Honeydripper
US 2007, Dir. John Sayles 

Recommended for:  Music Studies, Social Studies, Race Studies, Political Science, Media/Film Studies Suitable for:  High School Juniors and Seniors

Film Synopsis: 1950. Rural Alabama. Cotton harvest. It's a make-or-break weekend for the Honeydripper Lounge and its owner, piano player Tyrone "Pine Top" Purvis. Deep in debt to the liquor man, the chicken man, and the landlord, Tyrone is desperate to lure the young cotton pickers and local Army base recruits into his juke joint, away from Touissant's, the rival joint across the way. After laying off his regular talent, blues singer Bertha Mae, Tyrone announces to his sidekick Maceo that he has hired the famous electric guitar player, Guitar Sam, for a special one night only gig: pack em in and save the club. On the day of the show, the train arrives and Guitar Sam is no where to be found. Tyrone is forced to take drastic action. He makes a deal with Sheriff Pugh to release Sonny, the kid who hopped off a freight car here in Harmony, and turned up in the club claiming he could play the guitar as well as any Guitar Sam. 
 Themes & Keywords
Jim Crow, Dialect/Vernacular, Civil Rights, Artistic Integrity and Ownership,  Community, Friendship, African-American Identity, the American Dream, Pullman Porters, A. Phillip Randolph, The Great Migration, Symbolism, Bull Connor, History of Rock & Roll 
Discussion Ideas (warning contains spoilers) 
Honeydripper can be seen as a film about the Jim Crow era South as understood through personal narratives.  Compare and contrast the experiences of Tyrone and Delilah in the film.  How are their struggles, hopes, and goals similar?  How are they different—how might the experiences of African-American men and women living under segregated conditions differ? How are they similar? 
How do you think Sonny Blake changed from the beginning to the end of the film?  How do you think his experience in the army shaped his identity? How might his identity as a musician and a wanderer be in conflict?  Melded together?  
What did the blind musician (Possum) represent? Who was he to Tyrone? Who was he to Sonny Blake? Why were they the only two who could see him? 

In this film, music is the main subject and essential part of the plot. Why do you think the filmmaker choose tell the story of Jim Crow era Alabama through this artistic genre? 

Student Activities (warning contains spoilers) 
1.  Eugene “Bull” Connor.  Bull Connor was s Democrat police official in Alabama during the American Civil Rights Movement, a member of the Ku Klux Klan and a staunch advocate of racial segregation. As the Public Safety Commissioner of Birmingham, Alabama in the 1960s, Connor became a symbol of the fight against integration and for using fire hoses and police attack dogs against unarmed nonviolent protest marchers. The spectacle of this being broadcast on national television served as one of the catalysts for major social and legal change in the South and helped in large measure to assure the passage of the Civil Rights Act of 1964, thus Connor’s tactics helped to bring about the very change he was opposing.  
	


 a. Compare & Contrast: Conduct research on “Bull” Connor. How does the real "Bull” Connor  relate to the fictionalized Sheriff Pugh in the film Honeydripper?  What motivates their actions?  What do you think the film’s stance on race relations in Jim Crow ear South is?  How is the film’s ending symbolic of its narrative themes?       
2. Chuck Berry. was one of the originators of Rock & Roll music. His music has transcended generations. He earns respect to this day because he was truly an entertainer. Berry, also known as "The Father of Rock & Roll", gained success by watching the audience's reaction and playing accordingly, putting his listeners' amusement above all else. For this reason, tunes like "Johnny B. Goode," "Maybellene" and "Memphis" have become anthems to an integrated American youth and popular culture. Berry is a musical icon who established rock and roll as a musical form. 

a. Research: The origins of Rock & Roll Music. What were the early influences of this musical genre? How did rock & roll gain momentum in youth circles? How were rock & roll musicians categorized? Why has rock & roll as it is known now, not identified with African-American musical history and/or culture? 
3. A. Phillip Randolph was a prominent twentieth century African-American civil rights leader and founder of the first black labor union in the United States.  Randolph had some experience in labor organization, having organized elevator operators in New York City in 1917. In 1925, Randolph organized the Brotherhood of Sleeping Car Porters. This was the first serious effort to form a labor union for the employees of the Pullman Company which was a major employer of African-Americans.  

a. Creative Writing: In the film, Pullman Porters are represented as men who protect the young travelers who sleep in the ‘boxcar’ of the train.  Why do you think the filmmaker decided to show us how Sonny arrived in Alabama? What kind of role did trains play in the lives of rural African-American’s in the early 1950’s?  Pretend that you are a Pullman Porter in the early 1950’s. Day after day you tend to the needs of passengers who are often rude and speak to you in derogatory and racist ways. You also tend to the needs of passengers who stow-away in the boxcars of the train. Write a letter, this letter can be addressed to passengers, or whomever describing the kinds of things you see. 
Useful Websites 
http://www.emergingpictures.com/honeydripper.htm Official site of Honeydripper film 

http://www.aphiliprandolphmuseum.com/ A. Phillip Randolph and Pullman Porter Museum 
http://www.chuckberry.com/ Official site for Chuck Berry 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bull_Connor Wikipedia site for Bull Connor 

http://www.siffblog.com/other/return_of_the_independent_sayles_on_sayles_003909.html#more
Interview with Filmmaker John Sayles 

http://www.jimcrowhistory.org/ History of Jim Crow 

http://www.columbia.edu/itc/history/odonnell/w1010/edit/migration/migration.html 

History of The Great Migration as told through the paintings of Jacob Lawrence 
