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James Baldwin
• 1924,	Harlem,	New	York	
• Religious	Background
• Writing	Career	
• Literary	Themes
• Symbolism



Synopsis

• Set	in	1950,	Harlem,	New	York
• Sonny	imprisoned	for	heroin	usage
– Goes	to	live	with	his	brother	

• Struggles	with	deep	life	questions



Synopsis

• Daughter’s	death
• Promise	to	his	mother
• Jazz	piano	
– presence	&	significance	



Religious Symbolism
• Representation	of	biblical	grace
• Jazz	used	as	a	spiritual	baptism	
• Parallels	to	the	prodigal	son	parable
• Cup	of	trembling	metaphor



Grace: Deprivation & Manifestation
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Grace: Deprivation & Manifestation

OT	Comparison	
promise to mother

Daughter’s	death	
symbolizes	grace	lost	

Retraction	of	grace	
catalyzes	the	journey	

to	redemption

NT	comparison
grace given
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Jazz as a Spiritual Baptism

Addiction	>>>	Recovery
Progression	of	Scene

Water	Metaphor



Parallel to the Prodigal Son Parable



Parallel to the Prodigal Son Parable

So,	What’s	the	Story?
¯\_(ツ)_/¯



Parallel to the Prodigal Son Parable

Connection	to

Narrator



Parallel to the Prodigal Son Parable

Connection	to

Sonny					



The Cup of Trembling Metaphor



The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

What’s	the	Reference?
>>>	

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

https://www.rawpixel.com/


The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

What’s	the	Connection?
>>>	

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

https://www.rawpixel.com/


The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

A	Closer	Look

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

Cup	Given	

=
Pain	&	Suffering

https://www.rawpixel.com/


The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

A	Closer	Look

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

Inverted^

https://www.rawpixel.com/


The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

Consider	this…

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

“Fixing”	the	Metaphor,	
breaks	the	story

https://www.rawpixel.com/


The Cup of Trembling Metaphor

Fig	1.	
Fig.	1.	“Whiskey	on	the	rocks	black	background.”	
https://www.rawpixel.com/ Accessed	8	Mar.	
2023.	Creative	Commons	0	1.0.

Illustrates	Sonny’s	
Liberation

https://www.rawpixel.com/


Religious Symbolism
• Representation	of	biblical	grace
• Jazz	used	as	a	spiritual	baptism	
• Parallels	to	the	prodigal	son	parable
• Cup	of	trembling	metaphor



Religious Symbolism
in

“Sonny’s	Blues””



Works Cited

Baldwin, James. “Sonny’s Blues.” The Art of the Short Story, edited by Wendy Martin, Houghton Mifflin Company, 2006, pp. 

489-511.

Byerman, Keith E. “Words and Music: Narrative Ambiguity in ‘Sonny’s Blues.’” Critical Essays on James Baldwin, edited by 

Fred L. Stanley and Nancy V. Burt, G.K. Hall & Co., 1988, pp. 198-204. 

The New International Version. Zondervan, 2011.

Stone, Caitlin. “Lost and Found: The Fall of Grace in ‘Sonny’s Blues.’” The Explicator, vol. 71, no. 4, 2013, pp. 251-4. 

Taylor & Francis Online, https://doi.org/10.1080/00144940.2013.841636.

Tackach, James. “The Biblical Foundation of James Baldwin’s ‘Sonny’s Blues.’” Renascence, vol. 59, no. 2, 2007, pp. 109-18. 

Humanities Source Ultimate, https://web.s.ebscohost.com/ehost/detail/detail?vid=4&sid=d2ba14d5-338b-4537-af2668

638623c4f0%40redis&bdata=JnNpdGU9ZWhvc3QtbGl2ZSZzY29wZT1zaXRl#AN=509877792&db=hsi.

Walker, Daniel E. “Pleading the Blood: Storefront Pentecostalism in James Baldwin’s ‘Sonny’s Blues.’” CLA Journal, vol. 43, 

no. 2, 1999, pp. 194-204. JSTOR, https://www.jstor.org/stable/44323288.


