Next time:

--bring Razor Blade to class?

--Assign “Don’t Start Me Talking” by Tom Williams (novel)

--assign Chapter 1 from Tim Ryan’s YOKNAPATAWPHA BLUES (Faulkner/Patton comparison + general survey of blues/literature comparative critical tradition)

ENG 692 (Cultural Studies):  THE BLUES TRADITION 

Fall 2013
Wed. 3:00 – 5:30 PM
          Bishop 112
Instructor:  Dr. Adam Gussow

Office:  Bondurant C-213

Office Phone:  915-7333

Office Hours:  Tues. 3-5 or by appointment

E-mail:  agussow@olemiss.edu
COURSE DESCRIPTION:

This course will explore the way in which African American (and selected white American) writers have translated the oral culture and social milieu of blues musicians into a range of literary forms:  epigrams, poems, stories, novels, plays, folkloric interviews, and autobiographies.  Since the blues tradition is firmly grounded in what David Oshinsky has called “the ordeal of Jim Crow justice,” we’ll devote considerable attention to the way in which adverse social conditions in the early modern South—lynching, segregation, sharecropping, and other forms of economic exploitation—are represented and contested by blues texts.  We’ll touch on a range of other themes as well:  the laughing-to-keep-from-crying dialectic; the emergence of southern juke joints; the spread of blues music north with the help of two Great Migrations and its progressive transformation into “classic” blues, amplified Chicago blues, and postmodern blues; “signifying” as a blues-textual strategy; womanist self-assertion and the sounding of desire as paradigmatic blues modes; the emergence of a mass white blues audience and a cohort of white blues performers in the 1960s; contemporary blues culture as a space of interracial contact in which the legacy of segregation is challenged, overcome, reinscribed.  
Since my own current research focuses on the devil-figure in the blues, we’ll spend several weeks focusing on Robert Johnson and the fictions that encompass him.

COURSE OBJECTIVES:

My principal course objective is to sharpen your critical skills, enabling you to “place” and critique any blues-themed text that crosses your path using an array of disciplinary approaches, and to help you frame challenging, intriguing research questions as you move through your graduate career.  You will emerge from this seminar with a deeper and more nuanced sense of how blues texts, both literary and recorded, resonate within specific sociohistorical contexts.  You will also become more attentive to the myths, histories, and ideologies in play when the words “real” and “authentic” are used in conjunction with the word “blues.”  
REQUIRED TEXTS:

Paul Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning:  Meaning in the Blues 


Elijah Wald, Escaping the Delta:  Robert Johnson and the Invention of the Blues
W. C. Handy, Father of the Blues 

August Wilson, Seven Guitars 

Zora Neale Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God 

B. B. King, Blues All Around Me 
Walter Mosley, RL’s Dream 

Ace Atkins, Crossroad Blues:  A Nick Travers Mystery (available at Square Books)
course pack (available at Copy Time) 

EVALUATION:

Attendance and Participation:  10%

A graduate seminar lives or dies based on the regular attendance and active participation of each of its members.  Each of you begins the term with a B in this category.  If you participate actively, intelligently, and courteously, in a way that bespeaks both careful preparation and a willingness to extend yourself in dialogue, your class participation grade will go up.  If you remain silent, contribute in ways that betray a lack of preparation, and/or become overbearing or intolerant in ways that discourage dialogue, your grade will go down.  While you are expected to attend every session, illness and family emergencies do happen; you may miss any two sessions without penalty. Please husband your allowable absences carefully and deploy them wisely.  A third absence, for any reason, will give you an “Attendance and Participation” grade of D, which may well have the effect of lowering your final course grade by a full letter.  A fourth absence will result in automatic failure in the course. You get points in this category for active in-class engagement, probing questions, and perceptive comments on our reading materials.  Please note:  You should meet with me during my office hours at least once in the course of the term to discuss your progress in the class and your plans for the term paper.

Call-and-Response Papers:  40%
You are required to write three (3) call-and-response papers in the course of the term.  Each paper will consist of three parts, which you should identify with subheadings:

1)  CALL:  a paragraph or two in which you sketch, quickly but with relevant textual detail, some thematic thread, ideological stance, rhetorical strategy, or other point of interest that you’ve noticed at work in one (or several) of the week’s readings; an objectively describable way in which this text “calls” to you and/or its other readers.  Think of the “call” as the nucleus or sketch of a possible paper, a quick-hit bit of close attention to the text.  

2)  RESPONSE:  a paragraph or two in which you broaden your discussion in a way that answers one or more of the following questions:  What are the stakes here?  Why did/does this text matter?  How does this text fit into and/or unsettle the blues tradition as the course is helping you to understand it?  How might the critical approach propounded by this commentator open up the novel or autobiography or poems we’ve read this week and/or in earlier weeks?  By the end of your paper, you should find a way of bringing two (or more) of the week’s assigned readings into dialogue.  Synthesis, not just analysis, is the point.   

3)  QUESTION:  one or two good, thought-provoking questions for class discussion.  

There is a strict, non-negotiable length-limit to call-and-response papers:  your paper must be no longer than one page.  You may play with formatting, if need be, in order to fit your text onto one page--i.e., 10-point type, single spaced, narrow margins--but you may not exceed that limit.  (In the past, most students have enough to say that single-spacing and/or a smaller typeface turns out to be a necessity.)

On the day when you have a call-and-response paper due, you should bring enough copies for every person in seminar, including me.  We’ll distribute these at the beginning of class; I’ll page through them and figure out a rough sequence in which we’ll address them.  When your turn comes, you will read your paper out loud, concluding with the question, and the class as a whole will respond to your call.  No late call-and-response papers will be accepted.  If you are absent on a day when you have a call-and-response paper due, please email me your paper as a .doc or docx attachment by 2 PM so that I can read it in class.

Final Paper:  50%

A standard academic research paper of approximately 20 pages.  This paper should explore in depth a significant question raised by the course readings.  While you’ll probably want to focus on and/or make use of those readings, you may, with my permission, write on relevant texts not on the syllabus.  Your paper should be double-spaced in 12-point type with standard (1 to 1.5”) margins.  You may follow either the MLA or Chicago style manual.  Please come and speak with me if you have any questions or concerns here.  Your term paper is due by 12 noon on Monday, December 9th  at my office (C-213 Bondurant).  Emailed term papers will NOT be accepted.  

Late Assignments:

Graduate students are expected to turn in all assignments on time.

SCHEDULE OF READINGS:

8/28:
Course introduction; Crossroads (film)

9/4:  
Defining the Blues

Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning; Tracy, Going to Cincinnati (reader); Salaam, 
“The Blues Aesthetic” (reader)  


C&R papers due from 1’s 

9/11:
Redefining the Blues

Wald, Escaping the Delta (pp. xiii-102, 194-249); Peabody, “Notes on Negro 
Music” (reader); Commentale, “Lord, It Just Won’t Stop” (reader) 


C&R papers due from 2’s

9/18:  
The Father and the Folk

Handy, Father of the Blues; Brown, “The Blues as Folk Poetry” 


C&R papers due from 3’s

9/25:
Blues Poetry I:  Form and its Deformations

Hughes, Brown, Hayden, Reed; Tracy, “Creating the Blues” (reader)


C&R papers due from 4’s

10/2:
Blues Poetry II:  The Sounding of Desire


Coleman, Williams, Redmond, Young; Davis, “I Used to Be Your Sweet Mama:  
Ideology, Sexuality, and Domesticity” (reader) 


C&R papers due from 1’s

10/9:
Blues Poetry III:  The Black Arts Movement


Sanchez, Knight, Troupe, Cortez, Plumpp; Neal, “Any Day Now:  Black Art and 
Black Liberation”; Bolden, “Elaborations:  A Blues Theory of African American 
Poetics” (reader) 


C&R papers due from 2’s

10/16:
Blues Drama

Wilson, Seven Guitars; Wilson, “Preface to Three Plays” (reader); Gussow, “Guns, 
Knives, and Buckets of Blood:  The Predicament of Blues Culture” (reader)


C&R papers due from 3’s

10/23:
Blues Fiction

Hurston, Their Eyes Were Watching God; excerpts from Mules and Men (reader); 
Scheiber, “Blues Narratology and the African American Novel” (reader)


C&R papers due from 4’s

10/30:  Blues Autobiography

King, Blues All Around Me; Litwack, “Hellhounds” (reader); Adelt, “Being Black 
Twice” (reader)


C&R papers due from 1’s

11/6:  
Whites, Blacks, and Blues I

Mezzrow, Really the Blues (reader); Bloomfield, Me and Big Joe (reader); Rotella, 
“Too Many Notes” (reader); Leitch, “Blues Southwestern Style” (reader)  


C&R papers due from 2’s

11/13:
Whites, Blacks, and Blues II

Caldwell, Birth of a Blues (reader); O’Neal, The Voice of the Blues (reader); 
Bambara, “Mississippi Ham Rider” (reader); Freeman, “Don’t Forget the Blues” 
(reader); Matheis, “Guy Davis Has It All…Or Does He?” (reader)


C&R papers due from 3’s

11/20:
Robert Johnson I

Mosley, RL’s Dream; Wald, Escaping the Delta (pp.105-189, 250-276) 


C&R papers due from 4’s

11/26:  Thanksgiving break – no seminar
12/4:
Robert Johnson II

Atkins, Crossroad Blues; Lieberfeld, “Million-Dollar Juke Joint:  Commodifying Blues 
Culture” (reader); Lipsitz, “White Desire:  Remembering Robert Johnson” (reader)

Term paper is due by 12 noon on Monday, December 9th at the instructor’s office (Bondurant C-213).  This is a final, non-negotiable deadline.  No extensions will be permitted.


1.

