














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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