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BLACK MUSIC IN TONI MORRISON’S JAZZ


“With the writing of Jazz, Morrison takes on new tasks and new risks. Jazz, for example, doesn’t fit the classic novel format in terms of design, sentence structure, or narration. Just like the music this novel is named after, the work is improvisational.”

-www.enotes.com/jazz/


“As rich in themes and poetic images as her Pulitzer Prize- winning Beloved…. Morrison conjures up hand of slavery on Harlem’s jazz generation. The more you listen, the more you crave to hear.”-Glamour

Toni Morrison’s Jazz is an eclectic reading based on elements of African American culture that produce, surround, and are an integral part of literary text. As we know, African American culture is distinguishable from other American cultures by its emphasis on music. This attention to music has produced two original forms, blues and jazz, and has developed distinctive traditions of others like gospel. Jazz is based mainly on one of these forms, namely –as the title infer- on jazz. This form pervades the whole book and provides not only subject and theme but also literary technique for the novel. Consequently, Jazz is not only the novel about the jazz era but also a novel that develops jazz “strategies” and creates a “jazz” of its own.
Morrison uses music as both a structural and a symbolic element in her work. Music often carries information about community knowledge, aesthetics, or perspectives. Toni Morrison often discusses the power of music and the way it functions in culture in discussions of her craft. (…) Symbolic and structural elements of music appear throughout all of Toni Morrison’s fiction in one way or another. (Obadike)

As it mentioned above, the title itself, draws attention to the world-renowned music created by African Americans in the 1920s’ as well as to the book’s jazz-like narrative structure and themes. Jazz is the best-known artistic creation of Harlem Renaissance. “Jazz is the only pure American creation, which shortly after its birth, became America’s most important cultural export”(Ostendorf, 165). It evolved from the blues
In the formally standardized, instrumentally accompanied form of “city blues”(as opposed the formally unstandardized and earlier “country blues”), the blues was to become one of the two major foundations of 1920s jazz (the other being rags). City blues tended to be strophic songs with a text typically based on two-line strophes (but with the first line of each strophe’s text repeated, AAB) and a standard succession of harmonies underlying each strophe’s melody. Jazz musicians appropriated the musical structure of such blues. (Hitchcock, 222)

Jazz retains several blues qualities, such as ”call and response, repetition, and most importantly, signifying: thoughtful revision and repetition of another’s work” 
(Andrews, a review).  In addition, jazz relies on syncopation and improvisation. Syncopation, which the combination of weak and strong beats, or short and long durations that produces uneven percussive sounds, affects the rhythm of a musical piece by moving the strong beat off the even counts of the “time.” In improvising, musicians use a set melody or recognized tune but vary it, responding to the makeup of their combo during their performance, or to their audience. No two performances of a jazz piece, even by the same musicians, will be identical. (Breckenridge)      

Looking at Jazz we can assume that 

Morrison sees the novel as another form that can mirror what happens with black music and perhaps takes that work further. In creating her work, she attends to the participatory nature of music – the way it makes listeners respond through singing or dancing. Morrison aims for her fiction to touch those same nerves, to make readers not only speak back to the text, but also recognize their responses as part of the text. (Obadike)

The author herself says that while writing Jazz she “was very deliberately trying to rest on what could be called generally agreed upon characteristics of jazz.” Morrison has incorporated many elements of jazz into her writing technique. First of all the whole book has improvisational character. As Morrison states in the interview with David Hackney “unanticipated things can happen while the performance is going on, and the musicians have to be alert constantly.” The same situation is present in her book: nobody, even the narrator cannot foresee the development of the action in the novel. Improvisation in Jazz is clearly evident in the final chapter when the narrator is surprised about the outcome of Felice -Joe –Violet “triangle.” Despite the expectations of the narrator, Felice, Joe and Violet do not act in the same way that Dorcas, Joe and Violet do. Despite being set up in the same way, the story is played by different notes. Thus, we can infer that the narrator is not omniscient and omnipotent. 

 The narrator’s point of view is as important as the voices of other characters similarly as in jazz – a single musician never “dominates the whole performance.” We can compare this turn taking in providing different fragments of the story to the solo parts in jazz, which are divided between the various members of the band. “Each chapter of Jazz can be read as a solo taken by a different instrument” (Obadike).

Morrison inserts in her text riffs. A riff is a short melodic, harmonic or rhythmic pattern repeated in given intervals, and Jazz is full of them: references to the birds, the photograph of Dorcas, Golden Grey, Wild, as well as images of hunting, or the repetition of whole sentences: “He is coming for me”(Jazz, 189,190,191). 

By the use of riffs the author applies the rhythm to her language. Morrison makes her language rhythmical on all scales from single phrases to entire passages

Blues man. Black and bluesman. Black therefore blue man. Everybody knows your name. Where-did-she-go-and-why-man. So-lonesome-I-could die man. Everybody knows your name. (Jazz,)

Another feature of Morrison’s language is the use of syncopation. While reading the book we can observe how the author combines different word-bits and produces uneven percussive sounds

Language is made to syncopate, the printed words loosen up and begin to move, the syntax turns liquid and flows. It is not just the jargon-licorice stick for clarinet, ivories for the piano, skins for drums- but the sound of jazz that arise from the text and hit the ear. (Rodriguez, 735)

Analyzing the language of the book further, we will observe that Morrison “manipulates her sentence structures and employs non-standard punctuation to impart a jazz-like, polyrhythmic tone in her novel.”(Pici) 
Morrison also makes references to call-and-response tradition, which adds up jazz-like overtones to her novel. The author uses the question-answer format many times, for example in the passage concerning the “unarmed women.” Morrison asks a series of questions and subsequently provides the answers for them.
Who were the unarmed ones? Those who found protection in church and the judging, angry God whose wrath in their behalf were too terrible to bear contemplation. He was no just on His way, coming, coming to the right the wrongs to them, He was here. Already. See? See? What the world had done to them it was now doing to itself. Did the world mess over them? Yes but look where the mess originated. Were they berated and cursed? Oh yes but look how the world cursed and bereted itself. Were the women fondled in kitchens and the back of stores? UH huh. Did police put their fists in women’s faces so the husbands’ spirits would break along with the women’s jaws? Did men ….call them out of their names every single day of their lives? Uh huh.( Jazz, 77-78)

Apart from being fragmentary, the book doesn’t have linear construction. ”In Jazz, time ebbs and flows like human memory, traversing between recollections of the past and expectations for the future; likewise, jazz music is often wild and chaotic.”(amazon.com).

Last but not least, Morrison adds up to her  “jazzy” technique the use of jazz figurative language and words that we can easily connote with jazz. At the very beginning of the book we meet the word “Sth”, which may recall the sound of a ride cymbal (the principal cymbal of jazz drum rhythms).  While going further with the book we have more jazz-like words, fro instance “triplets, duets, quartets” (Jazz, 50) and “scatty” (Jazz, 89).

Jazz is not only written in jazz-like style but it also has a jazz-like structure. We can take, for instance, the division of the chapters. Morrison does not enumerate the chapters neither does she give them the title. Instead she makes a blank page break after each distinctive chapter.

She stops with one idea or motif, inserts at least one full page of white space, and then picks up the idea or motif from the last sentence of the preceding chapter in the first sentence of the subsequent chapter. (Pici)

Employing such a linkage between her chapters, Morrison provides the reader with the “rhythmic continuity” making him read the book without making a pause after finishing a chapter.

What is more, a non-traditional narrator gives the book a certain structure, which resembles jazz performance. The narrator often changes points of view by giving voice to his characters, which resembles the shifting perspective in jazz music. As it was earlier mentioned

Multiplicity of visions found within Morrison’s novel mirrors the multi-instrumentation of combo jazz and various solo ‘viewpoints’ from which a tune is played by different band members (Pici).

Such a non-omniscient and non-omnipotent narrator makes storytelling an ongoing development, just like it is with the jazz music. The narrator not only tells the story-perform, but also encourages the reader- the listener, to participate in the “performance”: “Talking to you and hearing you answer—that’s the kick”(Jazz, 229). If he could speak aloud, the narrator would “Say make me, remake me”(Jazz, 229) demands from the reader being active, in the same way as jazz music demands its listeners to be active. For Toni Morrison creation process seems to be more important than the final product, and the same is with the Jazz musician, the only thing that counts is “that swing” in the final version.


All things considered, Morrison succeeds in making her novel “jazzy”, as Jazz “breathes the rhythms, sounds, and cadences of jazz music, radiating the music’s central ideas, emotions, aural idiosyncrasies perhaps as well as written prose can”(Pici). Morrison took on “new tasks and new risks” but it was worth doing so, as ”the result is a writing style that has a unique mix of the musical, the magical, and the historical.”(www.enotes.com/jazz/)
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