
 BLACK ODYSSEY: MIGRATION, HOME AND THE AFRICAN AMERICAN 
CULTURAL TRADITION 

 
  
 
AAS 385WR/MUS 370W    
MW 10:00-11:15  
Spring 2014         
Professors Dwight Andrews: dwightandrews@emory.edu 
Mark A. Sanders: msander@emory.edu     
 
This course will be offered in conjunction with the Romare Bearden: Black Odyssey 
Series on exhibit at the Carlos Museum. A meditation on the western epic tradition and 
African American mobility, the series invites a broader examination of African American 
culture and its address of migration, escape, and notions of home and belonging. Taking 
up music, literature, film, and of course the visual arts, we will examine the multiple 
ways in which African Americans have attempted to forge and articulate individual and 
collective identity within a western political and artistic context. Thus, in addition to a 
close examination of the Black Odyssey Series itself, the course will explore the role of 
jazz and gospel, for example, relative to black migration north and into urban centers; we 
will read African American literature for its formulations of flight and selfhood; and we 
will examine African American visual artists and their interpretations of mobility and 
identity formation. 
 
Required Texts: 
Two Trains Running, August Wilson 
Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Harriet Jacobs 
Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison 
A Raisin in the Sun, Lorraine Hansberry 
Blues People, Leroi Jones 
Stomping The Blues, Albert Murray 
The Spirituals and the Blues, James Cone 
Black Pearls: Blues Queens of the 1920s, Daphne D. Harrison 
The Warmth of Other Suns, Isabel Wilkerson 
 
 
Recommended Texts: 
Literature 
Omeros, Derek Walcott 
Southern Road, Sterling Brown 
 
Histories: 
The Promised Land, Nicholas Lemann 
The Great Black Migrations, Liz Sonneborn 
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Films: 
Daughters of the Dust, Julie Dash 
Within Our Gates, Oscar Micheaux 
Up South: African-American Migration in the Era of the Great War 
 
Websites: 
Jacob Lawrence The Migration Series: 
(http://www.phillipscollecion.org/migration_series/flash.experience.html) 
 
Romare Bearden: A Black Odyssey, Smithsonian Institution 
The African-American Mosaic  
American Journey, Smithsonian 
Black Past .Org 
 
 
Course Requirements: 
This course will be writing intensive. Each student will write 4 critical response papers (1 
page single-spaced) over the course of thirteen weeks. Each student will write an oral 
history project. Each student will attend at least one of the lecture/performances that 
address the exhibit (please see the dates, times, and locations for the lectures on the 
syllabus). And each student will write a critical review of the lecture/performance. 
Finally there will be a 10-12 page research paper pursuing an idea, work, and author 
beyond the limitations of the syllabus. Needless to say, attendance and class participation 
are required. 
 
 
Grading: 
The critical response papers and the review will collectively count as 30% of your grade.  
The oral history project will be worth 20%; the final paper will be worth 45%.  The 
remaining 5% will consist of class participation.  More than two unexcused absences will 
result in a full letter reduction in your final grade. 
 
Honor Code: 
The class follows the rules of the Emory Honor Code. See 
http://www.college.emory.edu/current/standards/honor_code.html 
 
Plagiarism: 
Plagiarism cases will be reported to the Honor board. Students convicted for plagiarism 
will receive a “F” for the course. For rules on avoiding plagiarism, see the Emory History 
Department page on plagiarism at: 
http://www.history.emory.edu/undergrad/plagiarism.html 
 
Students with Disabilities: 
Students registered with the “Office of Disability Services” will receive special 
accommodation after providing formal documentation to the professors. 
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1/15:  Introduction 
 
  (Professor Robert O’Meally to visit the class) 
 
1/20:  Martin Luther King, Jr. Day 
 
1/22:  “Odyssey of Big Boy,” Sterling Brown (Blackboard) 

The Promised Land, Lemann, Chapter 1 “Clarksdale” (Blackborard) 
    

Tour of Black Odyssey Series Exhibition with Richard Powell (1/22) 
 

Lecture by Professor Richard Powell (1/22, 7:30 pm, Carlos Museum 
Reception Hall) 

 
 
1/27--1/29: Tour of MARBL (with Gabrielle Dudley, 1/27) 

The Warmth of Other Suns, Wilkerson, Introduction and Chapter 1 
 

Session with Amanda Plumb and StoryCorps, 1/29 
  

  First Critical Response Due 1/29 
 
 

Dislocation and Disruption 
 
2/3--2/5: Blues People, Jones, Chapters 1, and 2  
  The Warmth of Other Suns, Wilkerson, Chapters 2 and 3  
   

Lecture by Professor Isabel Wilkerson (2/2, 4 pm Carlos Museum 
Reception Hall) 

 
Professor Wilkerson to address class on 2/3 

   
 
2/10--2/12:  Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Jacobs 

Introduction, Jean Fagan Yellin (Blackboard) 
 
  Second Viewing of the Black Odyssey Series (2/10) 
 
2/11--2/13: Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl, Jacobs  
 

Critical response due 2/13 
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2/17--2/19: Warmth of Other Sons, Wilkerson, Chapters 4 and 5 
 

Lecture by Professor Robert O’Meally (2/18, 7:30 pm, Carlos 
Museum Reception Hall) 

 
Professor O’Meally to address class, 2/19 

 
 

Freedom and Existential Crisis 
 
2/24--2/26: Blues People, Jones, Chapters 4, 5, and 6  
  The Warmth of Other Suns, Wilkerson, Chapters 6 and 7 
 

Third Viewing of the Black Odyssey Series, Bearden (2/24) 
 
  Oral History Project Due 2/26 
 
 
3/3--3/5: The Spirituals and the Blues, Cone 
  Musical Selections 
  Additional article TBA 
 

Professors O’Meally, Andrews, and Harrison Discussion and 
Performance (3/4, 7:30 pm, Carlos Museum Reception Hall) 
 

 
Précis due 3/7 

 
 
3/10--3/12: Spring Break 
 
 
3/17--3/19: Daughters of the Dust, Julie Dash 
 
 

Migration and Assimilation 
 
3/24--3/26: Blues People, Jones Chapters 7, 8, 9, and 10 

Two Trains Running, Wilson (Video clip to accompany) 
 
  Critical response due 3/26 
 
 
3/31--4/2: Black Pearls: Blues Queens of the 1920s, Harrison 
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4/7--4/9:  Migration Series, Jacob Lawrence (view online) 

Song of Solomon, Toni Morrison  
 
 

First draft of research paper due 4/10 
 
 

 
Be Bop and Redirection 

 
4/14--4/16:  Blues People, Jones, Chapters 11, and 12 

A Raisin in the Sun, Hansberry 
 

Critical response due 4/16 
 
 
4/21--4/23: Stomping The Blues, Albert Murray 
 
4/28:  Wrapping Up 
 
  
 

FINAL PAPER DUE 4/30! 
Review due 4/30! 
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Critical Response Papers 
You are responsible for developing your own topic for each critical response paper.  
Focus on an idea, motif, or argument in the text at hand; explore its significance in 
relation to the broader meaning of the work; then your reading to one of the larger ideas 
for the class. (For example how does your reading of text X relate to the Black Odyssey 
Series or to issues of African American migration, citizenship, and sense of place?)  
 
Each paper should have a thesis and supporting evidence.  
 
The critical response paper should be one page, single-spaced, with a one inch margin on 
all sides. Please refrain from using a print size larger that 12.  Please title each paper and 
put your name and the date in the top right corner.  Each paper is due in class on 
Tuesdays, unless otherwise stipulated. 
 
Oral History Project 
You will interview a member of your family, of your parents’ generation or older, 
concerning your family’s journey to its current location. Choose a parent, aunt, uncle, or 
grandparent. Ask her or him more generally how and why the family came to be where it 
is now. More specific questions to produce a fuller account may include, why did the 
family leave its previous location? Why did it come to where it is now? How did it 
choose this location? Who were the principal movers or organizers in the family? How 
did the principal organizers get the family to move? Logistically what was the mode of 
transportation, and what was the route? 
 
This interview will produce a narrative account of an episode of migration in your 
family’s history. The account that you hand in should be six to eight pages long in 12-
point font, with one-inch margins on all sides. 
 
Reading Review 
Imagine you are an art critic for the New York Times, The Village Voice, or any newspaper of 
your liking.  Your job is to write a review of a literary event related to African American 
literature.  Remember that your audience has not seen the performance, and is reading your 
review to get a sense of the performance’s artistic merit.  Therefore, your review should 
comment on the general atmosphere of the occasion, the style and effectiveness of delivery, and 
of course the quality of the performance.  Comment on what works well as well as aspects of the 
performance that were lacking or could have been improved. 
 
The review should be 750-1,000 words (or about 3 pages). Have fun!  Be creative! 
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Research Paper 
 

Précis due March 7th 
First Draft due April 10th 
Final paper due April 30th 
 
The research project provides you the opportunity to pursue a form of cultural expression 
beyond the limitations of classroom discussion, and beyond the confines of the critical 
response paper.  Focusing on an author, a work (or a small grouping of works), examine 
an issue, theme, motif, or concept that more fully illuminates the way in which the text 
creates meaning relative to its historical and political context. How does it respond to its 
historical and cultural moment?  Using ideas generated in class to begin your thinking, 
your analysis should relate the work at hand to the larger ideas defining African 
American culture. In addition to your own analysis, you will need to examine the 
critiques offered by other critics.  Your paper will not simply review the criticism 
particular to your topic, but should incorporate the salient thoughts of particular critics, as 
you move toward an articulation of your own reading. 
 
This paper should be between 10 and 12 pages long.  Please maintain a one-inch margin 
on all sides; double space and please use a 12-point size for your font.  Use MLA styled 
documentation, and provide a bibliography. 
 
You will write a one-page double-spaced précis (due March 7th) in which you describe 
your project.  You will also provide a bibliography with the précis. 
 
You will write a first draft of the paper (due April 10th).  This draft will be read and 
critiqued by your peer editing partner (and you will of course read and critique her or his 
paper). 
 
You will hand in the final draft of the paper on April 30th. 
 
 
 
 
 


