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Southern Unity through Blues Music: 
Examining Wolf Whistle and Celestial Jukebox
“The Mississippi Delta is not always dark with rain. Some autumn mornings, the sun rises over Moon Lake, or Eagle, or Choctaw, or Blue, or Roebuck, all the wide, deep waters of the state, and when it does, its dawn is as rosy with promise and hope as any other.” – Lewis Nordan
The American South is home to a distinct artistic tradition that has been largely shaped by and oftentimes represents the deeply complex history, culture, and landscape of the region. An area that has been marred by a uniquely bleak past of racial conflict, mass impoverishment, and delayed societal change, as a whole, the southern identity differs greatly from that of the rest of the United States. In the past, this cultural difference has worked against the south, effectively ostracizing it from the rest of the country; because of this, many Americans held (and still hold) the opinion that the south is full of ignorant and uneducated people, and that the region is not as socially, politically, or even technologically or industrially advanced as other regions. These beliefs, though majorly misguided, have proven prevalent enough to keep a sizable quantity of southern art out of the artistic canon. An American journalist from the early twentieth century once famously referred to the south as “the Sahara of the Bozart,” implying that the region was a completely arid artistic landscape devoid of culture and creativity. Of course, this could not be further from the truth—though these persistent stereotypes have been somewhat effective at barring southern authors from larger conversations about American literature, the southern literary tradition is alive and well, as it always has been. One could say that southern literature is even more rich in culture than that of other regions in America, as it is informed by a past that is all at once deeply traumatic, transformative, and triumphant. 
Because of the extreme circumstances that have shaped southern history, it is not surprising that much of southern literature depicts the region as having a grotesque and over-the-top quality. However, this quasi-surrealism, usually conveyed in the form of dark humor, magical realism, and/or whimsical prose, is usually grounded in more natural and familiar depictions of southern ecology, society, and culture with the intention of “challeng[ing] calcified social norms” (Stone 27). Lewis Nordan’s Wolf Whistle and Cynthia Shearer’s Celestial Jukebox are two prime examples of this balance of the grotesque and the ordinary, which, as argued by Southern studies scholar Patricia Yaegar, is a “brilliant, imagistic strategy for defining the ways in which conservative, white, southern populations deal with change” (qtd. in Stone 27). Both authors veer off the beaten path in their manipulation of language and their depiction of the region, but both of their novels remain grounded by their inclusion of blues music. The characters in the respective novels are affected by blues music in different ways; but in both cases, this sort of literary ekphrasis represents the interconnectedness of southern culture, both past and present—different genres of art can influence one another in the same way that different periods of time can affect one another. The significance of blues music within Nordan and Shearer’s novels is representative of the role this music, its history, and art in general plays in the formation of a collective, unified southern identity.
The genre of blues music has been around since the early 1900s. As a musical form, it has deep roots, evolving from work songs and spirituals that slaves sang in fields prior to the Civil War. Its origins are specific to the south, though the genre has grown and expanded over time. The lyrics, bass lines, and instrumentation are all distinct elements of blues music that contribute to the categorization of the genre. Typically, blues songs are quite repetitive, and they take on a sort of narrative quality, allowing the performer to tell a complete story through the medium of song. Most songs within this genre focus on the songwriter and/or performers’ “personal woes in a world of harsh reality: a lost love, the cruelty of police officers, oppression at the hands of white folk, [and] hard times” (Hinson 43). Lyrics of blues songs often relate troubles experienced within African American society and therefore act as markers of historical events, attitudes, and movements; Southern studies scholar Maria Lauret refers to these themes as a “leitmotif” of the genre, with singers commonly detailing their “own history of abuses of all kinds and indeed that of the history of African Americans generally” within their lyrics (qtd. in King 51). However, although blues lyrics are capable of telling a story on their own, the actual performances of blues songs paint a more complete picture. According to Alan Palmer, a musician and scholar who studies audionarratology, which is the relationship between sound and narrative, “the difference between the appearance on the page and the impact of the whole musical performance is…great” (Palmer 74). Furthermore, while studying the discography of John Lee Hooker, a prominent blues musician, Palmer mentions the “very obvious difference between the restraint of the singing and instrumentation on the previous record, and the unrestrained passion on his [performance]” (74). It is clear that the performance of blues music plays as big or an arguably bigger role than the actual content of the songs. Music critic Robert Christgau has said that “blues singing is about emotion. It is a matter of projection rather than hitting the notes” (Hinson 45). The emphasis on the performance and emotive components of music is part of what allows the blues genre to play such a significant role in southern culture. 
Southern history is sadly rife with opportunities for African Americans to write about their “personal woes in a world of harsh reality” as previously mentioned. Throughout history, blues music has been largely concentrated in the south, making its audience somewhat narrower than other music genres; however, because of the emotional appeals of the music, it has always attracted extremely fervent and impassioned listeners. Even when the genre began to grow into a “widespread national style,” it still maintained its foothold in the south, as “blues was a sound that expressed people’s regional roots and deepest feelings” (Hinson 47). Since its origin, blues music has spoken to and continues to speak to the experience of being downtrodden by society and life itself and needing a sense of “catharsis” (Gussow Beyond 24), and “laying sadness to rest” (King 58) – unfortunately, due to the region’s spotty history, this message is particularly resonant for the American south. 
	The southern literary tradition, similar to blues music and other southern art forms, has been deeply shaped by the region’s sociocultural landscape. A majority of examples of southern literature are directly about or influenced by the Civil War, the Reconstruction era, World War I, the Roaring Twenties, the Great Depression, and the Civil Rights Movement. Throughout these eras, the south garnered a reputation for being, at best, less progressive than the rest of the country, and at worst, built on the foundation of white supremacy. Because of this, the south is constantly being reminded of all the atrocities that were once committed there; past and present are frequently being woven together in conversations about the region, and as a result, southern history is a nearly inescapable topic for most of the south’s inhabitants. This is a recurring theme throughout southern literature—as the Oxford Book of the American South states, “so much Southern writing… is about memory, about imagining and reimagining the past” (Mittendorf x). Southern authors are seemingly trying to atone for their predecessors’ sins through their writing. This “imagining and reimagining the past” that Ayers mentions can happen through fictional (yet realistic) retellings of historical events, but recent literary tradition has encouraged southern authors to write through the lens of the grotesque, which, like blues music, is argued to “allegorize the human condition itself as alienation and angst” (Gleeson-White 108). In Flannery O’Connor’s essay, “Some Aspects of the Grotesque in Southern Fiction,” she makes it clear that grotesque fiction, “lean[s] away from typical social patterns, toward mystery and the unexpected” (O’Connor). This grotesque quality can be achieved through black humor and magical realism, as Lewis Nordan exhibits in his novel, Wolf Whistle. Nordan’s comically overdramatized narration evokes emotions reminiscent to those evoked by passionate blues performers. On the other hand, some authors opt to balance out the grotesque nature of their story by grounding it in a more natural, realistic reality, as seen in Cynthia Shearer’s Celestial Jukebox. Both of the aforementioned novels depict blues music’s prominent role in southern culture within their respective plots, and by doing so, the two novels embody the blues tradition themselves.
	Lewis Nordan’s Wolf Whistle is an example of a historical retelling, as the novel offers a fictionalized account of the Emmett Till murder that took place in 1955. Set in the fictional town of Arrow Catcher, Mississippi, the novel depicts the colorful lives of the town’s inhabitants, including teacher Alice Conroy and her fourth-grade class, the cruel and short-tempered Solon Gregg, and the young, happy-go-lucky Bobo, who is eventually brutalized and murdered by Solon.  Despite the subject matter, the novel quickly takes on a humorous, whimsical tone—this is established early on in Alice Conroy’s classroom, when she encourages her students to make “get well soon” cards for Glenn Gregg, who had recently been maimed and burned alive by his father, Solon. Even in regard to such a serious situation, students make light of Glenn’s injuries, creating cards that depict a boy on fire with various insensitive captions, such as “’I’m fine’ said Glenn, ‘but boy this fire is hot!’” (Nordan 3). It is not terribly shocking that a group of fourth graders would act in such a way, but what makes this example so unusual is how none of the other characters within the novel think this behavior is at all unacceptable. According to Flannery O’Connor’s definition of the grotesque, readers often “find that connections which [they] would expect in the customary kind of realism have been ignored, that there are strange skips and gaps which anyone trying to describe manners and customs would certainly not have left” (O’Connor). In other words, this kind of unfathomable behavior being deemed normal within the universe of the novel is part of what gives Nordan’s work such a grotesque quality. Other surreal events take place in the novel that no characters seem to bat an eye at, such as Alice’s nonchalant interaction with the “Nazi voodoo woman” (Nordan 7), or Glenn Gregg’s mother conquering her speech impediment by speaking to the tune of “Here Comes Santa Claus” (15). These examples all contribute to the notion that almost everything in this novel is exaggerated, often for comedic effect, and requires a suspension of disbelief on the part of the reader. 
Nordan does not use humor in the same way as Alice Conroy’s students do, however; he does not employ elements of the grotesque to simply make light of the true events that inspired the novel. In fact, one effect of the novel’s comedic relief is that Bobo’s character is made to look sympathetic. Compared to the other inhabitants of Arrow Catcher, Bobo is the most “normal” character in the novel – he is just a young boy from Chicago visiting family, which makes him an ordinary outsider in an extraordinary setting. Furthermore, he hardly even speaks throughout the novel, only uttering a few phrases, but otherwise, being depicted as completely silent. In Nordan’s essay “Growing Up White in the South,” he discusses his decision to make Bobo such a nondescript character compared to the others, arguing that “Bobo is firm ground on which a reader may stand… around which all the rest of the world may go mad” (Nordan). The grotesque nature of the prose and the heightened aspect of “the world… go[ing] mad” makes it starkly clear that southern society – and its penchant for reacting to unacceptable behavior with mere nonchalance – is to blame for the killing of Bobo (and the real Emmett Till). Obviously, there was nothing the boy did or could have done to warrant such brutal retaliation, but Nordan goes a step further in his calling attention to the societal conditions that resulted in this action – just like in the book, the unacceptable was deemed acceptable by an unfortunately sizable portion of society. Nordan’s usage of the grotesque has another effect as well: according to literary critic Barbara Baker in her essay “Riffing on the Blues and Playing through the Break,” Nordan “draw[s] together the pieces of a painful past to create a salvation from suffering through laughter and hope” (Baker 20). The inclusion of such surreal humor enriches the characters and the community of Arrow Catcher, Mississippi, and makes nod to a brighter future for the south – one in which the region can still be informed by and pay tribute to the past but can be redeemed in the future. 
The novel’s reliance on the grotesque is also reminiscent of what Baker calls “the blues aesthetic,” as she explains that Nordan achieves this “in terms of these three criteria – lyricism, use of comic-tragedy, and autobiography” (Baker 22). Not only is the novel inspired by “the blues aesthetic” though, it also directly depicts blues performers and their impact on the Arrow Catcher community. A group of men, frequently referred to only as “the blues singers,” live in and around the poor neighborhood of Balance Due, where Bobo’s relatives live. Bobo first encounters them one day when walking to the drug store, passing their house, and “a couple of guitar players were there… black men, out on the porch this morning, sitting in cane-bottom chairs with their big boxes, blues singers, singing Robert Johnson tunes” (Nordan 23). Their interaction is abrupt, as Bobo quickly moves on with his day and gets involved with Lady Montberclair and Solon Gregg at the store, but the blues singers leave a lasting impression on readers. The blues music they play acts sort of like background music as characters move throughout the neighborhood and the community; in this way, blues music represents the state of Arrow Catcher enough to act as the “score” for the novel, but the blues singers are never the main focus of the story. The background role the blues music plays in the novel is symbolic of the way southern history—specifically racial violence—is always lurking beneath the surface of characters’ actions and motivations.
Another significant aspect of the blues singers providing a sort of score for the novel is in the way they foreshadow events through their music. Soundtracks for movies or television shows often act as a sort of barometer of the tone being conveyed by the program, and the blues singers act similarly throughout Wolf Whistle. During the scene in which Bobo interacts with Lady Montberclair and Solon Gregg at the drugstore, paragraphs of prose describing their actions are interspersed with descriptions of the blues singers’ performance. When Solon Gregg was eyeing Lady Montberclair, it just so happened that the blues singers “were singing a song about the devil knocking on their door” (28), and when Bobo was being goaded by the group of kids to say something to Lady Montberclair, “the blues singer sang that there was a hellhound on his trail” (30). Though Nordan’s prose remained light and humorous throughout this scene, the inclusion of the blues music set an ominous tone, making it clear that something dark was on the horizon, drawing nearer. Images of the devil and hellhounds appear frequently throughout the blues genre, acting as a “metaphor of southern life as a lion’s den into which the bluesman has entered or in which he resides” (Gussow Beyond 110), and making a compelling case as symbols of the south’s violent past—this racially-motivated violence was once again “knocking on their door,” as the events of this scene act as the main catalyst for Solon murdering Bobo. Furthermore, when Bobo finally makes his comment to Lady Montberclair, “the blues singers had already stopped playing” (34). This break in their playing functions as a symbol of the ultimate silence, represented by Bobo’s death, that will come as a result of the devil at their door and the hellhound on their trail. It also shows that the darkness they were foreshadowing no longer needs to be foreshadowed—Bobo’s comment to Lady Montberclair is a sort of death knell, and from that point onward, the dark times are already upon Arrow Catcher. 
The continuous references to blues music in conjunction with Bobo’s murder shows how the coming tragedy will send shockwaves throughout the town, just like the reverberations of a guitar. Arrow Catcher is deeply changed by Solon’s murder of Bobo and the ensuing trial—Alice considers leaving her teaching job, as “something had changed for [her], it was hard to say just what that was” (258), and there were many “changes in routine that [people] didn’t care for” (260). In fact, the change to the town was so widespread and accepted that Alice’s Uncle Runt claimed “he didn’t trust a man who was not changed by the local horror” (261). Another one of the many changes that took place was the blues singers splitting up and moving on—apparently, “Gilbert was making himself scarce these days,” while Rufus “went to Chicago to find work” (259). After what happened, it seemed as though the people of Arrow Catcher no longer needed the blues singers to provide the “autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically,” because through the changes that took place all over town, these characters were living the blues. As mentioned by Ulrich Adelt in his book, Blues Music in the Sixties, blues performances provided musicians and listeners with “catharsis and release from the suffering of the blues before moving on” (Adelt 99). With the trial serving as the narrative crescendo of the novel, the Arrow Catcher inhabitants’ emotions were released in a sort of catharsis through their post-trial, “moving on” actions, instead of needing to be channeled through the background score provided by the blues singers. However, even with the blues singers gone, Runt admits that “their music kept on playing in his head” (259). The songs are embedded in his memory, and likely the collective memory of Arrow Catcher, in the same way that the real-life tragedy of Emmett Till—now part of the south’s history of racial brutality—is embedded in their memory. These songs and this event may not be repeated for quite some time, but both have left their mark on the town of Arrow Catcher and the southern psyche.
	Cynthia Shearer’s Celestial Jukebox is another example of the southern musical tradition impacting the characters within the story and the town in which it is set. The novel, set in the fictional town of Madagascar, Mississippi, focuses on a blended community of locals as well as African and Asian immigrants. Madagascar acts as a sort of microcosm of America’s melting pot, opening its doors to immigrants even though its history of discrimination, oppression, and general racial tension lurk beneath the town’s surface. The plot centers on an ensemble of characters, each with their own experience of Madagascar, and the increasingly popular casino that has recently opened in town. The founding of the Lucky Leaf Casino has spelled trouble for Madagascar’s inhabitants in several ways – the town’s natives have a much harder time trying to find help on their farms, as immigrants are being hired by the casino in droves. The casino not only takes advantage of the cheap labor from immigrants, but it also takes advantage of the town’s landscape itself – acting as a predator toward a population that is already quite vulnerable financially. Even though there may be tension amongst the people of Madagascar and between the different demographics of people who live there, most of the town’s inhabitants are unified against the casino’s negative influence, and their connection is further developed by way of the symbolization of music in the novel.
	Music plays a large role in this novel, as not only does the jukebox in Angus Chien’s Celestial grocery store help set the tone at key points in the plot, but music also acts as a sort of guiding light for recent immigrant Boubacar as he journeys toward assimilation. When Boubacar first arrives in America from Mauritania, he is amazed by many things that Americans simply take for granted, like Wonder Bread and girls wearing revealing clothing. However, he is particularly enthralled by a National Steel guitar he sees on display at the Celestial grocery store, the extent of his wonder made clear as the “silver guitar mesmerized him, filling him with something that felt like prayers, like possibility” (Shearer 51). Through this description of him being “mesmerized,” it is obvious that he feels a much deeper connection to the guitar than he does with the aforementioned Wonder Bread or the girls’ short skirts. The guitar clearly represents something greater to him: a “possibility” regarding his new life in America, perhaps of connection or assimilation, or maybe just an opportunity to do something or be someone new. As someone who came to America with nothing but the clothes on his back and his father’s tape collection of African music, culture and music are inextricably interwoven for Boubacar—he has the tapes and his African heritage to look back on, but focusing on the guitar as a symbol of American music reflects his journey toward assimilation into American society. Southern literary scholar Adam Gussow posits that “the introduction of the inexpensive steel-string guitar into the scene of southern music-making… was the native sound that focused regional ambition and anchored community musicianship” (Beyond 20), thus providing context for Boubacar’s infatuation with the instrument, as he was in search of both recreation and a sense of belonging in his new home. Boubacar’s passion for music later proves beneficial for him, as it leads him to the Cloud Nine nightclub, where he watches singers perform blues music, and lands himself a job as a dishwasher. His job is not the only example of him fitting into American society; when he saw one of the club’s singers perform a cover of a famous John Lee Hooker song, “he felt as if he had accidentally eavesdropped on one of the world’s best-kept secrets” (259). This metaphor of blues music revealing a secret to Boubacar is indicative of the role blues music plays in the American South. The genre is so representative of the south and its struggles that witnessing such a performance makes Boubacar feel as though he’s part of the in-crowd; because he is an outsider, he feels as though he has “eavesdropped,” yet he is privy to the “best-kept secrets” of the southern experience – one that allows its singers to “overtly and covertly” address that very experience (Gussow Seems Like 18) while “escaping” from their lived blues of financial despair and social obscurity (Seems Like 77). Of course, this revealing nature of blues music is due to the emotive, passionate candor of those who perform it. Just like how the blues singers in Wolf Whistle set the tone to reveal what would happen next to the characters, the blues singer in this novel reveals valuable insight on southern culture to Boubacar.
	Though Boubacar strives to achieve success through his integration into American society, the Wastrel character makes frequent attempts to dissuade him from doing so. According to the journal article “Narratives of African American Immigration in the U.S. South,” within Shearer’s novel, “music emerges as the expressive form that exposes the widening chasm between Boubacar and the Wastrel’s worldviews” (Bone 73). With the Wastrel’s domineering personality, he attempts to keep Boubacar resistant to American culture, as he himself is disdainful of the country’s penchant for capitalism and consumerism. In a heated conversation, Boubacar informs the Wastrel that he is “liking American music, the Johnny Cash, the B.B. King,” yet “he realiz[ed] he was saying something appalling as the words left his lips” (Shearer 117). The fact that his words would be “appalling” to the Wastrel makes it clear how much Boubacar’s identity is tied into his love of music. Boubacar’s claim of liking Johnny Cash and B.B. King makes him a completely different person in the Wastrel’s eyes—according to the Wastrel, “to L’Americain… his misery is his music” (117), which means, in other words, that Boubacar’s love of blues music makes him just like other Americans. As previously stated, for someone who aspires to fit into American society like Boubacar, this proves beneficial, but for someone like the Wastrel, who wants to keep Boubacar removed from American society, this connection to blues music is unfavorable. In this way, blues music represents both unity, with Boubacar’s fellow Americans and immigrants, and a sort of disconnect from his former culture and the Wastrel.
	Though music plays a big role in Boubacar’s story, it is an important element of this novel that affects many other characters as well. In fact, Boubacar is not the only character for which music, and more specifically the guitar, represents a sense of unity. The National Steel changes hands several times throughout the duration of the novel, going from the troubled Raine’s son to a pawnshop, from grocer Angus to his romantic interest Consuela, and finally to the “mesmerized” Boubacar. According to a literary review of the novel, “the guitar is a motif of unity as it switches hands from a rich boy, to thieves to nuns who run a mission, to a penniless African boy who wants nothing more than to learn music” (Winters 137). It represents many things to many people, as Raine yearns to regain possession of the instrument which belonged to her late father, Angus attempts to gain Consuela’s trust and affection, and Boubacar desires a sense of belonging within his new environment. Though not all characters are specifically affected by blues music as Boubacar is, they are all connected through the guitar by way of their personal woes—within their romantic lives, their families, and their community. They all feel beaten down by the people and/or the situations in their lives, like Raine, who is constantly frustrated by the abuse her son hurls her way, or Angus, who frequently has to contend with a local band of thugs and an increasingly unruly customer base; moreover, the Lucky Leaf Casino has left the entire town downtrodden in one way or another. Blues music may not necessarily be at the forefront of these characters’ stories in the same way it is for Boubacar, but it is present between the lines – just like the background music in Wolf Whistle – in the expressions of these characters’ battered spirits and others’ wrongdoings toward them. 
	The depiction of blues music’s impact on the characters in Wolf Whistle and Celestial Jukebox is representative of the genre’s impact on southern culture in general. Blues music aims to unify people through their pain, as is exemplified in both Nordan’s and Shearer’s novels. In Wolf Whistle, the music playing on in the townspeople’s heads long after the blues singers have left town is indicative of the collective trauma that plagues Arrow Catcher after Bobo’s murder—the songs they sing connect them in their shared memory of the tragedy. In Celestial Jukebox, the unity of music is reflected in almost every character’s arc, but none more than Boubacar in his journey to make a home within American society. As a direct result of his appreciation for blues music, Boubacar receives a job opportunity, begins attending church, and has a few romantic encounters with a girl, all arguable hallmarks of fitting in to one’s community. The fact that it can be used as a sort of barometer to gauge Boubacar’s assimilation into his new environment speaks to how enmeshed blues music is in southern culture. The south’s painful past has always informed the south’s present, for good and for bad. People may have learned and grown from past events, but the region is still built on the problematic foundation that once was. History has created conditions for wrongdoings to still take place in today’s world, yet it has also created an awareness of such circumstances. Blues music is a medium through which the past remains a part of present-day conversations. As made evident by the aforementioned novels, there is unity in remembering and recognizing this shared history and lamenting its lingering effects. Furthermore, through this collective memory, there is a sense of identity for southerners—just like in Arrow Catcher and Madagascar, there are people who listen to blues, those who perform blues music, and people who embody the blues throughout their lives without even knowing it.
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