
 

Black Letters Matter 
Mid/late Twentieth Century Classics 

Purpose:  This seminar aims to explore aspects of black experience in the US through literary expressions 
of Ralph Ellison, James Baldwin and Toni Morrison. Its longer-term aim is to inspire further explorations of 
race in America. 

Description: This seminar will constitute a series of discussions, based on participants' common experience 
of reading assigned novels.  

There are three notable African American writers on the syllabus. 
Ralph Waldo Ellison was a novelist, literary critic and scholar best known for his novel Invisible Man which 
won the National Book Award in 1953. James Baldwin was an award-winning multi-faceted writer; the book 
of his we'll read (also a motion picture) explores the role of the church in lives of African Americans. 
Toni Morrison won the Nobel Prize for Literature in 1993; we will read her first book (published in 1970) and 
a later one (Beloved) that earned her the Pulitzer Prize in 1987. 

We will meet six times, allowing for a two-week reading period between most sessions. Each typical session, 
we will focus on identifying quotations that speak to us at this time, and on developing thoughtful questions 
that will "bring us closer to humanity". 

Role of participants: Rather than making presentations, all participants will be asked to read the assigned 
books and identify one or two noteworthy passages from each of them to share with the others. Each 
participant will select a book to focus on and prepare some thought-provoking questions in advance of co-
leading class-time discussion.  

Resources: Ralph Ellison's Invisible Man, 1952; James Baldwin's Go Tell It on the Mountain, 1953; Toni 
Morrison's The Bluest Eye, 1970; and Toni Morrison's Beloved, 1987 

About the Moderator:  Nancy Denig has moderated/co-moderated primarily literary seminars, including 
"Writing to Remember"; "Techniques of Memoir Writing"; "In Search of Lost Time"; and "Poetry Out Loud". 
She is currently serving as LIR President. 

Course # 21SBL 
Format: Seminar 

Moderator:  Nancy Denig 

Date and Time: Wednesday, 1:30-3:30 
10 weeks, starting February 24 

Location: ONLINE, via Zoom 

Maximum number of participants:16 
Auditors accepted: Yes, up to 2 


