














Richard Wright and Black Music
(continued from page 1)

"But never forget when you hear
the jazz or the spirituals that back
of them simmers bitter rebellion.
Do notoverlook the fact that hatred
is the element in which the Ne-
groes live, the hatred of the disin-
herited from which no black man
can isolate himself!" (Conversa-
tions with Richard Wright 108).

This is Wright’s typical view
of black music before he leaves for
Europe. As his Native Son and
Black Boy are written on the basis
of protest, Wright’s concept of
black music is based upon “bitter
rebellion” and “hatred.” However,
in the 1960 interview a few days
before his death in Paris, Wright
puts his concept of black music
upon the basis of sexuality. He
says:

"In spirituals and in Ray Char-
les--1 repeat--there’s the same
erotic exultation. This aspect of
black music has been denied for
too long. The faith of mystics and
of most blacks has a sexual ingre-
dient which well meaning people
are too timid to dare admit, but
which must be proclaimed" (Con-
versations with Richard Wright
243).

Thus, Wright’s viewpoint of
black music is slightly but signifi-
cantly changed after he perma-
nently moves from the United
States to Europe in the summer of
1947. 1t is meaningful for us to
trace further the change of Wright’s
image of black music in order to
interpret the musical aspect of his
works written in Europe.

Even after he moved to Europe,
however, Wright’s interests in mu-
sic did not cease, of course. The
first essay that Wright wrote after
his arrival in Europe was “ Littera-
ture noire américaine” published
in French in the August 1948 issue
of Les Temps Modernes. This essay
was later expanded to an English

version and was incorporated as
“The Literature of the Negro in
the United States” into White
Man, Listen!in 1957. ThisFrench
version is slightly different from
the English one, but they are
basically the same in the general
idea.

In the English version, Wright
adopts Negro spirituals and black
folk songs as examples for an ac-
count of the African American
literary history. He notes in this
essay on the blues and other folk
songs that “Numerically, this
formless folk utterance accounts
for the great majority of the Negro
people in the United States, and it
is my conviction that the subject
matter of future novels and
poems resides in the lives of these
nameless million” (White Man,
Listen! 88).

Wright’s viewpoint of
black music is slightly
but significantly changed
after he permanently
moves from the United
States to Europe in the
summer of 1947.

Wright notices that there are
two pools of black music expres-
sion: the sacred and the secular.
For the sacred examples, Wright
cites from Negro spirituals such
as “Sometimes I Feel Like aMoth-
erless Child,” “Swing Low, Sweet
Chariot,” “Steal Away to Jesus,”
and “Joshua Fit the Battle of Jer-
icho." For the secular examples,
Bessie Smith’s “Backwater
Blues” and “Dink’s Blues” as well
as The Dirty Dozens. As he takes
up well known African American
poets such as Phillis Wheatley,
Paul Laurence Dunbar, ArnaBon-
temps, W.E.B. DuBois, and James

Weldon Johnson, Wright deals
with these Negro spirituals, the
blues, and ditties as a valuable
part of African American literary
history.

He recognized the historical
importance of black music with
the initial glance at American
culture from that distant place.
While he was within the United
States before 1947, he was only
of the somewhat narrow opinion
that the blues embodies protest
and anger, and could not afford to
have a global outlook on music.
Only when he took a look at it
with an exile’s eye did he obtain
the objective viewpoint of black
music.

Moreover, Wright was greatly
influenced by his direct encoun-
ter with European culture, includ-
ing his acquaintance with Jean
Paul Sartre and Simone de
Beauvoir, theirexistentialist writ-
ings, the other French surrealists,
European modernist movement
and so forth. In the 1950’s the
blues and jazz musicians were
much more respected in France
than in the United States. Wright
himself could keep his pride high
in such a mood in Europe.

According to Paul Oliver’s
The Story of the Blues, the first
blues singer who impressed him-
self on French audiences was
Huddie Ledbetter who visited
France in 1949 as a singer for le
Fondation des Etats-Units Con-
cert, that is, the Paris Jazz Fair.
Two years later, in 1957, Big Bill
Broonzy was invited to France
and he traveled around the Euro-
pean continent, not only France
but England and Belgium, every
year. Wright himself praises
Huddie Ledbetter as represent-
ing “the entire folk culture of the
American Negro” in his article
“Huddie Ledbetter, Famous Ne-
gro Folk Artist” which appeared
in the 1937 Daily Worker news-

(cont. page 12)
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Richard Wright and Black Music
(continued from page 11)

paper. Later, he also wrote the
jacket notes titled “So Long, Big
Bill Broonzy” when Big Bill died
in 1958. In this liner note he con-
siders the blues musician “a dar-
ingly truthful and universal poet.”

In the European revaluation
of the blues, many European
popular music scholars such as
Paul Oliver made a field research
on the blues in the South of the
United States. As a result, in-
credibly, European blues fans out
numbered American fans in the
mid-1960s. When Wright was
living in Paris in the late 1950s,
this was the environment around
black music.

After he spent two years in
Paris and a few months in other
European cities, Wright made a
visit to Chicago from Paris in the
summer of 1949 for the filming
of Native Son. This was his first
visit since he left the United
States in 1947. He wrote an es-
say titled “The Shame of Chi-
cago” for the December 1951 is-
sue of the Ebony magazine, which
relates his impressions of the
South Side in the city:

"Chicago Negroes were still
turning out jazz records! The
blues are still being sung! One
of my fondest memories is of a
visit to a South Side record shop.
What music! From the South
Side jazz and blues have gone to

the four corners of the earth and -

made known the humanity of the
Negro and have quickened and
lifted the sense of humanity in
countless others. Chicago’s Ne-
gro music has become the music
of the teeming millions who live
in most of the cities of the world
today!... There is no death for a
song" (32).

Wright wistfully and freshly
listened to the blues and jazz from
juke boxes in Chicago after a long

absence. What he listened to
was the rhythm and blues
played by Sonny Boy William-
son, Leroy Carr, Tampa Red,
Peetie Wheatstraw, and so on.
The music sounded quite new to
him after having lived away
from America for two years in
Europe. He listened to it with
an almost Parisien ear. To
Wright, the blues lyrics began
to have another meaning.

When the filming of the
ghetto scene in Chicago was fin-
ished, Wright and his other
movie people went to Argentina.
Because Wright concentrated on
the filming of Native Son. “The
FB Eye Blues” was the only
work that he produced during his
stay in Argentina. Even though
he decided to bring his mind to
bear on playing the role of Big-
ger Thomas, he did not forget
music. The eye in FB eye is not
the capital letter I but the eye to
see. The last stanza in “The FB
Eye Blues” is:

That old FB eye; tied a bell
to my bed stall

Said old FB eye; tied a bell
to my bed stall

Each time I love my baby,
gover’ment Know it all.

There is an explicit sexual
suggestion in the last line of the
stanza, compared to the last
stanza in “King Joe Blues” that
Wright composed in New York:

Bull frog told boll weevil;
Joe’s done quit the ring

Bull frog told boll weevil;
Joe’s done quit the ring

Bull weevil says; he ain’t
gone and he’s still the king.

In “The FB Eye Blues,” as one
can see, there is not only protest
but also humor and sexuality.
Wright’s first experience as an
exile in Europe made this dif-

"Chicago’s Negro music
has become the music
of the teeming millions
who live in most of the
cities of the world to-
day!... There is no death
for a song"

--Wright, "The Shame
of Chicago”

ference.

The next work Wright tried his
hand at was the novel The Out-
sider. Wright started in earnest to
work on it as soon as he arrived in
Paris in September 1947. It took
five years and the novel was com-
pleted in 1952 and finally pub-
lished in 1953, when Wright was
already known as a Parisien intel-
lectual. The novel begins with the
protagonist Cross’s friend Pink’s
song:

If the ocean was whisky
And I was a duck

I'd dive right in
And never come up. (2)

Now, Wright knows the effi-
cacy of music, and puts this sym-
bolic song at the beginning of the
novel, representing the existential-
istfate of Cross Damon’s life. After
a subway train accident in Chi-
cago, Cross Damon leaves for New
York and begins a new life in a
lodging house in New York. The
owner Mrs. Hattie Turner always
plays blues or jazz records. Cross
contemplates that:

"The raucous blue-jazzbecame
his only emotional home now and
he listened with an appreciation he
had never had before. He came to
feel that this music was the rhyth-
mic flauntings of guilty feelings,
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I

the syncopated outpourings of
frightened joy existing in guises
forbidden and despised by others"
(140).

This passage also shows how
Wright himself thinks of the blues
in Paris. Living for more than
five years in Europe now and ma-
terially influenced by European
culture, he interprets that the blues
and jazz are not so much a repre-
sentation of “bitter rebellion” and
“hatred,” as an expression of
“guilty feelings” and “frightened
joy.” It is in Paris that Wright
wrote this passage about New
York. Cross Damon or Richard
Wright listens to the blue-jazz
with an appreciation he has never
had before. The European influ-
ence deepens his concept of the
blues and jazz.

Cross Damon leaves Mrs.
Turner’s apartment for Green-
wich Village in New York and
shares another room with a white
Communist Party official Gil
Blount. Alone in his room, Cross
ponders over Communism, and
then, an idea hits upon him.

"This systematizing of the
sensual impulses of man to be a
god must needs be jealous of all
rival systems of sensuality, even
those found in poetry and music.
Cross, lying on his bed and star-
ing at the ceiling, marveled at the
astuteness of both Communist and
Fascist politicians who had
banned the demonic contagions of
jazz" (200).

As Wright’s spokesman,
Cross declares the sensual power
possessed by music. His Euro-
pean experiences more and more
deepen his view of music. He
recognizes another aspect of black
music in the light of politics.
Wright writes in the foreword for
Paul Oliver’s Blues Fell This
Morning:

"Yet the most astonishing as-
pect of the blues is that, though
replete with a sense of defeat and

down-heartedness, they are not
intrinsically pessimistic; their bur-
den of woe and melancholy is
dialectically redeemed through
sheer force of sensuality, into an
almost exultant affirmation of life,
of love, of sex, of movement, of
hope" (ix-x).

As Wright stated in the 1960
interview mentioned before, he fi-
nally found that musical obses-
sion is stronger than any other
political power. The psychoana-
lytical novel Savage Holiday was
written under the influence of
Freudian psychology as one of the
European cultures, with an em-
phasis on a sexual cause. As for
music, Wright notices, the sexual
power in a psychological sense
also has a great soothing potency.
After the child Tony’s death from
tumbling from balcony, for which
the protagonist Erskine Fowler is
partly responsible, he goes to
church and hears a hymn faintly
floating out of the church. *The
nostalgia of the singing voices
soothed his taut nerves and atonce
he felt better” (84). The church
hymn song goes:

Just as I am, though toss’d
about

With many a conflict, many a
doubt,

Fightings and fears within,
without,

O Lamb of God, I come. (84)

In the short story “Man of All
Work” written in 1957 and later
posthumously published in 1961,

As Wright stated in the
1960 interview mentioned
before, he finally found
that musi-cal obsession is
stronger than any other
political power.

the protagonist Lucy sings
“Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” for
a girl Lily, as Jan Erlone does
in Native Son. Similarly, the
short story “Man, Got Ain’t Like
That” written in 1958 has ten
songs in it. Among all of his
published writings, this story is
the only fiction with Paris for
the setting.

In fact, his last novel The
Long Dream deals with the
Southern climate from where
Wright’s black music has been
derived. In the novel, music,
especially songs, also plays an
important role. First, Fishbelly
sings in his dream. The mood
in the novel seems as if return-
ing to that in Uncle Tom's Chil-
dren. Music is further treated
here as follows:

When I'm a man
I mean to buy
A dozen barrels
Of pumpkin pie... (27)

After Fishbelly is scolded by
his mother for secretly smoking,
he dashes out of the house and
starts a mud ball fight with his
friend Zeke, singing these dit-
ties:

Old man Bud
Was a man like this;
He saved his money
By loving his fis’...
(101-03)

Fishbelly declares that
“Man, music’s wonderful”
(103). Fishbelly’s friend Tony
boasts that “We black folks sing
better’n anybody in the world”
(103). These songs cause
Fishbelly to grow out of child-
hood to become a man. The fu-
neral ceremony of Fishbelly’s
father Tyree takes place after he
is shot to death. As many as
eight sacred hymn songs are

(continued page 14)
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Richard Wright and Black Music
(continued from page 13)

sung for Tyree and the other
forty-two victims at the cere-
mony.

He flies away from the South
directly to Paris after the incident,
not via Chicago or New York,
unlike Wright himself. The un-
published novel “Island of Hal-
lucination” is a sequel to The
Long Dream, depicting Fishbelly
after arriving in Paris. Michel
Fabre’s essay “Richard Wright’s
Paris,” which appeared in The
City in African American Litera-
ture traces the protagonist fish’s
first adventure in Paris. Fabre
writes: "...[Fishbelly] slouches
back through the Latin Quarter
until he comes across orgiastic
jazz music streaming form the
lighted windows of café La Per-
gola... While an ornate juke box
plays “Send for Me,” a bespec-
tacled youngster, who prides
himself upon writing for Real
Jazz, asks him point blank
whether he knows who played
trumpet for Earl Hines in 1924 at
the Sunset Café in Chicago.
Fish[belly] cannot answer, and to
his amazement, the youngster
tells him that jazz is his culture,
a term he had never heard any-
body in America apply to black
music. For him Jazz is relaxa-
tion, but the French study it as
art" (101).

This impression must be the
same when Wright first had to
face the French attitude toward
black music. Wright knew that
there was a different way to lis-
ten to black music, and his view
of it changed little by little after
that.

In his latest days, Wright
composed thousands of haiku on
his death bed. He learned this
Japanese short poem style
through R.H. Blyth’s book Haiku
which he borrowed from an Af-
rican youth. Haiku is a keyword
to his concept of black music in

Europe.

As Craig Werner argues in
the essay “Bigger Blues: Native
Son and the Articulation of Afro-
American Modernism"” which
appeared in New Essays on Na-
tive Son that European modern-
ists such as James Joyce, Marcel
Proust, and Virginia Woolf, even
before Wright left for Europe,
had already cast a shadow over
Native Son. Wright knew that a
surrealistic element can be seen
in African-American life as well
as in the blues and jazz.

Though he made more and
more different uses of black mu-
sic aspects in his works during
his later years in Europe, Wright
never failed to forget his blues
roots from the deep South, as
Michel Fabre justly points out in
his The World of Richard Wright
that “At the root of Wright’s
fondness for what he calls surre-
alism one finds not a reading of
the French surrealists...but
rather...the influence of the blues
with their typical ability to bring
together seemingly unrelated ele-
ments of the American Negro’s
existence and blend them into a
new, meaningful whole” (72).
For example, the lyrics in Hud-
die Ledbetter’s song “C.C. Rider”
goes as follows:

See see rider; see what you
done done

You made me love you; now
your man done come

I was looking right at her;
when the sun went down

She was standing in the
kitchen; in the morning
gown

Let me be your sidetrack; till
your mainline comes.

(Taft 165)

Here, suddenly railroad terms
such as “sidetrack” and “main-
line” appear as symbolic words
for traveling to the north, con-
necting the image of free travel-
ing with that of love. Two Afri-
can-American elements “migra-

Though he made more
and more different uses
of black music aspects
in his works during his
later years in Europe,
Wright never failed
to forget his blues roots
from the deep South . . .

tion” and “tough life” are
blended into a new whole.

The blues born in rural Mis-
sissippi was urbanized in going
up to Chicago, and was accord-
ingly changed into the form
of modernized soul and jazz. In-
fluenced by European culture
such as surrealism, Wright found
a characteristic common both to
the blues and to haiku, seeing
the method of juxtaposing and
blending two seemingly unre-
lated matters, as shown in ex-
amples such as a Japanese an-
cient haiku poet Basho’s poem
in R.H. Blyth’s Haiku:

The old pond;
A frog jumps in ....
The sound of the water.

Blyth explains about this poem
in the technique of haiku, say-
ing that “The haiku has no logi-
cal connection of premise and
conclusion, but there is some
similarity between it and the syl-
logism” (329).

When Wright read this ex-
planation he noticed that the
composition of haiku is quite
similar to the lyrics of the blues,
and that the blues lyrics are ap-
plicable to haiku composition.
He “bring[s] together seemingly
unrelated elements” into one to
compose haiku as he did in mak-
ing his blues. Here is a repre-
sentative example of Wright's
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haiku, which he applies the blues
lyrics to:

Just enough of rain
To bring the smell of silk
From the umbrellas

Wright blends seemingly
unrelated elements “rain” and
“silk” into a new poetical and
surrealistic whole. Influenced
by European culture, he applies a
surrealistic interpretation of the
blues to the composition of haiku.

Just before his death, Wright
was planning a series of broad-
casts on the blues and jazz for an
African radio, according to the
article entitled “New York Beat”
in January 1961 issue of the Jet
magazine. Wright’s further ap-
plication of black music to his
literary expression regrettably
ceased just before he went be-
yond Europe to the world.

Toru Kiuchi is an Associate Pro-
fessor at the Department of Lib-
eral Arts and Basic Sciences,
College of Industrial Technol-
ogy, Nihon University.

This article is based upon a paper
Kiuchi read at the International
Conference "African American
Music/Dance and Europe," held
at the Sorbonne in Paris, France,
from April 24-27, 1996.
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Conferences and Symposia

American Literature
Association
San Diego, California
May 28-31, 1998

The eighth annual conference of
the American Literature Asso-
ciation will be held at the Bahia
Hotel, 998 West Mission Bay
Drive, San Diego, CA 92109
(ph. 800-288-0770). The confer-
ence will begin on Thursday
morning and continue through
Sunday at noon, with an opening
celebration Wednesday night and
a closing celebration Saturday
evening. Preregistration Confer-
ence fees will be $40 (with a
special rate of $10 for independ-
ent scholars, retired individuals,
and students). The hotel is offer-
ing aconference rate of $82 single
and $90 double. Pre-registration
information will be mailed to all
program participants two weeks
before the general mailing to all
ALA members.

Participating author societies will
issues their own call for papers.
No one may present more than
one paper at the conference.
Papers must not be longer than
20 minutes.

Check the ALA website for up-
dated conference and society
information: http://english.byu.
edu/cronin/ala.htm.

If you have questions about the
1998 conference, please contact
the Conference Director, Jeanne
Campbell Reesman, by email:
reesman @lonestar.utsa.edu, or
fax: 210-458-5366.

See you there!

Creative Women During the Chicago Renaissance

Agnes Scott College
November 6-8, 1997

This symposium marked the first gathering of scholars from fields
as diverse as literature, musicology, women's studies and African-
American studies to examine the Chicago Renaissance. Poet
Gwendolyn Brooks spoke about her experiences growing up in the
culturally stimulating environment of the Chicago Renaissance,
and she read some of her poetry set in that era. Marietta Simpson
performed a concert of art songs by Price, Bonds, and their
predecessors and successors. Dr. Robert Bone, Professor Emeri-
tus of English, Columbia University, was among the featured lec-
turers (see the abstract from his talk below). A photographic
exhibit of scenes from Chicago's African-American community
was on display, and a panel discussion focused on areas in which
further research is needed.

Richard Wright's Phototext:
Twelve Million Black Voices

by Robert Bone
(presentedSaturday, November 8th)

This paper argues that Richard Wright's phototext,* Twelve Mil-
lion Black Voices: a Folk History of the Negro in the United States
(Viking Press, 1941) is the central document of the Chicago
Renaissance. Its centrality lies in its sociologically sophisticated
treatment of the Great Migration, which Wright describes in his
foreword as "a complex movement of a debased feudal folk toward
a twentieth-century urbanization. This paper will document
Wright's intellectual debt to the Chicago School of Sociology, to
whose writings he was introduced by Horace Cayton, a black
sociologist whose major work, in collaboration with St. Clair
Drake, was a classic study of southside Chicago entitled Black
Metropolis, published by Harcourt Brace in 1945, with an intro-
duction by Richard Wright. I will attempt to show that Wright's
profoundest insights into the folk migration derived not from his
Marxist sources, but from the writings of such Chicago sociolo-
gists as Robert Park, Louis Wirth, and Robert Redfield.

*Photo-direction by Edwin Rosskam.
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Renewal Notice

As you receive this issue of the Richard Wright Newsletter, we
want to remind you that if you did not renew your membership in
the Richard Wright Circle after receiving the Spring/Summer
1997 issue, now is the time for renewal. The yearly $10 member-
ship fee runs for one calendar year and entitles you to two issues
of the Newsletter: Fall/Winter and Spring/Summer. In order to
receive the next issue and continue your membership, you need to
fill out and send us the form below (to insure that we have your
latest address) along with a $10 check or money order made out
to the Richard Wright Circle. Please remember that your member-
ship dues still constitute the primary funding for the Circle and
Newsletter. Your cooperation in helping us to maintain the Circle
and Newsletter is greatly appreciated.

Thanks to those subscribers who renewed
after the last issue!

Richard Wright Circle Membership

Please Detach Here

Name:

Address:

Telephone: (Home): (Work):
E-Mail Address: Fax#:

Area of Special Interest in Wright Studies:

Other Scholarly Areas:

Latest Publications:
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