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ABOUT THE BOOK: JIMMY’S RHYTHM & BLUES: The Extraordinary Life of James
Baldwin is a picture book biography of James Baldwin, one of America’s greatest
writers, intellectuals, and civil rights activists. Before he became a legendary writer,
Jimmy was a young boy from Harlem who loved books, stories, and the library. With the
fire of his pen, he dared a nation to dream of a more equitable world filled with love.

STORY INSPIRATION: Following the publication of Michelle Meadows’ biographies on
dancer Janet Collins (BRAVE BALLERINA) and gymnast Simone Biles (FLYING HIGH),
editor Luana Kay Horry at HarperCollins asked Michelle if she would be interested in
writing the first picture book biography on James Baldwin. Michelle immediately got
excited about the opportunity to share his journey with young readers.

KEY THEMES: picture book biography, nonfiction, poetry, rhythm, books, writers,
authors, creativity, music, Black history, Harlem, New York, Paris, France, Europe, civil
rights movement, discrimination, bravery, courage, resilience, perseverance, freedom

OBSERVATION MONTHS & DAYS:

February: Black History Month April: Jazz Appreciation Month
April: National Poetry Month August 2: James Baldwin’s Birthday
DEFINITIONS

¢ Rhythm: A strong, repeated pattern of movement or sound

e The Blues: A genre of soulful, folk music expressing a range of emotions (from
sadness and struggle to resilience and celebration); rooted in Black culture

e Gospel: A genre of soulful, religious music rooted in Black churches

¢ Witness: Someone who sees events happen and/or uses their voice to tell the
truth about what they see and experience

e Discrimination: Unfair or unequal treatment — treating some groups less fairly
than others, such as discrimination based on race, gender, sexuality, or age
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BACKGROUND:

e James (Jimmy) Baldwin authored more than 20 works of fiction and nonfiction,
including essays, plays, short stories, poems, and novels.

e Jimmy loved music and various types of art, including the colors of clothing,
nature, and paintings. This led to the choice of telling his story through the lens of
a variety of colors and with a rhythm that represents the musical flow of his life.

e When he discovered the written word, Jimmy discovered true power. Writing
gave him a voice.

e From the publication of his groundbreaking collection of essays THE FIRE NEXT
TIME to his passionate demonstrations during the civil rights movement, Jimmy
used his voice fearlessly.

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS/READING COMPREHENSION:

What was Jimmy'’s life like growing up?

How did reading books change the way Jimmy viewed the world?

What responsibilities and challenges did Jimmy face at home, and how did he
find comfort?

4. What does the book title JIMMY’S RHYTHM & BLUES mean to you?

5. How did Jimmy’s theater teacher, Bill, support his dreams of becoming a writer?
6. Who else in the book supported Jimmy and how?

7. Why did Jimmy travel to Paris? What did Paris give him that the U.S. did not?
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. What did you find most surprising about this story? Why?
How did Jimmy support the civil rights movement in the United States?
0.What do you think Jimmy’s legacy teaches us?

FUN ACTIVITIES:

Writing Exercise — My Neighborhood: James Baldwin wrote about Harlem and other
places that shaped him. Write an essay about your own neighborhood. Describe what it
looks like in detail. Describe what happens there, what you like to do there, who you
see, and how your neighborhood makes you feel.

Poster Project — The Power of Words: Select a single word, phrase, or sentence from
the book. Design a poster around the word/s. Decorate the poster with anything that
relates to the word/s you choose. Get creative and use vibrant colors, hand-drawn
pictures, or cut-outs from magazines — anything at all to bring the word/s to life!

Craft Project — My Favorite Colors Box: JIMMY’S RHYTHM & BLUES poetically uses
a variety of colors to describe feelings and the various phases of James Baldwin’s life.
Cut out squares from construction paper and decorate a shoebox like a patchwork quilt
of your favorite colors. Present on what each color means to you, including how the
colors make you feel. What will you put inside of your new box?!
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