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Overture: “Dissolved in a seaworld”
1. Cathartic blue
2. Orphic blue
3. Blue lines
Coda

Over ture: “Dis solved in a sea ‐
world”

Full fathom five thy father lies, / Of his bones are coral made, / Those
are pearls that were his eyes, / Noth ing of him that doth fade, / But
doth suf fer a sea- change, / Into some thing rich and strange
(Shakespeare 2013� 1.2.474-79, it al ics in ori ginal)

In Shakespeare’s The Tem pest, Ariel’s song con jures up Ferdin and's
father’s corpse trans formed by the sea “into some thing rich and
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strange.” Like wise, in Toni Mor rison’s ul ti mate novel God Help the
Child, set in present- day Cali for nia, Booker’s wave- like po etry “dis‐ 
solves” the trauma of slavery “in a sea world,” turn ing it into some‐ 
thing bluesy:

You ac cep ted like a beast of bur den the whip of a stranger’s curse and
the mind less men ace it holds along with the scar it leaves […] a slim
line drawn on a shore and quickly dis solved in a sea world any mo ment
when an equally mind less wave fondles it like the ac ci dental touch of a
fin ger on a cla ri net stop (Mor rison 2015� 149-150, it al ics in ori ginal).

Like her aptly named Booker char ac ter, 1 Mor rison not only wrote to
re call the tra gic times of the Afro- American com munity, but also to
re claim—after its ap pro pri ation by the main stream—the music ori‐ 
gin ally cre ated by her people to trans fig ure the trauma. As Mor rison
con fided in an in ter view,

2

There was a time when black people needed the music. Now that it
be longs to every body, black people need some thing else which is
theirs. That’s what nov els can do, what writ ing can do. I write in
order to rep lic ate the in form a tion, the medi cine, the balm we used to
find in music (Bigsby 1992� 29).

1992 was the year her opus Jazz (set in Har lem in the 1920s dur ing the
Jazz Age) was pub lished—the novel which made ex pli cit the in flu ence
of jazz music and its free ing ef fect on Mor rison’s writ ing. But Mor‐ 
rison’s art more than “rep lic ates” the ori ginal mu sical “balm”: it uses
the lat ter’s music and or al ity to dis solve the writ ten word of the
novel, an art form of white European ori gin, 2 dis mem ber ing, re mem‐ 
ber ing, de com pos ing and re com pos ing the black and white aes thet‐ 
ics, al chem iz ing them into “some thing else” in a way about which the
artist was all too mod est: “I try to in cor por ate into that tra di tional
genre, the novel, un ortho dox nov el istic char ac ter ist ics—so that it is
in my view Black, be cause it uses the char ac ter ist ics of Black art”
(Mor rison 1985� 342). Den ise Heinze (1993� 15) con tends that “Mor‐ 
rison fre quently al ters, sub sti tutes, or re places the white aes thetic by
present ing or cre at ing a black aes thetic of dif fer ence.” I would add
that Mor rison’s last novel—ar gu ably her raw est and shortest—is her
finest achieve ment in this re gard, col our ing the world as it does in a
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“rich and strange,” iri des cent kind of blue which I pro pose to term
“blueto pia,” 3 some shades of which will be ap proached in the three
move ments of this read ing—and listen ing—of God Help the Child.

The first move ment of this paper will be de voted to the re vamped,
21  cen tury slave song flow ing from the novel, where black and white
voices relay each other de liv er ing first- person solos, in a col lect ive
ef fort to break their chains—some how like a colour- blind and mixed
(al beit pre dom in antly fe male) blend of the Freu dian talk ing cure, Ar is‐ 
totelian cath arsis, and jazz jam ses sions. 4 The second move ment will
lend an at tent ive ear to the novel’s Orphic blues: like Orph eus’
severed head car ried away by the river to an alien sea shore, Mor‐ 
rison’s dis membered char ac ters keep singing to be re- membered and
trans figured by waves of blue. The last move ment will aim at de tect‐ 
ing Mor rison’s in cor por a tion, between her lines, of what some mu si‐ 
co lo gists call “blue notes,” or “blue har mony”: these are “ex tremely
dif fi cult to re pro duce on [the] paper” of a mu sical staff (Boutry 2000�
113), let alone in a novel. 5 To quote Jac quelyn A. Fox- Good, “Music’s
power, I will argue with the help of […] Julia Kristeva, ex plodes not
out of its op pos i tion to the power of the Word—but out of its loc a tion
in ‘the place of al ter ity’ 6 in the gap between sig ni fier and sig ni fied.”
(Fox- Good 2000� 10). In the blueto pia of God Help the Child (ar gu ably
a mani fest a tion of this “place of al ter ity”), Mor rison’s notes keep leav‐ 
ing and eras ing their traces, like a swim mer’s wake in the sea.

4

st

1. Cath artic blue
GHC is freely in spired by Bil lie Hol i day’s 1942 jazz clas sic “God Bless
the Child,” 7 mean ing that Mor rison drew on the “ret ro spect ive” jazz
method in stead of the planned European method of mu sical com pos‐ 
i tion: in jazz, “each new mu sical phrase can be shaped in re la tion to
what has gone be fore” (Gioia 1988� 60-61), and cre ation is achieved “as
pro cess rather than as product […] by re pe ti tious rhythmic fig ures
such as riffs, which help the mu si cian to struc ture im pro visa tions
with ref er ence to what has already been cre ated” (Rice 2000� 169-
170); it is a “music [which] de lights in a lived, seem ingly in fin ite, past
just as it wal lows in new im pro vis at ory turns” (id. 172). Riffi ng on Hol i‐ 
day’s song—which it self riffs on the Bible 8—Mor rison’s text gen er ates
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an in terse mi otic solu tion which al chem izes the writ ten word and the
volat il ity of jazz—among other com pon ents as we are about to see.

The novel un folds as a suc ces sion of both poignant and hu mor ous
solos de livered by seven voices im pro vising on typ ic ally blues themes
(loss, heartache, the quest for eco nomic in de pend ence and spir itual
free dom), to come to terms with ex cru ci at ing trau mas—child mo‐ 
lesta tion and sexual abuse, in fant i cide, the vi ol ence of every day ra‐ 
cism and col our ism, 9 21  cen tury op pres sions for which black slavery
is a con stant, sub lim inal meta phor, a bass line res on at ing from the
past. The sep tet is equally dis trib uted between three black and three
white first- person nar rat ors (or per formers) who take turns to ex‐ 
press their blues in a suc ces sion of short chapters (or, in Booker’s
case, eight poems), with an ad di tional an onym ous, om ni scient third- 
person nar rator. The six first- person nar rat ives and poems are alive
with the or al ity of the African Amer ican music—and its present- day
off shoots such as rap, rap- battles, soul, R&B—born from the slavery
and se greg a tion peri ods. The reader is often dir ectly ad dressed, right
from the front- page ded ic a tion (“For You”), also put in the po s i tion of
a psy cho ther ap ist who must piece to gether the puzz ling out pour ings
of a reg u lar set of pa tients un der go ing a Freu dian talk ing cure. The
lat ter aims at pro vok ing in the pa tient a “sec ond ary ab re ac tion” 10

which con sists in re mem ber ing a trau matic event to re vive the emo‐ 
tion it caused, so that the af fect, which could not be coped with at
the time, can be re acted to, and dealt with, in a delayed fash ion—as if
at tend ing a cleans ing self- performance on the stage of memory. In
keep ing with his white, West ern eth ical and aes thetic her it age, 11

Freud was wary of the sirens’ voices and found music “se duct ive but
dan ger ous” (Sacks 2008� 321-323); he could not con ceive of a mu sical
ver sion of his talk ing cure. And yet, the kin ship between blues and
talk ing cure ses sions is un canny, both in the method and the aim:

6
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The blues is an im pulse to keep the pain ful de tails and epis odes of a
bru tal ex per i ence alive in one’s aching con scious ness, to fin ger its
jagged grain, and to tran scend it […] by squeez ing from it a near- 
tragic, near- comic lyr i cism. As a form, the blues is an auto bi o graph ‐
ical chron icle of per sonal cata strophe ex pressed lyr ic ally (El lison
1972� 78-79).



“Bluetopia”: music and memory in Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

To ex press that “per sonal cata strophe,” blues sing ers “throw to gether
verses in a haphaz ard man ner, [sing] the verses in a stream- of-
consciousness style, and [fol low] a loose, as so ci at ive, non lo gical pro‐ 
gres sion” (Tracy 1988� 90). Thus, both in the talk ing cure and the
blues, the slave to the past goes through a pro cess of de liv ery:
memory work, ut ter ance, ex pul sion of the trauma as the past is re‐ 
lived from a dis tance, screened, “fingered,” frag men ted, dis solved, re‐ 
shuffled, re com posed, re col oured. So, here is what the listener gath‐ 
ers, ses sion after ses sion, from the cath artic blues of God Help the
Child.

7

Bride (voice num ber two in order of per form ance), a glam or ous,
ebony- black young woman at the top of an LA cos met ics com pany,
has a hand some lover named Booker—am a teur trum pet ist and poet
(voice seven, com poser of the eight poems dis closed near the end of
the novel). Bride was born Lula Ann in a fam ily plagued by ra cism and
col our ism—ar gu ably the reason why she re named her self in such a
con noted way: ivory and white being the main col ours of choice for
wed ding dresses, this prob ably par ti cip ated in light en ing her iden tity;
“I learned how many shades of white there were: ivory, oyster, ala‐ 
baster, paper white, snow, cream, ecru, Cham pagne, ghost, bone” (33)
—those last two shades iron ic ally re veal Bride’s self- inflicted de na tur‐ 
ing; so do the skin- lightening products sold by her cos met ics com‐
pany. Little Lula Ann nar rowly es caped in fant i cide by her light- 
skinned mother who, iron ic ally as well, re named her self Sweet ness
(voice one): by her own ad mis sion, Sweet ness “wished [her daugh ter]
hadn’t been born with that ter rible color” (5), and ex plains she raised
the girl alone since the father, re pelled by the “tar”- coloured baby (4),
dis owned her and left shortly after she was born. Sweet ness re‐ 
peatedly jus ti fies the “strict, very strict” (7) edu ca tion she gave her
daugh ter as a ne ces sary evil to pro tect her against a ra cist world.
Once, Lula Ann was forced to si lence by her mother after wit ness ing
their white land lord rape a little boy—not to be thrown out of their
lodgings. In an other des per ate at tempt to win her mother’s love, the
little girl lied in court and ac cused her white teacher Sofia (voice
four) of pae do philia, send ing an in no cent to prison after leav ing a
crim inal at large. On Sofia’s re lease after a fifteen- year jail- time (the
open ing event of the novel), guilt- ridden Bride pays her a visit, be liev‐ 
ing she can buy her former teacher’s for give ness; Sofia throws the

8
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money and cos metic gifts back in Bride's face be fore beat ing her to a
pulp. Booker leaves Bride and dis ap pears without a trace, mys ti fied
by his lover’s be friend ing a child mo lester—we learn from the third- 
person nar rator (voice five) that Bride never brought her self to tell
Booker the truth about Sofia. To add in sult to in jury, Booker is still
mourn ing his brother murdered by a serial rap ist when they were
chil dren—which Booker never told Bride either. Booker’s re jec tion
and sub sequent dis ap pear ance re vive the young woman’s child hood
pains, so much so that her body be gins to shrink, slowly chan ging
back into a little girl’s (the only fant astic ele ment in the novel), which
no one seems to no tice to her great per plex ity. Des pite her strange
con di tion, Bride leaves the city on a quest for Booker. On her jour ney,
her Jag uar crashes into a tree and she con valesces for sev eral weeks
in a cabin in the woods, home to Rain (voice six), a “bone- white” girl
(83) who was pros ti tuted by her birth- mother be fore being ad op ted—
more ex actly kid napped—by a kind, hippy white couple who tend to
Bride’s wounds as though she were also their daugh ter. Mean while in
LA, Bride’s sup posed best friend, a young white woman named Brook‐ 
lyn (voice three), who was also sexu ally ab used as a child, is steal ing
Bride’s job. Bride fi nally finds Booker at his aunt’s, the mys ter i ous,
witchy Queen Olive. Under Queen’s guid ance, Bride and Booker share
their un spoken secrets at last. Bride’s body grows back to nor mal;
they re start their re la tion ship on more solid ground and be come
preg nant—a new- found hap pi ness clouded by Queen’s ac ci dental
death. Des pite her cru cial role, Queen is not in cluded in the blues
ther apy; her rare words are only re por ted in in dir ect speech, or
briefly quoted by the third- person nar rator in con ver sa tions with
Bride and Booker—a deaf en ing si lence to which I shall re turn.

Among the seven voices, Rain de liv ers the most poignant blues, ex‐ 
press ing her child hood trau mas, then her sor row after Bride's re cov‐ 
ery and de par ture. The text, con densed within a short chapter and
com posed in the torch song style, opens and fin ishes with the same
lament: “She’s gone, my black lady […]. I miss my black lady” (104-106).
This solo has everything that makes the “near- tragic, near- comic lyr‐ 
i cism” of the blues as defined by El lison:

9

I feel sad now she’s gone. I don’t know who I can talk to […]. I don’t
want to kill [my ad opt ive par ents] any more like I used to when I first
got there. But then I wanted to kill every body […]. They think I can
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read but I can’t, well maybe a little—signs and stuff. Evelyn is try ing
to teach me. She calls it home- schooling. I call it home- drooling and
home- fooling (104).

It is the young est voice, the “bone- white” girl’s, which per forms this
most har row ing blues: in ref er ence to Shakespeare’s Ariel’s song, “of
her bones are [the blues] made.” Through Rain, Mor rison dis solves,
and does away with, a pat ri archal ar che type shared by black and
white cul tures—the rugged and ma ture male blues singer.

10

The solos take on a col lect ive di men sion which in volves two other
com pounds into the al chemy: the an cient, ori ginal European cath‐
arsis and the African Amer ican slave song. The former was defined by
Ar is totle as the col lect ive, vi cari ous cleans ing of neg at ive emo tions
ef fected by a tra gic play on its spec tat ors. In the an cient Greek
theatre, this emo tional re lease was rep res en ted within the play it self
by the chorus who oc cu pied a part of the stage known as the or ches‐ 
tra—ety mo lo gic ally, the dan cing floor. The chorus was an an onym ous
group of char ac ters who be haved like on stage spec tat ors re act ing to,
and com ment ing upon, the tra gic ac tion through song and dance,
lyr ic ally and phys ic ally ex press ing what the her oes could not put into
their spoken words and body lan guage, and echo ing on the stage the
pur ga tion which took place in the audi ence. In GHC, the seven voices
are a trans formed ver sion of that chorus which is no longer an onym‐ 
ous, but as sumed by the main char ac ters who are re act ing to their
own and to each other's misery—with the ex cep tion of the third- 
person nar rator who re mains uniden ti fied, un in volved, like the odd
un touched frag ment of the ori ginal, Greek chorus. The lat ter thus
morphs into a solo chain re min is cent of the Afro- American slave song
which was a “re lease valve” (Rice 2000� 164), a col lect ive im pro visa tion
in which the chain gangs, through a call- and-response pat tern, sang
of their in di vidual pains and sor rows, so that the very chains that en‐ 
slaved them be came their lib er at ing in stru ment:

11

the chains of slavery were worked upon and re defined in the African
Amer ican sys tem of sig ni fic a tion whereby the chains as a means of
en for cing en slave ment were also the basis for mak ing con nec tion
with Africa and the idea of re lease. Shango, the African god who
presided over light ning—thus fire, thus the forge, thus iron—was
present in the chains, car ried over the ocean as a hard and fast de ‐
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sire for free dom. Chains are the sim ul tan eous em bod i ment of slavery
and free dom (Wil lis 1994� 183).

The so loists of GHC can thus be heard as a 21  cen tury, colour- blind
chain gang who, under the double in spir a tion of Shango and his
Greek coun ter part Hep h aes tus, im pro vise their es cape from the trau‐ 
matic past.

12 st

2. Orphic blue
And what trauma, what tor ture in flic ted by a past which tears them
apart, both fig ur at ively and lit er ally. Booker was so close to his
brother—“Adam was more than a brother to Booker […]. He was the
one who knew what Booker was think ing, feel ing” (115)—that when
the lat ter was raped and dis membered by a pae do philic serial killer,
Booker was as vi ol ently torn asun der within, his soul scattered like
the limbs of Orph eus, the Thra cian min strel as saul ted by the Maen‐ 
ads, a horde of bac chantes who threw his head and lyre in the river
Hebrus (Ovid 2004� 422-425). As to Lula Ann’s re la tion ship with her
mother, the lat ter’s col our ism was such that it snapped the cord
which song main tains between par ent and child in healthy fam il ies;
Bride’s memory of that sev er ance is both “bright” and sear ing:

13

Bride quickly dashed a bright memory of Sweet ness hum ming some
blues song while wash ing panty hose in the sink, little Lula Ann hid ‐
ing be hind the door to hear her. How nice it would have been if
mother and daugh ter could have sung to gether. Em bra cing that
dream, she did fall into a deep sleep (87).

The pain is so haunt ing that Bride’s body starts re vert ing into a
child’s, the Maen a dian past tak ing back her fem in in ity piece by piece:

14

Christ. Now what? My ear rings. They won’t go in. The plat inum stem
keeps slip ping away from my ear lobe. I ex am ine the ear rings—noth ‐
ing wrong. I peer at my lobes closely and dis cover the tiny holes are
gone. Ri dicu lous […]. This is im possible. After all these years, I’ve got
vir gin ear lobes […]. So this is what in san ity is […]. There is not a
single hair in my armpit, but I lather it any way. Now the other one.
The lath er ing up, the shav ing, calms me and I am so grate ful I begin
to think of other places that might need this little de light. My
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pudenda, per haps. It’s already hair less […]. What is hap pen ing to me?
(50-53)

The stems of the “pearl- dot ear rings” (34) which, with her ward robe
in shades of white, used to lighten her per son, are re jec ted by the
black- skin re gen er at ing in her ear lobes’ “tiny holes.” Could the “vir‐ 
gin” ears res ult ing from this meta morph osis mani fest Bride’s de sire to
ret ro spect ively ab sorb the missed, for bid den moth erly song? Could
the con structs of Bride’s wo man hood be torn apart to fa cil it ate a re- 
membering of, and re con cili ation with, her ori ginal self—al though she
does not un der stand it yet? “It was when she stood to dry her self that
she dis covered her chest was flat, com pletely flat” (92), do we learn
from the an onym ous nar rator dur ing Bride’s stay at Steve and
Evelyn’s (Rain’s ad opt ive par ents):

15

Her shock was so great that she plopped back down into the dirty
water, hold ing the towel over her chest like a shield. 
I must be sick, dying, she thought […]. Fight ing panic she called out
to Evelyn. 
“Please, do you have some thing I can wear?” 
“Sure,” said Evelyn […]. She said noth ing about Bride’s chest […].
When Bride called her back say ing the jeans were too large to stay on
her hips, Evelyn ex changed them for a pair of Rain’s, which fit Bride
per fectly. When did I get so small? She wondered (92-93).

The Orphic sub text reg u larly re sur faces via a cluster of im ages and
situ ations in volving the char ac ters’ “life less tongue[s]” (Ovid 2004�
424), muted whenever they are made to feel (or re mem ber feel ing) re‐ 
jec ted, ashamed, guilty, or when forced to si lence by oth ers or by
self- blame and - censorship. In her sour blues after Sofia beat her up,
Bride com plains, “some thing bad has been done to my tongue be‐ 
cause my taste buds have dis ap peared” (29-30). Booker, in an at tempt
to dis close his child hood tragedy to Bride, “felt he had some thing
defin it ive and vital to say, to ex plain, but when he opened his mouth
his tongue froze” (154). As an ad oles cent, he was “cen sured” by his
fam ily in his at tempts at vent ing his grief over Adam’s death (117).
Lula- Ann was si lenced by Sweet ness after hav ing seen their land lord
rape the little boy—the lat ter gagged as well, lit er ally, dur ing the
crime—lest they be evicted from their lodgings (54-55); Lula- Ann
shushed by her mother who for bid her to call her “Mama” (6); the

16
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shame that keeps Bride, as an adult, from con fess ing to Booker what
she did to Sofia. Sofia con demned to si lence in her prison cell, her
voice, her teach ing vo ca tion, lost. Rain forced to hold her tongue by
Evelyn and Steve who will not hear about the sexual abuse her birth‐ 
mother put her through (104). Sweet ness si lenced in her turn by the
blue let ter Bride sends her with no re turn ad dress:

the note on blue paper that I got from Lula Ann—well, she signed it
“Bride,” but I never pay that any at ten tion […]. “Guess what, S. I am so
so happy to pass along this news. I am going to have a baby. I’m too
too thrilled and hope you are too.” I reckon the thrill is about the
baby, not its father, be cause she doesn’t men tion him at all. I won der
if he is as black as she is […]. There is no re turn ad dress on the en vel ‐
ope. So I guess I’m still the bad par ent being pun ished forever till the
day I die for the well- intended and, in fact, ne ces sary way I brought
her up (176-177).

And yet, just as, after Orph eus’ mas sacre by the bac chanals, “oh won‐ 
der!—the in stru ment utter[s] a plaint ive moan, the life less tongue
emit[s] a dirge and the banks [of the river] re- echo in sor row” (Ovid
2004� 424); just as the min strel’s severed head starts to sing again
“afloat mid- stream” (ibid.), tongues un freeze in the flow of the novel’s
solos. This re birth is echoed by the in tra die getic music: the re cords
“tent at ively” played by Booker’s par ents after Adam’s fu neral—“the
en cour aging sounds of Louis, Ella, Sid ney Bechet, Jelly Roll, King
Oliver and Bunk John son float ing from the re cord player in the back‐ 
ground” (116, my em phasis)—but also Booker’s trum pet, the in stru‐ 
ment he starts to learn in the wake of the hor ror:

17

Wary of an other crisis that might elim in ate the soul- stretching
music his father played, which Booker coun ted on to oil and
straighten his tangled feel ings, he asked his father if he could take
trum pet les sons […]. Six years later […] Booker was four teen and a
fairly ac com plished trum pet player (117-118).

Like a river, the twists and turns of life carry Booker a few more
years, me an der ing between stim u lat ing cam pus life, un sat is fy ing re‐ 
la tion ships, play ing trum pet with bands in bars and in the streets,
street fights, a few brushes with drugs and the po lice; and then:

18



“Bluetopia”: music and memory in Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Then came the day that changed him and his music. 
Simply dumb struck by her beauty Booker stared open- mouthed at a
young blue- black woman stand ing at the curb laugh ing. Her clothes
were white, her hair like a mil lion but ter flies asleep on her head. She
was talk ing to an other woman […]. A lim ousine ne go ti ated the curb
and both waited for the driver to open the door for them. Al though it
made him sad to see the limo pull away, Booker smiled and smiled as
he walked on to the train en trance, where he played with the two
gui tar ists (131).

Booker’s love at first sight for Bride causes “the dis in teg ra tion of the
haunt and gloom in which for years Adam’s death had clouded him”
(132). It also “rav ishes” him, in the sense meant by Ro land Barthes: in
“a lover’s [music], the ini tial scene dur ing which I was rav ished is
merely re con sti t uted […]. I re con struct a trau matic image which I ex‐ 
per i ence in the present but which I [play] in the past.” 12 Not only does
Booker im pro vise a blues solo to “re con sti t ute” Bride’s pres ence after
she left in the lim ousine, but he is also car ried away by the music
flow ing from his own in stru ment—as Orph eus’ singing head and lyre
car ried away by the river:

19

He no ticed the rain—soft, steady. The sun still blazed so the rain ‐
drops fall ing from a baby- blue sky were like crys tal break ing into
specks of light on the pave ment. He de cided to play his trum pet
alone in the rain any way […]. Still in thrall to the sheer beauty of the
girl he had seen, he put the trum pet to his lips. What emerged was
music he had never played be fore. Low, muted notes held long, too
long, as the strains floated through drops of rain. 
Booker had no words to de scribe his feel ings. What he did know was
that the rain- soaked air smelled like lilac when he played while re ‐
mem ber ing her (131).

This mu sical fluid has the double power to neg ate the ab sence of the
loved one, and to heal the pin ing blues so loist—by car ry ing him “on
an alien shore” (Ovid 2004� 424), chan ging him “into [someone] rich
and strange” (Shakespeare 2013). As shown in the pas sage above,
Booker’s meta morph osis en dows him with a new sens ory ca pa city:
syn aes thesia, which Oliver Sacks defines as a “fu sion of dif fer ent
senses” (Sacks 2008� 179) caused by the un usual “co activ a tion of two
or more sens ory areas of the cereb ral cor tex” (ibid. 191). Booker’s

20
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senses dis solve and merge in a sea that shim mers on the scale of blue
(“blue- black […] baby blue […] lilac” 13), in a “blaz ing” chiaroscuro of
sun and rain: “smell[ing] lilac,” see ing “long, too long” notes
“float[ing]” in the air, feel ing them “through drops of rain,” Booker is
re- membered, re com posed by the music in this vision- smell-touch-
hearing mul timodal ex per i ence. Today’s hard sci ences con firm that
“hear ing and play ing music […] may power fully alter brain func tion
and re con struct the brain’s neural physiology” (Church land 1988� 96).
Sound in filt rates the body, is ab sorbed by it and “agit ates” it like no
other stim u lus:

Dewey 14 be lieves that sound, more than other media of art, ap peals
to the human or gan ism be cause “the con nec tions of cereb ral tis sues
with the ear con sti tute a lar ger part of the brain than those of any
other sense.” Al though it comes from out side the body, sound is in ‐
tim ate be cause it im me di ately and dir ectly ex cites our or gan ism and
“we feel the clash of vi bra tions through out our whole body.” Un like
the eye, which re quires a spe cific level of con scious ness to re spond
[…], the ear, Dewey main tains, is “the emo tional sense” due to the
nat ural af fin ity between sound and the or gan ism of the ear: “sound
agit ates dir ectly, as a com mo tion of or gan ism it self” (Simawe 2000�
264).

In God Help the Child, though, music is more than the in stru ment of
that heal ing; it too is healed and re born, it too goes through a sea- 
change, turned from sever ing to bond ing agent for lov ers, fam il ies,
cul tures, thus re cov er ing its power to col lapse all bar ri ers, as Orph‐ 
eus’ music (be fore his mas sacre by the Maen ads) moves human, an‐ 
imal, ve get a tion and vi brant mat ter alike: it “en tranced the beasts and
the rocks to fol low be hind him,” the “won der ful songs at trac ted the
rocks and touched the hearts of the beasts […], the trees […], the
rivers” (Ovid 2004� 422, 424). Thus, when Bride wit nesses the strong
mu sical bond that ties to gether Rain’s re con sti t uted fam ily, it vi cari‐ 
ously heals the mu sical cord severed by her mother when she was a
girl:

21

Some thing meaty, like chicken, roas ted in the oven while Evelyn and
the girl chopped mush rooms and green pep pers at the rough home- 
made table. Without warn ing they began to sing some dumb old hip ‐
pie song. 
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“This land is your land, this land is my land…” […] 
Steve and Evelyn oc ca sion ally spent time after sup per sit ting out side
singing songs by the Beatles or Simon and Gar funkel—Steve strum ‐
ming his gui tar, Evelyn join ing him in tune less sop rano. Their
laughter tink ling between wrong lines and missed notes […]. 
“This land is your land, this land is my land...” (87, 91).

Now, even “dumb old” white folk and pop music, even the “tink ling”
and gig gling of false notes and missed lines, have bond ing vir tues.
The novel’s nar rat ive solu tion blends pro fes sional, am a teur, black and
white music under the aegis of Woody Gu thrie’s tell- tale lyr ics (“This
Land is your land […], my land”), dis solv ing all schisms in the pro cess
—in clud ing the ra cism (“ra cist ma lig nancy,” 150) de plored in one of
Booker’s poems.

22

As for Booker’s trum pet, it is em blem atic of music’s meta morph osis:
at first an in stru ment of di vi sion in his breakup with Bride, it turns
into that of their re con cil ing. In deed, at the start of their re la tion ship,
Booker does not share his pas sion for the in stru ment with Bride—
who is in dif fer ent, any way, to what he does when they are not to‐ 
gether. But after Booker’s dis ap pear ance, it is the trum pet which puts
Bride on her lover’s track when, by chance, she finds an in voice from
the re pair shop where he left it be fore dis ap pear ing. At the shop, she
dis cov ers the ex ist ence of the in stru ment and its vital role in Booker’s
life, and gets Queen's ad dress (where she will find Booker) from the
repair men:

23

gui tars and horns hung on the walls and all sorts of metal pieces
covered the cloth of a table. The man work ing there looked up from
his mag ni fy ing glass to ex am ine Bride and then the no tice. He went
to a cup board and re moved a trum pet wrapped in purple cloth […].
Bride took the horn think ing she didn't even know Booker owned one
or played it. Had she been in ter ested she would have known that that
was what caused the dark dimple on his upper lip (74).

These dormant in stru ments, in pieces on the op er at ing table or con‐ 
vales cing, the trum pet wrapped in its “purple cloth” (yet an other
shade of blue) like a but ter fly in its chrysalis, are vis ions of music
turn ing “into some thing rich and strange”—an epi phany of music’s
secret kin ship with si lence.

24
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3. Blue lines
A kin ship made flesh in “the dark dimple” carved by the trum pet on
“[Booker’s] upper lip,” as if the in stru ment were hush ing the mu si cian
while being played. A kin ship re vealed to Sofia after her re lease from
prison: “I don't think many people ap pre ci ate si lence or real ize that it
is as close to music as you can get” (69). It is on the fringe of si lence,
in between the writ ten word and the volat ile mi cro tones of the blues,
that Mor rison slides her lines, mak ing them vi brate out of a no- place
bor der ing all at once Africa, the USA, Europe, the Ori ent…; “an al most
im per cept ible af fair” 15 to be found in Booker’s poems.

25

As seen pre vi ously, when the young man breaks up with Bride, he also
leaves his trum pet be hind des pite the in stru ment’s won drous ca pa‐ 
city to pro duce vel vety, fra grant blue notes: “music he had never
played be fore. Low, muted notes held long, too long, as the strains
floated [in] rain- soaked air [that] smelled like lilac” (131). After Bride
brings the in stru ment back to him, it turns out that the chem istry
between trum pet and player is lost. Booker aban dons it for good at
his aunt’s fu neral as if his voice, after all, had not yet found its proper
in stru ment; the in spir a tion, the “per son i fy ing” in her ent in blue
notes 16 is miss ing, mak ing him feel “grey” like the river in which he
throws the trum pet and lets it dis ap pear—as an Orphic lyre muted in
its track:

26

Al though heart felt, Booker’s ce re mony to hon our his be loved Queen
was awk ward […]: his ef fort at “Kind of Blue” was off- key and un in ‐
spired. He cut it short and […] threw his trum pet into the grey water
as though the trum pet had failed him rather than he had failed it. He
watched the horn float for a while then sat down on the grass, rest ‐
ing his fore head in his palm […]. What made him think he was a tal ‐
en ted trum pet player who could do justice to a burial or that music
could be his lan guage of memory, of cel eb ra tion or the dis place ment
of loss? (173-174)

Could it be that Booker’s poems have re placed the trum pet as “his
lan guage of memory”? As the novel draws to an end, Booker’s and
Mor rison’s quests con verge. Booker’s voice, his po etic solos, have
been long in com ing (only thirty pages be fore the end), pre cisely be‐

27
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cause it takes time, work, matur ing, for the artist’s sound to come
“out of the blue”—not without pre par a tion nor by magic, but from an
all but reach able blueto pia. Booker’s seven poems, stored among the
con tents of “an old- fashioned bread box” (148) where they have been
al chem iz ing be fore being handed to Bride by Queen, sur prise us all
the more as they sur face in it al ics from the stand ard typeface, just
like dy namic nu ances (such as piano, forte, etc.) on a mu sical staff;
and even though they strike the eye and are “trace able” on the page,
they are im possible to com pre hend: “What lovely hand writ ing,
thought Bride, sud denly real iz ing that she'd never seen any thing
Booker wrote—not even his name. There were seven sheets […]. She
read the first page slowly, her fore finger tra cing the lines, for there
was little or no punc tu ation” (148). How ever dif fi cult to com pre hend,
these free style poems are deeply mov ing, touch ing, as if they were
com pre hend ing us, pen et rat ing us like a balm. They are quoted in full
below to let them do their work: their miss ing punc tu ation and opa‐ 
city of mean ing allow the words to flow and to dis solve in their waves
the trau matic con tent. In ter est ingly, each poem men tions a mu sical
in stru ment; seven in stru ments al to gether (cello, fiddle, cla ri net,
piano, banjo, oboe, tym pani), as in a jazz sep tet—per haps a meta‐ 
morph osis of the novel’s seven voices. To which voice each in stru‐ 
ment cor res ponds, and the ef fect of the balm, are left to the reader- 
listener’s ima gin a tion and sens it iv ity:

Hey girl what's in side your curly head be sides dark rooms with dark
men dan cing too close to com fort the mouth hungry for more of what it
is sure is there some where out there just wait ing for a tongue and
some breath to strobe teeth that bite the night and swal low whole the
world denied you so get rid of those smokey dreams and lie on the
beach in my arms while i cover you with white sands from shores you
have never seen lapped by wa ters so crys tal and blue they make you
shed tears of bliss and let you know that you do be long fi nally to the
planet you were born on and can now join the out- there world in the
deep peace of a cello (148-149, it al ics in ori ginal, my un der lin ing). 
Her ima gin a tion is im pec cable the way it cuts and scrapes the bone
never touch ing the mar row where that dirty feel ing is thrum ming likea
fiddlefor fear its strings will break and screech the loss of its tune since
for her per man ent ig nor ance is so much bet ter than the quicks of life
(id.). 
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You ac cep ted like a beast of bur den the whip of a stranger's curse and
the mind less men ace it holds along with the scar it leaves as a defin i ‐
tion you spend your life re fut ing al though that hate ful word is only a
slim line drawn on a shore and quickly dis solved in a sea world any
mo ment when an equally mind less wave fondles it like the ac ci dental
touch of a fin ger ona cla ri netstop that the mu si cian con verts into si ‐
lence in order to let the true note ring out loud (149-150, id.). 
Try ing to un der stand ra cist ma lig nancy only feeds it, makes it balloon- 
fat and lofty float ing high over head fear ful of sink ing to earth where a
blade of grass could punc ture it let ting its wa tery feces soil the en ‐
thralled audi ence the way mold ruinspianokeys both black and white,
sharp and flat to pro duce a dirge of its decay (150, id.). 
I re fuse to be ashamed of my shame, you know, the one as signed to me
which matches the low pri or ity and the de graded mor al ity of those who
in sist upon this most fa cile of human feel ings of in feri or ity and flaw
simply to dis guise their own cow ardice by pre tend ing it is identical toa
banjo’s pur ity (id.) 
Thank you. You showed me rage and frailty and hos tile reck less ness
and worry worry worry dappled with such un com prom ising shards of
light and love it seemed a kind ness in order to be able to leave you and
not fold into a grief so deep it would break not the heart but the mind
that knowsthe oboe's shriek and the way it tears into rags of si lence to
ex pose your beauty too dazzling to con tain and which turns its melody
into the grace of live able space (150-151, id.). 
You should take heart break of whatever kind ser i ously with the cour ‐
age to let it blaze and burn like the pulsing star it is un able or un will ‐
ing to be soothed into pathetic self- blame be cause its ex plos ive bril ‐
liance rings jus ti fi ably loud like the din ofa tym pani (151, id.).

The third, “cla ri net” poem is meta po etic, con vey ing as it does the
“ac ci dental […] si lence” that lets “the true note ring out loud”: here we
are, near ing the blueto pia, nearly hear ing the nowhere between the
low, “deep peace of the cello” of the first poem and the high- pitched,
“ex plos ive din of a tym pani” of the sev enth. That blue no- sound re‐ 
turns ten pages later for an en core as the si lent Ja pan ese gong in
Booker's be lated, un ex pec ted eighth poem—the odd one out:

28

[He] re trieved a note book to once again put on paper words he could
not speak. 
i don't miss you any more Adam rather i miss the emo tion that your
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dying pro duced a feel ing so strong it defined me while it erased you
leav ing only your ab sence for me to live in like the si lence of the Ja pan ‐
ese gong that is more thrill ing than whatever sound may fol low (161, it ‐
al ics in ori ginal).

Japan is home to the haiku, to the eph em eral; its artists “keep paint‐ 
ing the sea and its at mo sphere to cap ture their blue ness and the in‐ 
fin ite pos sib il it ies of a single mo ment […], re veal ing the nu ances and
gamut of this col our as if they were de com pos ing the notes of a
chord” (Thomas 2023� 75-76, my trans la tion). 17

29

Coda
The un heard Ja pan ese gong seems to find its coun ter part in Booker’s
aunt Queen’s puzz ling, deaf en ing si lence. In deed, she is the last major
char ac ter to make her en trance (thirty- five pages be fore the end),
and the only one without a first- person solo: she is the si lent guest
voice of the sep tet, the odd one out. And what a guest: “dazzling,
[with] golden discs the size of clam shells” for ear rings, “woolly red
hair and judging eyes [which] de leted an en tire vocab u lary of com pli‐ 
ments in one stroke” (144). This deaf en ing si lence leaves volumes to
the reader- listener’s ima gin a tion, all the more as the third- person
nar rator gives very little in form a tion about Queen’s “mul tiple hus‐ 
bands” (157) and many chil dren—none of whom she raised “bey ond
the age of twelve” (159). Queen, si lent and “dazzling” like a Ja pan ese
gong, between the wicked witch of west ern fairy tales and the medi‐ 
cine woman of African folk lore, serves a strange broth to Bride as a
wel com ing ges ture:

30

[Bride] wondered for a second if she was being se duced into a witch’s
den […]. A pot simmered on the two- burner stove […]. Bride sat
down […] and watched Queen ladle thick soup into their bowls.
Pieces of chicken floated among peas, pota toes, corn ker nels, to ‐
mato, cel ery, green pep pers, spin ach and a scat ter ing of pasta shells.
Bride couldn’t identify the strong season ings—curry? Car damom?
Gar lic? Cay enne? Black pep per and red? But the res ult was manna
(145).

Not only is this im pro vised “manna” a rain bow of yel low, red, green,
black and ultra- violet tastes—like blueto pia light re vealed by dif frac ‐

31
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tion into un ex pec ted and count less col ours—but also the culin ary
equi val ent of Ed ou ard Glis sant’s de scrip tion of jazz as the “re con sti t‐ 
u tion” of “trace thoughts” with “the help of newly ad op ted in stru‐ 
ments”:

While, for ex ample, in an eth nic com munity on the Amer ican con tin ‐
ent, people have kept alive the memory of […] joy or pain from the
old coun try and have been singing them for a hun dred years or more
on the vari ous oc ca sions of fam ily life, the de por ted African has not
had the op por tun ity of pre serving these kinds of spe cific in her it ‐
ances. But he has made some thing new on the basis of the only
memor ies, that is to say the only trace thoughts, that he had left: he
has cre ated […] art forms […] such as the music of jazz, which has
been re con sti t uted with the help of newly ad op ted in stru ments but
on the basis of fun da mental African rhythms. Al though this neo- 
American does not sing African songs from two or three cen tur ies
ago, he re- establishes in […] North Amer ica, through ‘trace thought,’
art forms that he of fers as valid for all peoples (Glis sant 2020� 7).

By play ing “trace thoughts” with an or ches tra of European art forms
and myth o lo gies, jazz, blues, folk music and Ori ental in flu ences, Mor‐ 
rison cre ated some thing unique, “rich and strange,” based on her
“fun da mental rhythms,” for which Queen’s con coc tion of old and new
in gredi ents, with old and new tools, is a meta phor. So, why not in ter‐ 
pret the mys ter i ous Queen as Mor rison’s last mani fest a tion, break ing
from the sur face of her blueto pia in a tran si ent and yet un for get table
wake? The artist’s last en core, ap pear ing from an un fathom able in ter‐ 
val between her lines, between or al ity and the writ ten word, the cor‐ 
por eal and the in tan gible, si lence and music, re mem brance and for‐ 
get ting—bring ing to mind Chantal Thomas’s beau ti ful evoc a tion of
her mother:

32

It seems to me that she has, without know ing it, trans mit ted some ‐
thing truly es sen tial to me: the en ergy of the wake as it carves
through the water, im prin ted in the mo ment; the beauty of a path
that leads to for get ting; and if there was some thing I wanted to cel ‐
eb rate about her, some thing of her that I wanted to try to con vey, it
would be, para dox ic ally, the fig ure of a woman who for gets […]. Was
this her strength or her weak ness? Both, surely; and as I stand in the
pour ing rain, soaked in the de luge, my beach things about to be car ‐
ried away by the cur rent, borne off by a swollen wave, I find my self
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wish ing I were already home, lost in the music of writ ing, watch ing
the cur tain of rain, look ing through it at some thing far bey ond, my
mother swim ming, alone, un reach able, a minus cule speck against the
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2  The novel, “a new spe cies of writ ing” sup posedly “foun ded by Mr Field‐ 
ing” in 18 - century Eng land—as phrased in the title an oft- quoted 1751 essay
(au thor un known)—was not, in fact, a sud den Eng lish in nov a tion. Its pro‐ 
gress ive rise star ted in me di eval France with Chrétien de Troyes’s ro‐ 
mances, fol lowed by muta tions in clud ing Geof frey Chau cer’s Can ter bury
Tales and Miguel de Cer vantes’ pi car esque fic tions, to flour ish in 17 - and
18 - century France and Eng land into its mod ern prose fic tion form and
real istic, so cial con tent. The first African Amer ican novel was re cently at‐ 
trib uted by Pro fessor Henry Louis Gates Jr. to Har riet E. Wilson whose Our
Nig, or Sketches from the life of a Free Black, was first pub lished in 1859 (The
Har vard Gaz ette, March 11, 2021).

3  My vari ation on the word “uto pia,” from the Greek “no- place.” I would
define “blueto pia” as an in terse mi otic, un fathom able in ter val where black
and white aes thet ics are al chem ized as a res ult of their in ter play.

4  White Amer ican jazz cla ri net tist Mezz Mezzrow, a cham pion of Afro- 
American music, de scribes the birth of jam ses sions in the 1920s as fol lows:
“I think the term ‘jam ses sion’ ori gin ated right in that cel lar [at The Deuces].
Long be fore that, of course, the colored boys used to get to gether and play
for kicks […], and the idea was usu ally to try and cut each other, each one
try ing to outdo the oth ers and prove him self best […]. Our idea […] was to
play to gether, to make our im pro visa tion really col lect ive, using an organ
back ground be hind the one tak ing a solo, to see could we fit to gether and
ar rive at a cli max all at once. Down in that base ment con cert hall, some body
was al ways yelling over to me, ‘Hey Jelly, what you gonna do?’—they gave me
that nick name, or some times called me Roll, be cause I al ways wanted to
play Clar ence Wil li ams’ clas sic, ‘Jelly Roll’—and al most every time I’d cap
them with, ‘Jelly’s gonna jam some now,’ just as a kind of play on words. We
al ways used the word ‘ses sion’ a lot, and I think the ex pres sion ‘jam ses sion’
grew up out of this play ful yelling back and forth” (Mezzrow / Wolfe 2016�
129).

5  “The blue notes,” ex plains Mi chael Chanan quoted by Boutry, “are a sign
of the African ori gins of jazz, of a dif fer ent scale sys tem, dif fer ent meth ods
of tun ing, a dif fer ent sense of timbre and rhythm, a dif fer ent sense of har‐ 
mony. [They] hover between the major and the minor” (Boutry 2000� 113).
Hans Weis ethaunet prefers to name these notes “blue har mony,” which “is
based on a very subtle play of ton al ity, where rhythmic at tack, mi cro ton al ity
and bend ing of strings cre at ing an in ter play between major and minor—but
also other—in ter vals is of the es sence […]. As a styl ised ex pres sion of in di ‐
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vidu al ity, the per form ances oc cur ring within the frame work of ‘blue har‐ 
mony’ are not that easy to tran scribe, de scribe or copy” (Weis ethaunet 2001�
107, 114). I would ask if “the frame work of blue har mony” is not a con tra dic‐ 
tion in terms.

6  Kristeva 1984� 47.

7  As Hol i day ex plains in her auto bi o graphy Lady Sings the Blues, she wrote
the song while re mem ber ing an ar gu ment over money with her mother
(who “wouldn’t give [her] a cent”) dur ing which Hol i day burst out “God bless
the child that's got his own” (Hol i day 206� 85).

8  Verse one of “God Bless the Child”: “Them that's got shall have / Them
that's not shall lose / So the Bible said and it still is news / Mama may have,
Papa may have / But God bless the child that's got his own / That's got his
own.”

9  “In [Alice Walker’s] defin i tion, pre ju di cial or pref er en tial treat ment of
same- race people based solely on their color” (Walker 1984� 290).

10  Ab re ac tion is “an emo tional dis charge whereby the sub ject lib er ates
him self from the af fect at tached to the memory of a trau matic event in such
a way that this af fect is not able to be come (or to re main) patho genic. Ab re‐ 
ac tion may […] come about fairly shortly after the event […]. Al tern at ively, it
may be sec ond ary, pre cip it ated by a cath artic psy cho ther apy which en ables
the pa tient to re call the trau matic event, to put it into words and so de liver
him self from the weight of af fect which has been the cause of his patho lo‐ 
gical con di tion. As early as 1895, in fact, Freud noted that ‘lan guage serves
as a sub sti tute for ac tion; by its help, an af fect can be ‘ab re acted’ al most as
ef fect ively’” (Laplanche / Pon talis 2018� 1).

11  In “Sham ans of Song: Music and the Polit ics of Cul ture in Alice Walker’s
Early Fic tion,” Saadi A. Simawe con firms: “Plato’s dis trust of music and po‐ 
etry and his ul ti mate ab ol ish ment of them from his ideal re pub lic stems
from his fear that music and lyric po etry, that is, songs, nour ish emo tions
and pas sions and even tu ally make men ef fem in ate […]. To a large ex tent, the
tra di tional rivalry between re li gion and music over the human soul has been
a cent ral issue in any dis cus sion of the moral im pact of music on hu mans,
which ac counts for the fact that most of the sub vers ive thinkers usu ally em‐ 
brace without fear all am bi gu ities in music […]. In his Con fes sions, [Saint]
Au gustine poignantly re veals his inner struggle between his sus cept ib il ity to
music and fear of sin. Con fess ing that ‘the pleas ures of the ear had a more
ten a cious hold on me, and had sub jug ated me,’ Au gustine is as keenly aware



“Bluetopia”: music and memory in Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

as Plato that moral dangers are in her ent in the very nature of music”
(Simawe 2000� 78–80, 90, 101–102, 233, 242).

12  Barthes ori ginal text: “In a lover’s dis course, the ini tial scene dur ing
which I was rav ished is merely re con sti t uted […] I re con struct a trau matic
image which I ex per i ence in the present but which I con jug ate (which I
speak) in the past” (Barthes 2002� 193).

13  This scale of blue is a strange re min is cence of—and rem edy to?—the
“shades of white” (“ivory, oyster, ala baster, paper white, snow, cream, ecru,
Cham pagne, ghost, bone,” 33) in which Bride has clad and de na tured her self
since her join ing the cos met ics com pany.

14  Dewey 1980� 237.

15  “It may in volve a glide, either up ward or down ward […]. This may be a
mi cro tonal, al most im per cept ible af fair, or it may be a slur between notes a
semitone apart, so that there is ac tu ally not one blue note but two. A blue
note may even be marked by a mi cro tonal shake of a kind com mon in Ori‐ 
ental music” (Van Der Merwe 1992� 118-119).

16  Blue notes are not only a mat ter of mi cro tones. They also “in volve an
idea of ‘per son i fy ing’ each and every note […] with a bend or a vi brato […] in
such a way that the skilled listener only needs to hear one single note in
order to re cog nize and feel the pres ence of the sound of a B.B. King as being
dis tinct from Al bert King, Al bert Collins, Buddy Guy, or play ers like Peter
Green, Eric Clapton or Jimi Hendrix” (Weis ethaunet 201� 101).

17  « Les ar tistes ja pon ais […] sont in fatig ables pour peindre la mer et son
atmosphère, pour capter son “bleuté”  ; ils par vi ennent à saisir les in finies
possibilités d’un seul mo ment dans la nature, comme si les nu ances de
couleurs, la gamme exposée, décomposaient les notes d’un ac cord ».
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English
“Full fathom five thy father lies, / Of his bones are coral made, / Those are
pearls that were his eyes, / Noth ing of him that doth fade, / But doth suf fer a
sea- change, / Into some thing rich and strange” (The Tem pest, 1.2). In
Shakespeare’s The Tem pest, Ariel’s song con jures up a corpse trans formed
by the sea “into some thing rich and strange.” Like wise, in Toni Mor rison’s
ul ti mate novel God Help the Child, set in present- day Cali for nia, Booker’s
wave- like, it alicized po etry “dis solves” the trauma of slavery “in a sea world,”
turn ing it into some thing bluesy: “You ac cep ted like a beast of bur den the
whip of a stranger’s curse […] along with the scar it leaves […] a slim line
drawn on a shore and quickly dis solved in a sea world any mo ment when an
equally mind less wave fondles it like the ac ci dental touch of a fin ger on a cla‐ 
ri net stop” (Mor rison 2015� 149-150).
Like her aptly named Booker char ac ter (an avid reader, trum pet ist, and ex‐ 
per i mental writer named after a former slave be come ad visor to sev eral US
pres id ents), Mor rison not only wrote to re call the tra gic times of the Afro- 
American com munity, but also to re claim—after its ap pro pri ation by the
main stream—the music ori gin ally cre ated by her people to trans fig ure the
trauma. As Mor rison con fided in an in ter view, “There was a time when black
people needed the music. Now that it be longs to every body, black people
need some thing else which is theirs. That’s what nov els can do, what writ‐ 
ing can do. I write in order to rep lic ate the in form a tion, the medi cine, the
balm we used to find in music” (Bigsby 1992� 29). Mor rison’s writ ing more
than “rep lic ates” the ori ginal mu sical “balm”: it uses the lat ter’s music and
or al ity to dis solve the writ ten word of the novel—an art form, con sensus has
it, of white European ori gin—, dis mem ber ing, re mem ber ing, de com pos ing
and re com pos ing the black and white aes thet ics, al chem iz ing them into
“some thing else.” Mor rison’s ul ti mate novel is her finest achieve ment in this
re gard, col our ing the world as it does in a “rich and strange,” iri des cent kind
of blue which I pro pose to term “blueto pia” (my vari ation on the word “uto‐ 
pia,” from the Greek “no- place”). I would define “blueto pia” as an in terse mi‐ 
otic, un fathom able in ter val where the two aes thet ics be come al chem ized as
a res ult of their in ter play. This paper is an ap proach in three move ments of
this blueto pia.
The first move ment will be de voted to the 21  cen tury slave song flow ing
from God Help the Child, where black and white voices relay each other de‐ 
liv er ing first- person solos, in a col lect ive ef fort to break their chains—some‐ 
how like a colour- blind and mixed blend of the Freu dian talk ing cure, Ar is‐ 
totelian cath arsis, and jazz jam ses sions. The second move ment will lend an
at tent ive ear to the novel’s Orphic blues: like Orph eus’ severed head car ried
away by the river to an alien shore, Mor rison’s dis membered char ac ters
keep singing to be re- membered and trans figured by waves of blue. The last
move ment will aim at de tect ing the “blue notes,” or “blue har mony” (as mu‐ 
si co logy qual i fies them) in cor por ated by Mor rison between her lines—a
genu ine feat as such notes are al most im possible to re pro duce on a mu sical
staff, let alone in a novel.
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Français
À cinq brasses sous les eaux ton père est gi sant, / Ses os sont changés en co‐ 
rail / Ses yeux sont de ve nus deux perles ; / Rien de lui ne s’est flétri. / Mais
tout a subi dans la mer un chan ge ment / En quelque chose de riche et de rare.
(La Tem pête, Acte I scène 2). Dans La Tem pête de Sha kes peare, la chan son
d'Ariel évoque un corps trans for mé par la mer « en quelque chose de riche
et de rare  ». De même dans Dé li vrances, ul time roman de Toni Mor ri son,
dont l’ac tion se dé roule de nos jours en Ca li for nie, la poé sie de Boo ker dis‐ 
sout et trans forme le trau ma de l'es cla vage dans ses vagues à la fois tein tées
de blues et ins pi rées du monde aqua tique.
Tout comme Boo ker, pas sion né de lec ture, de mu sique, et poète ex pé ri‐ 
men tal, Mor ri son écri vait non seule ment pour évo quer le passé tra gique de
la com mu nau té afro- américaine, mais aussi pour rendre ses notes de no‐ 
blesse à une mu sique pas sée dans le mains tream  : celle que ses an cêtres
avaient créée pour su bli mer l’hor reur de l’es cla vage. Comme le confiait
Mor ri son dans un en tre tien, « il fut un temps où cette mu sique était vi tale
pour le peuple noir. Mais main te nant que tout le monde se l’est ap pro priée,
nous avons be soin d’in ven ter autre chose qui nous ap par tienne. La forme
ro ma nesque peut nous y aider, et c’est pour quoi j’écris, afin de re trou ver ce
baume sal va teur qu’était la mu sique de mes an cêtres. » L'écri ture de Mor ri‐ 
son ne se contente pas de « re trou ver ce baume » : elle en ex trait l’ora li té et
la mu sique pour y dis soudre la lettre du roman, forme ar tis tique dont l’ori‐ 
gine blanche eu ro péenne fait consen sus, fu sion nant les es thé tiques noire et
blanche afin de les re com po ser en « quelque chose de riche et de rare ». Le
plus bel exemple de cette al chi mie nous est sans doute of fert dans Dé li‐ 
vrances, où le monde se teinte d’un blues aux mille et une nuances, est re‐ 
com po sé par l’ar tiste en uto pie bleu tée  : un monde in ter sé mio tique pres‐ 
qu’in at tei gnable, niché dans l’in ter valle in son dable où jouent et s’en tre‐ 
mêlent les deux es thé tiques. La pré sente étude pro pose une ap proche en
trois mou ve ments de cette uto pie bleu tée.
Le pre mier mou ve ment sera consa cré au chant d’es claves qui s’élève du
roman, où se re layent à la pre mière per sonne so listes noirs et blancs en un
ef fort col lec tif pour bri ser leurs fers  ; dans cet en semble trans cul tu rel, la
cure par la pa role freu dienne le dis pute à la ca thar sis aris to té li cienne et à
l’im pro vi sa tion des jazz ses sions. Dans le deuxième mou ve ment, on prê te ra
une oreille at ten tive au blues or phique qui se dé gage du texte : telle la tête
cou pée du mu si cien em por tée par la ri vière vers un ri vage étran ger, les per‐ 
son nages meur tris de Toni Mor ri son (re)trouvent leurs voix pour se ré in‐ 
ven ter. Dans le der nier mou ve ment de cette étude, on tâ che ra de dé tec ter
ce que l’écri vaine glisse entre ses lignes : des « notes bleues » — comme le
di raient les mu si co logues — vé ri table ga geure tant il est dif fi cile, voire im‐ 
pos sible, de les trans crire sur une por tée mu si cale, d’au tant plus dans un
roman.



“Bluetopia”: music and memory in Toni Morrison’s God Help the Child

Le texte seul, hors citations, est utilisable sous Licence CC BY 4.0. Les autres éléments (illustrations,
fichiers annexes importés) sont susceptibles d’être soumis à des autorisations d’usage spécifiques.

Mots-clés
Blues, jazz, catharsis, synesthésie, alchimie, notes bleues, Orient, silence

Keywords
Blues, jazz, catharsis, synaesthesia, alchemy, blue notes, Orient, silence

Mathilde La Cassagnère
Maître de conférences, Laboratoire LLSETI (Laboratoire Langages, Littératures,
Sociétés, Études Transfrontalières et Internationales, EA 3706), Université Savoie
Mont Blanc, Rue du Sergent Revel, Jacob-Bellecombette, BP 1104, 73011
Chambéry

https://preo.ube.fr/textesetcontextes/index.php?id=4726

