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Overview

Published in 2011, Half-Blood Blues is the second book by Esi Edugyan, a black Canadian author. The novel won the

Scotiabank Giller Prize in 2012 and was also shortlisted for the 2011 Man Booker Prize and the 2012 Orange Prize for

Fiction. As historical fiction, the story examines the lives of a diverse group of jazz musicians during World War II as

they balance personal jealousies with the need to help each other amid mounting political oppression. It also deals

with the ramifications of their actions in later years, showing how honesty can open the way to redemption.

Plot Summary

Half-Blood Blues follows two distinct storylines, set 50 years apart. The first involves the struggles of a group of jazz

musicians who are compelled to flee Nazi Germany in 1939. The second follows several of the same characters

some 50 years later, as they reconnect in unexpected ways. The entire novel is narrated by Sidney “Sid” Griffiths, an

African American bass player whose witty, colloquial narration frames his need to make sense of the past.

Parts 1, 3, and 5 are set in Europe at the onset of World War II. Sid opens by describing a crucial episode—the capture

of his friend and bandmate Hieronymus “Hiero” Falk, who is denigrated by the Nazis for his mixed German and

African ancestry, in occupied Paris. Hiero is then sent to, and presumably dies in, a concentration camp.

Sid backtracks to narrate the events leading up to Hiero’s arrest, starting with a violent scuffle with Nazi soldiers in

Berlin a year earlier, which causes the band to go into hiding. Fortunately, a singer named Delilah Brown invites them

to Paris to record with Louis Armstrong, and they accept, though it takes a while for them to get there, with several

members of the group getting separated along the way. Sid and Delilah become romantically involved, but he

remains jealous of the attention she lavishes on Hiero, who is the more talented musician.

In Paris, plans to record with Armstrong are not fully realized before the German army takes over the city, but Sid,

Chip, and Hiero choose to keep recording in secret. Just as they are about to produce a promising record, Hiero’s

transit papers arrive, but Sid hides them, wanting more time to record. Hiero is then captured, not knowing that Sid

concealed his papers. Suspecting the truth, Delilah leaves Sid.

Parts 2, 4, and 6 are set five decades later, in 1992, and detail the reunion of Sid with Charles “Chip” Jones, another

one of his bandmates, who was with him in Paris and Berlin. Chip and Sid attend the premiere of a documentary

about Hiero. In the film Chip accuses Sid of betraying Hiero out of jealousy. Sid walks out, but Chip apologizes and

invites him to visit Hiero in Poland; Sid refuses to believe that Hiero is alive, since no one has seen him since the war,

but he goes with Chip. A flight and a long bus ride later, they arrive at Hiero’s home and find him alive, though blind.

Wracked with guilt, Sid explains what he did to Hiero, who hints at forgiveness.

Much of the novel centers on Sid’s internal conflict between jealousy at Hiero’s effortless musical genius and his

brotherly concern for the younger musician, but Edugyan also directs our attention to broader social and political

concerns, such as the varieties of prejudice that hold sway not only in Nazi Germany but around the world, as well as

the power of music to transcend cultural differences.
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Chapter Summaries & Analyses

Part 1

Part 1 Summary

In 1940 Nazi-occupied Paris, Sidney “Sid” Griffiths, the bass-playing narrator, describes his nighttime attempts to

make a jazz recording at a nearby studio, along with bandmates Charles “Chip” Jones, who plays drums; Hieronymus

“Hiero” Falk, who plays trumpet; and Bill Coleman, who also plays trumpet. A perfectionist, Hiero deliberately destroys

each disc they record; however, Sid manages to preserve one disc without Hiero noticing. They return to the

apartment of a woman named Delilah, where they’ve been staying, careful not to be caught breaking curfew.

The next morning, having drunk a lot of cheap French “rot,” Hiero makes a drunken decision to go looking for some

milk to calm his stomach, over Sid and Chip’s objections. Feeling some concern for “the kid,” as Sid thinks of him, Sid

decides to accompany Hiero instead of waiting for Delilah to take them later, as he usually did.

Sid pauses his narration to provide some context. As an American of mixed European and African ancestry, Sid is

often assumed to be white. Hiero, on the other hand, is described as a German-born, dark-skinned Mischling, or

person with one African and one German parent, viewed as inferior by the Nazi party. Along with Chip, who is African

American, they left Berlin for Paris, hoping to escape persecution.

Sid and Hiero make their way to a nearby tobacconist, only to find it closed. Hiero insists that they go even further to

another café. After arriving and drinking some milk, Hiero tells Sid that he wants to keep working on the record,

despite considering quitting, since he is stuck waiting for his identity papers to arrive. As Sid goes to the bathroom to

vomit, he hears a noise in the café. Hurrying back, he watches from the corridor as a group of “Boots” (German

soldiers) check the identity papers of the café’s occupants, eventually singling out Hiero and one other person, a

Jew. The Nazi soldiers leave a few francs with the barkeeper and leave, taking Hiero with them.

Part 1 Analysis

Edugyan’s opening places readers in medias res, in the middle of the action; we don’t know these characters very well

yet, or how they came to be where they are, but we do gather hints that Sid, the narrator, has misgivings or regrets

about Hiero’s arrest, though his reasons for feeling as he does remain murky. This sets up the remainder of the novel,

in which we gradually come to understand the complex relationships between Sid, Chip, Hiero, and Delilah. Indeed,

virtually all the novel’s major themes are introduced in Part 1, including the controlled chaos that is jazz music, the

bigotry that drives the Nazi offensive, and the strained-yet-brotherly relationship between Sid and Hiero. Of course, as

we later discover, Sid leaves certain key details out of the account as he first tells it here.

In addition to setting the stage, this opening section establishes a laidback, vernacular tone. Sid is well versed in

what he calls “Baltimore bar slang” (5), and this influence pervades the text, with Sid referring to men as “jacks,”

women as “janes,” his bass as an “axe,” and so on. His narration is also fraught with moments of witty humor and

striking imagery, as when he says that Hiero “shove his hands up so deep in his pits it like he got wings” (10), or when
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he compares walking through cigarette smoke to “wading through cobwebs” (13). Moments of frivolity are balanced

by moments of genuine pathos and reflection, including Sid’s recollection of anti-Semitic violence in Berlin.

Edugyan situates the story historically. Though Chip, Sid, Hiero, and Delilah are invented characters, others who

appear in the novel, such as Bill Coleman and Louis Armstrong, are based on real people. Similarly, conditions under

the Nazi occupation of Paris are accurately represented, including such details as the establishment of a curfew,

which the musicians break to work on the record.

Part 2

Part 2 Summary

In 1992 Chip visits Sid at his Baltimore apartment, where he lives as a retired bachelor. The two are about to go to

Berlin to attend the premiere of a documentary about Hiero at a festival held in his honor. After some friendly banter,

Chip indicates that he has something important to say. Sid listens skeptically as Chip tells him that Hiero, long

presumed to have died in a concentration camp, is living in Poland, and that he sent letters to Chip. Sid abruptly

shows Chip out.

Sid reflects on the musical legacies of his former bandmates. Following the discovery and belated release of “Half-

Blood Blues,” the incomplete record Sid saved from the Paris sessions, Chip gained renown as drummer, while Hiero

was hailed as one of the all-time great trumpeters; Sid’s career, on the other hand, failed to take off. As Hiero’s

playing gained legendary status, various researchers offered differing accounts of his death.

Sid and Chip arrive in Berlin. On the way to the hotel, Sid instructs the cab driver to stop by the historic Brandenburg

Gate. Seeing the gate, they realize how much things have changed: “This ain’t our Berlin,” Chip observes (43).

They make their way to the theater, which is full of people who cheer as they enter. After a brief speech by the

director, the film opens by touching on the recording of “Half-Blood Blues” as well as the treatment of various Afro-

European and American ethnicities under the Third Reich. Sid then appears onscreen to tell the story of Hiero’s arrest.

An interview with Chip follows, in which he attributes Hiero’s arrest to jealousy “over a woman” on Sid’s part, calling

his actions “a crime for which Sid ain’t never been held to account” (58).

Mortified, Sid walks out. He describes Chip as “veteran liar” and recalls the story of their first encounter as children:

After meeting on a playground, 10-year-old Chip took Sid to see a senile woman he called “Tante Cecile.” While there,

he introduced the two of them as Arnie and Theo, which were the names of her two dead sons. She gave them lots of

candy.

Still fuming, Sid visits first a park, then a café. Chip shows up and offers a tearful apology. Sid softens but announces

his intention to leave Berlin immediately. Later, just as he’s leaving the hotel, Sid spots Chip in a rental car.

Unconvinced of Chip’s vision and driving abilities, Sid ends up taking the driver’s seat.

Part 2 Analysis

As Edugyan introduces the novel’s second major storyline, she raises the possibility that the past can have long-

reaching, even haunting, effects on the present. After establishing that Sid and Chip’s amiable relationship is still
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more or less in place, she raises readers’ curiosity about why they respond differently to the possibility that Hiero is

still alive; whereas Chip shows eagerness to reconnect with Hiero, Sid responds with skepticism and even dread,

suggesting a guilty conscience.

The difficulty of grappling with the past is further explored, first as Sid reviews the complicated archival history of

“Half-Blood Blues” as it was lost, rediscovered, and scrutinized by scholars and record companies. On one hand, Sid

is impressed at the efforts of the musicologist who first brought the record to public attention; on the other hand, he

quickly points out the scholar’s mistakes in reasoning. Likewise, as he attends the premiere, he is both surprised by

some of the information the film provides about Nazi Germany and Hiero, as well as offended by what he considers

to be misleading or presumptive statements about himself and his motives. Even as they wander the city, Sid and

Chip agree that the city has “lost something,” but they can’t quite articulate what; the past remains elusive.

Following Sid and Chip’s falling out over Chip’s comments in the documentary, an angry Sid vents his anger by

painting Chip as an unreliable source. Ironically, however, his doing so likely induces readers to further question Sid’s

own reliability as narrator, since the anecdote he tells about a young Chip wrangling candies from an elderly woman

is not particularly damning. Thus, by the end of this section, both Sid and Chip have weaponized the past.

Part 3

Part 3, Chapter 1 Summary

In 1939 Berlin, Sid and Paul Butterstein, the Jewish pianist for the Hot-Time Swingers, the jazz sextet that Chip, Sid,

and Hiero also play in, take a trolley to a practice session at a local club called the Hound, which has been shut down

for “degenerate sympathies” (79). As they pass a crowded square, they catch sight of Ernst von Haselberg, the

group’s manager and clarinet player, as well as the owner of the Hound, with a woman they don’t recognize, who

wears a headwrap. A Nazi party member gets on the train and talks to Paul, mistaking him for a fellow Nazi. Paul

converses with him nonchalantly, but Sid notices his anger afterward.

Arriving at the club, Paul and Sid start a practice session with Hiero, who repeatedly requests that they rehearse one

of Sid’s entrances, much to Sid’s annoyance. Ernst arrives with the woman Sid and Paul saw from the train, whom he

introduces as Delilah Brown, a jazz singer associated with Louis Armstrong. She invites them to come to Paris to

record with Armstrong, telling them that it is a chance to get away from Berlin’s increasingly oppressive political

climate.

Paul, Sid, Ernst, and Hiero head to a public bathing facility, where they meet Chip and Fritz Bayer, the group’s German

alto sax player. As they undress, they tease one another and talk about the women they have been seeing. In the pool

they discuss Delilah’s offer. Hiero says he wants to accept, and most of the others agree; only Fritz expresses

reservations.

They leave the bath and head home, careful not to draw attention to themselves. Suddenly, Sid and Chip hear a

scream that sounds like Hiero. They run to the sound and find three Nazi soldiers holding Hiero by the hair, while a

fourth holds Paul’s neck. Chip immediately attacks the nearest soldier, then Sid joins the fight as well. One of the

soldiers shouts racial expletives, and Fritz appears, coming to Paul’s rescue. A soldier threatens to cut Hiero with a

broken bottle; Chip attacks the soldier and overpowers him, killing him. Sid and Chip flee from the scene.
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Part 3, Chapter 2 Summary

Moments later, all six members of the Hot-Time Swingers regroup at the Hound. As Fritz tends Chip’s wounds, they

decide to stay at the club indefinitely to avoid potential arrest.

The next morning Delilah appears, looking for Ernst. She meets Chip, who teases her. He and Hiero jokingly name a

cat whose wailing kept them awake at night “Dame Delilah the Second.” Delilah reveals that she ran into Fritz as he

was leaving the club.

Sudden knocking announces the arrival of Nazi soldiers, and everyone but Ernst hides in a cellar only accessible

through a water closet, narrowly avoiding detection. As they emerge hours later, Ernst informs them that they were

recognized in the fight and that he’s trying to get help from his influential father.

Stuck at the club, Sid flirts with Delilah, but she seems more interested in Hiero. She tells Sid her breakthrough story,

when she impressed bandleader Joe “King” Oliver with cheeky comments. Together, they poke fun at Chip, trying to

guess his middle name, which he never reveals.

Playing cards the next day, Chip and Paul advise Sid on how to win Delilah over, telling him that he’s “got to get her

thinkin of you before she think of [Hiero]. That the trick” (129). As Delilah and Hiero emerge from backstage, Sid

recognizes the golden headwrap she’s wearing as a repurposed curtain and a probable gift from Hiero. Paul tells Sid

that he desperately needs something from his apartment but doesn’t say what. Meanwhile, Hiero and Delilah play and

sing “Empty Bed Blues” together. Witnessing their musical synergy, Sid realizes he could never “give her that” (137).

The day after that a drunken Sid warns Delilah of what seems to be a large rat but turns out to be the cat, which Sid

assumes to be another gift from Hiero. Sid awkwardly insists on giving Delilah his coat but has trouble removing it,

as the others watch and laugh. Later, he apologizes but only makes her more uncomfortable.

Chip advises him to try one more time, so he apologizes to her in the privacy of Ernst’s office. As he’s about to leave,

she calls him back and removes her headwrap, revealing her bald scalp, and asks whether he still wants her. Sid

kisses her, then says he’s in love with her. They lay down on the sofa to have sex.

Sid wakes to find Delilah gone. Chip tells him that Paul also left, and that Ernst went looking for him. The next day

Ernst returns with no news. Fritz also appears, saying that Paul was sent to a concentration camp. He reveals his

plan to join the Golden Seven, a lackluster jazz group that is officially sanctioned by the Nazis. He invites Ernst to join

him, but Ernst refuses. Fritz leaves.

Part 3, Chapter 3 Summary

Fearing that a captured Paul or Delilah may have revealed their location to the Nazis, the remaining bandmates leave

for Hamburg in Ernst’s Horch. They pass the armed guard into Hamburg without any trouble and arrive in a rich

district where Ernst’s family lives in a large mansion. They are greeted by Rummel, an imposing man who informs

them that Ernst’s father is away. They also meet Ernst’s mother and wheelchair-bound sister, Liesl, who has polio.

Despite their apparent kindness, Ernst describes his family as “bigoted two-faced snobs [who would] toss you into the

street as soon as look at you” (164).
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They spend the night at the estate. The next day Liesl looks at their car and jokes around with Chip, but Hiero remains

aloof. He tells Sid that he remembers visiting Hamburg with his mother as a child, and that his German mother first

met his father, who was a royal figure in Cameroon, in Hamburg. Sid is surprised to learn of Hiero’s ancestry, having

assumed that both of his parents were black. As they watch Chip and Liesl, Hiero shares that his middle name is

Thomas. Sid, smiling sadly because it seems “such a small thing to offer” (167), reveals that his own middle name is

Roscoe.

Hiero invites Sid to visit parts of the city with him. Following Hiero’s directions, Sid parks at a zoo. At first

nonplussed, Sid is shocked to see an exhibit featuring a village of Africans living in squalid conditions. Hiero tells Sid

that his father not only came to Germany, but he took on German attitudes: “he make hisself into a German” (171).

On their way back they stop at a pier. Sid thinks back to the first time he met Hiero, after Paul brought him to the

Hound. Sid was not convinced by Hiero’s expressive playing, but Ernst was moved to tears, and Paul proclaimed his

playing “the voice of God” (174).

A day or two later, Ernst takes Sid to meet his father. Von Haselberg is cordial but clearly has little interest in jazz

music, preferring German classical composers. Eventually, von Haselberg agrees to provide identity papers for

everyone in the group, on the unspoken condition that Ernst stay in Hamburg.

Sid, Chip, and Hiero leave for Paris. As they approach the French border, they endure a moment of suspense waiting

for Nazi soldiers to let them pass, and then again, in France, after a soldier tells them to turn back. However, a second

soldier grants them clearance, and they proceed into France.

Part 3 Analysis

Though they occupy the middle portion of the text, the events described in Part 3 are, apart from some scattered

recollections elsewhere, the first to take place chronologically. They begin to address some of the questions that

loom after Parts 1 and 2, including how Hiero came to be captured in France. Specifically, these chapters present the

buildup of tension between Sid and Hiero as a result of Delilah’s presence. Sid’s increasing jealousy of Hiero provides

a potential motivation for him to allow Hiero to be captured, just as Chip suggests in the documentary.

These chapters also offer a fleeting glimpse of the group dynamic shared by the Hot-Time Swingers before the band

begins to break apart. The scene in the bath is particularly revealing, as the characters’ physical nakedness

accompanies the honest sharing of opinion and emotion. Shy as he is, it is Hiero who advocates relocating to France

most strongly, even before their involvement in a fight forces them into hiding. Meanwhile, Fritz makes jokes and

comments that hint at his somewhat complacent view of the Nazis.

Delilah’s character also comes into sharp focus in these chapters. Though she puts on a strong face with her biting

remarks, Sid realizes that she experiences inward insecurities. For instance, she seems disappointed when the Hot-

Time Swingers fail to recognize her as a famous singer; meanwhile, despite initially rejecting Sid as a lover, she

changes her mind once he sees her baldness and professes his love anyway.

The time the Swingers spend in Hamburg provides several stark, richly thematic contrasts: the von Haselbergs’

massive estate dwarfs the rudimentary dwellings of the people in the human zoo; the Germanic music preferred by
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Ernst’s father is much more stiff and dramatic than the jazz music the Swingers play; the men of the von Haselberg

household busy themselves with matters of political importance as the women fritter away their time at home.

Perhaps most significantly, the genteel façade adopted by the von Haselbergs hides an ugly intolerance.

Part 4

Part 4 Summary

Back in 1992 Berlin, Chip and Sid are on their way to visit Hiero in Poland. As they pass the remains of the old Berlin

Wall, Chip apologizes again for what he said, and Sid tells him, “you got to make it right” (193). At the airport Sid

learns that Chip hasn’t told Hiero that they’re coming; he wonders how Hiero will respond to his arrival, perhaps

angrily.

Upon arriving in Stettin, Poland, they catch a ride on an old Soviet transport bus. The route leads out of the city into

the countryside, and the other passengers get off one by one. Sid and Chip reminisce about their boyhood days in

Baltimore, including Chip’s first performance on stage.

Back then, 13-year-old Sid followed Chip into a club owned by Panther Brownstone. Chip and Brownstone performed

a set together, to tremendous applause. Sid, meanwhile, felt that he had “found what [his] life was meant for” in the

club’s laidback atmosphere (201). Brownstone offered Chip a regular gig in the club, until he discovered that Chip

was too young to perform there legally. However, he called over two young ladies, telling them to “take care of” Sid

and Chip (203).

Hoping to impress the women, Sid bought drinks. Just as he was returning to the table, however, one of them led him

into a back room. She kissed him and, almost before he realized what was happening, performed oral sex. Shocked,

Sid asked if she was a whore and, offended, she told him to pay. He ran away, then doubled back to find Chip, who

was mildly injured in his parallel flight. They laughed it off.

On the bus, Sid and Chip wonder why Hiero chose to settle in Poland. Sid also considers certain revelations from the

documentary about Hiero, including the fact that his father was a Senegalese soldier working for the French

government, not a high-ranking Cameroonian, as he liked to tell people.

They stop to eat. Sid and Chip are now the only remaining passengers. On an impulse, Sid returns to the bus, then

finds and reads Hiero’s letter to Chip. He realizes that Hiero only asked for Chip to visit, not mentioning him at all.

Upset, Sid confronts Chip, who insists that Hiero will be happy to see him. Sid is not so sure.

Part 4 Analysis

Sid and Chip’s journey takes on symbolic significance as they pass relics of the old days that are now all but

unrecognizable, including remains of the wall that once separated communist East Berlin from capitalist West Berlin

from 1961 until it was demolished in 1989; the intervening years have changed the city, just as each of them has

changed. Later, a long bus ride that takes them deep into rural Poland reveals to them a people—and a country—

scarred by a difficult past: After mounting a decrepit bus of Soviet manufacture, Sid and Chip perceive “others
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huddled in the chill with us, pale and grim and avoiding eye contact. […] Their faces blurred and indistinct” (197).

Sid and Chip’s parallel trip down memory lane adds meaningful nuance to both characters. Out of the blue, Chip

decides that Hiero must have named “Half-Blood Blues” with reference to Delilah, suggesting the song to be as much

a love song as a political message. Sid and Chip’s ensuing recollection of their first brush with the so-called “jazz life”

conflates their then-burgeoning musicality with the discovery of newfound sexual appetites, which serves as a

metaphor for their love of jazz. Chip’s decision to devote his life to jazz, as well as Sid’s determination to ensure his

prospects as a jazz musician, whatever the cost, make more sense in this light.

Edugyan continues to gradually reveal more about Hiero, as Sid processes the information presented in the

documentary, including an account of Hiero’s parentage that contradicts the one he received from Hiero. Although

Sid assumes that Hiero knowingly lied about his father, it’s possible that he was simply repeating information given

to him by his mother or others, who wanted to avoid admitting his father to be a Senegalese soldier, as such unions

were heavily frowned upon.

Part 5

Part 5, Chapter 1 Summary

In 1939 Chip, Sid, and Hiero spend their first night in Paris in the car, then eat breakfast at a café. Using the café

telephone, Chip calls the number Delilah gave them while in Berlin, then returns, saying that they are to stay put. As

they wander through the city, Delilah suddenly appears, much to the surprise of Sid, who feared she was captured by

the Nazis or even dead. She hugs Chip and Hiero but greets Sid shyly.

Delilah leads them to the hotel where Armstrong is staying and tells them that he is ill but wants to see them. She

also reveals that France declared war on Germany the day before. Following Delilah’s introductions, a bedridden

Armstrong greets the three of them in turn. At Delilah’s bidding, he asks Chip what his middle name is, and Chip

reluctantly reveals it to be Chippewah. Armstrong then addresses Hiero with keen interest, with Sid translating

Armstrong’s words into German. They plan to play together soon, and Armstrong offers to let Hiero use his old

trumpet, since Hiero left his in Berlin.

Sid, Chip, and Hiero move into Delilah’s apartment. Talking to Delilah, Sid learns that she traveled back to Paris

through regular means, and that Hiero knew she had return tickets. Upset that Hiero never told him the

circumstances of her departure, leaving him to fear for her safety, Sid nurses a grudge against Hiero, whom he refers

to as “Little Judas” (242). Delilah comforts Sid with a kiss.

Days pass with little change. The American consul requests that American citizens return to the United States unless

they have pressing business; Sid and Chip decide to stay in the hopes of recording with Armstrong. Delilah is often

away for days at a time, and when she does appear, she is particularly friendly to Hiero, or so it seems to Sid.

Sid and Delilah dine together one night, and she tells the story of Paul’s arrest in Berlin. She and Paul were walking

down the street after retrieving her suitcase and some medicine for Paul when someone recognized Paul as a Jew.

Delilah feels responsible for his subsequent capture, but Sid realizes she could not have prevented it. Bill Coleman, a

famous American trumpeter, passes by and reveals that he intends to stay in Paris. After he leaves, Sid and Delilah
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talk about their relationship. Delilah says she did not say goodbye in Berlin because she didn’t want to leave Sid with

“shallow words”; she asks him to say that he loves her, but Sid refuses. They sleep together again that night.

Part 5, Chapter 2 Summary

Armstrong finally invites Hiero, Chip, and Sid to play a session with him. As they set up, the others tease Sid about his

relationship with Delilah. They begin to play. At first everything goes smoothly, and Sid is impressed by Armstrong’s

tone. However, Sid finds his own fingers slipping and fears that he is not measuring up to Armstrong’s standards.

Armstrong asks them about Germany, and they talk about life under the Third Reich. They mention a popular German

anthem by a Nazi hero. Chip sings it to demonstrate, and Hiero, then Armstrong, joins in on trumpet; almost against

his will, Sid is impressed by the ensuing duet between Hiero and Armstrong. Afterward, Armstrong says he wants to

make a recording of the anthem to send a message to the Germans “that only us cats can say” (263). Throughout,

Armstrong calls on Sid to translate his words for Hiero. Chip later asks Sid what went wrong with his playing.

Embarrassed, Sid goes to see Delilah, who tells him not to worry about it.

Weeks pass with no word from Armstrong. The war progresses, as Russia invades Poland. Finally, Armstrong calls

Chip and invites him to talk about the record. Sid tags along, not sure whether Armstrong wants him or not. When he

gets there, Armstrong politely informs him that he has another bass player lined up.

He breaks the news to Delilah, who offers her sympathy. Bitter and jealous, Sid accuses her of making overtures to

Hiero. She responds that she does try to look after Hiero, whom she sees as a “little brother,” then tells Sid that he

has some “very sick ideas” (217) before sending him away.

Sid runs into Hiero at a nearby tobacconist. He calls Hiero a “damn fraud” (274), then tries to take it back. Crushed,

Hiero leaves without saying a word.

Winter arrives, and Sid keeps mainly to himself. Out on a walk, he runs into Armstrong, who offers his sympathies for

the way Sid’s relationship with Delilah ended. Sid laments his lack of musical talent, and Armstrong tells him his other

talents are more important, especially his talent for “making others your kin, your blood” (276). After that, Sid’s anger

toward Hiero, Chip, and Delilah begins to fade.

As the war continues, weekly rations take effect.

Part 5, Chapter 3 Summary

In the spring Armstrong goes on tour, leaving the record incomplete. The German army advances westward, with

Holland and Belgium falling in quick succession. Parisian officials start to round up German nationals, and Delilah

resolves to keep Hiero hidden, saying she knows someone who can provide papers for him to travel to the United

States with the rest of them. A few days later Sid accompanies Delilah as she secretly gives an envelope with money

and their passports to her contact.

As the days pass, Hiero stops eating and grows thin until finally collapsing one morning. Delilah receives a letter from
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Armstrong, who is now in the United States. He urges them to leave as soon as possible. Delilah and Sid go to pick up

their now-ready visas. After handing over three visas, Delilah’s contact explains that it will take longer to get papers

for Hiero, since they have to create an identity for him.

Back at the apartment, Sid learns that their car was stolen. Sid and Chip report the theft, to no avail. Back at the

apartment, they find a note from Delilah telling them to meet her and Hiero at a certain train station.

They find the station in chaos, with a large crowd of people desperately trying to board. A man attacks Chip, thinking

him to be a Senegalese deserter. Leaving the station, they spot Hiero and Delilah in a park. Hiero’s face is injured; he

was also taken for a Senegalese soldier. Defeated, they head back to Delilah’s apartment. Sid, Chip, and Hiero stop for

coffee. Hiero suggests that they should still record the Nazi anthem; Chip agrees, and Sid suggests Bill Coleman as

second trumpet.

The next night they set out to start recording at a nearby studio, where they meet Coleman. With the power out, they

play by candlelight. Sid is stunned to hear a new depth in Hiero’s playing.

The next day Sid, Chip, and Delilah watch German forces parade into Paris. Panicking, Chip suggests they leave, but

Delilah insists that they wait for Hiero’s papers. Sid leaves and goes back to the apartment, where he is surprised by

knocking at the door. Fearing Nazi soldiers, Sid doesn’t answer, but he opens the door a moment later and sees

Hiero’s papers. Realizing that the papers authorize Hiero’s escape to Switzerland instead of the United States, Sid

hides the papers, hoping to record one more good take before they part ways.

Delilah returns, asking to see Hiero’s visas; she knows they were delivered, since she ran into the delivery boy outside

the apartment. Sid feigns ignorance and comforts Hiero, who is still sick. Delilah storms out.

Part 5 Analysis

Part 5 sees Sid’s animosity toward Hiero peak and then recede; the earlier hypothesis presented by Chip in the

documentary—that Sid, mad with jealousy for Delilah, somehow betrayed Hiero, allowing him to be captured by the

Nazis—becomes less and less plausible. This agrees with earlier notions of the unknowability of the past, especially

when it comes to understanding the private motives of others.

Though these chapters primarily focus on Sid’s personal conflicts, Edugyan continues to touch on the broader

political crises that simultaneously rock Paris. The extra ire directed toward Chip and Hiero, who are taken to be

Senegalese deserters, reveals prejudice to be present on both sides of the conflict. Hiero is especially vulnerable to

exposure and arrest by the Germans as well as the French, though for different reasons. Even Sid, in moments of

anger, takes to calling Hiero a “Kraut.”

Still, Sid’s feelings toward Hiero do cool following his conversation with Armstrong, even as his appreciation for

Hiero’s musicality grows. As Sid prepares to narrate the crucial moment of decision, when he hides Hiero’s papers, he

prepares readers to accept a different motive for his actions than that suggested by Chip: his desire to keep recording

with Hiero, as his last chance to produce a great record. Indeed, virtually everything Sid recounts up to that point,

from his disappointment at not getting to record with Armstrong to his heartbreak at losing Delilah, serves as prelude

to this moment, when he feels that the music is all he has left—and all he could ever want. He does not aim to
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convince readers that what he did was right but to cultivate an empathetic understanding of why he acted the way he

did.

Amid the personal and political crises that mark these chapters, Louis Armstrong becomes a mentor to Sid, Chip, and

Hiero. It is Armstrong who sets Hiero down the path of recording “Half-Blood Blues” as a kind of political resistance. It

is also Armstrong who chastises Chip for withholding his middle name from his bandmates and finally succeeds in

extracting it from him. Finally, it is Armstrong who instructs Sid to cultivate his relationships instead of worrying so

much about music. Sid’s great regret is that he didn’t heed Armstrong’s advice at the time, and instead chose to

prioritize personal gain over the safety of his friend, Hiero.

Part 6

Part 6 Summary

Back in 1992 Poland, Sid and Chip get off the bus. They walk through fields toward Hiero’s house. Sid thinks about

friends he lost, including Ernst, who took revenge on his father by asking to be sent to the front lines, where he soon

died; Paul, who died in a concentration camp after a rival pianist recognized him in the street and turned him over to

the Nazis; Fritz, who wandered and starved to death after the war; and Delilah, who returned to her native Canada,

married, and died of cancer shortly thereafter.

As they near Hiero’s house, they pass sculptures formed out of farm machinery, including one that looks like Hiero.

Hearing no answer to their calls, and with the house’s doors open, they step inside. Passing into the back, they find

an elderly Hiero, who speaks to them in Polish before recognizing and embracing them. Hiero, who now goes by

Thomas, his middle name, is blind.

Hiero tells them that he worked as a blacksmith and stayed in the house after the business closed. He denies making

the sculptures, but Sid and Chip can see that he’s lying. He shows them his cellar, where there are more sculptures,

including one that resembles Sid holding his bass. Sid realizes that Hiero has no idea that he betrayed him.

As they drink, Chip gently invites Hiero to reappear in public, but Hiero declines, saying that he has moved on to other

things. Chip tells him how much he has missed his music. That night, Sid dreams about the horrors Hiero must have

endured in the concentration camp.

The next morning, while Chip is out on a walk, Sid tells Hiero about hiding the visas. Hiero walks away without a word.

Chip returns, and Sid tells him the same thing he told Hiero. Chip assures him that everyone makes mistakes, and

that he should simply give Hiero time.

Chip takes Sid inside and plays one of Hiero’s (non-jazz) Polish records. Hiero reappears, and Chip excuses himself.

Hiero tells Sid that he settled in Poland because he liked the look of the sky, and Sid understands that Hiero’s loss of

eyesight did not come about in the concentration camp. Hiero says he sees Sid “like it was fifty years ago” (342) and

tells him to replay the record.

Part 6 Analysis
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Though Hiero has changed in some ways, he remains an artist. His change of medium from music to sculpting,

though surprising to Chip and Hiero, supports Armstrong’s earlier claim that music, though valuable, is not the only

path to a meaningful life, just as Hiero’s changed taste in music might signify a broadened perspective.

With Sid’s betrayal of Hiero laid bare, the only remaining question is how and whether any remaining tension between

the two should be resolved. Crucially, Edugyan chooses not to have Hiero know or discover anything of Sid’s betrayal

prior to Sid’s arrival; to do otherwise would take away Sid’s deliberate choice to confess his sin, as it were. His vivid

dreams of Hiero’s concentration camp experiences assure the reader that Sid grasps the terrible consequences of his

actions. His choice to voluntarily confess allows him to take responsibility for his actions, marking the first step

toward true reconciliation.

This chapter also provides a conclusion for Chip, who also makes a confession: He expresses how lonely he has felt

without Hiero’s music. Thus, Chip the jokester, who was once loathe even to reveal his own middle name, finally

allows himself to be sincere and vulnerable. Of course, there’s no real answer to Chip’s complaint other than

commiseration, which Hiero offers, saying, “it’s an old life” (335).

Though Hiero provides no overt declarations of forgiveness to Sid at the novel’s conclusion, there are hopeful traces

in the suggestion that Hiero’s eyes have beheld “the ruin and rebirth of a world” (342). The first reference to Hiero as

Thomas (apart from quoted dialogue) in the novel’s last line further suggests that he has, somehow, been renewed.
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Character Analysis

Sidney “Sid” Griffiths

Sid Griffiths is the novel’s narrator and protagonist. Born and raised in Baltimore, Sid has enough African ancestry to

legally qualify as African American, but his skin is light enough for him to occasionally pass as white or European.

His speech and writing patterns reflect the slang he picked up in his youth, and his narration is infused with a lively

sense of humor. Under the influence of his friend Chip, Sid develops an interest in jazz at a young age and learns to

play the bass guitar competently, before setting off to Europe to make a career of it.

However, Sid does not possess the prodigious musical talent enjoyed by some of his peers, which means that he

sometimes reacts to them with defensiveness or jealousy, emotions that impact his reliability as a narrator and cloud

his judgment. Typically, those negative emotions fade with time, and he makes efforts to repair relationships when

they sour, whether with Delilah, Chip (whom he describes as “like a weakness for me” [193]), or Hiero. Sid’s inner

conflict between helping others and protecting his own interests underlies most of the novel’s central action, and his

belated search for redemption gives it an endpoint. By the time an elderly Sid, who retired after decades spent

working as a medical transcriptionist, reunites with Hiero, he has learned to value authenticity and honesty enough to

risk losing his friendship rather than continuing to cover his guilt.

Charles “Chip” Jones

A jazz musician from Baltimore, Chip has a lot in common with his best friend Sid, but subtle differences make them

foils to one another. Like Sid, Chip learns to appreciate jazz from a young age, but unlike Sid, he stays in the music

industry after the war. While Sid’s complexion is light enough for him to avoid some racist treatment, Chip’s darker

skin makes him a target not only in the United States but also in Europe. Whereas Sid is somewhat messy by nature,

Chip is neat and always well dressed: “Even with his face falling apart he still the nattiest thing in my house,” Sid

observes of Chip (23). When they learn of Hiero’s survival, Chip responds with the excitement of regaining a lost

friend even as Sid is consumed by fear and regret.

Chip’s character arc involves his increasing ability to open himself up to others. A frequent joker, Chip presents a

confident face to others but seems to use the humor as a mask to cover deeper emotions. Trivial as it may seem,

whether out of embarrassment or otherwise, Chip refuses to reveal his middle name to anyone for years until Louis

Armstrong scolds him, asking, “How long you been swinging with these cats they don’t know you name?” (236). On

another occasion, he emphatically denies feeling any sorrow or regret for the soldier he accidentally killed in a fight.

Whatever his emotional needs at that time, he goes on to develop a heroin addiction that persists through all but the

last 15 years of the 50-year gap between the events in Paris and his return to Europe in 1992. Only as he reconnects

with Hiero in the novel’s closing pages does he openly express the great sorrow and loneliness he felt throughout his

life, from which music provided an escape.

Hieronymus “Hiero” Falk

Though he is a central figure in the novel, Hiero remains something of a mystery. His reserved nature limits the
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amount of information readers can glean from his dialogue, and Sid’s occasional jealousy of Hiero leaves us to

separate Hiero as Sid sees him from Hiero as he really is. Even the basic facts of his life are up for debate; the

information he provides to Sid about his father does not match that presented in the documentary, for instance.

Still, a few things are clear. First, Hiero’s identity as a dark-skinned German of mixed African and European ancestry

makes him a target of prejudice everywhere he goes; the French would arrest him as a German, while the Nazis look

upon him as an abomination. Indeed, Sid concludes that Hiero has “been out of place his whole life” (209). Physically,

his youth and slight frame lend an additional sense of fragility and isolation, as does his dependence on Sid to

translate Louis and Delilah’s English into German.

Second, he is unquestionably a musician of rare genius, earning him the sobriquet of “Little Louis” from Louis

Armstrong himself (258). Almost from the first moment Paul ushers him into the Hound, Hiero becomes the group’s

undisputed musical leader. Yet Sid insists that Hiero’s music was, at the time, still immature (and, at just 19 years of

age, Hiero is the youngest member of the group). As described by Sid, then, Hiero’s character arc follows a typical

coming-of-age route, with his music only becoming fully rich and deep near the end of the chronology. But this

supposed change may have more to do with Sid’s changing perception of Hiero than with actual musical

development, since Ernst and Paul are clearly moved by Hiero’s music from the very start. At the very least, Hiero’s

increasing confidence and quiet strength, along with his total commitment to the music, demonstrate that he has the

heart of an idealist.

The elderly Hiero who greets Sid and Chip at the end of the novel shows both continuity and change from the Hiero

they knew as a young man. Changes of location, profession, artistic medium, and more fade into irrelevance as core

attributes of kindness and wisdom appear clearer than before.

Delilah Brown

Delilah Brown is a Canadian singer who also acts as Louis Armstrong’s representative. She serves as Sid’s love

interest and as a kind of caretaker to Hiero, even describing her relationship with him in familial terms. Problems

arise when Sid perceives a contradiction between those two roles—a contradiction that Delilah assures him does not

exist.

Outwardly sassy, Delilah’s seeming frailties are matched by her ferocious determination and force of character. When

she sees a chance to advance her career, she marches into a club and talks smack to a legendary jazz musician.

When Armstrong wants to record with the Hot-Time Swingers, she goes to Berlin to get them. When Hiero needs

transit papers, she determines to procure them, and when Chip wants to bolt out of Paris before Hiero’s papers are

ready, she insists on staying the course.

On the inside, however, Delilah remains vulnerable. She longs for even greater artistic success and recognition. Self-

conscious of her stress-induced baldness, she constantly wears a headwrap, only removing it during an intimate

moment with Sid, whom she asks on two separate occasions to say that he loves her. Her music also signifies deep

emotion. As Sid recalls, “her voice was at its core a sailor’s voice, rough and mannish. Her low notes were bitter

croaks, filled with muddy regret” (136).

Significantly, Sid identifies Delilah as a “half-blood” like himself, and Chip later postulates that Hiero may have named
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“Half-Blood Blues” for her. Whether or not that’s the case, the implication that she, like them, is an outsider struggling

to find her place in the world seems perfectly apt.

Ernst von Haselberg

As manager and clarinet player for the Hot-Time Swingers, Ernst provides a voice of reason to the band in times of

turmoil and stands as an example of what could be accomplished by a concerned citizen acting to protect his friends

from the Nazi regime.

Born to a wealthy German industrialist, Ernst disappoints his family when he falls in love with jazz at the house of his

friend and eventual bandmate, Paul Butterstein. He devotes himself to jazz, even taking ownership of a club and

managing a band. Time and time again, it is his judicious use of resources, whether it be his money, his club, his car,

or his connections, that saves the rest of the band from trouble. Ernst is even willing to sacrifice his own happiness

for the good of his friends, staying behind with his family to obtain the papers that Sid, Chip, and Hiero need to go to

France. Once he is no longer involved in jazz, however, he apparently loses much of his interest in life and requests a

position on the front lines, where he is shot and killed.

Ernst can be considered a foil character to Fritz Bayer, who, rather than sticking by his friends in hard times,

abandons them to save himself.

Louis Armstrong

Based on the famous trumpeter of the same name, Louis Armstrong appears in the text primarily as a mentor. His

larger-than-life personality and incomparable musical genius make him an object of fascination to Sid, Chip, and

Hiero, each of whom he impacts in a unique way. With Hiero, there is a sense of passing on the torch, with Armstrong

even giving him his old trumpet. Chip, meanwhile, is thrilled to become a worthy addition to Armstrong’s talented

crowd of associate musicians, even as he exchanges casual banter with him. Sid, on the other hand, tries to address

Armstrong formally and finds himself unable to meet Armstrong’s high musical standards; Armstrong takes the rare

chance to provide him with advice that goes beyond the realm of music.

The relationship between Armstrong and Delilah is more complicated. Though we rarely see them together, one thing

is clear: Unlike Sid, Delilah is never cowed in Armstrong’s presence, nor does she bend to his will. Instead, they

interact as close friends and equals. For all his good ideas, Armstrong never imposes them on others.

When Armstrong necessarily removes himself from France, his absence leaves an artistic gap for Hiero to step up

and take full responsibility for the production of “Half-Blood Blues,” a further step in his coming of age.

Fritz Bayer

Fritz Bayer plays alto sax for the Hot-Time Swingers. A large, gentle German man, he seems the least concerned

about the Nazis’ rise to power and is the only one who hesitates to accept Delilah’s offer to record with Armstrong in

Paris. While he certainly doesn’t condone the Nazis’ actions, he remains in denial regarding the urgency of the

situation. He also makes at least one racially fraught remark when he jokingly refers to the black members of the
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group as “jungle monkeys” (92). He does, however, jump to Paul’s aid the night that he and Hiero are assaulted on

their way home from the Hound. Shortly thereafter, he accepts a comfortable position in the Golden Seven, who are

supposed to be the Nazis’ answer to jazz, much to Ernst’s disgust. As we later learn, however, he must also flee

Berlin before long, and he dies alone, homeless and hungry, after the war. Fritz thus represents the segment of the

German population who, despite misgivings, went along with Nazi programs and policies, realizing their mistake only

too late.

Through the responses of other characters, Edugyan presents readers with a range of ways to assess Fritz and his

choices: Ernst responds with cold disappointment, Chip with anger, and Delilah with pity.

Paul Butterstein

Paul Butterstein is the Hot-Time Swingers’ pianist. A longtime friend of Ernst, Paul is described as something of a

debonair ladies’ man, and Sid takes care to heed his advice while trying to win over Delilah. Paul is also responsible

for bringing Hiero to the group’s attention.

Though Paul is Jewish, his appearance alone is not sufficient to give him away. Only when he leaves the safety of the

Hound to retrieve his epilepsy medication does a rival pianist recognize him by name and turn him over to the Nazis.

This highlights the arbitrary nature of discrimination that follows not appearance but birth; as Ernst reminds readers

elsewhere, “We don’t choose where we’re from” (159). Paul is sent to Sachsenhausen concentration camp, where he

dies. The vitality Paul brings to the group and his abrupt disappearance constitutes a stark reminder of the terrible

human costs of the Nazis’ policies.

The circumstances of Paul’s capture also contrast with the circumstances of Hiero’s capture. When Paul is captured,

Delilah, who was with him, tries to intervene, later blaming herself for what happened, though Sid realizes that there is

nothing she could have done. When Hiero is captured, on the other hand, Sid considers intervening but does nothing,

and instead of wondering whether he is partially responsible, he knows that he is responsible for hiding Hiero’s

papers and taking him out of the apartment that day.
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Themes

The Need for Resolution of/Redemption from Past Mistakes

Signs that Sid is uncomfortable with his past appear from the start. His recollection of the day that Hiero was

captured by the Nazis foregrounds Sid’s insecurities, including his sense that he could or should have intervened.

Meanwhile, some of the elderly Sid’s comments take on extra significance in light of his own regrets. When he is

“shocked” to see “a disease long-conquered showing up in [Chip’s] features,” we can only assume that he’s also

thinking of himself in his subsequent observation that “it’s like that, I guess, when the past come to collect what you

owe” (22). A passing comment from a cab driver about living without regrets also strikes him. Later, at the premiere

of the documentary, which promises to take him into the past, a “strange dark feeling” (55) of foreboding overwhelms

him. Similarly, his entire journey to visit Hiero is marked by a mounting sense of dread.

Yet Sid’s search for resolution is not fruitless. At one point on their way to meet Hiero, Chip reminds Sid, “It’s early

yet. It’s always early, while you still alive” (194). When he finally reunites with Hiero and realizes that Hiero knows

nothing of his regrettable actions, Sid must decide whether to confess. After some hesitation, he decides to tell Hiero

everything at the risk of destroying their friendship. The night before he does so, he vividly dreams of Hiero’s

suffering in the concentration camps. Only then does he acknowledge the terrible cost of his actions, and only in

telling Hiero and Chip what he did does he begin to take responsibility for them.

This choice paves the way for healing. Chip acknowledges that what Sid did was wrong but also encourages him with

the perspective that, although his shortsightedness came at a huge price, it was never his intent to hurt Hiero. Hiero,

meanwhile, responds to Sid’s revelations with surprising serenity, granting Sid hope that their relationship can be

mended. Ultimately, Sid can only begin productively dealing with his regrets by bringing them into the open rather

than suppressing them.

The Arbitrary, Cultural Nature of Racial Prejudice

In some sense, racial prejudice and the discrimination that inevitably follows are all but universal in the world of Half-
Blood Blues, as Sid and his friends experience both just about everywhere they go. In another sense, however, the

varied types and degrees of prejudice they endure reveal such prejudice to have foundations not in any universal law

but rather in the subjective constructs of culture.

As youths in Baltimore, Sid and Chip are subject to Jim Crow discrimination, meaning that they are excluded from

certain privileges within a system of segregation. At the same time, Sid is aware that some of his relatives live

elsewhere as whites and even recalls dreaming of “showing up there, breaking up their parade” (39), an impulse that

he later questions. The fact that other people with virtually identical ancestry (Sid, his parents, and the relatives in

question are all one-quarter black) can pass as white while Sid and his family do not shows just how arbitrary the

“rules” governing the system of segregation could be.

Although Sid and Chip go to Berlin in the hopes of leaving persecution behind, they soon find themselves subject to

other, equally arbitrary patterns of discrimination. As talented American musicians, they are initially treated

reasonably well in Germany. As Chip explains, “If you a black American, well, you treated alright. If you a foreign
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student or singer or something, sure. They ain’t want you goin back home talkin bad bout their little utopia” (260). Sid

notices, however, that people are more likely to approach him than his friends with darker skin. Meanwhile, his

friendship with Hiero reveals a darker side of the Nazis’ racial hierarchy: Black Germans, those who have mixed

African and European ancestry, are considered to be an abomination, even a “cultural stain” (54), as an interviewee in

the documentary about Hiero explains. Thus, even though Hiero’s talent exceeds that of his American friends, the

supposedly meritocratic systems breaks down when it conflicts with the Nazis’ ideals of racial supremacy, and Hiero

becomes as much of a target as the Jews. Indeed, Hiero and Paul are both attacked on the night that the

bandmembers get into a fight with Nazi soldiers.

Things don’t improve as much as might be expected when they go to Paris, especially for Hiero, who is once again

forced into hiding as the French officials begin to round up German nationals as the Nazi invasion draws nearer. Sid

and Chip learn to avoid speaking German in public. Although it could be argued that such precautions are only

necessary because of the war, it seems likely that war itself does not create such prejudices—it only heightens and

reveals them. Fittingly, it is in Paris that Hiero decides to title his record “Half-Blood Blues”—he has realized that

multiple aspects of his mixed heritage are susceptible to prejudice under different cultural conditions.

The Roles of Genius and Experience in Producing and Perceiving Art

Edugyan’s text offers a nuanced exploration of the relationship between natural talent and life experience in

producing and appreciating art. At one end of the spectrum, it can seem that arbitrarily allocated talent entirely

determines an individual’s ability to produce meaningful art. As Sid puts it, “It ain’t fair that I struggle and struggle to

sound just second-rate, and the damn kid just wake up, spit through his horn, and it sing like nightingales” (272). This

notion is complicated by the question of experience. According to Panther Brownstone, who makes an impression on

young Sid, “You got to have experience to make jazz. I ain’t never heard no one under eighteen even sound like he

know which end of his instrument to hold” (203). However, Brownstone notes some rare exceptions to that rule,

saying that such talents come along “maybe twice a century” (202). The question, then, is whether Hiero constitutes

such a talent, or whether he requires life experience to attain the highest levels of artistic expression.

Sid spends much of the novel resisting the notion that Hiero is so talented, describing his playing as empty, showy, or

immature. However, this raises a further difficulty in determining the relative value of talent and experience: Who is to

say when an artist attains true greatness? Beauty is, after all, in the eye of the beholder, or the ear of the listener.

Paul and Ernst certainly consider Hiero a genius from day one, with Ernst even moved to tears after Hiero’s first

performance.

In the end, the question becomes something of a moot point, for Hiero both possesses natural talent and passes

through difficult life experiences. Perhaps more significant is the way that Sid’s changing perception of Hiero’s

musical artistry reflects changes in Sid himself, which may be Edugyan’s way of pointing to the capacity of great art

and true genius to both impress us with its virtuosity and teach us something about ourselves.
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Symbols & Motifs

Music

It’s no surprise that music plays a central role in a novel about jazz musicians. Indeed, music serves a variety of

purposes, and multiple views about music are expressed. For Hiero, who only speaks German, music takes on extra

importance as his primary way of communicating with English speakers, including Delilah and Armstrong. It also

becomes a means for him to express his thoughts on the Nazi regime as he develops and begins to record “Half-

Blood Blues,” a satirical, jazzy take on a prominent Nazi song. For others, like Sid and Chip, creating music may not

have quite the same urgency, but it offers moments of catharsis and escape as the world darkens around them.

The type of music they produce also carries symbolic significance. Jazz is improvisatory by nature, while most other

types of music follow a printed score (when Sid criticizes the Golden Seven, a Nazi-approved musical group, he

mentions, with disgust, that they play from sheet music). This makes jazz a more accurate reflection of the

uncertainty they live in, amid evolving political and personal situations. It also denotes a degree of freedom that is

missing from more structured, classical forms, such as those preferred by Ernst’s father.

Yet Edugyan also hints that music is not the be-all, end-all that some take it to be. Armstrong counsels Sid not to

prioritize music over everything else, and Hiero moves on from creating music to producing sculptures, though he still

enjoys listening to music.

Names

Though most of the character names in the novel don’t seem to carry any special significance (with the possible

exception of Hiero, whose name has an obvious homonym), the way that names are used and shared receives special

attention. Most striking is Chip’s refusal to divulge his middle name. In what may be an act of gentle protest at his

stubbornness, Delilah insists on calling him Charlie, much to his annoyance. Even Sid, his friend from childhood,

doesn’t find out what the C in Charles C. Jones stands for until the issue is pressed by Louis Armstrong, Chip’s

musical idol. It turns out that Chip is short for Chippewah, rather than a derivation of his first name. Armstrong, who

encourages every to call him by his first name, gently chides Chip for keeping his middle name a secret from his

friends for so long. The implication is that by withholding his name from them, he is also withholding a part of

himself.

That possibility is reaffirmed when Sid and Hiero tell each other their middle names during a moment of quiet

reflection in Hamburg. This moment marks a high point in their relationship, which later deteriorates as Sid’s jealousy

of Hiero deepens. The worsening of their relationship is reflected in Sid’s substitution of other words and names for

Hiero, from “scrawny Kraut bastard” to “Little Judas” (272). But at the end of the book, after making a full confession

to Hiero, Sid ends by calling Hiero a different name at his request: Thomas, Hiero’s middle name, a fact shared with

Sid so many years before. This suggests a change both in Hiero himself and in the way that Sid thinks of him. It looks

forward, but it also looks back, linking them to the moment of greatest serenity in their complicated past.

Cats
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Cats

Within the jazz idiom, it’s not uncommon for musicians to refer to themselves or each other as cats. Edugyan

literalizes this representation in Half-Blood Blues with the inclusion of a cat whom the characters dub “Dame Delilah

the Second.” The cat first appears while the band is hiding out in the Hound, and Chip jokingly names it after Delilah

Brown after its wailing keeps him up at night. Delilah warms to the joke, and to the cat, even pronouncing the wiry

creature to be a “warrior cat” (139). Much later, in Paris, she even thinks to ask Sid about Dame Delilah’s fate; Sid

reveals that Hiero “tossed her back in the pit” that she came from (254). Delilah feels a degree of sympathy, if not

identification, for the cat, which enjoys some brief attention in the Hound before being ejected back into the cruel

world. Similarly, by the end of the novel, Delilah’s moment of fame has passed, and she returns to Canada, where she

marries, only to die of cancer a couple of year later.

Apart from Dame Delilah, the comparison with cats is made on at least two other occasions. Armstrong refers to

playing music together as “swinging with these cats” (236), and Delilah likens Hiero to a stray cat.
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Important Quotes

“See, I was born here, in Baltimore, before the Great War. And when you’re born in Baltimore before the Great War

you think of getting out. Especially if you’re poor, black, and full of sky-high hopes. Sure B-more ain’t south south,

sure my family was light-skinned, but if you think Jim Crow hurt only gumbo country, you blind.”

(Part 2, Page 39)

Sid and the others flee persecution in Germany. However, Sid originally went to Germany partly to escape persecution
in America. By the time he leaves occupied France for America, he has come full circle and witnessed varying types
and degrees of prejudice at each stop along the way.

“Jazz. Here in Germany it become something worse than a virus. We was all of us damn fleas, us Negroes and

Jews and low-life hoodlums, set on playing that vulgar racket, seducing sweet blond kids into corruption and sex. It

wasn’t a music, it wasn’t a fad. It was a plague sent out by the dread black hordes, engineered by the Jews. Us

Negroes, see, we was only half to blame—we just can’t help it. Savages just got a natural feel for filthy rhythms, no

self-control to speak of. But the Jews, brother, now they cooked up this jungle music on purpose. All part of their

master plan to weaken Aryan youth, corrupt its janes, dilute its bloodlines.”

(Part 3, Chapter 1, Page 85)

Here, Sid demonstrates his understanding of the conspiratorial views that made Nazi Germany such a hostile place
for minorities and unapproved cultural artifacts, including jazz. Yet by sharing the rest of his story, Sid shows readers
the multiplicity of purposes and meanings that jazz music can facilitate, far beyond the simple sensual functions
attributed to it by the Nazis. Furthermore, the Nazi obsession with racial purity starkly contrasts with the blended,
collaborative nature of jazz.

“I got to thinking how small we come to be these last months, me and Chip. Even two years ago, we like to holler

through these damn streets like we on parade. Now we slunk in the shadows, squeamish of the light. I thought of the

two of us listening to Armstrong’s records back in Baltimore when we was kids. And I thought of my ma’s family back

in Virginia, fair as Frenchmen and floating like ghosts through a white world. Afraid of being seen for what they truly

was.”

(Part 3, Chapter 1, Page 97)

Sid highly values authenticity and takes issue with his relatives who try to pass as white. As conditions worsen in
Germany, however, he increasingly feels the need to hide his own identity, both racially and as a musician. Yet he
puts up with it because the loss of liberty has been gradual.

“Fritz frowned. ‘It might not be so bad as all that. There are still laws. They don’t just break them, not any more.’ I

shook my head. ‘What country you been livin in? That exactly what they do.’”

(Part 3, Chapter 2, Page 102)

Fritz denies the severity of the changes under the Nazi regime. Though he bears no ill will toward his fellow
bandmates, his complacency keeps him from being of any real service to them, unlike Ernst. His later efforts at
moderation prove fruitless, and he too ends up fleeing, having lost the chance to remain loyal to his friends.
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“Delilah shook her head. […] ‘There’s a real goodness in you, Sid. I could see it right away. I understand why [Hiero]

follows you like he does.’”

(Part 3, Chapter 2, Page 121)

Delilah sees the good in Sid and knows what he is capable of. However, Sid’s later selfish choices both put Hiero at
risk and cost him his relationship with Delilah. Indeed, it is Sid’s inner conflict that takes center stage, even as the
world around him devolves into chaos.

“Hearing them like that, Delilah and the kid, I got filled with this weird energy, this strange aimless feeling. […] Then

the kid lowered his horn, smiled at her shyly. And she stood there, looking at him, filled with a exquisite radiance. I

thought, Ain’t no way I able to give her that. No way.”
(Part 3, Chapter 2, Page 137)

As Sid’s love for Delilah becomes his primary motivation in life, his jealousy begins to overshadow his concern for
Hiero. Hiero and Delilah’s relationship flourishes on a strong musical basis despite the language barrier that
separates them.

“‘We got to stay calm,’ said the kid. ‘They could be comin back right now. We just don’t know.’ There was a

undercurrent of strength in his voice I ain’t recognized. And then I did. It sound like Delilah.”

(Part 3, Chapter 2, Page 150)

Though Hiero and Delilah both have certain vulnerabilities, they also demonstrate qualities of strength and
perseverance. Thus, despite his youth, Hiero acts as an emotional leader to the group, especially in musical matters.

“‘I don’t think I’ve ever been more ashamed of someone in my life,’ he said. ‘Never.’ He exhaled a long slow stream

of pale smoke. ‘Good luck to you, friend.’”

(Part 3, Chapter 2, Page 155)

As Ernst bids farewell to Fritz, who intends to join a Nazi-sanctioned jazz group, he demonstrates his total
commitment to the wellbeing of his fellow bandmembers. His emphatic declaration of shame takes on extra weight
when we later learn how ashamed he is of his family, who lend their considerable wealth and influence to the Nazi
cause.

“‘My family—well, they aren’t me. Please remember that.’ Hiero nodded. ‘We know you, Ernst. It alright.’”

(Part 3, Chapter 3, Page 160)

Although one’s birth heritage is an aspect of identity, it need not determine nor overshadow one’s personal choices
and character, nor preclude the ability to form strong relationships with those from different backgrounds. Both Hiero
and Ernst demonstrate a willingness to look past external markers of identity in forming bonds of trust.

“‘My middle name be Thomas,’ he said. ‘I want you to know that. I ain’t keepin it a secret.’ I sort of smiled at him,

sad like. It seemed such a small thing to offer. ‘Roscoe,’ I said. ‘Sidney Roscoe Griffiths.’”

(Part 3, Chapter 3, Page 167)
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This passage comes not long after a discussion of Chip’s unwillingness to reveal his middle name. For Sid and Hiero,
exchanging their middle names thus signifies a deeper level of trust and brotherhood. It also increases the dramatic
impact of Sid’s later betrayal of Hiero.

“See, a jack always reckon his own customs is the best in the world. Ain’t no way you change his mind. But my

daddy, he wasn’t like that. He come to Germany, that be it. He make hisself into a German.”

(Part 3, Chapter 3, Page 171)

Though the facts of Hiero’s self-proclaimed parentage are later brought into question, his attitude toward his father
reveals a certain desire to hold on to and take pride in his African ancestry. This comes as no surprise, given the
horrors committed in the name of Germanic heritage that Hiero has witnessed firsthand.

“The kid, hell, he made it muddy, passing his notes not only over seas but through soil too. Sounded rich, which

might’ve been fine for a older gate, but felt fake from him. […] His was the voice of a country preacher too green to

convince the flock.”

(Part 3, Chapter 3, Page 173)

Though most of his peers immediately warm to Hiero’s extraordinary playing, Sid remains skeptical, considering Hiero
too young to have anything important to say artistically. Later, however, he perceives a new depth and richness in
Hiero’s playing, which he attributes to the difficulties Hiero has endured. The question remains to what extent Sid’s
perception of Hiero’s music was shaped by his perception of Hiero himself (including his jealousy) as well as by any
changes in Sid.

“Sitting here at the pier, staring out at the flat, grey waters, he looked so damn small, so vulnerable. Like he

something blown in on the wind. And I known then that this was what Delilah seen when she looked at him.”

(Part 3, Chapter 3, Page 174)

In a rare moment of clarity, Sid sees Hiero not merely as an enviable talent or competitor for Delilah’s attention but as
a human being with needs and vulnerabilities. Sid’s inability to retain this perspective later leads him to act against
Hiero’s best interests.

“I was in love. Pure and simple. This place, with its stink of sweat and medicine and perfume; these folks, all

gussied up never mind the weather—this, this was life to me. Forget Sunday school and girls in white frocks. Forget

stealing from corner stores. This was it, these dames swaying their hips in shimmering dresses, these chaps drinking

gutbucket hooch. The gorgeous speakeasy slang. I’d found what my life was meant for.”

(Part 4, Page 201)

Witnessing the immediate attraction Sid feels to the jazz lifestyle, readers can better understand his later desperation
to produce a record with Hiero while he has the chance, hoping to secure his professional future—at any cost. As it is,
he ends up failing to find lasting satisfaction in either his career or his relationships.

“Look, kid, don’t be sore. You hit them skins good for you age. But playing good for you age don’t mean you
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playing good for the ages. ’Less you a Bolden, or a Jelly Roll or something. And they don’t come along but maybe

twice a century. Listen, jazz, it ain’t just music. It life. You got to have experience to make jazz.”

(Part 4, Page 202)

Panther Brownstone explains that the best jazz is born out of experience, with a few rare exceptions. His words
obviously make an impact on Sid, who seems to think that Hiero needs experience to make beautiful music, even
though everyone around him proclaims Hiero to be a genius from the start.

“Delilah said, ‘He doesn’t speak English, Lou. But he speaks your language. I can tell you the rumours weren’t

wrong, he’s the real thing. One of the greatest players I’ve ever heard in my life.’”

(Part 5, Chapter 1, Page 237)

During much of the time that Hiero and Armstrong are together, Sid is reduced to the role of translator (or so it seems
to him). Yet when Hiero and Armstrong play together, all questions of spoken language become irrelevant as music
becomes a universal language.

“She rested her head against my chest, looking out at the slow waters, and I thought, very suddenly: Sid, brother,
anything true got to always be this simple, this clear.”
(Part 5, Chapter 1, Page 255)

Throughout the novel Sid overthinks and complicates his relationships, whether out of fear, jealousy, anger, or even
love. This simple moment with Delilah shows him that such complexity can be the enemy of truth and clarity.

“‘It’s a odd thing though. Till recent, Krauts got some kind of ladder when it comes to blacks. Not like what been

goin on with the Jews. If you a black American, well, you treated alright. If you a foreign student or singer or

something, sure. They ain’t want you goin back home talkin bad bout their little utopia. But if you a black Kraut, a

Mischling, like our boy here—’ He glanced at Hiero. ‘Well. It get real ugly.’”

(Part 5, Chapter 2, Page 260)

Chip explains to Armstrong some of the inconsistencies in the Nazi racial hierarchy as it relates to blacks. Those who
are talented or American or both are treated well, but those of German descent, such as Hiero, are treated with scorn,
no matter how talented they are. In the context of their Parisian getaway, then, Hiero is at risk of being arrested by the
French as a German national and of being arrested by the Nazis as a so-called “Rhineland Bastard.”

“And then Hiero raise up his horn, real soft, and start playing a uneasy nervous beat under the words, against the

words, like he just slyly mocking them.”

(Part 5, Chapter 2, Page 261)

Contrary to the Nazis’ notion of jazz as a mere sensual beat, Hiero turns his musical talent to political ends, playing a
subversive, satirical counterpoint to a popular Nazi anthem. This is the first iteration of the piece that Hiero would
later dub “Half-Blood Blues.”
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“If I have made him think I love him,’ she begun, then broke off. ‘I hope to god I have. I’ve tried. I’ve tried everything

I could think of. Someone has to. Have you even seen that kid out there, Sid? Have you taken one goddamn look?

He’s a sunk little boy. Lost as a stray cat. You’re always so worried about you, so damn worried about yourself. He’s

just a child. And he’s got no one.”

(Part 5, Chapter 2, Page 271)

Ultimately, Hiero does come between Sid and Delilah, but not in the traditional love-triangle sense. Instead, Sid’s
bitterness toward Hiero keeps him from enjoying full compatibility with Delilah, who looks after Hiero like a brother.

“Cause I admit it. He got genius, he got genius in spades. Cut him in half, he still worth three of me. It ain’t fair. It

ain’t fair that I struggle and struggle to sound just second-rate, and the damn kid just wake up, spit through his horn,

and it sing like nightingales. It ain’t fair. Gifts is divided so damn unevenly.”

(Part 5, Chapter 2, Page 272)

In matters of artistic merit, hard work can only get you so far, as Sid discovers. Instead of learning to live with this
seeming injustice, Sid tries to game the system, hoping to tag alongside a talent like Hiero or even Armstrong. In so
doing, however, he ends up sacrificing the relationships forged along the way.

“‘It don’t matter much bout all that anyway,’ Armstrong added. ‘You think it do, but it don’t. A man ain’t just his one

talent. Little Louis needs you. And Jones look to you like you his brother. You got the talent of making others your kin,

your blood. But music, well it’s different. I reckon it got its own worth. But it ain’t a man’s whole life.’”

(Part 5, Chapter 2, Page 276)

At the time of the Paris and Berlin sessions, Sid is understandably obsessed with making music. A mature Louis
Armstrong, however, urges Sid to take a broader view, to nurture his other talents, and to find meaning in other
pursuits.

“I known without a doubt I ain’t never be involved in no greater thing in my life. This was it, this was everything.

We was all of us free, brother. For that night at least, we was free.”

(Part 5, Chapter 3, Page 310)

Even in the throes of a terrible war, Sid and the others find a measure of escape, even freedom, in the music they
create together. This feeling proves fleeting, however, as they cannot record this session with the power out. Thus,
while music provides a release, it is fleeting, vanishing with the fade of the last echo.

“He shut the door behind him. And then I known, sitting on the edge of the bed in that dark room, sure as anything

in my life, that I had to tell him about the visas. That was why I come. Not to find a friend, but to finally, and forever,

lose one.”

(Part 6, Pages 335 - 36)

After Sid’s constant worrying that Hiero will harbor resentment toward him proves unfounded, Sid realizes that,
unpleasant as it may be, he must confess his misdeed to Hiero if he is to ever find peace. Sid’s need for honesty thus
overpowers his desire to be admired, which constitutes a reversal of the motives that led him to hide Hiero’s visas in
the first place (when he was dishonest in the hopes of making a record that would bring him acclaim).
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25. “He turned his sightless eyes directly on me. ‘I see you, Sid,’ he said from out of his darkness. ‘I see you like it was

fifty years ago. Exactly like that.’”

(Part 6, Page 342)

Not long after Sid confesses that he hid the visas, a now-blind Hiero tells Sid that he sees him just as he did 50 years
ago. This could be an indication that Hiero considers their relationship unchanged in the light of Sid’s confession.
Conversely, it could also indicate that Hiero feels the sting of Sid’s actions just as sharply as he would have all those
years ago, had he known what Sid did. There is merit to both interpretations, which are not mutually exclusive.
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Essay Topics

Half-Blood Blues is both the title of the novel and the name that Hiero gives to the jazz version of the Nazi anthem

that he plays. Several characters are identified as “half-bloods” with mixed ancestry. Meanwhile, the song’s

categorization as blues connects it with a larger African American spiritual tradition, even as that tradition is blended

with Germanic song. Discuss the significance of the title. What is it that Hiero tries to capture musically about the

experience of those with multiracial identity?

Sid’s story is not presented chronologically. Instead, it starts at a climactic point and then goes back and forth

between two parallel storylines set 50 years apart. Discuss the impact of Edugyan’s structural decisions on the

reader experience. How does the interweaving of the two narratives yield fresh insight and heightened drama?

Sid’s narration is colloquial in style, matching the rich oral traditions of his Baltimore upbringing. Investigate the

unique characteristics of Sid’s voice, including imagery, humor, diction, and so on. What do your findings reveal about

Sid as a character?

Consider Edugyan’s portrayal of historical jazz figures in the text, such as Bill Coleman and Louis Armstrong. How

closely do her depictions match what we know of them from historical record? Does she make any notable

departures or elaborations?

Throughout the novel Sid and other characters use a variety of resources in attempts to access the past, including

their own memories, the documentary film, scholarly insights, musical recordings, and more. At times these sources

and approaches conflict with one another. Based on the evidence in the novel, is it possible to understand or

represent the past in a definitive, objective way? Why or why not? How might we mitigate the associated risk of

inaccuracy?

Hiero tells Sid that his father was a royal Cameroonian, whereas the documentary film suggests that his father was

a Senegalese soldier acting under French orders. What might be the significance of Hiero’s parentage one way or the

other, to Hiero himself? How might it affect the way that others view Hiero, either personally or politically?

Sid and Delilah’s rocky relationship ultimately fails. What pulls them together in the first place, and which

disagreements or incompatibilities ultimately cause their relationship to disintegrate? What role does Hiero play in

the process? How does Sid and Delilah’s relationship relate to the novel’s broader themes?
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Through Hiero’s story, Edugyan explores the relationship between lived experience and art. Consider how Hiero’s

art changes throughout the novel, first as he evolves musically, and later as he switches to a new medium, sculpting.

How do Hiero’s lived experiences inform his artistic expression? What commonalities and differences exist between

his music and his sculptures? What function does art serve in his life?

Sid, Chip, Hiero, Delilah, and other characters are quick to poke fun at each other and at the world around them.

Discuss the role that humor plays for various characters, whether as a coping mechanism, flirting strategy, mask of

deeper emotion, etc. How do your findings relate to the novel’s more serious themes?

Several characters go to great pains to enjoy or produce music, including Chip, who devotes his life to jazz. Yet

Armstrong advises Sid that music “ain’t a man’s whole life” (276). Of Sid, Chip, and Hiero, who seems to find the

greatest satisfaction in life? What other means of finding satisfaction do they turn to, and how successful are they?
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