Homework Questions for “Sonny’s Blues” Please choose TWO to answer for Wed 11/10, due at the beginning of the period. 
1. Early in the story, the narrator describes the boys in the algebra class he teaches as “growing up in a rush” and already reaching a point where “their heads bumped abruptly against the low ceiling of their actual possibilities” (104). How does the story comment on this idea? How does this relate to the two poems by Langston Hughes printed below: “Harlem” and “Dream Boogie”? Both were written by Langston Hughes in 1951. 
2. Having been raised by a step-father who was a preacher, Baldwin absorbed the stories and images of the Bible from an early age. How is this reflected in this story? Note: Much critical focus has been placed on the last image of the story, which is an overt biblical reference (Zechariah 12: 2,3). But you might also consider biblical stories of brothers, including Cain and Abel, Jacob and Esau, the Prodigal son and the good brother, Ishmael and Isaac, and Joseph and his brothers. Which of these stories might serve as the pattern for the two pairs of brothers in this story, Sonny and his big brother and their father and his brother? How does this contribute to the meaning of the story?
3. How does the scene of the revival singers relate to other depictions of music in the story? How do the brothers’ different reactions to the singing reflect their different attitudes toward other issues? Note: the lyrics of the songs referred to in this scene are reprinted below.

4. How might the story be different if it were told from another point of view: Sonny’s, Creole’s, or an omniscient narrator’s? What would be lost? Gained?

5. In the climactic scene of Sonny’s performance with his band, the music is described not in terms of how it sounds, really, but in terms of what it means to the narrator, what value he finally sees in it. 

Consider this passage: “Creole began to tell us what the blues were all about. They were not about anything very new. He and his boys up there were keeping it new, at the risk of ruin, destruction, madness, and death, in order to find new ways to make us listen. For while the tale of how we suffer, and how we are delighted, and how we may triumph is never new, it always must be heard. There isn’t any other tale to tell, it’s the only light we’ve got in all this darkness.” 

How does this relate to other works we’ve read that deal with the importance of stories, songs, or plays, such as The Odyssey, The Arabian Nights, or Hamlet?

“If I could hear my mother pray again”

How sweet and happy seem those days of which I dream,
When memory recalls them now and then!
And with what rapture sweet my weary heart would beat,
If I could hear my mother pray again. 

· Refrain:
If I could hear my mother pray again,
If I could hear her tender voice as then!
So glad I’d be, ’twould mean so much to me,
If I could hear my mother pray again.

She used to pray that I on Jesus would rely,
And always walk the shining gospel way;
So trusting still His love, I seek that home above,
Where I shall meet my mother some glad day.

Within the old home-place her patient, smiling face
Was always spreading comfort, hope and cheer;
And when she used to sing to her eternal King,
It was the songs the angels loved to hear.

Her work on earth is done, the life-crown has been won,
And she will be at rest with Him above;
And some glad morning she, I know, will welcome me
To that eternal home of peace and love.

THAT OLD SHIP OF ZION 

I was standing on the banks of the river 
Looking out over life’s troubled sea 
When I saw that ole ship that was sailing 
Is that the ole ship of Zion I see? 

Its hull was bent and battered 
From the storms of life I could see 
Waves were rough but that ole ship kept sailing 
Is that the ole ship of Zion I see? 

At the stern of the ship stood the captain 
I could hear as he called out my name 
“Get on board it’s the ole ship of Zion. 
It will never pass this way again.” 

As I step on board I’ll be leaving 
All my sorrows and heartaches behind. 
I’ll be safe with Jesus the captain 
Sailing out on the ole ship of Zion.
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? 

Dream Boogie 
Good morning, daddy!
Ain't you heard
The boogie-woogie rumble
Of a dream deferred?

Listen closely:
You'll hear their feet
Beating out and beating out a —

You think
It's a happy beat?

Listen to it closely:
Ain't you heard
something underneath
like a —

What did I say?

Sure,
I'm happy!
Take it away!

Hey, pop!
Re-bop!
Mop!

Y-e-a-h! 

By Langston Hughes 1951

