
Reading and Writing Blues in African American Literature 

ENG 381 / ENG 581: Seminar in Literature – SCAR 008 

 

Course Description: 

Blues music constitutes a wholly unique form of American art as artists emerge out of the post-

emancipation South and merge Christian and African spirituals with a newfound and tenuous 

freedom.  Inevitably, blues themes and structures enter into the landscape of American 

Literature; from the Harlem Renaissance, through the Black Arts Movement, and into today, 

blues permeates fiction, poetry, and drama.  This class examines the historical context of blues 

influence on the development of African American Literature, details how authors translate blues 

structures and themes into print, and explores the impact of such translation upon the reader.  

Throughout the semester, while listening to and reading about blues music, we will read 

selections of poetry, entire novels, and a play.    

 

Connections between blues music and African American literature are well documented as critics 

explore how authors infuse (both explicitly and implicitly) blues rhythms and blues themes into 

their work.  Within this construct an analogy is made—a metaphor constructed—that dominates 

blues discourse as it pertains to literary production.  The author represents the blues singer, the 

text the blues song, and the reader the audience.  One of the goals of this class is to both examine 

and complicate this analogy.  Houston A. Baker Jr. asserts, “[l]ike translators of written texts, 

blues and its sundry performers offer interpretations of the experiencing of experience” (7).1  As 

such, our own reading will focus not solely on interpretation of textual meaning(s), but assessing 

and articulating what it means to interpret our experience(s) with the texts.    

 

Required Texts: 

James Baldwin, The Fire Next Time 

Gloria Naylor, Bailey’s Café 

Toni Morrison, The Bluest Eye 

Alice Walker, The Color Purple 

August Wilson, Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 

Albert Murray, Stomping the Blues 

  

Course Goals and Objectives: 
 
-Appreciate and develop ideas about the ways in which literary study involves the individual in an 

exploration of ethical questions. 

-Develop ideas about literature through careful textual analysis, recognizing that literature has multiple 

interpretations. 

-Write essays that demonstrate the ability to think independently. 

-Be conversant with the evolution of literatures in English 

 

More specifically, in this class we will strive… 

 

 To gain an appreciation and understanding of the connection between blues and African 

American literature 

 To examine the thematic implications of “blues as such” on literature. 

                                                 
1 Baker Jr., Houston A. Blues, Ideology, and Afro-American Literature: A Vernacular Theory. 

Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1984. 

 



 To examine the structural implications of “blues music” as author translate blues to print, 

attempting to approximate improvisatory devices such as vamps, riffs, breaks, and call 

and response into print. 

 To gain a clearer understanding of what blues represents to its performers and listeners. 

 To improve reading skills through a close reading of the assigned texts within the context 

of blues idiom. 

 To move beyond a search solely for meaning within the text to a consideration of what 

the experience of reading the text means for the reader. 

 To employ writing as a tool to investigate many of the aforementioned goals. 

 To engage with other readers in the class in order to better facilitate discussion and 

analysis of questions raised in class and through readings. 

 

 

Grading Parameters: 

 Attendance & Participation:   10% 

 Reading Responses:    30% 

 Midterm Exam:    20% 

 Class Presentation:    10% 

 Final Writing Project:    30% 

 

Grade Calculation: 

A:  4.0  A-: 3.7  B+: 3.3 B: 3.0  B-: 2.7 

C+: 2.3 C: 2.0  C-: 1.7  D: 1  F: 0 

 

Final Grades: 
A: 4.0-3.7 A-: 3.69-3.5 

B+: 3.49-3.3 B: 3.0-3.29 B-: 2.7-2.99 

C+: 2.3-2.69 C: 2.0-2.29 

D: 1.0-1.99 

F: .99 and below 

 

Assignment Descriptions:  (more detailed explanations of assignments will be handed out 

as the class proceeds) 

 

1) Attendance & Participation:  Exactly as it sounds.  Show up to class prepared and 

participate in class discussion and activities.  

2) Short Response Papers: this is your chance to generate ideas—ideas that draw from class 

discussion as well as aid everyone in formulating ideas for papers.  There are six 

responses due in total.  They should be roughly 500 words in length. 

3) Midterm Exam:  The exam will cover Murray and Morrison, and will assess your 

understanding of the concepts of blues as such, blues music, and your ability to 

contextualize them in concert with a close reading of The Bluest Eye. 

4) Presentations:  Once during the semester you will be charged with leading a portion of 

class discussion on the day’s assigned reading.  You will be grouped with classmates 

during this process (the number depends upon enrollment).  Together, you will be 

expected to provide the class with a brief presentation related to the assigned text (not 

summary, but more observations and insight) as well as an activity that successfully 

engages the class in discussion of the text.  Some form of handout is expected.  

Presentation should last an entire class period.  There will be two presentations per text, 

so groups presenting on the same text need to coordinate so as not to overlap.  



5) Final writing project: The final research paper should be 3700-4300 words in length.  

This is a research paper, and requires a minimum of five outside resources (these are in 

addition to the primary text(s)).  You may use supplementary reading material from class 

for a portion of your sources.  The paper needs to draw upon themes from class and 

address the text(s) within the context of blues and African American culture.  A more 

detailed assignment will follow. 

 

 

The Weekly Schedule: Subject to change 

 

Week One:  8/19 – 8/21 
Wed – Class Introduction 
Fri – Read:  Langston Hughes (pdf on course homepage) 
  Baker (pdf) 
 
Week Two: 8/26 – 8/28  
Albert Murray’s Stomping the Blues 

Mon – Chapters 1-3 
Wed – Chapters 4-7 
Friday – Larry Neal (pdf) 

 
 
Week Three: 8/31 – 9/4 
Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye 
  PDF 

Mon – 1-58 (Autumn) 
  Wed – 59-93 (Winter) 
  Fri – 94-183 (Spring) 
 
Week Four:  9/7 – 9/11 
  Mon – No Class – Labor Day 
  Wed – 184-216 (Summer & Afterward) 
  Fri – Read – Hurston (pdf) 
 
Week Five:  9/14 - 9/18   
James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time 
  
Week Six: 9/21 – 9/25 
James Baldwin’s The Fire Next Time 
  Mon & Wed – Presentations 
  Fri – Response Due – The Fire Next Time 
 
Week Seven: 9/28 – 10/2 
Alice Walker’s The Color Purple  

Mon – Midterm Exam Due 
Fri – Presentation 
 

Week Eight: 10/5 – 10/9 
Alice Walker’s The Color Purple 



  Mon – Presentation 
  Wed – Read Davis (pdf) 
  Fri – Begin Viewing Bessie & Response Due – The Color Purple 
 
Week Nine:  10/12 – 10/16 
  Mon – Conclude Viewing Bessie 
No Class Wed/Fri – Fall Break 
 
Week Ten: 10/19 – 10/23 
August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 
  Mon – Response Due – Bessie 
 
Week Eleven: 10/26 – 10/30 
August Wilson’s Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom  
  Mon & Wed – Presentations 
  Fri – Response Due – Ma Rainey’s Black Bottom 
 
Week Twelve: 11/2 – 11/6 
Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café 
 
Week Thirteen:   11/9 – 11/13 
Gloria Naylor’s Bailey’s Café   
  Mon & Wed - Presentations 
  Fri – Response Due – Bailey’s Café   
 
Week Fourteen:  11/16 – 11/20 
  Monday – DUE Rough Draft of Research Paper 
  View – Lackawana Blues 
 
Week Fifteen: 11/23 – 11-27 
  Mon – Response due – Lackawana Blues 
Wed-Fri – No Class – Thanksgiving 
 
Week Sixteen: 11/30 – 12/4 
  Friday – Final Research Paper Due 
  
 
Last Updated 8/17/2015 
 

 

 


