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R I C H A R D  N .  A L B E R T

The Jazz-Blues Motif in 
James Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues”

James Baldwin’s “Sonny’s Blues,” a popular selection among editors of 
anthologies used in introductory college literature courses, is one of his most 
enduring stories because it is less polemical than many of his later efforts and 
because it offers several common literary themes: individualism, alienation, 
and “Am I my brother’s keeper?” The story has also generated some 
perceptive critical views, some of which emphasize Baldwin’s metaphorical 
use of the blues. However, none of the criticism bothers to look more closely 
at the signifi cance of the jazz and blues images and allusions in relation to the 
commonly-agreed-upon basic themes of individualism and alienation.
 A closer examination of Baldwin’s use of jazz and blues forms and of 
Louis Armstrong, Charlie Parker, the character Creole, and the song, “Am 
I Blue?” reveals some solid support for the basic themes, as well as some 
possible important thematic and structural fl aws that might cause some 
readers to question whether Baldwin really understood the nature of the 
jazz/blues motif that he used. On the other hand, he may have intentionally 
injected “contraries” that imply an interpretation which emphasizes a coming 
together in harmony of all people—not just Sonny’s brother and his people 
and culture.
 The blues, both as a state of being and as music, are basic to the structure 
of the story. In Stomping the Blues (1976) Albert Murray says, “The blues as 
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such are synonymous with low spirits,” and both the narrator and his brother 
Sonny have had their share. The narrator’s major source of discontent has 
been his selfi sh desire to assimilate and lead a “respectable,” safe life as a 
high-school algebra teacher. When he learns of Sonny’s troubles with drugs 
and the law, he feels threatened. Sonny, on the other hand, has a stormy 
relationship with his father. He is unhappy in Harlem and hates school. He 
becomes alienated from his brother because of his jazz-oriented life style and 
his continued attraction to Greenwich Village. Finally, Sonny’s using and 
selling heroin leads to a jail sentence.
 The blues as music, as opposed to “the blues as such,” take into account 
both form and content. In this story, content (message) is all important. As 
music, the blues are considered by many blacks to be a refl ection of and a 
release from the suffering they endured through and since the days of slavery. 
In The Jazz Book (1975) Joachim Berendt says, “Everything of importance in 
the life of the blues singer is contained in these [blues] lyrics: Love and racial 
discrimination; prison and the law; fl oods and railroad trains and the fortune 
told by the gypsy; the evening sun and the hospital ... Life itself fl ows into the 
lyrics of the blues....” When Sonny plays the blues at the end of the story, it 
is the black heritage refl ected in the blues that impresses itself upon Sonny’s 
brother and brings him back into the community of his black brothers and 
sisters.
 Beyond this basic use of the blues motif as background for the unhappiness 
of the narrator and Sonny and their resultant alienation from one another, 
Baldwin uses the jazz motif to emphasize the theme of individualism. Sonny 
is clearly Thoreau’s “different drummer.” He is a piano player who plays jazz, 
a kind of music noted for individuality because it depends on each musician’s 
ability to improvise his or her own ideas while keeping in harmony with the 
progression of chords of some tune (often well-known). It has often been 
described as being able to take one’s instrument, maintain an awareness of 
one’s fellow players in the group, and in this context spontaneously “compose 
a new tune” with perhaps only a hint of the original remaining, except at 
the beginning and end of the number. In his Shadow and Act (1964) Ralph 
Ellison refers to this as the jazz musician’s “achieving that subtle identifi cation 
between his instrument and his deepest drives which will allow him to express 
his own unique ideas and his own unique voice. He must achieve, in short, his 
self-determined identity.”
 One of the greatest jazz improvisers of all time was Charlie Parker, 
Baldwin’s choice as the jazz musician that Sonny idolizes. No better choice 
could have been made. Parker was one of a group of young musicians in 
the late 1940s and early 1950s who played what was called bebop, or bop. 
They developed new and diffi cult forms—faster tempos, altered chords, and 
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harmonies that involved greater ranges of notes which were frequently played 
at blistering speeds. Parker was more inventive and profi cient than any of the 
others. His records are widely collected today, especially by young, aspiring 
jazz musicians, and he remains an inspiration to many. An individualist beyond 
compare not only in his music, but also in his life style, he died in 1955 at the 
age of 34, the victim of overindulgence in drink, drugs, and sex.
 That Sonny should have Parker, whose well-known nickname was 
“Bird,” as an idol is important. Parker fl ew freely and soared to the heights 
in all aspects of his life. He was one of a kind and he became a legend (“Bird 
Lives” is a popular slogan in jazz circles even today). Sonny’s life begins to 
parallel Parker’s early. In The Jazz Book, Joachim Berendt says of Parker: 
“He lived a dreary, joyless life and became acquainted with narcotics almost 
simultaneously with music. It is believed that Parker had become a victim of 
‘the habit’ by the time he was 15.” So also, it seems, had Sonny. A further 
reference to Parker is made when the narrator thinks of Sonny when he 
hears a group of boys outside his classroom window: “One boy was whistling 
a tune, at once very complicated and very simple, it seemed to be pouring 
out of him as though he were a bird, and it sounded very cool and moving 
through all that harsh, bright air, only just holding its own through all those 
other sounds.” The key words in this passage are “complicated,” “bird,” and 
“holding its own through all those other sounds,” all of which evoke the 
image of Bird Parker blowing his cool and complicated improvisations over 
the accompaniment of the other members of a jazz combo.
 When Sonny tells his brother that he is interested in playing jazz, the 
essential difference of the two brothers becomes evident. Sonny expresses 
his admiration for Charlie Parker, whom the older brother had never heard 
of. For the narrator, jazz means Louis Armstrong. Armstrong certainly was 
a highly-regarded, popular jazz musician—probably the best known in the 
world, having become known as Ambassador Satch because of his frequent 
trips abroad—but among bop musicians he represented the older, more 
traditional form of jazz.
 Baldwin’s equating Sonny with Parker and his brother with Armstrong 
is important because it emphasizes the difference between the two brothers 
with reference to both individualism and knowing oneself. Sonny refers to 
Armstrong as “old-time” and “down home.” There is a strong Uncle Tom 
implication in this and it is true that Armstrong was viewed this way by 
many of the young black musicians in the 1940s and 1950s. Had Armstrong 
become “the white man’s nigger”? Had Sonny’s brother? Probably so. He had 
tried, as best he could, to reject his black self through becoming a respectable 
math teacher and dissociating himself from black culture as much as possible. 
He was careful not to do those things that he felt whites expected blacks 
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to do. Baldwin understood this attitude, acknowledging that only when he 
went to Europe could he feel comfortable listening to Bessie Smith, the well-
known black blues singer of the 1920s and early 1930s. However, in fairness 
to Sonny’s brother, it must be noted that after World War II bop musicians 
and their music were the subject of considerable controversy. In their Jazz: A 
History of the New York Scene (1962) Samuel Charters and Leonard Kunstadt 
observe: “The pathetic attempts of Moslem identifi cation, the open hostility, 
the use of narcotics—everything was blamed on bop. It was the subject of 
vicious attacks in the press, the worst since the days of ‘Unspeakable Jazz 
Must Go,’ and the musicians were openly ridiculed.” It is in this context that 
we must consider the narrator’s concern about Sonny and the life style that 
he seems to be adopting.
 Up to the fi nal section of the story, Baldwin uses jazz references well, 
but then some surprising “contraries” begin to appear. As Sonny begins to 
play his blues in the last scene, he struggles with the music, which is indicative 
of how he struggles with his life: “He and the piano stammered, started one 
way, got scared, stopped; started another way, panicked, marked time, started 
again; then seemed to have found a direction, panicked again, got stuck.” As 
Sonny fl ounders about, Baldwin brings into play two key references that lead 
and inspire Sonny to fi nally fi nd himself through his music: The character of 
Creole and the playing of the song “Am I Blue?” Baldwin’s use of these two 
elements is, to say the least, unusual.
 The use of Creole as the leader of the group Sonny plays with in this 
last and all-important section of the story is paradoxical. Baldwin seems 
to be emphasizing Sonny’s bringing his brother back to a realization of 
the importance of his roots as epitomized in Sonny’s playing of the blues. 
Why did Baldwin choose a leader who is not strictly representative of the 
black heritage that can be traced back through the years of slavery to West 
Africa with its concomitant blues tradition that includes work songs, fi eld 
hollers, and “African-infl uenced spirituals”? According to James Collier in 
The Making of Jazz (1979), Creoles were generally regarded as descendants 
of French and Spanish settlers in Louisiana. Over the years, many Creole 
men took as mistresses light-skinned girls and produced that class referred to 
as black Creoles, many of whom passed for white and set themselves above 
the Negroes. From the early 1800s they were generally well-educated and 
cultured, some even having gone to Europe to attend school. Music was also 
an important part of life among the Creoles. According to James Collier (and 
this is very important for the point I am making),

... The black Creole was what was called a “legitimate” musician. 
He could read music; he did not improvise; and he was familiar 
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with the standard repertory of arias, popular songs, and marches 
that would have been contained in any white musician’s song 
bag. The point is important: The Creole musician was entirely 
European in tradition, generally scornful of the blacks from 
across the tracks who could not read music and who played those 
“low-down” blues. [The Making of Jazz: A Comprehensive History, 
1979].

After the Civil War, the advent of Jim Crow laws deeply affected the status 
of black Creoles. In particular, the passage of Louisiana Legislative Code III 
was devastating in that it declared that any person “with any black ancestry, 
however remote, would be considered black.” Many Creoles with musical 
training were hard hit and sought work as musicians. The competition with 
Negroes was keen and unpleasant, but eventually, Leroy Ostransky notes (in 
his Jazz City: The Impact of Our Cities on the Development of Jazz, 1978), both 
groups “discovered each other’s strengths and the resulting synthesis helped 
bring about the fi rst authentic jazz style, what came to be called the New 
Orleans style.”
 Though Creoles did contribute to the development of jazz as it is played 
in Baldwin’s story, it must be remembered that the story seems to emphasize 
the importance of the strictly black experience and tradition, which for most 
people means the heritage that includes not only post-Emancipation Jim 
Crow laws, but also the indignities of slavery, the horrors of the middle-
passage, and the cruelties of capture and separation from families in West 
Africa. The black Creoles were not distinctly a part of that culture.
 The second confusing element in the last section of the story is Baldwin’s 
use of the song “Am I Blue?” It is certainly not an example of the classic 12-
bar, 3-lined blues form. However, it might be pointed out that in the context 
of this story it would not have to be, because Sonny is part of a jazz movement 
that is characterized by new ideas. Nevertheless, we must not forget the main 
thrust of the last scene: The narrator’s rebirth and acceptance of his heritage. 
Certainly most musicologists would agree that blues music has a complexity 
that includes contributions from many sources, but the choice of song is 
questionable for other reasons.
 It would have seemed appropriate for Baldwin to have chosen some 
song that had been done by one of his favorite blues singers, Bessie Smith. In 
Nobody Knows My Name he says: “It was Bessie Smith, through her tone and 
her cadence, who helped me dig back to the way I myself must have spoken 
when I was a pickaninny, and to remember the things I had heard and seen 
and felt. I had buried them very deep.” In relation to the idea of the narrator’s 
rebirth through his experience of hearing Sonny play the blues, choosing a 
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song made famous by Bessie Smith would have been fi tting and would have 
refl ected Baldwin’s personal experiences. But this is not the case.
 Why did Baldwin choose “Am I Blue?” a song far-removed from the 
black experience? It was written in 1929 by composer Harry Akst and lyricist 
Grant Clarke, who were both white, as far as I can determine. Akst was born 
on New York’s East Side, the son of a classical musician who played violin in 
various symphony orchestras and wished Harry to become a classical pianist. 
However, Harry became a composer of popular music and eventually worked 
with well-known show business personalities like Irving Berlin and Fred 
Astaire. One of his best-known songs is “Baby Face.” Grant Clarke was born 
in Akron, Ohio, and worked as an actor before going to work for a music 
publisher. In 1912, his “Ragtime Cowboy Joe” became a hit.
 Akst and Clarke wrote “Am I Blue?” specifi cally for Ethel Waters, an 
extremely popular black singer who had paid her dues and sung her share 
of the blues through the years, but who had by 1929 achieved fame on the 
stage and in fi lms. The song was written for the fi lm musical “On With 
the Show.” Ethel Waters received a four-week guarantee in the making 
of the fi lm at $1,250 per week. Bessie Smith never achieved a comparable 
fame among general audiences. Ethel Waters seems to have been more in 
a class with Louis Armstrong in terms of general entertainment value and 
popularity. The bop musician’s point of view was antithetical to the Uncle 
Tom image they had of Armstrong. Ralph Ellison observes: “The thrust 
toward respectability exhibited by the Negro jazzmen of Parker’s generation 
drew much of its immediate fi re from their understandable rejection of 
the traditional entertainer’s role—a heritage from the minstrel tradition—
exemplifi ed by such an outstanding creative musician as Louis Armstrong. 
Why would Baldwin choose a song made popular by Ethel Waters, rather 
than one by his favorite, Bessie Smith?
 All of this is not to say that “Am I Blue?” is not in the blues tradition in 
terms of message. The lyric expresses the sadness of a lonely woman whose 
man has left her, not unusual content for all forms of blues songs through the 
years. But it is what Paul Oliver refers to, in The Meaning of the Blues (1963), 
as one of those “synthetic ‘blue’ compositions of the Broadway show and 
the commercial confections of 52nd Street that purport to be blues by the 
inclusion of the word in the titles.” Therefore, in view of the song’s origin, 
Baldwin’s fondness for Bessie Smith, and the possible intent of Sonny’s playing 
the blues to bring the narrator back to an acknowledgment and affi rmation of 
his roots, the choice of this particular song seems inappropriate.
 And yet Baldwin may have known what he was doing. Is it possible 
that in “Sonny’s Blues” he is indicating that tradition is very important, but 
that change is also important (and probably inevitable) and that it builds on 
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tradition, which is never fully erased but continues to be an integral part of 
the whole? Ellison is again relevant here: “Perhaps in the swift change of 
American society in which the meaning of one’s origins are so quickly lost, 
one of the chief values of living with music lies in its power to give us an 
orientation in time. In doing so, it gives signifi cance to all those indefi nable 
aspects of experience which nevertheless help to make us what we are.” Both 
Ellison and Baldwin seem to be saying that we are an amalgam of many 
ingredients that have become fused over the centuries. We cannot separate 
ourselves, all people, from one another. Having Sonny, inspired by Creole, 
playing “Am I Blue?” for what we must assume is a racially mixed audience in 
a Greenwich Village club gives credence to these ideas and helps to explain 
what might otherwise appear to be some inexplicable incongruities.


