African American Literature

The Role of Music as a Survival Strategy
Read the following poem and explain in what way it is typical of Black American Literature.

What role does music play in  the lives of Black Americans? Give other examples from the literature you have read.

	The Weary Blues 
Langston Hughes 
	




Droning a drowsy syncopated tune,

Rocking back and forth to a mellow croon,

     I heard a Negro play.

Down on Lenox Avenue the other night

By the pale dull pallor of an old gas light

     He did a lazy sway . . .

     He did a lazy sway . . .

To the tune o' those Weary Blues.

With his ebony hands on each ivory key

He made that poor piano moan with melody.

     O Blues!

Swaying to and fro on his rickety stool

He played that sad raggy tune like a musical fool.

     Sweet Blues!

Coming from a black man's soul.

     O Blues!

In a deep song voice with a melancholy tone

I heard that Negro sing, that old piano moan--

     "Ain't got nobody in all this world,

       Ain't got nobody but ma self.

       I's gwine to quit ma frownin'

       And put ma troubles on the shelf."

Thump, thump, thump, went his foot on the floor.

He played a few chords then he sang some more--

     "I got the Weary Blues

       And I can't be satisfied.

       Got the Weary Blues

       And can't be satisfied--

       I ain't happy no mo'

       And I wish that I had died."

And far into the night he crooned that tune.

The stars went out and so did the moon.

The singer stopped playing and went to bed

While the Weary Blues echoed through his head.

He slept like a rock or a man that's dead.

Edward Albee

The American Dream
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In The American Dream, a mythic American couple, Mommy and Daddy, seek "satisfaction" from the Bye-Bye Adoption Service's mysterious representative, Mrs. Barker. Grandma, who occupies the same apartment as Mommy and Daddy, is harboring a secret of her own. It all becomes evident when Grandma reveals to Mrs. Barker the story of the botched adoption of a "bumble of joy" twenty years ago by Mommy and Daddy. The plot thickens with the arrival of another mysterious caller; this time a handsome Young Man, who may or may not be related to the family. He's muscular, well-spoken, the answer to Mommy and Daddy's prayers: Grandma convinces him to assist in her master plan. She puts one over on everybody, and escapes the absurdly realistic world which she finds so predictable. Albee challenges our perception of American family life by examining the relationships between these characters with a fresh, yet bitter eye. 

The New Yorker hailed The American Dream as "unique... brilliant... a comic nightmare, fantasy of the highest order." The story of one of America's most dysfunctional families, it is a ferocious, uproarious attack on the substitution of artificial values for real values – a startling tale of murder and morality that rocks middle-class ethics to its complacent foundations.

The above blurbs are rather enigmatic for anybody who hasn't read or seen the play. Explain their meaning concentrating on the underlined parts.

Explain the meaning of the title. Who or what represents the American Dream in the play?

The American Dream

Langston Hughes

Harlem

What happens to a dream deferred?

Does it dry up

like a raisin in the sun?

Or fester like a sore-

And then run?

Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over-

like a syrupy sweet?

Maybe it just sags

like a heavy load.

Or does it explode?

What dream is Langston Hughes referring to? Explain the images he uses in the poem.

Which other forms or types of the "American Dream" do you know? Give examples from the literature you have read.

The American Dream
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American paintings through the ages have reflected the changing dreams and attitudes of society. 

Explain in what way the following pictures represent the American Dream. 

Which examples from literature do they remind you of?

insert pictures here!!!!!!!!

see extra file (dream+arts.doc)

The Other Side of the Story

Virginia Woolf

A Room of One's Own

"...I could not help thinking as I looked at the works of Shakespeare on the shelf, ...; it would have been impossible, completely and entirely, for any woman to have written the plays of Shakespeare in the age of Shakespeare. Let me imagine, since facts are so hard to come by, what would have happened had Shakespeare had a wonderfully gifted sister, called Judith, let us say. Shakespeare himself went, very probably – his mother was an heiress- to the grammar school, where he may have learnt Latin – Ovide, Virgil and Horace – and the elements of grammar and logic. He was, it is well known, a wild boy who poached rabbits, perhaps shot a deer, and had, rather sooner that he should have done, to marry a woman in the neighbourhood, who bore him a child rather quicker than was right. That escapade sent him to seek his fortune in London. He had, it seemed, a taste for the theatre; he began by holding horses at the stage door. Very soon he got work in the theatre, became a successful actor, and live d at the hub of the universe, meeting everybody, knowing everybody, practicing his art on the boards, exercising his wits in the street, and even getting access to the palace of the queen. Meanwhile his extraordinarily gifted sister, let us suppose....."

Continue this imaginary biography of Shakespeare's sister. What would her fate have been?

Thinking of the literature you have read, what has changed since Shakespeare's time? Give examples from the heroines of women's literature.

List some of the limitations that these women have encountered. Which strategies have they developed to overcome them?
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The Other Side of the Story

"The Storm"

by Kate Chopin

The following passages have been taken from Kate Chopin's story. They describe the changes of weather in the course of the story. 

Explain the symbolism of this setting. What is Kate Chopin saying about women, marriage and passion?

I

The leaves were so still that even Bibi thought it was going to rain. Bobinôt, who was accustomed to converse on terms of perfect equality with his little son, called the child's attention to certain sombre clouds that were rolling with sinister intention from the west, accompanied by a sullen, threatening roar... 

II

Calixta, at home, felt no uneasiness for their safety. She sat at a side window sewing furiously on a sewing machine. She was greatly occupied and did not notice the approaching storm. But she felt very warm and often stopped to mop her face on which the perspiration gathered in beads. She unfastened her white sacque at the throat. It began to grow dark, and suddenly realizing the situation she got up hurriedly and went about closing windows and doors.

...

The rain beat upon the low, shingled roof with a force and clatter that threatened to break an entrance and deluge them there. They were in the dining room—the sitting room—the general utility room. 

...

"The rain was coming down in sheets obscuring the view of far-off cabins and enveloping the distant wood in a gray mist. The playing of the lightning was incessant. A bolt struck a tall chinaberry tree at the edge of the field. It filled all visible space with a blinding glare and the crash seemed to invade the very boards they stood upon.

...

The growl of the thunder was distant and passing away. The rain beat softly upon the shingles, inviting them to drowsiness and sleep. 

III

The rain was over; and the sun was turning the glistening green world into a palace of gems. 

...

The Other Side of the Story

A Riddle

A riddle is making the rounds that goes like this: A man and his young son were in an automobile accident. The father was killed and the son, who was critically injured, was rushed to a hospital. As attendants wheel the unconscious boy into the emergency room, the doctor on duty looked down at him and said, "My God, it's my son!" 

What was the relationship of the doctor to the injured boy?
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As you will certainly have noticed, the above riddle plays on stereotypes of men and women. List some of the stereotypes associated with men and women. 

Then find examples from the literature you have read. How are women and men portrayed in the stories we have read in the course? Choose some fitting examples.

The Other Side of the Story
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Woman

by Nikki Giovanni

she wanted to be a blade

of grass amid the fields

but he wouldn't agree

to be the dandelion

she wanted to be a robin singing

through the leaves

but he refused to be

her tree

she spun herself into a web

and     looking for a place to rest

turned to him

but he stood straight

declining to be her corner

she tried to be a book

but he wouldn't read

she turned herself into a bulb

but he wouldn't let her grow

she decided to become

a woman

and though he still refused

to be a man

she decided it was all

right

Explain the meaning of this poem. How does this woman define herself?
Have you come across any women characters in literature who remind you of the speaker of this poem? Who are they? 

Choose one or two fitting characters and describe their developments.

The Other Side of the Story

The Bell Jar

Many of the women characters in the samples we have read have felt trapped in their situations and circumstances. The Bell Jar can be seen as a symbol of this confined existence.

Name some of the women characters from literature. 

· What limitations did they encounter? 

· What strategies did they use to free themselves?

· Did they succeed?

Scandals in Literature

Ulysses

by James Joyce

Foreword

The new deal in the law of letters is here. Judge Woolsey has exonerated Ulysses of the charge of obscenity, handing down an opinion that bids fair to become a major event in the history of the struggle for free expression. Joyce's masterpiece, for the circulation of which people have been branded criminals in the past, may now freely enter this country.


It would be difficult to overestimate the importance of Judge Woolsey's decision. For decades the censors have fought to emasculate literature. They have tried to set up the sensibilities of the prudery-ridden as a criterion for society, have sought to reduce the reading matter of adults to the level of adolescents and subnormal persons, and have nurtured evasions and sanctimonies.


The Ulysses case marks a turning point. It is a body-blow for the censors. The necessity for hypocrisy and circumlocution in literature has been eliminated. Writers need no longer seek refuge in euphemisms. They may now describe basic human functions without fear of the law.!

...

New York, December11, 1933

· Explain the importance of Judge Woolsey's landmark decision.

· We have read the most criticized chapter from Ulysses. Did it shock you? Would you consider the chapter pornographic?

· Look at the drawings some of your fellow students made during our course and explain in what way they reflect the key scenes of chapter XIII.
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The Other Side of the Story

The Bell Jar

by Sylvia Plath

Read the following poem by Sylvia Plath and briefly summarize its meaning.

What did the speaker of the poem do? Where is she? What does she look like? What does she say about suicide? What does she say about doctors?

Explain the meaning of lines 58 to 63 (printed boldface). Why is there a very large charge for a word or a touch?

What might be the reasons for her depression and suicide?

Compare the poem to the novel The Bell Jar.

What are the reasons for  Esther's depressions?.

How does Esther cope with her problems? Can you find any parallels between Esther and Sylvia Plath herself?

The title is an important key to the understanding of the novel's main themes. Explain the image of the bell jar in Esther's life.

Lady Lazarus

I have done it again.

One year in every ten

I manage it--

A sort of walking miracle, my skin

Bright as a Nazi lampshade,

My right foot

A paperweight,

My face featureless, fine

Jew linen.

Peel off the napkin

O my enemy.

Do I terrify?--

The nose, the eye pits, the full set of teeth?

The sour breath

Will vanish in a day.

Soon, soon the flesh

The grave cave ate will be

At home on me

And I a smiling woman.

I am only thirty.

And like the cat I have nine times to die.

This is Number Three.

What a trash

To annihilate each decade.

What a million filaments.

The peanut-crunching crowd

Shoves in to see

Them unwrap me hand and foot--

The big strip tease.

Gentlemen, ladies

These are my hands

My knees.

I may be skin and bone,

Nevertheless, I am the same, identical woman.

The first time it happened I was ten.

It was an accident.

The second time I meant

To last it out and not come back at all.

I rocked shut

As a seashell.

The y had to call and call

And pick the worms off me like sticky pearls.

Dying

Is an art, like everything else.

I do it exceptionally well.

I do it so it feels like hell.

I do it so it feels real.

I guess you could say I've a call.

It's easy enough to do it in a cell.

It's easy enough to do it and stay put.

It's the theatrical

Comeback in broad day

To the same place, the same face, the same brute

Amused shout:

'A miracle!'

That knocks me out.

There is a charge

For the eyeing of my scars, there is a charge

For the hearing of my heart--

It really goes.

And there is a charge, a very large charge

For a word or a touch

Or a bit of blood

Or a piece of my hair or my clothes.

So, so, Herr Doktor.

So, Herr Enemy.

I am your opus,

I am your valuable,

The pure gold baby

That melts to a shriek.

I turn and burn.

Do not think I underestimate your great concern.

Ash, ash--

You poke and stir.

Flesh, bone, there is nothing there--

A cake of soap, 

A wedding ring,

A gold filling.

Herr god, Herr Lucifer

Beware

Beware.

Out of the ash

I rise with my red hair

And I eat men like air.

1962

Australian Aboriginees

Read the story "Toonkoo and Ngaardi" below. What type of story is this? Sum up the story and explain its meaning. What is the importance and purpose of such stories in the culture of their origin? What are the typical topics of this story and similar ones?
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"Toonkoo and Ngaardi"

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts

Australian Aboriginees
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Ngurrudu (Emu) Story 

Artist: Mukguddu Nabegeyo 
Language Group: Kunwinjku 
Medium: Natural Ochres on Arches Cotton paper 

This story originates in country south of Gunbalanya (Oenpelli)called Woymul near Bulman. A group of nayuhyungki (early) people were living in the area many years ago. There was an old Ngalkangila woman who was known to be greedy, she is shown to the left carrying her dilly bag and digging stick. She would hide food and not share it. She particularly favoured the djarrbarl yam shown at her knee. There were some young boys who were brothers who were very hungry. They ate possum and python (shown in the apinting) but it was not enough. They were around the camp playing when they saw a korlobarr or red kangaroo on a hill. They told their big brother who took his spear and killed it. They then decided that they didn’t want to be humans anymore and so changed into animals and birds. The parrot family became dedded parrots and the woman became ngurrudu the emu. 

What type of story is this? What is the importance and purpose of such stories in the culture of their origin? What are the typical topics and themes of this story and similar ones?

Arts: Compare the Aboriginal story tradition and their artwork and contrast it with Western Art.

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts:
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Everything is beautiful. Pop is everything." 
Andy Warhol 
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Cross-curricular question: English/Arts
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	Landscape With The Fall of Icarus 
William Carlos Williams 
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According to Brueghel

when Icarus fell

it was spring

a farmer was ploughing

his field

the whole pageantry

of the year was

awake tingling

near

the edge of the sea

concerned 

with itself

sweating in the sun

that melted

the wings' wax

unsignificantly

off the coast

there was

a splash quite unnoticed

this was

Icarus drowning

Explain the above poem and its relation to the paintings. If you look at the Icarus legend as an extended metaphor, what is Williams saying about himself as a poet and about art and artists in general?

Compare the form and style of the paintings and the poem. Can you guess the approximate time and the artists who painted them?  

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts

	Automat

 

I thought when I came here

I'd get as rich as a secretary

and marry my boss.

I dreamt about that so long

I thought it would happen.

Maybe I should go back.

 

I hate small places though,

and when I sit eating in the automat

I pretend I'm a celebrity

and all those walls of plastic doors

are really crowds of camera lenses 

waiting to take my picture.

Julie O'Callaghan
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In what way does Julie O'Callaghan's poem reflect the American Dream? 

What are her dreams? Have they been fulfilled?

Give other examples of similar dreams from the literature you have read.

Compare the American Dream with American Reality.

'A Poem is a Painting'

A poem is a painting that is not seen;

A painting is a poem that is not heard

Phoebe Hesketh

Edward Hopper has been called a pictorial poet. What does he "say" in his paintings?

How does Edward Hopper's painting express this American reality? What are his typical themes and motifs?

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts
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Two Poems

	Just Passing

A scene

Seen

Is captured

In a painter's

Head

Is captured

Frozen and colourful

Mr. Gogh

Shot his head

To fragments

But the scene

Seen

Remains.


                      Francis Barker


	The Artist, Arles 1890

Yellow, yellow

Watch the yellow always,

Fascinated, from the corner of your eye.

Its terrible intensity has sting

To bleach the brain, to take the skin

From off your inner eye. To drive you back

Against a buckled wall that echoes yellow, yellow,

Pain. You cannot let it from your mind.

                                               Colin Rowbotham




Explain the form and meaning of the two poems in relation to Van Gogh's art and life.

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts:

The Renaissance in Art and Literature
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	John Donne 

The Good-Morrow 

I WONDER by my troth, what thou, and I   

Did, till we lov'd? were we not wean'd till then?   

But suck'd on countrey pleasures, childishly?   

Or snorted we in the seaven sleepers den?   

T'was so; But this, all pleasures fancies bee.                            5 

If ever any beauty I did see,   

Which I desir'd, and got, t'was but a dreame of thee.   

And now good morrow to our waking soules,   

Which watch not one another out of feare;   

For love, all love of other sights controules,                           10 

And makes one little roome, an every where.   

Let sea-discoverers to new worlds have gone,   

Let Maps to other, worlds on worlds have showne,   

Let us possesse one world, each hath one, and is one.   

My face in thine eye, thine in mine appeares,                         15 

And true plaine hearts doe in the faces rest,   

Where can we finde two better hemispheares   

Without sharpe North, without declining West?   

What ever dyes, was not mixt equally;   

If our two loves be one, or, thou and I                                    20 

Love so alike, that none doe slacken, none can die.   
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Read John Donne's poem and explain in what way it reflects the  changes and innovations of the Renaissance Age. 

In what way are  Leonardo da Vinci's paintings representative of the age?

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts

'A Poem is a Painting'

A poem is a painting that is not seen;

A painting is a poem that is not heard

Phoebe Hesketh

	William Carlos Williams

The Great Figure

Among the rain
and lights
I saw the figure 5
in gold
on a red
firetruck
moving
tense
unheeded
to gong clangs
siren howls
and wheels rumbling
through the dark city.
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Explain William Carlos Williams' poem. In what way is it typical of the Imagist tradition in poetry?  Do you know any other examples of imagist poetry?

How does the above painting by Williams' friend Charles Demuth reflect American modernism? Do you know any other representatives of this movement? What do they have in common?

Cross-curricular question: English/Arts

The Unicorn in Art and Literature
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Unicorn

Moreau, Gustave

The Unicorn in Tennessee Williams' The Glass Menagerie

Tennessee Williams is a master of symbolism and uses scenery and props as important components in his plays. Explain the significance of the Unicorn in The Glass Menagerie.

In what way is the Unicorn typical of Laura?

Gustave Moreau: "I believe only in what I do not see." 

Describe the painting "The Unicorn" by the French Symbolist Gustave Moreau. In what way is this painting typical of the Symbolist movement? What were the main intentions of the Symbolists? Give other examples of Symbolist art that you know.

The Pearl

by John Steinbeck
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Foreword

"In the town they tell the story of the great pearl—how it was found and how it was lost again. They tell of Kino, the fisherman, and of his wife, Juana, and of the baby, Coyotito. And because the story has been told so often, it has taken root in every man's mind. And, as with all retold tales that are in people's hearts, there are only good and bad things and black and white things and good and evil things and no in-between anywhere.

If this story is a parable, perhaps everyone takes his own meaning from it and reads his own life into it..."

As Steinbeck says in the foreword to The Pearl, the story is full of symbols of good and evil. 

Explain the symbolism of the pearl and the symbolic use of music and songs in the story.

What meaning do you take from The Pearl? What do you consider to be the moral of the story?

Scandals in Literature
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Banned Books Week or Caution! Some People Consider These Books Dangerous:  At this time each fall, WPL presents its annual display of titles that were at one time or another the targets of censors in our society. The Banned Book exhibit draws attention to the danger that exists when restraints are imposed on the availability of information in a free society. The message is not only that individuals must have the freedom to choose or express opinions, even if they are unconventional or unpopular, but also that we must ensure the availability of unpopular viewpoints to all who wish to read them. 

insert baned books poster (miss liberty...)

Do you agree with the opinion voiced in this newsletter?

What reasons might a society or government have for banning books?

Who does the banning?

Give examples of famous books that have been banned at some time during their printed life. 
For what reasons were these books banned? (Focus on a few examples in detail)

Scandals in Literature
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All of the above novels have been banned or criticized for their pornographic or violent content. 

Should all these novels be freely available to any readers? Can they harm anybody?

Where would you draw the line? 
Can you think of any other books that should not be available to the general public?


The Other Side of the Story
Kate Chopin

The Awakening





“But when she was there beside the sea, absolutely alone, she cast the unpleasant, pricking garments from her, and for the first time in her life she stood naked in the open air, at the mercy of the sun, the breeze that beat upon her, and the waves that invited her.

How strange and awful it seemed to stand naked under the sky! How delicious! She felt like some new-born creature ,opening its eyes in a familiar world that it had never known.” 

(p. 175)

The above passage appears close to the end of Kate Chopin’s famous novel The Awakening.  Explain its meaning and symbolism. 

Why is Edna alone and naked? What do the pricking garments stand for?

Is this new freedom only positive?

Will she be able to enjoy it?
Look at the  pictures. In what way do they reflect the lifestyle, values and political ideas of the Sixties?





Arts: How does Pop-art capture the attitudes of the time?


What are the characteristics of Pop-art? Who are the most important artists?








