone everyone 

else wants, and Acton fits that bill perfectly. “Other women want him—badly—and he 

has been selective.  What they want and the prize it is his to give is his savvy self. . 

.Dorcas is lucky.  Knows it.  And is happy as she has ever been anytime” (187). 

However, when Acton acts indifferent to her gestures of love, her blues begin.  Dorcas 

voices the rejection she feels at the hands of Acton by publicly rejecting Joe, “Leave me 

alone.  Just leave me alone.  Get away from me.  You bring me another bottle of cologne 

I’ll drink it and die you don’t leave me alone” (189).  By verbalizing just one aspect of 

her blues—her feeling of rejection—once Dorcas is shot, she becomes completely aware 

of her blues (i.e. the loss of her parents, the loss of her innocence, and the unattainability 

of Acton) and thereby allows herself to be lulled by the sound of the blues into a state of 

release: “The music bends, falls to its knees to embrace them all, encourage them all to 

live a little, why don’t you? Since this is the it you’ve been looking for” (188).  By 

choosing to die in this way, against the backdrop of jazz, Dorcas is releasing herself from 

her own blues, allowing the two conflicting halves of herself to merge as she experiences 

the healing power of the music. 

 Although the recurrent theme of abandonment that is apparent throughout the 

novel in the stories of Violet, Joe, and Dorcas, the most mysterious of the characters is 

Golden Gray, a mulatto born in the antebellum South to a white mother and who is 

partially raised by True Belle, Violet’s grandmother.  When Golden Gray reaches 

eighteen he sets out to find his father.  Coincidentally, during his travels he encounters 
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Wild who is pregnant with Joe.  Golden Gray eventually tracks down the man presumed 

to be his father, a woodsman called “Henry Lestory or Les Troy” (148): 

Only now, he thought, not that I know I have a father, do I feel his 

absence: the place where he should have been and was not.  Before, I 

thought everybody was one-armed, like me.  Now I feel the surgery.  The 

crunch of bone when it is sundered, the sliced flesh and the tubes of blood 

cut through, shocking the bloodrun and disturbing the nerves[. . .]Waking 

me with the sound of itself, thrumming when I sleep so deeply it strangles 

my dreams away.  There is nothing for it but to go away from where he is 

not to where he used to be and might still be[. . .]I am not going to be 

healed, or to find the arm that was removed from me.  I am going to 

freshen the pain, point it, so we both know what it is for. (158, emphasis 

added) 

Although Golden Gray, unlike Violet, Joe and Dorcas, is reunited with his long lost 

parent, this reunion does not foster healing.  In his own words he remarks, “I am not 

going to be healed, or to find the arm that was removed from me,” through this admission 

Morrison reenacts the one element that is characteristic of jazz, lack of closure. 

 Throughout the novel music is the very thing that speaks to the individual halves 

of all the characters, and it is the very thing that eventually unites their conflicting halves.  

Whether this unity occurred through the other self being killed—as with Dorcas—or 

through being made kin with the other self—as with the other characters—this is what 

needed to happen in order for the self to become whole (Hardack 465).  By using the 

mediums of the blues and jazz Morrison effectively taps into the psyche of a people who, 

at this point in time, had no other way of voicing their fear and pain, or expressing their 

joy and satisfaction.  It is through the jazz that the characters are able to find a purpose 

within their fragmentation, a healing space in the midst of chaos.  Through the blues they 

articulate what they need to be saved from, and in the warm embrace of jazz they are 

cured of their ailments; they are made whole. 
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1 Roberta Rubenstein talks more extensively about “mother-hunger” in Ch. 7 of her book Home Matters: 

Longing and Belonging, Nostalgia and Mourning in Women’s Fiction. 



CONCLUSION 

 

Although there is no quintessential blues novel that can be looked at as an 

unequivocal example of how the blues in written form should mimic the blues in oral 

form, the writers and their novels considered in this study express a variety of ways that 

this task can be accomplished. 

Through the examination of Bailey’s Café my aim was to focus on the overall 

structure of the novel while at the same time drawing attention to the function of the 

blues—as the way station—while pointing out how Naylor uses many of the linguistic 

patterns that are characteristic of the blues to orchestrate a blues tale that is reminiscent of 

the blues in theme, cadence and execution.  In the course of my discussion of 

Corregidora my intent was to take a different approach to the novel.  By focusing on the 

improvisational nature of the blues, and how Jones creates a space for Ursa to transcend 

her family past, I wanted to draw attention to how Jones uses Ursa to create a song 

uniquely Ursa’s own while retaining the very essential elements that make the blues the 

blues.  In my exploration of Jazz my purpose was to illustrate how Morrison uses 

elements of jazz to establish a link between the past and the present while simultaneously 

using jazz as a vehicle to heal the characters in her novel that are afflicted with the blues. 

 By taking the approach that I have to novels by black women novelists I have 

made an attempt at broadening the discussion of blues novels.  By focusing on specific 

linguistic elements found in the blues and demonstrating how Naylor, Jones and 

Morrison use those elements, I have provided a lens where we can begin to look at these 

linguistic elements as they relate to structure, improvisation and the overall composition 
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of literary blues  Although previous approaches towards this discourse are in their own 

right valid and avenues that need to be explored, I saw it necessary to deviate from 

Baker’s discussion of the blues as translation and LeRoi Jones’s discussion of the 

syntactical and socioeconomic evolution of the blues in an effort to draw attention to an 

area of the blues novel that has been somewhat overlooked. 

In the course of the discussion of the blues it is important to keep in mind how the 

blues is a form of translation and how through this translation the blues singer voices 

his/her own experiences, as Houston A. Baker, Jr. points out.  In addition the evolution of 

the blues from its slave roots to its more contemporary uses, which LeRoi Jones discusses 

at length, are both important aspects to take into account when reading the blues novel.  

However, Ralph Ellison and Gayl Jones begin to pave the way for a more thorough 

discussion of precisely how elements of the blues can quite possibly be taken from an 

oral form and put into a written form. 

By using Charlie “Bird” Parker as an example of how jazz musicians oftentimes 

mimicked particular styles—in this case the mockingbird—Ellison begins to touch on 

how one style of song can be mimicked and/or interpreted in another medium. Likewise, 

by acknowledging the inherent connection between music and literature—through Ann 

Petry’s “Solo on the Drums”—Gayl Jones points to certain musical patterns and 

linguistic element that make the possibility for literary translation of the blues a 

discussion worth investigating. 

When applying the concept of turning oral blues into written blues not only does 

one have to take into account the many elements that are characteristic of the blues—call-

and-response, repetition and variation, redundancy—but why each of these elements is 

used in its oral form must be considered as well.  When the reason for such elements 

being used are understood then and only then will we gain an understanding of how to 

read and understand the blues novel.  For instance, the element of redundancy that 

appears in blues, as well as jazz, oftentimes is utilized to draw attention to a line, phrase, 

or particular chord that drives the song; this redundancy tells the audience that this 

element of the song is important and should be paid attention to.  Likewise, in Toni 

Morrison’s Jazz the redundancy theme of motherless children is the driving force that 

causes Dorcas, Violet and Joe Trace to interact with one another as they do.  The many 
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elements of the blues and jazz are implemented within the blues novel as a way to clue 

the reader in as to what’s important, what they should pay more attention to and exactly 

how they should relate to the individual characters as well as their varied experiences. 

While this study has primarily examined the works of Naylor, Jones and Morrison 

its findings are pertinent to other narratives found within contemporary black women’s 

novels.  Although all black women’s novels cannot, and should not, be lumped in the 

category of blues novels, quite often certain elements of the blues are utilized, not for the 

purpose of creating a blues novel, but for the purpose of drawing attention to an 

experience, character, or particular event the author wishes to highlight.   

The question now remains: is the blues in written form an accurate representation 

of the blues in oral form, or does the written form take on a life of its own, thereby 

creating a new form of blues?  The answer to this question is not as cut and dry and some 

might like it to be.  The novels chosen for this study do, in their own way, accurately 

depict the blues in written form.  From Naylor’s use of the café as the way station 

“between the edge of the world and infinite possibility” (76), or Jones’s charge to “make 

generations” as a way of creating an improvisational piece with endless possibilities, to 

Morrison’s use of Dorcas’ death as the underlying melody that drives the novel, each of 

these authors has effectively used elements of the blues and jazz to construct a blues 

novel that is reminiscent of the blues in both rhythm, and style.  Although this project has 

contributed to current discourse on these literary blues texts, there are still more texts 

within the blues genre worth studying.  Through these blues narratives Naylor, Jones and 

Morrison have created a way in which women novelists can be expressive beyond the 

boundaries of words.  Using music as a foundation they have tapped into a wellspring 

that will allow authors and readers alike to experience the novel not merely with eyes and 

voice, but with sound, the sound of the blues.
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