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“As the tracks clack out the rhythm their eyes fixed straight ahead

They ride the line of balance and hold on by just a thread

But it’s too hot in these tunnels you can get hit up by the heat

You get up to get out at your next stop but they push you back down in your seat

Your heart starts beatin’ faster as you struggle to your feet

Then you’re outa that hole and back up on the street”

“It’s Hard to be a Saint in the City”

Bruce Springsteen
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1. Introduction

The novel in question for this essay is  Jazz, written by the African American author 

Toni Morrison, (born 1931 in Lorain, Ohio) winner of the Nobel Prize in Literature in 

1993  (Nobelprize.org).   In  the  pages  that  follow,  I  aim  to  demonstrate  how  the 

characters and the narrator as well as the narrative form of the novel are influenced by 

jazz music and the deconstructive theory.

     The reason I have chosen to concentrate on the jazz part is due to the fact that, 

interestingly, the novel is based on the patterns of jazz music. The narrative form is also 

engaging, since the novel deals with a kind of meta-narrative form. The main narrator 

drifts between different points of view and there are, in addition, several sub-narrators 

in the story. As a result, we may hear about the same event, for example the murder on 

Dorcas, several times. Jazz depicts the great jazz era in Harlem, New York, around the 

1920’s.  The  most  important  characters  in  the novel  are  the  hair  dresser  Violet,  her 

husband Joe who sells hygiene products to women, the 16-year-old girl Dorcas, her step 

mother Alice Manfred and, lastly, Felice.  

     For the purpose of analyzing the novel, I use deconstruction. The reason I have 

chosen  this  theory  is  because  it  is  possible  to  say  that  the  novel  is  written  in  a 

deconstructive way. The jazz music is a deconstructing force that makes the characters 

turn when they are exposed to music. Also, the narrator contradicts itself, for example 

when it  tells  stories that it  later  takes back as being wrong. Consequently,  I do not 

attempt to deconstruct the characters or the narrator,  but rather show how the novel 

itself does this. Here, it can be of importance to have in mind that Toni Morrison is a 

professor  of  English  Literature.  Therefore,  one  can  assume that  she  has  very  good 

knowledge of deconstruction and, thus, may have written the book with this theory in 

the back of her head.

     When I started out with this essay, I only concentrated on jazz as a deconstructing 

force. However, digging deeper into the novel, I realized that the narrator has such an 

important roll. Moreover, the teller also responds to the music. Therefore, I decided to 

expand the essay so that it deals with the music in the book as well as the narrative 

form.
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2. Deconstruction

Deconstruction has been criticised many times. However, according to John D. Caputo, 

most  or  all  of  the  adverse  comments  have  been  unjust.  What  many  different 

philosophers,  literary  critics  and  others  think  about  deconstruction  is  that  it  equals 

destruction.  Caputo  proves  that  it  is  not  so.  Destruction  means  that  something  is 

destroyed and ruined whereas deconstruction is totally different, as we will now see 

(Caputo 31).

     First, Caputo uses the image of the nutshell. Such a framework is closed and hard to 

crack open. Symbols in literary texts, for example, are there – probably – to give the 

text a certain meaning, which is contained in a nutshell. However, the shell is supposed 

to open up so that we reach the inside. Deconstruction’s special assignment is to show 

how, for instance, a meaning of a word is in a constant process of signification. Thus, 

we cannot define the meaning due to the fact that when we do that, it slips from our 

hands  and  becomes  something  else.  Similarly,  whole  texts  as  well  as  institutions, 

traditions  and  other  phenomena  do  not  have  “definable  meanings  or  determinable 

missions” (31). Deconstruction will always try to go beyond the limit line – crack the 

shell. One could also say that this theory behaves a little as horses in a fenced field. Any 

time that they find a barrier, they want to stretch beyond it and find what is on the other 

side. However, whereas horses are unable to break through the boundary most of the 

time, deconstruction dismantles it.

     What is on the other side of the fence,  then? Caputo writes about this as “the 

incoming of the other”;  a missing third thing. This thing is called a “khora”, which 

comes from a word used by Plato meaning something like “abyss”(86). Caputo explains 

khora as a container. It works as a home where “the eternal paradigms” (84) are brought 

into existence. It is almost unreal, since it was never born and it will never seize to 

exist. Moreover, we can only detect it by the mind – not the senses. When reading a 

text, one should thus look for this “abyss”, the missing third thing. Just to explain what 

the missing thing can be in a text, Caputo uses The Dialogues by Plato. In this, Socrates 

is the khora  because he “´operates from a sort of non-place` as a man who does not 

have a proper place” (86-87). He does not act like an all-knowing philosopher. He lets 

men  whom  he  finds  to  be  real  philosophers  do  the  talking  whereas  he  himself 
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assembles information, like a container, to be able to gather “their gift” (87). To be able 

to receive this type of knowledge he must be somewhat familiar with philosophy, but 

probably not as well read as the others. Hence, he is a collector somewhere in between 

and thus, according to Caputo, acting just like khora. James Faulconer also writes about 

this missing thing (3). He explains it to be the thing which is omitted in the text. No 

matter how well the writer writes, there is always something he or she has chosen not to 

bring in or forgotten.  According to  Faulconer,  that  is  the structure of language and 

existence. Moreover, deconstruction searches for “ways in which the book itself shows 

what it has overlooked” (4).

     Difference is a word often used in deconstruction. It is not an easy one to find an 

explanation for. Caputo does, however, try to do that. Again he uses examples to make 

it clearer to the reader. Another way of describing it could be: you have a lot of letters 

in the alphabet. These do not mean anything unless we put them together into words. 

When we make words they are only useable if the people we talk to share the same 

code. If we say sheep they know what animal we mean and if we say keep, they know 

that the difference we hear in the beginning of the word is of great importance. The 

reason  they  know  that  is  in  the  difference  or  as  Caputo  says  “the  meaning-  and 

reference – is a function of the difference, of the distance or the spacing between the 

traces”  (100).  So  far  so  good,  but  there  is  more  to  it.  Derrida,  the  father  of 

deconstruction,  is  not  content  with this.  He cannot  be satisfied  in  knowing that  the 

meaning of words is stable. Instead, there must be a “possibility of an open-ended “play 

of traces” (101). This means that one can never be sure that keep will mean hold forever 

or in every group of people. Finally, Caputo explains difference as being almost a state 

of  possibility;  “a  quasi-condition  of  possibility,  because  it  does  not  describe  fixed 

boundaries that delimit what can happen and what not…” (102).

     “The impossible” is another important expression. To explain it, Caputo uses an 

example with the word hospitality (110).  He sets out to prove that the meaning of this 

word really is undermined by its meaning and that it must bend against its own fence to 

become what we want it to be. When we first think of hospitality it is, for most of us at 

least,  a  positive word.  We welcome someone into our  house.  However,  there  is  an 

opposition  within  the  word.  Hospitality  originates  from  the  Latin  word  “hostis” 

(stranger), “hostilis” (enemy) and “pets” (to have power). These are not exactly positive 

words if you think about inviting people into your  homes.  Like Caputo writes,  this 

means that a host then is someone who lets people into their home but is not entirely 
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welcoming. A host does, consequently, not welcome a stranger without giving up the 

rights to his or her home. Caputo explains that there:

… is an essential ´self-limitation` built  right into the idea of hospitality, which 

preserves the distance between one’s own and the stranger, between owning one

´s own property and inviting the other into one’s home. So, there is always a 

little hostility in all hosting and hospitality […] and further down “hospitality is 

impossible. (110-111)

However, although it is impossible to be as hospitable as the word “pretends” to be at 

first  sight, there  is an opening.  For the meaning of hospitable  to become more like 

“generous” or “welcoming”, the word has to stretch beyond itself. 

     Gap is a common word in this theory. To explain what kind of gaps are at hand, 

Caputo  uses  the  words  justice  and law (133).  Justice  is  considered  the  right  thing; 

something we seek but do not always reach because the law might be in the way. What 

is a correct thing to do might not be okay according to the law and the space in between 

law and justice is where deconstruction is situated. Thus, Caputo states, deconstruction 

makes  way  for  justice  in  the  law  because  it  can  find  cracks  in  the  rules  of  the 

authorities: “…deconstruction makes justice possible, makes it possible to punctuate the 

law with justice,  to deconstruct   -  that  is,  to  open – the law to justice…(133). For 

example, Hitler – the authority – made it the law to put Jews in concentration camps 

during the Second World War, but it was not a just law. To hide Jews in order to rescue 

them was illegal, but it was just.

     In Jazz, the characters and the narrator deconstruct themselves. Thus, for instance, 

Joe changes his personality several times during his life and the narrator swifts from 

seeming to know everything the characters do and think to admitting to not knowing 

anything. As a consequence, the stories told in Jazz are not reliable. This, the writer is, 

without  doubt,  aware  of.  As  a  consequence,  I  am not  trying  to  twist  the  story.  In 

contrast, I only want to show how this deconstruction works in Jazz.
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3. Jazz

To begin with, what is jazz?  In order to clarify this term, let us look at what some 

musicians and a writer think about it. Werner Craig writes that Louis Armstrong has 

said that jazz music always changes and therefore is never twice played the same way. 

According  to  Armstrong,  jazz  transforms  itself  as  the  world  becomes  different  and 

extracts the essence of meaning in society the way it is the moment the music is being 

played. Moreover, he claims that it is possible to trace history and future in jazz (Craig 

131).

     Another  musician,  Ralph  Ellison,  describes  jazz  as  “a  constant  process  of 

redefinition” (131) and observes that it is not only the music that changes constantly. 

Also the  musicians  transform.  Ellison  sees  that  the artists  change as  individuals,  as 

community members and as musicians part of a tradition were blues and gospel are 

important. Werner Craig agrees and develops this thought. According to him, in jazz 

you can expect anything. Listening to it, your personality can change, the people around 

you might transform and the society you live in is not to be trusted as static either. He 

states that “…everything remains open to question, probing, reevaluation” (131).

3.1. History

Jazz springs from the African American tradition. Why is that? What do black people in 

America have that white people do not? Craig tells us that it is perhaps not about having 

something, but rather about what the African Americans did not have when the music 

started blooming. They were told to stay were they “belonged”, for example at the back 

of the bus or in certain cafés. In jazz, they could go anywhere without having rules 

pushed  upon  them.  The  “parts  that  don’t  fit”  (Craig  132);  dreams,  desires  and 

unanswered questions were outlived in the music.

     Between the years 1492-1885, millions of Africans were shipped to America to work 

as slaves. In Africa, music had been central in their lives. Edward Lee writes that it had 

a social function within the community. For example, in Africa, they used (and still do 
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in some parts) talking drums when they wanted to create messages that outsiders did not 

understand. When the Africans came to America, the slave-owners forbade them to play 

the drums, since it was seen as the music of war and fighting. As a consequence, a lot of 

the traditional African music was lost over the years. Moreover, Lee argues, later on the 

African people mixed with the Europeans. This led to a mixture of musical cultures. It 

was in the conflict between the styles that jazz arose.

     African music was created for dancing. However, Lee points out that it does not 

have  the  function  of  dance  music  in  the  European sense,  due to  its  lack  of  sexual 

undertones. Rather, it is a “form of activity which everyone learns and is engaged in by 

all age groups” (18-19). It is part of the religion and can make the listeners reach a state 

of trance. Europeans, Lee writes, often felt insecure when they heard this type of music 

in  the  1920´s.  The  reason  is  that  it  connects  physically  to  the  body  straight  away 

without having any sexual connotations.

     The traditional African music did not survive very well in America. Instead, it mixed 

with European music and three main music forms took its place; church music, work 

songs and entertainment music (12). Most important to the development of jazz was 

church music. African Americans took over Christian beliefs and added their own kind 

of church music which contains what is called a “call- and response pattern”. In this, the 

preacher sings a line and the audience answers back or repeats what he has said (13). 

Call-and  response  was  then  brought  on  to  jazz  and  blues.  Moreover,  during  the 

communal  act,  which is  structured in a certain  way,  the participants  are allowed to 

improvise in order to express their feelings and release themselves, just like the jazz 

players are during performances. Lee argues that “a derived form of rhythmic interplay 

has been developed and transferred to pitched instruments, such as the saxophone” (5)

     To someone who does not like or is not used to listening to jazz, it might sound 

noisy and blurry. To a trained ear, however, like Werner Craig’s, it is not like that at all. 

He hears revolution in it and adores jazz because it challenges the listener to try to hear 

the music in the noise (Craig 132). He believes that jazz forces us to tear down the walls 

we have inside, open up our ears and reach places we never thought we would come to. 

He gives one good example of how this can happen. A musician called Monks played a 

note that at the first listening appeared to be false. When Craig heard it again, though, 

he understood that it was not incorrect, but that it was he that had been wrong in not 

hearing the beautiful sound in it the first time.
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     Jazz, then, is different from for instance pop music, which is more static. As Craig 

explains,  jazz “digs deep inside your mind,  and shows you where  the electric  paths 

carrying thought and sensation back and fourth between your consciousness and the 

world have begun to turn to bone. Jazz keeps the world in motion, alive” (135). It can 

fool you by starting along one line and then hop on a different track you did not expect. 

In  addition,  it  can  tear  apart  expectations  you  were  unaware  that  you  had.  Having 

described jazz in this way, I agree with Craig when he says that jazz musicians probably 

are as good deconstructors as Derrida and other theorists. In Jazz, the reason the jazz 

music  works  deconstructively  is  because it  forces  the  characters  into  change and it 

makes  them keep shifting  constantly.  Also,  the  music  makes,  for  example,  Joe  use 

language that mimics jazz. This kind of language is improvising, often grammatically 

incorrect and in constant change. As a result, it is a part of the deconstruction of the 

characters.

3.2. The features of jazz

I shall now describe the essential features in jazz or, as Lee wants to call it, its musical 

language. The terms polymetric or polyrythmic come from African music. It means that 

“the players operate simultaneously in different metres and, in effect, often at different 

tempos” (13). The drummers are individuals within the group, just like the players in a 

jazz  band.  Moreover,  the pulse differs  in  the  drumming and the performers  do not 

operate  within  a  given  structure.  Sometimes  the  rhythm  is  broken.  This  is  called 

crossrythm and is in African drumming, jazz and blues, used as “a fundamental part of 

the musical language” (215).

     Lee also talks about “expressive techniques” (5). An example of that is when a jazz 

player  changes the sound of a piece through improvisation.  Very often they express 

their  personality  in  their  music  and attentive  listeners  can  easily  tell  the  difference 

between various trumpet players. Furthermore, something called “intentional form” (5) 

is  significant  for  jazz.  This  means  that  the  music  often  cannot  be notated  and that 

emphasis can be placed on any note or pulse. Finally, jazz is often built up on a few 

themes that are varied throughout the piece.
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3.3. Jazz music and Jazz

All the features mentioned above can be used to describe the narrative form of Jazz, but 

there is one researcher who has looked especially at Morrison’s writing and the way 

that she turns music into literature. Alan J. Rice shows how Morrison in a literary way 

makes a textual world out of music (Rice 423). According to him, the most important 

feature is the repetition of words and phrases. This gives the language its rhythm and 

around  the  repeated  words  and  phrases  the  characters  can  improvise.  One  type  of 

reiteration is the riff, which Rice claims is the foundation of improvisation. A riff is a 

short  phrase  which  comes  back  during  the  whole  of  the  chorus.  Rice  claims  that 

“Morrison uses the technique of the riff to construct many sections of her novels and 

that this  is  one of the methods by which she creates the elusive,  jazzy prose style” 

(425).

     Other musical features that give her novels a jazzy feel are, according to Rice, her 

unconventional use of punctuation, the pulse breaks and the way she elaborates with 

words. Moreover, there is her use of cuts, which can be described as the way a central 

theme keeps coming back in various perspectives:

The  book  works  rather  like  a  jazz  group’s  improvisation  wherein  the 

separate pieces come to a full meaning in the overall composition only when 

all the musicians have had their say. The characters continually cut back to 

the pivotal incident, the central riff, and sing their own song about it. (430) 

The music has a problematic role in the novel. It seems to be connected to danger. 

Where music is being played, something inadequate will often happen. That is the case 

when Dorcas is being murdered and also when Violet steals a baby from a carriage. 

Nevertheless, music is also linked with pleasure. Dorcas is engaged in dancing with a 

boy she loves just before the murder. In addition, Alice Manfred talks about music that 

finds its way down the lower areas of the body and not just the mind.

     Nicholas F. Pici, just like Edward Lee, writes that Morrison uses jazz musicians as a 

map. He states that Morrison “constructed her novel with certain principles and ideas of 

jazz music in mind” (393). Furthermore, he discusses why she did this and connects it 
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to the characters Violet and Joe Trace. One reason, he claims, is that jazz in a good way 

“helps play out” (393) one important theme in the novel – the opposition city/country. 

He argues that Morrison, by using this duality, can characterize the people who move 

from the southern parts of the country to the north. According to Pici, it was a common 

idea in the 1920’s that jazz belonged to the urban areas. Pici quotes Berndt Ostendorf, 

who argues that jazz was a culture of the city and did not belong to the countryside, 

where Violet and Joe come from. According to Ostendorf it was only natural that jazz 

grew in big cities, like New York and Chicago, where flexibility and a lot of contact 

between people were welcomed. Since Jazz inexplicitly is about New York, this is the 

type of city we have in the novel.

     According to Pici, jazz is a metaphor “both historically and within Morrison’s novel 

of urban cultural values” (394). He describes the state in the city,  just like jazz, like 

chaos and argues that it “reflects the rapid pace, flux and cosmopolitan atmosphere of 

cities like New York and Chicago in the 1920s and even today” (394). Knowing this, it 

is safe to say that Violet and Joe came from one type of country side culture and ended 

up in a totally different one – the city. The people living in the City in  Jazz  are very 

much affected by the music around them and they change. The narrator explains that, 

“in a city, they are not so much new as themselves: their stronger, riskier selves…they 

love that part of themselves so much they forget what loving other people was like – if 

they ever knew”(Morrison  33).

     The music is, thus, closely connected with the City and there are many references to 

the city as being controlling:

Take my word for it, he [Joe, my note] is bound to the track. It pulls him like a 

needle through the groove of a Bluebird record. Round and round about the 

town. That’s  the way the city spins you.  Makes you do what it  wants,  go 

where the laid-out roads say to. All the while letting you think you are free; 

that you can jump into thickets because you feel like it. (120)

What  is  interesting  here  is  how Morrison depicts  the  City  as  a  record.  Words  like 

“needle”,  “groove”,  “Bluebird  record”  and “spins” are  all  connected  to  music.  The 

characters express what the tracks decide. They are the sound of the record.  The jazz 

music works as a deconstructing power, a “nutcracker”, if you were to expand a Caputo 

term.  It  helps/forces  them  to  do  things  they  would  not  have  done  otherwise. 
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Consequently, the music peels off the skin of the nut/character in order to see what can 

be found on the inside. 

4. The characters and jazz
I will now analyze how the characters are affected by music and how they deconstruct 

themselves. 

4.1. Violet Trace

Violet has a difficult life as a young girl. For example, she loses her parents when she is 

a teenager. Furthermore, her father leaves her and the mother, Rose Dear. After having 

to move,  the father-less family also becomes mother-less when Rose Dear commits 

suicide  by  drowning  herself.  The  children  are  then  left  in  the  grandmother’s  care. 

Because of what her mother has done, Violet decides that she never wants any children. 

However, later in life, after having lost a lot of babies during pregnancy, “the inner 

emptiness produced by that decision haunts her in a form of ´mother-hunger`so intense 

she sleeps with dolls and even takes a baby from a carriage” (Morrison 157).

     Violet and her husband Joe come to New York, from the countryside, in 1906. They 

arrive by train  and the train  track becomes a symbol  for something which they are 

bound to,  and do not  have total  control  over.  When Joe and Violet  feel  the train’s 

vibration close to the City they want to dance. As they arrive, they are in the hands of 

the City and its music:

               The train shivered with them at the thought but went on and sure enough there 

was ground up ahead and the trembling became dancing under their feet. Joe 

stood up, his fingers clutching the baggage rack above his head. He felt the 

dancing better that way, and told Violet to do the same[…]They weren’t there 

yet and already the City was speaking to them. They were dancing. And like 

million others, chests pounding, tracks controlling their feet, they stared out 

the windows for first sight of the City that danced with them, proving already 

how much it loved them. (30, 32)

Violet changes, just like jazz shifts, when they have lived in the city for a period of 

time. She seems to start to live outside of herself. This is obvious for example when she 

dwells on what she should to during the day:
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She wakes up in the morning and sees with perfect clarity a string of small, 

well-lit  scenes. In each one something specific  is being done: food things, 

work things,  customers  and acquaintances  are  encountered,  places  entered. 

But she does not see herself do these things. She sees them being done. (22)

This  state  of  mind does  not  come to  her  during or  after  her  husband’s  affair  with 

Dorcas. It has come to her earlier and it began in the 1920’s jazz era. People talked 

about  her  and said  things  like:  “‘Violet.  You know how funny she been since her 

Change.’ ‘Violet funny way before that. Funny in 1920 as I recall’” (48). This suggests 

that it is the music that makes her go mad. It clears the way for “the other” Violet, so to 

speak. The jazz she hears in the street talks to her in a way that makes her realize that 

she is without control. It, together with the childlessness, creates an anger in her which 

she does not know she has. She is unsure of how to express this. “Maybe everybody has 

a renegade tongue yearning to be on its own. Violet shuts up. Speaks less and less until 

‘uh’ or ‘have mercy’ carry almost all of her part of the conversation” (24). There is, 

thus, a gap between what Violet feels and how she acts.

     Instead of becoming an early Rosa Park, she aims the anger towards herself and 

people  near  her.  She  disconnects  herself  from  language,  so  there  becomes  a 

deconstructive gap between her feelings and what she says. Instead of talking to Joe, 

she uses her parrot as a communicator. The only thing the bird can say, however, is “´I 

love you`” (24). The words have, for the parrot, no meaning. The parrot becomes a 

symbol for Violet. She, just like the bird, says things without meaning them. 

     Also, she swifts between different subjects, when she speaks. In this way, she might 

talk about something and all of a sudden she starts thinking about something else. “Got 

a mind to double it with an aught and two or three others just in case who is that pretty 

girl standing next to you?” (24). “Who is that pretty…” comes to her in a sentence 

which really is about something completely different. When Joe then asks her about it 

she only replies “nothing”, even though she does not mean “nothing”. Joe has no idea 

what she means. This creates a deconstructive gap in their conversation.

     Moreover, she does some horrible things. The most obvious example of Violet 

exploding, is when she carves up Dorcas’ face at the funeral. When she does that, she 

creates  anger  amongst  her  people:  “Folks  were  furious  when  Violet  broke  up  the 

funeral, but I can’t believe they were surprised” (17). I believe that she unconsciously 
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wants to originate a revolution, but she does not succeed in this, because she comes on 

to them in the wrong way. She probably is not aware herself of what she wants. The 

deconstructing music has stirred up feelings inside her, but she can not administrate 

them in a good way. Therefore, she works against herself. “Violet thought about how 

she must have looked at the funeral, at what her mission was. The sight of her trying to 

do something bluesy,  something hep, fumbling the knife, too late anyway…” (114). 

Thus, Violet ends up in a state of “the impossible”.

     This is not the first time she makes people furious. Another event occurs when she 

steals a baby from a carriage, which is parked outside a record shop. The babysitter has 

gone into the store to buy a record. Music is thus what makes Violet do something bad 

here. Music leads the babysitter away from the baby and, in the gap, Violet steps in to 

steal the child. Straight away she starts to think about what it would be like if she had 

the baby at home. “Joe will love this, she thought. Love it. And quickly in her mind she 

raced ahead to their  bedroom and what was there she could use for a crib…” (20). 

Music then leaves a clue in the carriage. It tells us that it was there. “The little knot of 

people,  more and more furious at the stupid, irresponsible sister,  at the cops, at  the 

record lying where a baby should be...”(21). However, she will never be able to keep 

the baby, of course, and therefore she works against herself also in this case, ending up 

in the deconstructive place of “the impossible”.

     Why does Violet  become like this? I believe that the rhythm of the city/music 

captures her and makes her loose control. She is not able to adapt to the pulse and the 

music. The teller says: “If you pay attention to the street plans, all laid out, the city 

cannot hurt you” (8). I believe that Violet can not arrange herself to follow the right 

patterns, outside her home. The music has her in its powers there. Inside the house, 

where she is safe, she can arrange the furniture the way it suits her and Joe but as soon 

as she goes outside she gets into trouble.

     The style of language used when describing Violet is not constantly jazzy, but when 

she has become crazy it is. The reason might be that Violet has surrendered into the 

music when she has become “the other” Violet,  a woman who lets her hunger for a 

baby come out and, in addition, starts processing her childhood problems. An example 

of the jazzy, broken up style, is: “You got us, Rose Dear […] This one time He had. 

Had  misjudged  and  misunderstood  her  particular  backbone.  This  one  time.  This 

particular  spine”  (99).   Hence,  the  improvising,  broken up  language  can  symbolize 
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Violet’s change into being more drifting between angles and less static than what she 

was before.

4.2. Joe Trace

Joe Trace is left by his mother and father as a baby and he grows up with foster parents. 

His world is the countryside and nobody thinks he will move to the city. But he does 

and when he is there, he changes. He forgets about his former life and gets sucked in by 

the city, and finds a lover, Dorcas, whom he thinks of almost as his lost mother. He says 

himself that he chooses to start the affair. His nothingness is filled by Dorcas:

Somebody called Dorcas with hooves tracing her cheekbones and who knew 

better than people his own age what that inside nothing was like. And who 

filled it for him, just as he filled it for her, because she had it too. (37-38)

     When Joe gets older he finds out that his mother probably is a woman who lives in 

the forest, a woman called Wild. Of course he wants to meet her. Therefore he goes to 

the woods and manages to sense the presence of her by hearing her sing. The song 

makes a great impression on him:

Joe had walked past that place and heard what he first believed was some kind 

of combination of running water and wind in the high trees. The music the 

world  makes,  familiar  to  fishermen  and  shepherds,  woodsmen  have  also 

heard. It hypnotizes mammals […] Joe thought that was it, and simply listened 

with pleasure until a world or two seemed to glide into the sound. (177)

Helena Rubinstein writes that Joe in his mind looks for his mother, Wild, his whole life 

(156). The problem is that the search for her song makes him start a love affair with 

Dorcas, whom he sometimes confuses with Wild. It becomes obvious that it is Wild he 

is looking for in the end of the novel, where the hunt for Dorcas is knitted into the hunt 

for his mother. For example, one chapter ends with a description of Joe’s finding of 

Wild’s home and a question, “But where is she?” (Morrison 184) and the beginning of 

the next chapter begins with an answer in the call-and response-style “There she is” 
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(187), alluding to Dorcas and all of a sudden Joe turns out to be in the room where the 

girl is. It seems, then, as if the music in the city brings out the human primitive instincts 

and there is nothing the people can do about it.

     “Track” can be used in many ways. One common way is to refer to songs on a 

record. He says himself that he is governed by “the track”, which also can be the track 

in a record:

Something else takes over when the track begins to talk to you, give out its 

signs so strong you hardly have to look. If the track is not talking to you, you 

might get out of your chair to buy two or three cigarettes […] But if the trail 

speaks, no matter what’s in the way, you can find yourself in a crowded room 

aiming a bullet at her heart, never mind it’s the heart you can’t live without. 

(130)

                       Joe has a jazzy personality. He is, for instance, in constant motion. In the novel his 

personality changes several times, the last being when he meets Dorcas. He says that “I 

told her things I hadn’t told myself. With her I was fresh, new again. Before I met her 

I’d changed into new seven times” (123). Consequently, this kind of openness to the 

changing  process  resembles  the  features  of  jazz  music,  where  the  music  is  always 

shifting.

                       Music on the street affects Joe. Probably, it connects with his inner self, as Craig 

describes jazz as being able to do. At one point, it confuses him, but later, when he has 

given it a thought, he understands it better. This is just like when Craig thinks he hears a 

false note, but after having thought about it, he comprehends it:

                  I dismissed the evil in my thoughts because I wasn’t sure that the sooty music 

the blind twins were playing wasn’t the cause. It can do that to you, a certain 

kind of guitar playing. Not like the clarinets, but close. If that song had been 

coming through a clarinet, I’d have known right away. But the guitars – they 

confused me, made me doubt myself, and I lost the trail. Went home and didn’t 

pick it up again until the next day… (Morrison 132)

                       Also, Joe speaks with jazzy language at times. Here, the style helps to illustrate his 

personality as being improvising, personal and not always correct according to norms in 
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the society. There is one example where Joe expands the theme “I take better care of 

Dorcas than what a young boyfriend does”:

                  What would she want with a rooster? Crowing on a corner, looking at the  

chickens to pick over them […] I know how to treat a woman. I never have, 

never would, mistreat  one. Never would make a woman live like a dog in a 

cave.  The  roosters  would.  She  used  to  say  that  too.  How  the  young  ones 

couldn’t  think about anybody but themselves;  how in the playground or at  a 

dance all those boys thought about was themselves. When I find her – I bet my 

life – she won’t be holed up with one of them. His clothes won’t be mixed up 

with hers. Not her. Not Dorcas. She’ll be alone. Hardheaded. Wild even. But 

alone. (182)

                  In this example we can find jazz features. Firstly, the expansion of the theme is jazzy.  

Consequently, there is an improvisational feel over the whole quote. It is written in a 

way that makes the reader sense that Joe is thinking this right now, since Joe does not 

conclude what is on his mind. Instead he lets his thoughts flow. His personality is also 

prominent here, due to the fact that he uses first person point of view and, in addition, 

he lets the reader hear his inner thoughts. Secondly, the language is filled with sentence 

fragments,  a feature which is not grammatically correct.  If we were to compare this 

with jazz,  it  could be  the crossrythm,  the broken rhythm.  Hence,  the  sentences  are 

broken and sometimes  one  single  word  is  the  sentence.  One could  argue  that  it  is 

incorrect, but then one does not hear the beautiful sound in it.  

4.3. Alice Manfred

In  Jazz,  there  is  no  racial  war  because  the  characters  turn  their  uncontrolled  anger 

towards each other instead of against the people who govern them, I believe. Instead of 

rioting they sing, dance to or play jazz. And they are totally in the control of the music. 

Dorcas, for example, is kept on a leash by her stepmother Alice Manfred, but when she 

becomes empowered by the music, there is no stopping her from sneaking out at night. 

“Alice Manfred had worked hard to privatize her niece, but she was no match for a City 

seeping music that begged and challenged each and every day. “‘Come’, it said. ‘Come 

and do wrong’” (Morrison 67).
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     Dorcas and her friend find the places to go dancing in only by following the music, 

which “…led straight to the right place more by the stride piano pouring over the door 

saddle than their recollection of the apartment number” (64). Inside they are governed 

by the music, even though they do not know they are. “They believe they know before 

the music does what their hands, their feet are to do, but that illusion is the music’s 

secret  drive:  the  control  it  tricks  them  into  believing  its  theirs;  the  anticipation  it 

anticipates” (65). Alice Manfred knows that the new music is dangerous and she tries to 

keep Dorcas away from it and boys by deciding that the girl only may wear concealing 

clothes. Even though she does an attempt to foster Dorcas, she fails. Anthony Berret 

states  that  Alice  sees  music  as  the  devil,  because  it  makes  people  think  about  sex 

(Berret 267). On the surface she might seem prudish, but she has a deeper reason for 

resenting it; she is afraid of what it does to people.

     In particular, she is furious about the way that the new music, in contrast to the 

traditional African music, is sexually appealing. “Songs that used to start in the head 

and fill the heart had dropped down, down to place below the sash and the buckled 

belts”  (56).  Therefore,  she tries  to  shut  the music  out,  for  example  by keeping her 

windows closed. Alice believes that the new music comes from “anger and frustration” 

(53). The only music Alice feels comfortable with is the marching drums, the simple 

music of war and fighting. Bennet sees the drums of Fifth Avenue as something she 

clings to in order to keep control over herself.

     After Dorcas’s death, Alice, strangely enough, does not report Joe or Violet. Instead, 

she invites Violet to her home. When she lets Violet in her flat, it is the same thing as 

letting the dangerous streets in and she finds another space inside herself.  She goes 

from thinking about  what  is  in the papers to what  she feels  inside.  And it  is  not a 

pleasant experience:  “When Violet came to visit something opened up. The dark hat 

made her face even darker” (83). She starts to let her dark sides loose inside her mind. 

“…every day and every night for seven moths she, Alice Manfred, was starving for 

blood” (Morrison 8). 

4.4. Dorcas

If it had not been for the music, Dorcas may have survived. Her solo, just before she is 

shot, shows this. The music here keeps her in place even though she, after  a while, 
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becomes certain that Joe will come there to kill her. She could have saved herself, but 

was unable to because of the music. The language in Dorcas’solo is very jazzy and this 

suggests that she is in motion, just like a jazz musician. During the whole of her solo, a 

riff is being repeated throughout the text; “he’s coming for me” (Morrison 189-191). It 

comes up four times and after each time she expands the theme and improvises around 

it. After the first one she tells about the way she broke up, after the second she talks 

about her and Acton, after the third she expresses that he might come tonight and after 

the last one she is certain that he will come tonight. So, by using “he’s coming for me” 

as a riff to improvise around she goes from thinking that he will come some time to 

knowing that he would come that exact night, just like he does.

    She also has time to dwell on what happened during the breakup and what her new 

love was like. In this passage a lot of repetition is used to bring rhythm into the text. For 

example, in the beginning “leave me alone” is repeated three times. “But he argued so I 

said, Leave me alone. Just leave me alone. Get away from me. You bring me another 

bottle of cologne I’ll drink it and die you don’t leave me alone” (189). Repetition is 

used to  slow down the tempo and here is  an interesting  play with speed.  It  begins 

rapidly when the words are sprawling from Dorcas’s mouth. She does not even have the 

time  to  put  a  dot  in.  The  fact  that  there  is  a  big  L  on  leave  suggests  that  she  is 

screaming. After that the tempo slows down when the sentences get shorter, suggesting 

that she pauses before she talks. Then the tempo speeds up again with the last sentence. 

Here she seems furious again when she leaves out words (and, if) and makes the words 

come out in a strange order.

     The next repetition comes a bit further down on the page. “What I wanted to let him 

know was that I had this chance to have Acton and I wanted it and I wanted girlfriends 

to talk to about it. About where we went and what he did. About things. About stuff” 

(189). Here we have two repetitions. First, it  is the repeated use of “wanted”. Want 

could be the word for everyone in the city, the word which is created by the craving 

music.  There  is  no  punctuation  in  that  sentence  and it  seems  rather  long with  two 

“ands” keeping it together, making the reader feel that it is a lot she wants. Then comes 

the repetition of “about”; four ones very close to each other. There are also two more 

after  this. It creates rhythm and shows that Dorcas really longed for a life with her 

friends.

     Another repetition is “maybe”. After the second “he´s coming for me”-riff, she says 

“Maybe  tomorrow he’ll  find  me.  Maybe  tonight”  (190)  and after  the third  “Maybe 
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tonight. Maybe here” (190). This is an example of how Dorcas uses repetition as a help 

for improvisation.  She starts off thinking that he will not come until  tomorrow, but 

when  she  expands  the  thought  she  realizes  that  he  might  even  come  tonight.  The 

“maybe” is here the ground on which the improvisation is founded. On the last “he’s 

coming for me” she has improvised even further. Now she has lost “maybe” and is sure 

that he will come and she starts fantasizing about what he will see. “…he will see I’m, 

not  his  anymore  […] Oh the  room – the music  –  the  people  leaning  in  doorways. 

Silhouettes kiss behind curtains; playful fingers examine and caress” (191-192). She is 

obviously  aware  of  his  coming,  but  is  unable  to  leave.  The  atmosphere  the  music 

creates is too attractive to her and it forces her into a state of “the impossible”. She 

knows she has to leave, but she can not.

5. The narrator

In Jazz, Toni Morrison explores a new kind of narrative form, where she uses a type of 

narrator that at first glance seems to know everything. However, as one looks closer it is 

possible to see that we cannot trust it. In this chapter I will begin with showing how the 

narrator looks upon itself and how its intentions are affected by jazz music. Thereafter, I 

will argue that the narrator seeks contact with the readers. Hence, it needs an audience, 

just like jazz music needs someone to listen to it.  Then I try to show that the teller 

works both as a female and a male character. In this way, it is changeable, like jazz 

music is. Last in this chapter comes a review of the narrative form connected to the 

different characters. Here, I analyze how the narrative form shifts when various points 

of view are being used and, in addition, look briefly at the relationship between the 

narrator and the different characters. 

5.1. The narrator and the narrative form

In jazz, no single musician has the power to say everything. Instead, many voices are 

needed  to  create  a  “whole”  and  they  all  improvise.  They  do  not  know  from  the 

beginning were the music will go. Moreover, in jazz, the melody constantly disappears 

and reappears.  This,  Morrison wanted to recreate.  Nicholas F.  Pici  writes about the 

narrator’s intentions, which he believes are affected by jazz. He explains that she does 

this by presenting the melody, the “narrative line” (Pici 373) in the first pages, where 
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the reader finds out about the death of Dorcas. Then she removes the melody by asking 

if the narrator knows what it is talking about, if it really knows what is going on.

     The question of control is interesting. In the beginning of the story, the narrator 

appears to be in command of the story. It knows the end of it and seems sure of the way 

it will tell it to the world. “Sth, I know that woman… Know her husband too. He fell for 

an eighteen- year-old girl with one of those deep down, spooky loves that made him so 

sad and happy he shot her just to keep the feeling going (Morrison 3).

     As the story goes on, however, we get hints that tell us that maybe we should not 

trust the narrator too much. Several times it reveals that it perhaps does not have the 

whole picture. One example of this is when we are told about Dorcas’ funeral, where 

Violet cuts up the dead girl’s face with a knife. “Folks were furious when Violet broke 

up  the  funeral,  but  I  can’t  believe  they  were  surprised”  (Morrison  17).  Thus,  the 

narrator is not exactly sure about how the people feel. Later, there is a clearer example 

of the insecurity of the narrator. It occurs when it talks about the time when Violet just 

sat down on the street and stayed there. “It never happened again, as far as I know” 

(17). “As far as I know” communicates to the reader that the narrator is not sure that 

Violet  sat  down in  the  street  again  and  it  shows  that  the  narrator  does  not  know 

everything that goes on. As a result, the deconstruction here works in the sense that the 

story contradicts itself, since we might learn one thing from the narrator first and then, 

later, find out that it is not true. 

     Philip Page argues that the narrator confesses that it  depends on what different 

persons say and know (Page 61). That is the case when it talks about Joe’s mother. “She 

lived  close,  they  say,  not  way  off  in  the  woods  or  even  down in  the  riverbed…” 

(Morrison 166). The fact that it uses the words “they say” proves that Page is correct 

about this argument. Furthermore, the narrator ponders why Joe worked so hard on his 

way to Palestine. “Some thought that he was money hungry, but others guessed that Joe 

didn’t like to be still or thought of as lazy” (179). Here the teller, obviously, relies on 

what “some” and “others” say.  As we have seen, the narrator is unreliable, even though 

it claims to be the opposite.     

     It  is of importance to look at some examples of how the narrator sees its role. 

According to Page, there are three paragraphs in the text that  draw attention to this 

(Page 61). First, there is the part in the beginning of the novel where the narrator tells 

its readers that it “survives in the city by being secretive and by watch(ing) everything 

and everyone and try(ing) to figure out their plans, their reasonings, long before they 
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do” (Morrison, 8). Second, he brings up what is said on p. 137. “It is risky…trying to 

figure out anybody’s state of mind. But worth the trouble if you’re like me – curious, 

inventive, and well-informed” (Morrison 137). Third he writes that the narrator, close to 

the end of the novel, recognizes that it made up stories about Joe, Dorcas, Violet and 

the other characters and that it “took every opportunity (it) had to follow them, to gossip 

about them and fill in their lives” (Morrison 220).

     Page comes to the conclusion that the narrator is aware that it does not say the 

correct things about people all the time. Instead, its narration probably is affected by its 

own opinions about the characters.  Without doubt,  it  has had to invent to make the 

story. He writes that the narrator “must…  try and fill in, suggest that (its) figuring may 

not always be accurate and that, by (its) own admission, (its) biases have affected (its) 

narration” (61). Late in the novel, we get the ultimate proof of this. It happens when the 

narrator has described Golden Gray rather thoroughly. Now, however, it realizes that 

something is wrong with the description. “What was I thinking of? How could I have 

imagined him so poorly? […] I have been careless and stupid and it infuriates me to 

discover (again) how unreliable I am” (Morrison 160). The narrator, obviously, wants 

to tell the truth,  but cannot.  Is it  possible to trust this narrator at all? Page says we 

cannot, and I agree. This statement makes the reader wonder if the narrator has “…been 

unreliable before” (61) or, worse, doubts if it is feasible to “rely on any part of (the) 

narration?”(61). Again, this shows that the story deconstructs itself.

     The narrator, thus, has to improvise, just like a jazz musician. It can only imagine the 

characters and fantasize about their lives. The attempt to be the “all-knowing narrator” 

fails. It is in a state of “the impossible, where it tries to build up the story, something 

which  does  not  work,  since  the  underlying  jazzy  structure  breaks  up  the  line.  The 

narrator understands that the characters are like jazz musicians. They have their own 

ways of expressing themselves. The teller can only be “a shadow who wishes […] well, 

like the smiles of the dead left over from their lives…” (Page 161). If the novel is a 

piece of jazz, the characters are the musicians and the narrator is the writer of the piece. 

As soon as the music is out there, the writer has to let go of it. The musicians can do 

what they want with it. The writer in this case tries to hold on to the story, but it is a 

meaningless attempt,  because the characters do not pay any attention to him/her.  In 

using this kind of narrator, Morrison experiments with the very idea of what a narrator 

may be.
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     Music is very important to the narrator. It talks about the rhythm of the week. “… 

perhaps  there  is  something  so  phony  about  the  seven-day  cycle  the  body pays  no 

attention to it, preferring triplets, duets, quartets, anything but a cycle of seven that has 

to be broken into human parts…” (Morrison 50). It here clearly argues in musical terms, 

showing that it would prefer life to be more like music. Moreover, it talks about how 

influential music is:

            Up there, in that part of the City – which is the part they came for – the right 

tune whistled in a doorway or lifting up from the circles and grooves of a record 

can change the weather. From freezing hot to cool. (51)

            Obviously, music has “godly” powers and can do what no human can – 

“change the weather”(51).

     Music  is  not  only  a  positive  phenomena,  though.  On  the  contrary,  it  is  also 

connected to danger.

                  If you don´t know how, you can end up out of control or controlled by some 

outside thing… Word was that underneath the good times and the easy money 

something evil ran the streets and nothing was safe – not even the dead. (9)

This evil thing I believe is the jazz music that was played around the city at the time and 

that the narrator seems to be almost hypnotized by.

5.2. The narrator – a ”phantom” seeking contact

Caroline Roody describes the narrator in Jazz as a “phantom” (622) and states that the 

narrator wanders between being what she calls a “first person omniscient anonymous” 

(622) and an “all-knowing, objectively instructing voice of the third-person omniscient 

anonymous  speaker”  (622).  This  kind  of  drifting  is  interesting.  It  is  part  of  the 

deconstruction in the novel, because the narrator changes constantly. When the narrator 

acts as the former, it is an “I”, but we do not know who it is. In the end we do get a hint, 

that says that it is the book itself which is the narrator, but we cannot be sure.  “…I like 

23



your fingers on and on, lifting, turning. I have watched your face a long time now, and 

missed your eyes when you went away from me.” (Morrison 229). An example of the 

latter is “…she hid the girl’s hair in braids tucked under […] She instructed her about 

deafness and blindness…” (Morrison 54).

     This drifting between different angles is intriguing. The novel itself is aware of the 

deconstructing forces of omission that Faulcner talks about (Faulcner 3). The narrator 

knows that it misses out on one thing when it describes something from the first person 

point of view, so it takes the part of an all-knowing teller instead and then it keeps on 

switching between the viewpoints, trying to get the whole picture, but it does not quite 

manage to do so, because there is always something left to be described. Moreover, it 

expresses anger when the characters act as they want to and not as the narrator has 

predicted. About Joe it says that “I know he is a hypocrite; that he is shaping the story 

for himself to tell somebody... “(Morrison 154).

     The narrator wants to be the all-knowing teller, and believes that it can live the lives 

of the characters better than they can themselves. So, when Joe is sweaty, it asks “Why 

doesn’t he wipe his face, I wonder (155). After having tried throughout the novel, the 

narrator realizes in the end that it cannot shape the story; “…I missed it altogether. I 

was sure one would kill the other. I waited for it so I could describe it […] they danced 

all over me […] missed the obvious…” (Morrison 221).  What is gained, though, in this 

project, is the involvement of the reader. Since the narrator does not have the whole 

picture, it is up to the reader to help create the story. Therefore, it is not a meaningless 

experiment.

      According to Roody, the reader is a “desiring subject” (626).  The narrator, thus, 

admits that it would trade everything it knows about the character and the city if it could 

only receive love from the reader. However, there is a space between the narrator and 

the reader. Their minds can mix when the book is being read, but after the binders are 

closed, the narrator can only stay with the reader as a memory. It explains this love and 

longing in the end of the novel:

                   …I have loved only you, surrendered my whole self to you and nobody 

else. That I want you to love me back and show it to me […]I have watched 

your  face a long time now, and missed your  eyes when you went away. 

Talking to you and hearing you answer – that’s the kick. (Morrison 229)
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For the reader, this is challenging, since we are not used to having this sort of narrator. 

We wonder, of course, who this person is who seeks our attention and love. We do not 

have  an  ongoing relationship,  but  the  novel  itself  is  the  “trace  of  the  desire  for  a 

relationship” (Roody 633). The readers are left with a feeling of wanting to know this 

person.

5.3. The narrator’s gender

The narrator’s gender is an interesting question. Can we say that it is male or female? 

Roberta Rubinstein states that “the narrator of Jazz is, uniquely; without sex, gender, or 

age, a presence Morrison designates as `the voice` in order to highlight its function not 

as a person (of either  gender) but as `the voice of a talking  book…`” (153).  Paula 

Gallant  Eckard  also writes  about  the narrator.  She argues  that  the  narrator  has  “no 

human form” but that it is aware of what happens in the city and with the characters of 

the book. She also says that it in a way is “both male and female”. As a result, it does 

not accept to be static, but is always in motion, like jazz. In the beginning of the novel, 

it seems to be a female voice, because it has the tone of a woman “relating the intimate 

details of the murderous love triangle involving Joe, Violet, and Dorcas […] in gossipy 

tones” (Eckard 14). “Sth, I know that woman. She used to live with a flock of birds on 

Lenox Avenue. Know her husband too. He fell for an eighteen year old girl with one of 

those deepdown, spooky loves that made him so sad and happy he shot her just to keep 

the feeling going” (Morrison 3). This gossipy tone continues. “But like me, they knew 

who she was, who she had to be, because they knew that her husband, Joe Trace, was 

the one who shot the girl (Morrison 4). The narrator thus seems to be accepted in the 

community as one of the neighbours.

     Eckard describes how the narrator talks about a woman – Violet - in a way that 

women often talk about other women (Eckard 14). An example of this is when it says 

that  Joe  did not  end  up  in  jail,  because  nobody wanted  to  prosecute  him,  but  that 

Dorcas’ aunt did not seem to be bothered about that because “…she found out that the 

man who killed her niece cried all day and for him and for Violet that was as bad as 

jail”  (4).  The  fact  that  the  narrator  understands  the  aunt’s  reaction  hints  that  it  is 

womanly in its tone here. It accepts that the crying is enough punishment.

     In addition, it can see the pain Violet must be in. She has had to go through a lot. 

Her husband has cheated on her with a young girl and I believe the narrator understands 
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that the aunt recognizes Violet’s pain and perhaps out of sympathy for her does not 

blame Dorcas’s aunt for not trying to prosecute Joe. This shows that the narrator knows 

about the troubles women often have to go through because of what men do, as Eckart 

writes. She states that the narrator “…reveals an empathic `female` understanding about 

women  and  the  heartaches  in  their  lives  caused  by  men  and  other  women”  (“The 

Interplay of music…” 14).          

     On the other hand, the narrator is also male. Eckart states that the voice also is more 

masculine in its tone in some parts (14). For example, it uses violent imagery, like when 

“daylight slants like a razor cutting the buildings in half” (Morrison 7). Furthermore, 

she  writes  that  it  “speaks  with  a  machismo  confidence”  (Eckard  14)  and  gives  an 

example  where  the  narrator  describes  itself  as  strong and “indestructible”  (7).  One 

violent event that the narrator tells the readers about is the march down Fifth Avenue, 

which was arranged to honour two hundred black people, who were killed in East St. 

Louis  when rioting.  The  march  on Fifth  Avenue is  not  violent  in  the  way that  the 

marchers are rioting.

It is the act of arranging a protest that is violent:

Some said the rioters were disgruntled veterans who had fought in all-colored 

units, were refused the services of the YMCA, over there and over here, and 

came  home  to  white  violence  more  intense  than  when  they  enlisted  and, 

unlike battles they fought in Europe, stateside fighting was pitiless and totally 

with honor. (57)

The narrator speaks just as easily about Joe as about Violet. Like when it describes the 

young couple’s move from Baltimore to New York:

            Violet thought it would disappoint them; that it would be less lovely than 

Baltimore. Joe believed that it would be perfect. When they arrived, carrying all 

their belongings in one valise, they both knew right away that perfect was not 

the word. It was better than that. (107)

It also seems to know both what it is like to be a man and a woman when it comes to 

relationships and the fears that may be involved in the beginning of them:
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         By the time she was seventeen her whole life was unbearable. And when I think 

about it, I know just how she felt. It is terrible when there is absolutely nothing to 

do or worth doing, except to lie down and hope when you are naked she won’t 

laugh at you. Or that he, holding your breasts, won’t wish they were some other 

way. (63)

As  we  have  seen,  the  narrator  seems  to  be  a  limitless  person.  It  is  more  like  a 

deconstructive “abyss” – a container that tries to collect information. It resists having a 

certain roll in the novel and, therefore, changes its gender constantly.

5.4. Violet and the narrator

The narrator has a problematic relationship to Violet. It seems to dislike her since it 

gossips  about  her  and  reveals  Violet’s  deep  secret  –  that  she  sleeps  with  dolls. 

Moreover,  the  narrator  fights  hard to  keep  the  control  over  Violet’s  story.  It  shifts 

between telling  about  her from the third person omniscient  point  of view, where it 

knows her inner thoughts, to the third person not completely omniscient. Here it can 

only see her actions.  Additionally,  sometimes it  uses the first  person point of view, 

where the “I” is the narrator’s. It is then subjective and thus analyzes Violet’s actions or 

comes with statements like “It could have worked, I suppose” (Morrison 4) and “…

though I suspected that girl  didn’t need to straighten her hair” (5). Also, it  retells  a 

dialogue between Violet and Alice Manfred, where it does not get into Violet’s head at 

all but only into Alice’s.

     At one point,  the narrator uses the first person point of view, the “I” being the 

narrator’s. At the same time, strangely enough, it can get into both sides of Violet – the 

ordinary woman and “the other” Violet. In addition, it tells Violet’s background history 

as if it knew it. The narrator tries very hard to tell Violet’s story well. However, at one 

time, Violet manages to break through and express her mind. Using the first person 

point of view, Violet talks about the funeral and explains, in her way, what happened 

when she stabbed Dorcas. This same event had been described by the narrator earlier 

and now Violet wants to make clear what really took place, saying “that’s why it took 

so much wrestling to get me down, keep me down and out of that coffin […] took what 

was mine,  what I chose…” (95). She also says that “that Violet  is me!”(96),  which 
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implies that she wants to correct the narrator’s story and show that she is existing as a 

real person, who does not need anybody else talking about her. The pages where Violet 

breaks in using the first person point of view are dotted with I:s. It is obvious that Violet 

wants control. Also, she is sick of the narrator and states straight to it that “do what you 

will or may he was my Joe Trace” (96).

     Another phenomena Violet brings up in her outraged speech is the one about her 

turning quiet.  The narrator  had earlier  talked  about  this  in  its  way,  but  now Violet 

makes plain that “I got quiet because the things I couldn’t say were coming out of my 

mouth anyhow. I got quiet because I  didn’t know what my hands might get up to when 

the day’s work was done (97).

     After this, the narrator slowly takes back the authority. At first, Violet tries to keep 

the command, using “we” and “us”, but soon Violet is gone ; “just out of reach” (97) 

and the narrator is the only one left. Here, the reader can almost feel Violet’s exhausted 

panting in the background. The narrator starts to tell the story of Violet’s background in 

a nice chronological order, using the third person point of view. Soon it also begins to 

speak about how Violet “bought herself a present” (108) which she took out “in secret 

when it couldn’t be helped” (108). This is an embarrassing secret for Violet, because 

the gift is a doll, which Violet uses as a baby because she is childless. As a result, I see 

the revealing of this secret as mean gossip from the narrator because Violet took the 

control from the teller.

     Moreover, in the end of this chapter, the narrator says that Violet has been sitting in 

a drug store, drinking milkshake. When the narrator has stopped talking, Violet’s drink 

tastes inadequate, and she leaves with a sour taste in her mouth. The reason for this, I 

believe, is that Violet has been insulted by the narrator. She departs from the store and 

the story for a good while, something which confirms this statement.

     To sum up, the only part the reader can be sure of is correct when it comes to Violet, 

is the part where she herself speaks. The rest is very uncertain, since the narrator does 

not have the whole picture and this is how the story here deconstructs itself.

5.5. Joe and the narrator

The narrator uses the same kind of narrative points of view around Joe as it does when 

it describes Violet. Sometimes it is third person omniscient and other times third person 

not completely omniscient. Every now and then, it speaks in the first person, where the 
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narrator is the “I”. In addition, just like Violet, Joe has one part where he himself is in 

the first person point of view.

     Firstly, the narrator tells about Joe when it describes his meeting with Wild. Here it 

is in the third person omniscient but with a touch of first person. Thus, it goes from 

inside of Joe’s head to giving its own opinion about him. It says that “he didn’t need 

words or even want them because he knew how they could lie” (Morrison  37). After 

this part it goes on to pure dialogue between Joe and Malvonne, where it does not know 

Joe’s thoughts. After the dialogue, it analyzes Joe and here it is subjective, using the 

first person narration. It says that “I can tell from their look some outlaw love is about 

to be” (49).

     Hereafter, it describes Joe as he is about to meet Dorcas for the first time, using the 

third person omniscient  narration.  It  is  confident  when it  talks  about Joe as he “…

looked forward to the lean,  scrappy end-of-week meals…” (68). Then it  goes on to 

talking about when Joe sees Dorcas at Alice’s house. Now, it is not at all as confident. It 

does  not  know  what  Joe  thought  about  Dorcas  and  it  falls  into  some  subjective 

standpoints. The narrator, using the first person narrative, contradicts itself when it first 

states that  “I know him so well” (119) and then changes and says things like “I’ve 

wondered about it. What he thought then and later, and about what he said to her” (68) 

and “if I remember right” (68). So, here we can see that the narrator is not reliable. Here 

it even distrusts its own memory.

     The narrator calls Joe a “rat” (121), and a little bit after that Joe takes over the story 

himself. Calling Joe a rat suggests that the narrator senses that Joe is going to take over 

and therefore it feels belittled. When Joe does this, he uses the first person point of view 

and he talks for a long period of time. The narrator has then difficulties in breaking up 

his speech. This brings to one’s mind that it has more respect for Joe than it has for 

Violet. Moreover, it is not as angry with Joe as it was with his wife when she grabbed 

hold of the story.  However, when Joe has finally stopped talking, the narrator takes 

over, saying that Joe acts as if he “knows the old people” and tells a story about a man 

called Golden Gray, one of Joe’s ancestors, in the first person point of view. I argue that 

it does so because it wants to show Joe that it is in command of the story.

     Later, there is a kind of struggle between the narrator and Joe. This occurs when the 

narrator starts to give a verbal account of Joe’s thoughts and actions before the murder. 

Joe is obviously not happy with the description because he breaks in, saying “I just 

want to see her. Tell her I know she didn’t mean what she said” (180-81). After that, the 
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narrator  takes  over  again,  telling  us  that  “the streets  he walks  are  slick  and black” 

(180-81). This battle goes on for some time, until – lastly - the narrator gets the last 

word.  Interestingly,  it  here  talks  not  about  Dorcas,  but  about  when  Joe  found  his 

mother’s place in the woods. This is, I believe, due to the fact that the narrator feels 

secure with this subject. 

     As we have seen, the narrator shifts between points of view in the same way as it 

does when it describes Violet. In this way, the narrator deconstructs the story by itself.

5.6. Alice and the narrator

When it comes to Alice Manfred, the narrator is very confident. It can use third person 

omniscient as well as the first person point of view. Moreover, it quotes Alice when 

Alice speaks in the first person narrative. This implies that the narrator wants to show 

off its complete control over Alice. An example is “ ` When I was young and in my 

prime I could get my barbecue any old time´ “ (Morrison 60). Alice never breaks in 

herself  using the  first  person narrative.  One could  think  that  the narrator  would be 

happy with this, but it is not. I argue that the narrator finds Alice boring since she is not 

extravagant in any way and therefore soon goes on to talk about Dorcas. As a result, 

Alice is not deconstructed in the same way as the other characters, the reason being that 

she is more static and not as changeable.

5.7. Dorcas and the narrator

We get to know Dorcas mainly through other people, like Joe, her friend Felice and, in 

addition, the narrator. The latter uses all the former mentioned narrative forms when it 

talks about Dorcas, and there is also a battle between Dorcas and the narrator in the end. 

This time, the narrator looses the struggle. In the end, Dorcas says that  “I know his 

name, but Mama won’t tell” (193). This proves that Dorcas understood Joe’s longing 

for his mother, Wild, so well. 

     She even agreed to take the place of the mother and that is why Joe killed her, I 

believe.  He  had  so  much  anger  in  him when  it  comes  to  his  mother,  because  she 
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abandoned him. In his blurry mind Dorcas and Wild are mixed. Dorcas’ last words are 

“I don’t know who is that woman singing, but I know the words by heart “(193). The 

woman is, without doubt, Wild, and Dorcas slips into her personality in her moment of 

death. This kind of slippage between personalities is deconstructive, because it shows 

that Dorcas does not act only as herself, but can change into somebody else. 

5.8. Felice and the narrator

Felice, Dorcas friend, does not take up a lot of the novel, but when it comes to the 

narrator  she is  important,  because she is  the only one in  the book to  speak almost 

exclusively in the first person narrative form. After a very short introduction of Felice, 

the narrator says: “She makes me nervous. She makes me wonder if this fine weather 

will last […] I am already disturbed by the ash falling […] Now she is disturbing me, 

making me doubt myself…”(199) and then Felice takes over.

    She does not only use the first person narrative in an ordinary way. Furthermore, she 

retells a dialogue between Violet and her, where they talk about life, saying things like 

“`Messed it  up how?´”  “`Forgot  it´”  (208).  The narrator  has no chance in breaking 

Felice’s story up, and it feels deceived. After Felice has stopped talking, by herself, the 

narrator  states  that  Felice  “…thinks  that  way she  can  trick  me  again”  (222).  After 

Felice’s  part  is  over,  the  narrator  uses  a  whole  chapter  admitting  that  it  was 

untrustworthy and that it did not know enough about what the characters thought or did. 

Therefore, Felice is important.  She is the one who, inevitably,  reveals the narrator’s 

unreliability and, consequently,  the one that makes the story finally turn around, or, 

actually, at first glance, destroy itself. 

     However, this is not entirely true. We know that the narrator has not only been 

fantasizing about the character’s lives. It has, actually, been watching Joe, Violet and 

the others too. That is of importance, because sometimes the person him/herself is not 

the best teller of his/her story. Sometimes we need another person to come in and say, 

for example, that “you seemed very stressed at that time of the day” or “you looked 

happy when you came out from the restaurant”. To observe somebody can be rewarding 

for the story, because then we do not only get the inner thoughts from a character.   

    Nonetheless, only watching does not paint a complete picture. As a result, I argue 

that what the narrator says about the characters, even though it admits to not knowing 
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anything really, is of importance, the reason being that it helps the reader to see the 

persons from various angles. For this reason, the readers come in as “the other” and 

help the narrator to complete the story. We have to be very critical of what we read, 

because we are aware of the fact that it might be false. Even though this is the case, we 

still  can create meaning together with the narrator and the characters, by dismissing 

parts and absorbing some of the story. To sum up, the story does dismantle itself, but 

the reader can come in, as “the other” and recreate it in a new way, where the reader 

reads with more critical eyes than before and, thus, can choose in a better way what 

might be true and what might not. 
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6. Conclusion
In this essay I have shown that all characters are affected by jazz, in different ways. The 

music  finds  its  way  into  their  minds  and  drives  them  into  doing  different  things. 

Similarly, most of the characters work against themselves, deconstructively, especially 

when they are affected by jazz music. Violet steals a baby from a carriage even though 

she knows that it is wrong, Joe murders Dorcas despite the fact that he says that he 

wants her to live and Dorcas stays  at the party with her new boyfriend even if she 

knows that Joe will come to kill her. Moreover, the language around, namely, Joe and 

Dorcas is jazzy. I was able to detect, for instance, riffs, repetition, improvisation and 

pauses in their solos. Alice feels threatened by the new music and this makes her, for 

example, want to keep Dorcas at home. However, she does not work against herself in 

the same way as the other characters do.    

     When it comes to the narrative form, I have illustrated how the narrator is shifting, 

improvising and unreliable, just like jazz music is. In this way, it is also deconstructive. 

When it talks about the different characters this becomes clear. It is possible to see, by 

looking at my analysis of the characters and the narrator, that the point of view shifts 

constantly from various kinds of first person narrative to different types of third person 

angles. The narrator does not have the same relationship to all of the characters. On the 

contrary, it – at least until the last pages of the novel – seems to lack respect for Violet, 

whereas it is more respectful towards Joe. The character it is almost afraid of is Felice. 

     Further focusing on deconstruction, I show that the story works against itself to a 

degree where it seemingly becomes meaningless. The reason for this is that the narrator 

tells the readers, in the end of the book, that it really does not know what the characters 

think or do. For that reason, we cannot trust anything, except for the parts where the 

characters themselves speak in the first person. I do not, however, think that this is 

entirely  true,  since  the  narrator  without  doubt  has  been  observing  the  characters. 

Therefore, we probably get a false description of the characters’ thoughts, but a useful 

image of how they looked at certain times in the story. The deconstruction here does, as 

a result, not equal destruction. We, as readers, can step in as the incoming of the other 

and create a new meaning in the story, since we can put the puzzle together by picking 

out one piece here and one there from the different descriptions. When reading Jazz like 

this, it is possible to become a more critical reader, since one can grow to be more 

aware of the fact that one cannot always trust the person who tells the story. 
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