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Though extensive scholarship documents the existence of the blues in
the 20th century, there is almost no mention of the form previous to
1900. Since statements by blues performers such as W. C. Handy and
Big Bill Broonzy indicate that the blues were sung before 1900, we can
only speculate about their origin. It seems probable, however, that the
blues tradition developed after the Civil War when blacks were no
longer forced to live and work on the property of their white masters.
Blues singers in this century have tended to travel widely, and their
verses describe experiences encountered in these travels. This mobility,
which is so important to the blues tradition of this century, would not
have been possible before the Civil War and strengthens the probability
that blues developed as a separate musical genre after 1865.

Though folksong scholarship before 1900 deals only with religious
material, some of the descriptions show that verses were used as work
songs in a non-religious context. The best-known account of such
work songs is in Fanny Kemble’s Journal of A Residence on A Georgia
Plantation in 1838-1839. Miss Kemble observed that these songs had
counterparts in European melodies. “The way in which the chorus
strikes in with the burden, between each phrase of the melody chanted
by a single voice, is very curious and effective . . .” Such work songs are a
common part of black culture in both West Africa and the New World.
According to Janheinz Jahn, groups which use these work songs are
referred to as dokpye in Dahomey, egbe in Yoruba, coumbite in Haiti,
troca dia in Brazil, and gayap in Trinidad. They are used to coordinate
groups of workers and usually one man, who does no labour, ‘calls’
the verses, and the group works with the tempo of his call, responding
with a chorus after each line or verse. (Jahn, p. 223)

The call and response pattern of work songs established an impor-
tant division between the individual singer and the working group.
The singer created and manipulated verses which would direct workers
with an appropriate tempo and subject. This musical creativity was
clearly respected by both the gang and their overseer, for callers often
did no manual labour and were paid higher wages than the workers.
It is therefore not surprising that blacks with musical ability developed
musical repertoires and began to sing blues as a means of escaping
manual labour. Big Bill Broonzy’s autobiography emphasises this point
repeatedly:

So we both [he and his brother] went back to playing and we was the
best two Negro musicians around there. That’s what the white people
said. We would be playing and sitting under screened porches while
the other Negroes had to work in the hot sun and the white peoples
called us ‘their Negroes’ and thought we was too good to work with the
other Negroes. ' (p. 35)

Broonzy recalled that the first well-known blues players were known as
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‘sweet back papas’ and prided themselves in being able to make a
living from their music and the gifts of women who admired them.

Them men didn’t know how cotton and corn and rice and sugar-cane
grows and they didn’t care. They went out, dressed up every night and
some of them had three and four women. One fed him and the other
bought his clothes and shoes. These is the men that wear ten-dollar
Stetson hats and twenty-dollar gold pieces at their watch and diamonds
in their teeth and on their fingers. (p- 48)

Thus the blues player stood conspicuously apart from the rest of the
black community and used his musical abilities to avoid the heavy
manual labour which was the fate of most blacks in the rural South.
Such singers often became musical spokesmen for the black community
as a whole in that their blues voiced a suffering with which all blacks
identified. Blues singers frequently referred to local events and persons
in their verses, publicly expressing the suffering of blacks both as
individuals and as a group.

Apparently, somewhat similar songs were composed during slavery
and, like many blues, were sung only before black audiences. Like the
blues, these songs voiced the suffering of individuals and were a means
of relieving the depression of slaves who had been beaten. Such songs
were noted by J. Miller McKim in an address given in Philadelphia in
1862. His explanation was based on a conversation with a former slave
who described why many songs dealt with suffering.

I asked one of these blacks — one of the most intelligent of them (Prince
Rivers, Sergeant 1st Reg. S.C.V.) — where they got these songs. ‘Dey
make ’em sah.” ‘How do they make them?’ After a pause, evidently
casting about for an explanation, he said: ‘I’ll tell you, it’s dis way.
My master call me up, and order me a short peck of corn and a hundred
lash. My friends see it, and is sorry for me. When dey come to de
praise-meeting dat night dey sing about it. Some’s very good singers
and know how; and dey work it in — work it in, you know, till they get it
right; and dat’s de way.’ (Allen, Ware & Garrison, p. xviii)

This description of how ‘very good singers’ were able to take an event
and ‘work it in’ a musical frame which was sung by others present could
also be applied to the work of blues singers with their own repertoires.
Though little is known of these ‘very good singers’ and their songs, it is
probable that during slavery individuals utilised their musical abilities
to voice group suffering. There are similar traditions of musical
‘spokesmen’ in African cultures, and scholars familiar with the area have
significantly stressed this role in their analysis of blues. Janheinz Jahn,
for instance, feels blues is primarily a public rather than a private
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expression. Though many blues are personalised by their use of the
first-person ‘I’, Jahn feels their purpose is to describe the racial re-
jection which is known by all blacks. ‘For the blues singer does not in
fact express ks personal experiences and transfer them to his audience;
on the contrary, it is the experiences of the community that he is
expressing, making himself its spokesman . . . it is not the personal
experience that is emphasised, but the typical experience of al those
rejected by society . . . And even though indirectly, the note of re-
bellion is always heard too:

I’d rather drink muddy water, sleep in a hollow log,
dan to stay in dis town, treated like a dirty dog.

>

(p. 223)

Comparing blues with similar musical traditions in Africa which
publicly express group feelings, Jahn states, ‘One song in the com-
munity becomes one song before the community, for the community is
now only a listener. Instead of a chorus answering the singer, there are
(in the blues) instruments accompanying the singer.” (p. 221)

Though 19th-century studies, such as Slave Songs of the Umied
States, focussed on the spiritual, with the implication that it was the
sole musical expression of the blacks, we are able to locate references
such as the journal of Miss Kemble and the speech by McKim which
show that non-religious forms of music were in circulation during
slavery} and these forms certainly contributed to the development of
blues. At present, however, we can say little about the nature of this
development since blues were not documented until the beginning of
this century. '

Certain general statements regarding the growth of the blues can be
made on the basis of the material previously discussed. Black music,
both religious and secular, tends to be formulaic in the sense that both
have a similar verse form which permits a highly creative singer to
expand songs, using formulaic verses which he either creates himself
or learns from other singers. The use of verse formulae will be discussed
later in detail, but at present we should note that in form, at least, blues
and religious music have important similarities. Thys singers such as
those described by McKim could sing of the sufferings of fellow slaves
using verse forms normally reserved for religious songs. Such verse
formulae are also used in work songs, suggesting that a general similarity
of verse form exists throughout black music. LeRoi Jones, in Blues
People, noted that songs have been recorded which combine work
songs, blues, and spirituals within a single structure.

The melancholy is a camouflage, the ‘plaint’ hides a complaint.

On a recent record, the Louisiana Folklore Society’s Prison Worksongs
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recorded in Angola, Louisiana, at the Louisiana State Penitentiary there,
one song listed as Take This Hammer begins as that song, but lasts as
that for only about three ‘bars’ (three strokes of the hammer) and then
wanders irresolutely into Alberta, Berta, several blues verses, and a few
lines from a spiritual. (p. 68)

Since the blues tradition, unlike work songs and hymns, is found
among individual singers rather than groups, it may well have developed
as a separate genre after slavery when individuals had the opportunity
to travel and develop repertoires through contact with other singers.
The mobility of these singers helps explain how blues were spread
throughout the deep South by the beginning of the 20th century.
Blues such as Joe Turner, which were part of the repertoire of Big Bill
Broonzy’s uncle, were probably in circulation as early as 1880 or 1890.
(Broonzy was born in Scott, Mississippi, on 26 June 1893.) Broonzy’s
agtobiography is referred to extensively because it is one of the few
discussions of blues by a blues singer, in this case a blues singer from
the Mississippi Delta, and his reactions are particularly valuable in
understanding the blues tradition which developed among Delta singers.
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Delta Blues

The richness and depth of the Delta blues tradition has led some
scholars to speculate that the region was the first to produce blues as we
know the form today. The first blues which has been documented was
heard in the Delta by W. C. Handy in 1895, while he was in Tutwiler,
Mississippi.

A lean, loose-jointed Negro had commenced plunking a guitar beside
me while I slept. His clothes were rags; his feet peeped out of his
shoes. His face had on it some of the sadness of the ages. As he played,
he pressed a knife on the strings of the guitar in a manner popularised
by Hawaiian guitarists who used steel bars. His song, too, struck me
instantly.

Goin’ where the Southern cross the Dog.

The singer repeated the line three times, accompanying himself on the
guitar with the weirdest music I had ever heard. The tune stayed in my
mind. (Handy, p. 74)

Since Handy’s encounter with Delta singers, numerous scholars have
recorded and studied the blues from Mississippi. Some of the best-
known works on the area are Negro Workaday Songs and The Negro
and His Songs (Howard W. Odum and Guy B. Johnson), American
Negro Folk-Songs (Newman 1. White), The Bluesmen, The Country
Blues, and The Poetry of the Blues (Samuel Charters), and Blues Fell
This Morming, Conversation With the Blues, and Screeming the Blues
(Paul Oliver). Most of these studies are based at least in part on
fieldwork among blacks in Mississippi, and they provide a valuable
indication of how blues has developed from 1925 (The Negro and His
Songs) to 1968 (Screening the Blues). In addition to work by folklorists,
W. C. Handy’s Father of the Blues; An Autobiography and Big Bill
Broonzy’s Big Bill Blues are written by blues performers who played
throughout the Delta, and comment on the richness of its blues tradition.
Thus there seems to be strong evidence to support Charters’ statement
that:

Even with the confusion of sources and influences, however, it does
seem clear that it was in the Mississippi delta counties that the first
blues were sung, and of all the southern areas where the blues became
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a deeply rooted folk style, it was in the delta where there was the
richest creative growth. » (The Bluesmen, pp. 22-3)

Since 1900 Delta blues have clearly emerged as a dominant force
which continues to the present day to influence black popular culture,
During this period blues have been recorded both in scholarly studies
and on popular ‘race records’ so that today we have a large and impor-
tant body of material which gives perspective to my own research.
On the basis of extensive recordings of Delta blues singers, scholars
have attempted to characterise the style of performers from the area.
Charles Keil defines the Delta style in terms of its heaviness and in-
tensity: “The distinguishing features of Delta country blues - drones,
moans, the bottleneck guitar techniques, constant repetition of melodic
figures, harmonica tremolos, a heavy sound and rough intensity - are
usually intensified in the city context.” Samuel Charters also emphasises
the heaviness of the style in his study of the area, and stresses that vocal
quality ‘was hard and unrelenting; the voice usually heavy, the tone
produced at the back of the throat with rougher growling tones, and the
falsetto voice used for contrast or emotional emphasis.’

Harold Courlander notes that this heaviness in black singers is a
positive aesthetic quality and shows how their musical taste differs
from that of Europeans who tend to prefer ‘sweet’ tones in singing, He
also mentions the use of falsetto, which was found in many of the West
African cultures, a point also stressed by Keil. Courlander thus sees this
blues style as primarily an expression of African culture.

Apparently Delta blacks appreciate a ‘heavy’ voice among women as
well as men. During my work in the region, one band leader said that
the female singer which black bands considered vocally ideal was ‘a
woman with a voice like a man.’ I recorded several female blues singers,
and they all affected a ‘heavy’ vocal quality when singing.
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\erse Structure in
Delta Blues

The primary focus of this study of blues will be on verse structure and
its relation to the composition and performance of blues by individual
singers. Delta blues are sung primarily for dances in juke joints, and
their length often depends on the enthusiasm and response of dancers
during each dance. Audience response is often the critical factor in
determining whether a blues will be terminated after several stanzas
or will be continued indefinitely. Such flexibility in blues is due to the
use of formulaic verses which are added to appropriate tunes by singers
when their audience encourages them to continue.

Many scholars have noted that verses in blues have little relation to
each other, but there has been almost no discussion of why the blues
are so structured. Though blues singers were rarely questioned about
how they composed and sang their materials, it is interesting to note
how scholars consistently mentioned their lack of narrative development
as an essential characteristic, and thus differentiated the medium from
traditional white balladry. Odum and Johnson felt, in The Negro and His
Songs, that since there was no narrative development in blues, titles
of a particular song could be based on any of its verses. They noted
that identical verses were often found in different songs and were
integrated in both into the overall song structure. QOdum and Johnson
approached blues in terms of a ‘song’ containing a series of verses
developing a narrative theme, and blues texts clearly did not conform
to their criteria. These criteria viewed the ‘song’ as the basic unit of
study and assumed that verses should be immovable within the struc-
ture of a song, as they often are in traditional white balladry. In the
blues tradition, however, the verse is the only textual unit which re-
mains structurally intact, and any relevant study of blues must focus its
attention on the verse as the basic unit.

The first scholar to describe the formulaic use of verses was Newman
Ivey White in American Negro Folk-Songs. White perceptively noted
that black folksongs in general were based on a series of verses which
were often unrelated, and the order of these verses could be varied with
each version of the song. He saw that the determining factor in a song’s
development was the memory of the singer who recalled verses and sang
them until he wished to terminate the song. However, though White
was correct in stating that verses float from song to song, he over-
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stated the flexibility of tunes, which are not variable. This is an im-
portant oversight as the presence of fixed tunes complicates the use of
verse formulae which must be inserted in songs with appropriate
‘beats’.

White viewed the flexibility of these songs as a form of verbal dis-
order which reflected the ‘none too accurate or discriminating folk
memory’, a view which showed that his study of the songs compared
them unfavourably with white ballads. His analysis of songs was
textually oriented, and made no attempt to understand the use through
discussions with the informants from. whom he collected. White was
only one of many scholars who collected and studied folksongs — both
black anq whitg — without ever considering that informants might have
relevant insights into their lore. As our study will show, the use of verse
formulae in songs like blues is a highly complex phenomenon, and it
cogld be strongly argued that their manipulation by blues singers re-
quires more creativity and verbal dexterity than white ballads, which
are repeatedly sung with little internal variation of text. An interesting
development between the two has been noted by Roger Abrahams and
Qeorge Foss who suggest in Anglo-American Folksong Style that trade
itional white songs have recently begun to borrow the formulaic verse
structure of black music. Unfortunately, the authors merely note this
change and do not discuss the possible reasons for it.

Dorothy Scarborough makes an important comparison between
black and white singing traditions in On the Trail of Negro Folk-Songs.
Though her comments focus on ballads, a very small part of black
secular song, the comparison is valid and should be noted. Whereas
the white ballad singer strives for impersonality during his singing, the
black performer often uses the first person during his blues, which
acts as an effective dramatic device. Though Miss Scarborough cor-
rectly notes the difference between white and black ballads in the latter’s
use of the first-person, her statement that the singers do not claim
authorship must be qualified. Most of the singers I recorded claimed
authorship of their material, even when singing well-known ballads
such as John Henry. Such claims are partially true, because the flexibility
of black singing allows for considerable versatility and reworking of
verses by individual singers. A singer’s version of a particular song is
thus considered ‘his own’ even when he admits that it was learned in a
different form from another singer.

This claim of authorship based on revision of verses and singing style
was explained to me by a Delta black who stopped singing blues when
he entered the church, and now sings only gospels. I asked him if he
learned his songs from others and he replied:

ru hqar somebody else sing it and then I’ll put my words like I want
them in there. This was Reverend McGee at Drew, Mississippi. I was
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at his church and I- heard him sing that. But now he sing it a little
different from what I do. I just sing it in my voice and put the words in
there like I want them.

Ferris: Are those your words ?
Them my words there. I spaced them words like that on a contention

that so many peoples singing alike, till you know that’s just about to
put a ruination on the gospel singing in this part. So many peoples is
trying to imitate other folks, you know. They trying to mark other
songsters. . . . I will sing their songs, but I will put the words my way.
If he have a word go one way, I’ll change it and put it another. That’s
the way I do most of my singing.

Thus both religious and secular materials are reworked by singers who
structure verses of songs according to their own taste. In this sense a
singer can justly refer to a song as ‘my own’ because he has developed
a version which is unlike those used by other individuals of groups.

Such revisions in songs are clearly foreign to white ballad traditions,
and white scholars who have tried to define and study black ‘ballads’
have encountered considerable difficulties. Malcom Laws located only
19 songs among blacks with enough narrative structure to be termed
‘ballads’. In a very perceptive essay which introduces the black material
in Native American Balladry, Laws notes that these ‘ballads’ are
basically different from the white ones listed:

When we speak of a fixed number of Negro ballads, we do so hesita-
tingly, realising that frequently only a central theme gives one the
right to connect one text with another and say that they are variants of
the same ballad . . . Negro folksongs are full of stanzas or phrases which
can be compared to the clichés of English traditional balladry. They
pass easily from one folksong to the other, and they are of no help at all
in identifying Negro ballads. (pp-. 84-5)

The stanzas which Laws compares to the ‘clichés of English traditional
balladry’ are the fundamental unit of black song, and it is through their
study rather than through patterns of narrative development that black
song style can be understcod. Narrative song is rarely used by Delta
blacks, and of the more than 400 songs I collected, less than 10 could be
accurately termed ballads. Of these ballads, the most popular were
Fohn Henry and Stagolee. Richard Dorson noted a similar pattern in the
musical repertoire of J. D. Suggs, a native of Mississippi, and of the
22 songs he published from his recordings, only two, The Boll Weeuvil
and Casey Fones, were ballads.

The non-narrative quality of blues was stressed by Paul Oliver in
Screening the Blues. Oliver noted that the verse is the only unit of the
blues which remains intact during oral tradition and suggests that
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blu.es perform a different role from that of traditional white ballads
which describe the lives of protagonists at length.

In spite of this extensive scholarly discussion of the non-narrative
structure of blues and their formulaic verses, there has been almost no
serious study of how such verses are used in oral tradition. Questions
such as the role of verse structure in composition and performance are
completely ignored in most discussions of the subject. The first scholar
who stressed the importance of seriously studying verse formulae was
Bruce Jackson. Jackson drew attention, in his foreword to the reprint
of White’s American Negro Folk-Songs, to the differences mentioned
earlier between white and black song styles and pointed to the verse
formula in black folksong as the key to its understanding.

The structural units in Negro folksong are the metaphor and line, not
the plot or part of plot. Instead of weaving narrative elements to create
a story, the Negro song accumulates images to create a feeling. (p. xi)

Jackson’s term ‘formula’ bears a specialised meaning which was de-
ﬁnfad l.)y Albert Lord in The Singer of Tales, a study of Serbo-Croatian
epic singers. Lord found that such singers used formulae during their
pregentation of epics and were thus able to expand their material ex-
tensively if they were confronted with an enthusiastic audience response.
He defined a ‘“formula’ as ‘a group of words which is regularly em-
ployed under the same metrical conditions to express a given essential
idea.” He went on to write:

We shall see that in a very real sensc every performance is a separate
song; for every performance is unique, and every performance bears
the signature of its poet singer . . . What is important is not the oral per-
formance but rather the composition during oral performance.  (p. 5)

'ljhe: relevance of Lord’s work to blues is obvious when we consider the
similar usage of blues verses and the formulae of Serbo-Croatian epics.
In both, the singer uses established verbal patterns during his perform-
ance, and these patterns or formulae are a means of extending the
session to the desired length. Lord’s theory shows the necessity of field
Work. in the study of oral lore, for it was only through extensive re-
cording and discussions with singers that he was able to develop his
theory of verbal formulae, which has been so influential in under-
standing oral tradition.

The blues scholars who have been discussed - particularly White,
Odum, Johnson, and Scarborough - dealt with the blues primarily
through literary analysis which was clearly inadequate in understanding
the medium. Also, each made either implicit or explicit comparisons of
blues and white oral traditions, which adhere to very different patterns
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such as emphasis on narrative development, a fixed text, and imper-
sonality of the singer. It is clear thaF gnless we approach blges as an
integral oral tradition and examine it 1nter.na1.ly — as Lord did in his
work in Yugoslavia - through interviews with informants and study of
their material in context, no conclusions can be accurately formed.

Verse Formulae

My own study focused on the views Delta singers expressed about the
songs I recorded with them. I was particularly concerned with the
composition of blues and whether formulaic verses were a critical part
of their composition. One of my primary informants, James ‘Son’
Thomas, discussed how he composes blues and how verses can be
inserted in a song to prolong it as long as the audience desires to
dance. Thomas’s conversation shows the fallacy of White’s belief that
blues are the product of a ‘none too accurate or discriminating folk
memory’.

Ferris: When you say ‘record’ do you mean a song somebody sings or
something that’s on a record ?

Well these old songs, mighty near all of them that was made and
ain’t been on a record is hard to find. The fellows that was made and
ain’t on a record is hard to find. The fellows what used to play a long
time ago, they sing the same verses, and they ain’t gonner play a bit
longer than the record is supposed to go.

Well nowdays, you git to playing and as long as the people is enjoying
the record [the song] and dancing, they plays on it. You just keep a-
playing.

Where do you git your verses from ? .

Well, you have to git verses out of records. You can git a verse out of
each record and make you a recording of your own.

But if you playing for a group of people and they keep on dancing and
you don’t know but three verses, where do you git your other verses?

That’s something else I can do. If I’'m playing and don’t know the
song, I can add verses as I play. It comes to me, the right verses of what
to say and everything. I can make them match with the music, bring it
in time.

Just like if you were gonner make up a song about Vicksburg. Now
you heard about the song they made up-a long time ago about ‘Vicks-
burg on the high hill and Jackson just below’. Well now that fellow, he
was making that by head, you see. He skipped way over from Jackson to
Vicksburg.

Most of the blues singers on race records were still primarily folk
rather than popular performers, and their material was easily as-
similated into the repertoires of other blues singers in the Delta tradition.
Thus, as Thomas said, a singer might take verses from several records
and incorporate them all into a single blues performance, which then
became ‘his’ song. Though the overall arrangement was his, the verses
were often borrowed either directly from other singers or from records.

Simple imitation of a record was insufficient for blues singers, since
dances usually continue much longer than the three or four minutes
allowed on recordings. In such situations the singer relies on his
memory to supply verses appropriate for the tune’s beat as long as he
wishes to continue the performance. Though a singer with a limited
repertoire of verse formulae might introduce the same verses into several
‘songs’ or performances during the course of an evening, the better
singers had more extensive recall of verses and could continue for hours
without repeating themselves.
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