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ABSTRACT
BEYOND THE CROSSROADS: BLUES SCENES IN DETROIT AND LANSING
By
Rachel A. Szymanski
This thesis examines the reasons why blues scenes in Michigan cities such as

Detroit and Lansing ha'.ve been mostly ignored in blues history. Chapter 1 explains how
blues history has been romanticized and how many who write about blues have come to
favor a narrative that privileges the style of rural blues from the Mississippi Delta above
all other blues. Chapter 2 explores how the urban blues scenes in Detroit and Lansing
have struggled for identity and historical presence in the face of a hegemonic blues
narrative that still centers in the Delta and also has a newer center in Chicago. Chapter 3
looks at the similarities and differences between two modern blues scenes in Michigan,
the scenes in Detroit and Lansing, explains how these scenes are organized, and explores
why blues audiences in Detroit and Lansing go out to hear live blues music. This study
concludes that blues scenes in Detroit and Lansing have been continuously active despite
a persistent center-periphery narrative that has never allowed them much room in blues
history books and suggests that more scholars should challenge the Delta blues-centered

tradition to discover overlooked scenes in other locations.
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Introduction

Writers who document blues history have a tendency to include the story of
how they became interested in the blues in their books. Idid not understand this
tendency before I began talking to musicians and fans about the blues. I thought
these writers were self-serving and that they were trying to legitimate their own work
by making themselves part of the story. However, since I started talking to people
about the blues music and blues scenes, I can understand one reason why writers
might feel compelled to include their own stories as a prelude to whatever part of
blues history they are recounting: they feel that the reader, like musicians or blues
fans they have met, might be expecting an explanation for why they are studying the
blues.

I know this because as I began my research for this document, the people 1
spoke to, fans and musicians alike, asked me why I was doing a project about the
blues. This question is a fair one, because if there is a stereotypical blues fan, I do not
fit the image. I am a woman; many blues fans are male. I was 22 years old when my
interest in the blues started and I am 24 now; many fans I have met are over 40. I am
not a blues ml‘lsician; many fans of the genre are either professional or amateur blues
players. So what saved this project? Why did my consultants, mostly middle aged
men, decide that a young woman who didn't even play the blues could have a part in
recording the history of blues scenes? I had to have a good reason prepared for why I
wanted to study the blues if I was ever going to hope for honest answers to questions
like, "What is it that you like best about going to blues clubs?" or "Why do you listen

to blues music?"



In the beginning, I was alarmingly unprepared for questions about my own
interest in blues scenes. I would spout off something about the study being important
work because little research had been done on blues in Michigan and would add that 1
also just liked the music. The real story is that I became interested in blues music in
an ethnomusicology class at Michigan State, a decidedly unromantic way to become
acquainted with the genre. From there, I changed my thesis topic from a study of the
career experiences of Michigan jazz musicians to a thesis on blues festivals. One
night when the MSU jazz studies department's combos were playing at a local coffee
shop, I told Professor Rodney Whitaker, chair of jazz studies at Michigan State, that I
was going to write my thesis on blues festivals. He seemed less than impressed and
said if I really wanted to write something about the blues I should write about white
people going to see traditionally black music. He felt that white fans might be
keeping the music alive. After I some consideration, I decided to take his advice and
try to include the audience for blues music as a major part of my thesis.

There was one other important thing that I also wanted to do with this thesis:
write about Michigan blues scenes specifically. It would not have been too difficult
for me to have done this thesis on blues scenes in Chicago as it is only three hours
away from where I live in East Lansing, MI. The Chicago scene is huge and it
includes a famous, free summer festival. However, many people have written about

the scenes in Chicago. Few have written about the scene in Detroit, let alone any



other scenes in Michigan.1 I knew these scenes existed and wanted to find out why I
had not read anything about them.

Aside from the naive desire for scholarly acclaim for having rediscovered
blues in Michigan - as though blues scenes in Michigan had gotten lost and needed
me to bring them back to civilization - I have realized over the course of this writing
that I wanted to write a thesis about Michigan because of who I am. Before I began
writing this thesis, I was embarrassed to admit that I had never lived outside the state
of Michigan. I have still never lived more than an hour and a half from Detroit, MI
where I was born or Dexter, MI where I spent most of my childhood. However, in
the course of writing this document I became both proud of being a Michigan native
and shocked at all the Michigan history I did not know. I learned history that they
never taught us in grade school like how urban renewal destroyed black
neighborhoods in Detroit and Lansing or how Berry Gordy built up Motown and then
took it all away. Ilearned more about car companies in Detroit and Lansing than I
ever cared to know. I learned how music was intricately related to class and race in
Michigan in ways I had not expected. Blues history in Michigan is music history,
black history, white history, labor history, Detroit history, and the history of many
other Michigan cities.

This thesis is about white writers who wrote blues history to reach a white
audience and black writers who include the blues in African American music history.

It's about Detroit and Lansing, how the cities are different and how they are the same,

! Some writers who have written about Detroit blues scenes include Lars Bjorn and Jim Gallert in
Before Motown: a History of Jazz in Detroit 1920-60, (Ann Arbor, MI: The University of Michigan
Press, 2001) and several writers in the 2001 Detroit themed issue of Living Blues magazine.



and how both cities ended up having two of the strongest blues societies in the state.
Most importantly, this thesis is about the professional musicians and blues fans who
talked to me about their scenes and their lives. It is about people who made me feel
like part of a scene that a young white woman who doesn't even play the blues may
have little business being part of. Those people made me feel like I had to finish this
document when it was not going well and I am grateful to them for that.

My primary goals with my thesis are twofold. The first is to explain why
blues scenes in Michigan are mostly ignored in blues history. I do this through a
historiography of blues writing. I argue that blues writers have created a history of
the blues that says the Mississippi Delta style and its urban derivative in Chicago are
the most significant types of blues. This version of history downplays the importance
of early rural scenes in other parts of the south as well as other urban scenes. One
possible explanation for this is that the emphasis on the Delta and Chicago styles by
early blues writers was duplicated by later writers. As African popular music scholar,
Christopher A. Waterman argues “the temptation to read contemporary categories
into the past, especially when authoritative scholarly sources do it as a matter of
course, is strong.”2 Blues writers in the 1960s created contemporary categories of
blues according to region so they would have categories that would encompass the
older blues music they discovered. These writers became authoritative scholarly
sources whose ideas about the blues have become so pervasive in the blues discourse
that scenes that they gave little attention to, like the scene in Detroit, have continually

been reduced to footnotes in blues history books.

2 Christopher Waterman, “Our Tradition is a Very Modern Tradition”, Ethnomusicology 4, 1990, 368.



My second goal is to show that although Michigan blues scenes are on the
periphery of blues history, there have been urban blues scenes in Michigan for as long
as the well-known Chicago scene has existed and that these scenes are still active
today. Along with this, I explain what blues fans and musicians in Michigan get out
of their experiences in blues communities using some of the modern scenes in Detroit
and especially the modern scenes in Lansing as examples. Blues fans are not simply
people who occasionally interact when listening to music; they, with blues musicians,
have formed communities or blues scenes around their love of listening to and
playing blues music. The scenes perspective, as sociologists Richard Peterson and
Andy Bennett refer to as the study of musical communities that focuses on scenes,
looks at how performers, performance venues, and fans collectively create music.”
They explain that while the term “music scene” was formerly used only in journalistic
and everyday contexts, it is now used in scholarly writing to “designate the contexts
in which clusters of producers, musicians, and fans collectively share their common
musical tastes and collectively distinguish themselves from others.” This
perspective emerged in the 1990s out of a desire to avoid connotations associated
with the term subculture, e.g. “subculture” presumes that all of a participant’s actions
are governed by the subculture’s standards.” In contrast, calling fans part of a

“scene” allows for the fluid identities that most people have where they move in and

3 . . . .
Richard A. Peterson and Andy Bennett, Music Scenes (Nashville: Vanderbilt University Press, 2004),
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Ibid, 1.
Ibid, 3.
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out of the scene identity.6 This seems particularly appropriate for blues fans as being
part of the blues scene is a leisure activity which forms one part of their identity
rather than their entire lifestyle, as well as for blues musicians for whom being in a
blues scene can involve work and leisure in the same week or even in the same night.
Thus, blues scenes in Detroit and Lansing are places where people connect and
interact with blues music as the unifying factor.

In Chapter 1, I will explain how blues history has been romanticized and how
many who write about blues have come to favor a narrative that privileges the style of
rural blues from the Mississippi Delta above all other blues. Additionally, I argue
that the formation of this Delta-centered narrative has created an environment in
which the Chicago blues scene, which most closely resembles the Delta blues, has
become better known and more popular than other urban blues scenes. I explore this
further in Chapter 2 when I draw upon a center-periphery model to explain how the
Chicago scene has shifted from being an antidote to the Delta-as-blues-center
narrative to being an extension of the same narrative. I will then explain how the
urban blues scenes in Detroit and Lansing have struggled for identity and historical
presence in the face of a hegemonic blues narrative that still centers in the Delta and
also has a newer center in Chicago. I will also explain historical trends and events
which shaped African American communities in Detroit and Lansing, especially how
urban renewal projects of the 1950s and 1960s devastated African American
neighborhoods and contributed to the decline blues scene in Detroit. In Chapter 3, I

will describe the similarities and differences between the scenes in Detroit and

6 Andy Bennett, Popular Music and Youth Culture: Music, Identity, and Place (London: MacMillan,
2000).



Lansing, explain how these scenes are organized and explore why blues audiences in
Detroit and Lansing go out to hear live blues music. Blues fans have formed
communities around their love of seeing live blues, communities that blues musicians

are happy to be intimately involved with.



Chapter 1: Romancing the Blues: the origins of a Mississippi Delta-centered blues
narrative

Part 1: Imagining History

History books are more like paintings than photographs; rather than being an
exact record of what happened they are the writer’s interpretation of events.
Understanding that interpretation and the way it is expressed are central to any study
of history. As far as blues history is concerned, writers have a proclivity towards
romanticizing the history of the blues. This romanticized view of blues history has
not been created maliciously; quite on the contrary, in has been created with the best
of intentions. It is difficult to classify those who write about blues history as
historians as most are not trained in the art of writing history nor are they generally
musicologists. Rather, they are musicians and fans of the music that have been
moved by it in a personal way and seem to write out of a desire to show others what
they have discovered about blues history and about themselves. In his book Imagined
Communities, Benedict Anderson argues that the creation of nationalism is not the
fabrication of nations where they do not exist, but rather the imagining of nations
where they did not exist previously. Futhermore, Anderson says,

In fact, all communities larger than primordial villages of face-to-face contact

(and perhaps even these) are imagined. Communities are to be distinguished,

not by their falsity/genuineness, but by the style in which they are imagined.7
The history of the blues, then, can be thought of as the history of blues communities

which have been imagined by different writers for different reasons. There is,

7 Benedict Anderson, Imagined Communities: reflection on the origin and spread of nationalism,
(London: Verso, 1983), 6.



however, one prevalent explanation of blues history that has been imagined by many
white writers, an explanation that focuses on blues from the Mississippi Delta.

Although the audience for and performers of blues music were originally
black, many blues historians and critics are white. Many of these white writers,
especially those who wrote blues history books in the 1960s, present a view of the
blues as a music that originated in the Mississippi Delta. As Elijah Wald, a white
blues writer, explains, the tastes of blues audiences after the 1960s have been
influenced by the canonization of blues from the Mississippi Delta. This is canon in
the true Catholic sense of the word; the artists that are included in the canon are
venerated almost like they are the saints of the genre. These musicians who are
highly regarded by many white blues writers are a series of black singer-guitarists
from the Delta including Charlie Patton, Robert Johnson, Muddy Waters, and
Howlin’ Wolf.®

As with all musical canons, the accomplishments and histories of these
musicians are emphasized at the expense of other musicians and other music scenes.
Some groups notably missing from this canon are jug bands and string bands of the
1920s and 1930s whose music sounded like country and western, blues from other
regions of the south like Texas blues and Piedmont blues, and some of the urban
blues of the 1940s and 1950s if it did not feature stars like Muddy Waters and
Howlin’ Wolf who, although they moved to Chicago, had been born in the Delta and
played Delta blues. In addition, vaudeville blues acts and medicine shows of the

1920s and 1930s whose stars were mostly female blues singers are usually discussed

8 Elijah Wald, “The Bluesman Who Behaved Too Well,” The New York Times, 18 July 2004, pp. 22.



in blues history, but they are often set apart as a commercial version of early rural
blues. Michigan blues has been missed in blues history, because it is an urban blues
tradition that does not fit the romantic view of history that gives precedence to blues
that can be easily traced back to the Mississippi Delta.

Unlike many white writers, black writers tend to explore the topic of blues in
their scholarship by integrating the discussion of blues with African American music
history and African American history, in general. For instance, in his book Stompin’
the Blues, Albert Murray spends few pages discussing the Mississippi Delta blues and
many discussing how Duke Ellington’s music is inspired by the blues. Murray calls
Duke Ellington and Louis Armstrong blues musicians with no reservations about the
rigid rules of genre imposed by white scholars and critics which suggest that
Ellington and Armstrong were unequivocally jazz musicians. Additionally, Murray
speaks about various uses for blues music giving his chapters titles like “Blues as
Dance Music”, and suggests that in addition to being music, blues can be more than
music; blues can be a feeling. Amiri Baraka presents a similar line of thinking in his
book Blues People, though he favors avante-garde music while Murray takes a more
classicist approach. Baraka’s ideas about blues are also more explicitly tied to African
American history, particularly the history of slavery. For instance, in the early part of
the book Baraka states,

Blues is the parent of all legitimate jazz, and it is impossible to say exactly

how old blues is -- certainly no older than the presence of Negroes in the

United States. It is a native American music, the product of the black man in

this country: or to put it more exactly the way I have come to think about it,

10



blues could not exist if the African captives had not become American

captives.9
These and other works by Murray and Baraka are used as evidence to support
statements about the intricate connection between blues and other types of music,
particularly jazz. 10

I am not trying to suggest that the romantic view of the Delta Blues that some
white writers have constructed is without some element of truth or that black writers
have written something that is truer; rather, I want to suggest that it does not matter
whether any of these writers are wrong or right. What is important to my study of
blues scenes in Michigan is to understand why these writers have chosen to imagine
blues history in a certain way. White writers have imagined a blues history that
Michigan blues does not fit into and yet there have been blues scenes in Michigan for
as long as there have been blues scenes in Chicago. Conversely, black writers have
imagined a black music history of which blues is a crucial component and this idea
happens to be one that easily accommodates Michigan blues scenes.

Many blues writers are tireless promoters of the blues because of deep
personal connections to the music which they illustrate through stories of their
personal experiences with blues music or blues musicians. For instance, there is a
story that is often re-told about the discovery of the blues. W.C. Handy, an African

American songwriter and band leader, explains in his autobiography, Father of the

o Amiri Baraka, Blues People, (New York: William and Morrow Company, Inc., 1963), 18.

10 . A .
Notably, Murray influenced Wynton Marsalis, jazz trumpeter and creator of Jazz at Lincoln Center,
and helped shape Marsalis’s ideas about the importance of jazz maintaining a connection to blues.
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Blues, how he was awakened while waiting for a train in Clarksdale, Mississippi in
1903:
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 a guitar in a manner popularized by Hawaiian guitarists who use
steel bars. The effect was unforgettable. His song, too, struck me instantly.
‘Goin’ where the Southern cross’ the Dog.’ The singer repeated the line three
times, accompanying himself on guitar with the weirdest music I have ever
heard."’
Handy’s depiction is pervasive in blues history texts and each author uses the story to
complement their own arguments. For instance, in Deep Blues, a text often
referenced since it was published in 1981, Robert Palmer gives a lengthy account of
Handy’s story which connects the music in the story back to late nineteenth century
field hollers as well as African roots of the blues.'> In doing so, Palmer is using
Handy’s story to reinforce the main point of his book; that the blues has deep roots in
both African music and music from Mississippi. Years later, Marybeth Hamilton
includes the story in her recounting of her trip to Tutwiler and points out how the
story has “become a blues legend, repeated by chroniclers from Robert Palmer to

Greil Marcus, all eager to assert the primacy of the Delta in blues history despite the

1 W.C. Handy, Father of the Blues: An Autobiography (New York: Da Capo Press, 1991), 45 in
Davis, History of the Blues, 24.

2 Robert Palmer, Deep Blues, (New York: Viking Press, 1981), 46
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lack of demonstrable proof.”13 Hamilton’s use of the term “legend” seems
appropriate as Handy’s description has been used either as an example of how our
perceptions of the blues are overly romanticized or to emphasize the mysterious
origins of the genre. Handy himself used this story to legitimize his identity as the
first to discover blues. For instance, Handy told the story of the man in Tutwiler in
his 1941 autobiography Father of the Blues to support the idea that he was the father
of the genre. Handy was perhaps the first to use personal experiences to legitimize
his claim that he was an authority on blues history, and many have followed in his
footsteps.

There are essentially two generations of blues historians and each generation
has imagined or re-imagined blues history with his or her own style. The first two
blues history books were written by American writer and musician Samuel Charters
and British writer Paul Oliver. Although they were not publishing books during this
period, it’s important to note that John and Alan Lomax are also part of this earlier
generation of historians as their some of their experiences collecting blues songs
predate even Charters and Oliver’s works. The 1960s was also the period of time
when Amiri Baraka wrote Blues People, a history of African American musical styles
and their interaction with culture. A few more books that include blues history were
written in the 1970s and 1980s, most notably Albert Murray’s Stomping the Blues in
1976 and Robert Palmer’s Deep Blues in 1981, but it was not until the mid-1990s that
a new generation of blues historians emerged led by Francis Davis in 1994 and

continued with works by several authors in the first decade of the twenty-first

13 Marybeth Hamilton, In Search of the Blues, (Philadelphia: Perseus Books Groups,
2008).
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century. This second generation is largely challenging ideas presented by the first
like the primacy of blues from the Mississippi Delta.
Part 2: The First Generation

Although several writers in this first generation privilege the Mississippi Delta
as the birthplace of the blues, this did not happen immediately. Country Blues,
Samuel Charters’s 1959 book about the lives of several blues musicians from across
the country, is his attempt to present a balanced view of blues history along with his
own interest in social justice. Charters, like many blues writers, did not make his
living primarily as a music historian; he was also a record producer, poet, novelist,
and musician. Born in Pittsburgh in 1929, Charters grew up in a middle-class family
of jazz fans. Charters’s writing often reflects his interest in social justice which
began when he went to play jazz clarinet in New Orleans in 1950 and was deeply
affected by the Jim Crow laws that he saw in action. For instance, Charters reports
that he would play in clubs with black bands and “the police would come and take me
away and then they would haul me up and accuse me of reckless driving. I would
say, ‘I was playing the piano.” And they’d say, ‘That’s reckless driving and don’t you
doit again.’””' It was his disagreement with this type of discriminatory behavior
which led to his participation in the Civil Rights and anti-war movements in the
1960s, as well as his eventual move to Sweden.

Charters’s deep commitment to Civil Rights seems to have influenced how he
wrote his blues history books, particularly his first book, Country Blues. For

instance, while other blues historians use the Tutwiler story from Handy’s Father of

14 Interview, Don Swain with Samuel Charters, 1984, New York,NewYork
<http://wiredforbooks.org/samuelcharters/>, accessed 15 Nov 2008.
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the Blues, Samuel Charters uses another part of Handy’s text as an example of what

he sees as Handy’s opportunistic attitude towards blues.'® In his critique, Charters
calls blues “the music of Handy’s own race,” yet he believes that Handy’s position as
a higher class musician meant he was appropriating something that he did not have a
strong cultural connection to.'® It is somewhat audacious of Charters to argue that
Handy is disconnected from blues music because of class when he is separated from
blues music by both class and race.

Charters was not one to shy away from controversial statements, which we see
especially in the 1975 edition of Country Blues. Unlike other blues writers, Charters
explicitly explained that his writing was meant to be a romanticized version of blues
communities with the goal of enlightening white Americans about an aspect of black
culture. In the introduction to the 1975 edition of Country Blues Charters explained
that the book was “a romanticization of certain aspects of black life in an effort to
force the white society to reconsider some of its racial attitudes.”'’ Charters believed
that he had a responsibility to opet; the consciousness of white Americans to “a fuller
comprehension of the possibility for new expression and self-understanding through
an involvement with black culture.”'® Here Charters suggests that white Americans
have little capacity for new expression and self-understanding through experiences in
their own culture and need to appropriate another culture in order to be creative and

insightful.

15 Samuel Charters, Country Blues, (New York: Da Capo, 1975), 37.
' Charters, Country Blues, 37.

7 Ibid, xi.

18 Ibid, xiii.
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Although Charters exhibits an attitude of white liberal paternalism when he
explains that his book was a cry for help and that:

I wanted hundreds of people to go out and interview the surviving blues

artists. I wanted people to record them and document their lives, their

environment, and their music — not only so that their story would be preserved

but also so they’d get a little money and a little recognition in their last

19
years.

Charters explains that his efforts to
interest the white intellectual in the larger patterns of black life wasn’t
particularly successful. Instead of accepting black culture they tended to

select certain artists out of it — artists who, generally, came closest to a white

concept of what a blues artist should be.2?
Interestingly, Charters does not elaborate here on what a white concept of a blues
artist would look or sound like. However, he goes on to say that he thinks that “this
attitude” of white people selecting artists that fit their conception of the blues is not
all bad because “We use another culture to build our own just as we use the past, as
raw material to build our own present.”21 Charters makes several contentious points
with this sentence: first, he sets up an us-versus-them dichotomy in which white
culture and black culture are diametrically opposed; second, he condones using black
culture as “raw material” to “build” white culture as if black culture is a commodity

that can be purchased; and third, he implies that producers of white culture can and

19 Charters, Country Blues, xv.
2 Ibid.
2! Ibid.
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should use other cultures as building material, but that producers of other cultures
cannot or perhaps would not want to use white culture in the same fashion. In a
sense, Charters is saying that black culture exists so white people can use it;
furthermore, he is saying that his book about the blues exists so white people can
learn about an aspect of black culture that they might be able to use to better
understand both black people and themselves.

Country Blues remains a significant part of blues historiography, because it
was the first in-depth study of blues singers and their recordings by any author.
Written in 1959 and released with a new introduction in 1975, the book focuses on
musicians that Charters believed were most relevant to audiences. Charters chose to
determine the historical significance of blues artists by their popularity, which he
measured in record sales. In the introduction to the 1959 edition, Charters notes “it
would be artificial to discuss the music on any other level than that of its relationship
with its own audience,” an audience which he later claims is primarily if not
exclusively black.?? Thus, in an attempt at objectivity despite his admission in 1975
of intentionally romanticizing the narrative, Charters chooses to highlight musicians
who were popular among the black recording buying audience in the South, but are
not often remembered today.23 Charters explains his reasoning for this in his preface
to the 1975 edition of Country Blues:

Even though I was trying to interest a young middle-class white audience in

the blues I tried to give them a somewhat balanced picture of the blues by

2 Charters, Country Blues, xvii.

2 For instance, Charters included singer-guitarists Lonnie Johnson and Rabbit Brown and singer Furry
Lewis who sold many records in their day but whose records were not sought after by record collectors
or white musicians in the late 1950s.
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structuring the book around commercial blues marketing. In other words I
tried to keep the emphasis, as much as possible where the black audience
would have placed it. So 1didn’t give much space to artists like Skip James
or Charley Patton who became cult figures with young white guitar players.
Instead, I was concerned with artists like Lonnie Johnson, who were
spectacularly successful with their own black audience.”*
Consequently, Charters did not limit his study to blues artists from the Mississippi
Delta as other writers did in later blues history books. While Charters approach to
deciding which musicians to include in his blues history has its limitations and his
admission of purposefully romanticizing blues history to entice white readers reduces
his credibility, to his credit he does not artificially limit the blues to one regional
style.25 Conversely, we see writers like Paul Oliver focus almost exclusively on
musicians from the Delta.

British writer Paul Oliver is one of the best known of the first generation blues
historians, and one of the first who accepted the idea of the Delta as the home of the
blues. Oliver was not a musician or musicologist; he was an architectural writer with
a penchant for record collecting. He eventually wrote nine books about the blues,
five of them before 1970, and his scholarship has informed many blues fans and

influenced later historians. His first book entitled Blues Fell This Morning was

4
2 Charters, Country Blues, xv.

2 Charters approach has limitations, the primary one being that the blues musicians who got recorded
were not necessarily those who were most popular amongst black audiences. For instance, Lonnie
Johnson, one of the musicians that Charters discusses, had many opportunities to record, because he
was based in St. Louis where there was a recording industry. Conversely, Son House is an example of
musician who was popular with local audiences in his day, but whose recordings were not widely
known.

18



published before his first trip to the Mississippi Delta to record rural blues musicians
in April 1960.%® His first book to come out after this trip was Conversation With the
Blues.”’

Unlike Charters’s social justice-centered approach to writing blues history in
Country Blues, Oliver took a scholarly, research-driven approach in Blues Fell This
Morning. Oliver acknowledged the fact that he has not yet been to the United States
and may have lacked first hand knowledge about the blues by saying, “Though
possibly no further removed from my subject in distance than the historian is
removed from his in time, I am acutely aware of my remoteness from the
environment that nurtured the blues.” >* To justify his ability to write about the blues
without personal experience of hearing live blues in the United States, Oliver points
out that he has a similar type of knowledge of the music and the scene as a historian
looking at ancient manuscripts would have of an ancient culture. Thus, if his readers
are willing to believe other history books that they read, what reason should they have
to not believe his version of blues history? To further legitimize his authority, he
goes on to acknowledge several blues musicians including Big Bill Broonzy, Jimmy
Rushing, Brownie McGhee, and Sonny Terry who visited Great Britain and patiently
answered his questions.29

Oliver’s role as an authority on the blues may have been confirmed in many

blues fans minds in the glowing commendation he receives in Richard Wright’s

2 Paul Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning, (New York: Horizon Press, 1960).
27 Paul Oliver, Conversation with the Blues, (New York: Horizon Press, 1965).
28 Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning, ix
29 .
Ibid.
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foreword to Blues Fell This Morning. Wright’s praise would have been indispensible
to Oliver due to Wright’s identity as a famous African American author and
intellectual. Wright proclaimed, “As a southern-born American Negro, I can testify

that Paul Oliver is drenched in his subject; his frame of reference is as accurate and

concrete as though he himself had been born in the environment of the blues.””°

Wright found Oliver’s perspective as an outsider to the blues scene — as he is not only
white, but also British — to be particularly valuable saying,
[H]is passionate interest in these songs is proof that the songs spoke to him
across racial and cultural distances; he is geographically far enough from the
broiling scene of America’s racial strife to seize upon that which he,
conditioned by British culture, feels to be abiding in them; and, in turn,
whatever he finds enduring in those songs he can, and with easy conscience,
relate to that in his culture which he feels to be humanly valid.”
Wright believed that Oliver has the capacity to be accurate and unbiased in his
interpretation of the blues and seemed to believe a work that judges blues on aesthetic
criteria is needed even though such a work might “come under the racial and political
hammer” for not attempting to delve into social issues.’ The seal of approval from a
black intellectual like Wright likely made Oliver’s book attractive to liberal white
readers and may have given him credibility with black blues musicians when he went

to the American South, as well.

30 Oliver, Blues Fell This Morning, xvi.
31 .
Ibid

32 Ibid
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On his 1960 trip to the American South, Oliver was interested in recording
music and interviews with as many blues musicians as possible. His goal was to
record their stories while they could still tell them and in Conversation With the
Blues, he presents stories from over 80 of these musicians. While the blues lyrics that
Oliver analyzed in Blues Fell This Morning came from several regions of the United
States, he establishes early in Conversation with the Blues that he believes that
Mississippi was the likely birthplace of the blues saying,

Though its reputation is not unassailable, Mississippi has had the most
advocates as the source of the blues. Undoubtedly the origins of the blues are
far more complex but the ‘Mississippi Blues’ remains axiomatic as the
essence of the blues feeling. Whole traditions have sprung up in Texas, in
Georgia, in the Carolinas and Tennessee and Mississippi may owe much to
some or all of them. Yet the lifeblood of the blues seems to follow the
Mississippi River, feeding and nourishing the blues of Louisiana and
Mississippi, parts of Arkansas, Tennessee, Missouri, and Hllinois.””
Oliver’s language in this passage is both noncommittal and romantic. He is careful to
say that Mississippi’s reputation as the source of the blues is “not unassailable” and
that the origins of the genre are *“far more complex.”34 Interestingly he then says the
“‘Mississippi Blues’” — he puts the words in quotations marks as though they are an

idea rather than a style of blues — remains “axiomatic as the essence of the blues

3 Oliver, Conversation with the Blues, 11.
3 .
* Ibid
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faeling.”35 Oliver is less of a historian and more of a romantic philosopher in this
passage as he cannot decide whether or not blues music originally came from
Maississippi, but is quite certain that it is where “the essence of the blues feeling”
came from. While Oliver sees the “‘Mississippi Blues’” as a specific abstract idea,
the blues in Texas, Georgia, the Carolinas, and Tennessee are “traditions” which
“may” have affected Mississippi. He then uses a metaphor of “the lifeblood of the
blues” following the Mississippi River and “feeding and nourishing” Louisiana,
Arkansas, Tennessee, Missouri, and Illinois. The romantic language Oliver uses to
describe a blues sentiment somehow diffusing from Mississippi has become common
in blues writing even though it does not mean much.

Oliver expresses his opinions on the blues more strongly in Conversation With
the Blues than he did in Blues Fell This Morning, at least within the short section of
Conversation With the Blues in which he actually writes original text. Most of the
book is Oliver’s compilation of short snippets of conversations he had with blues
musicians, and the information he included and the way he ordered it is significant.
While Oliver claimed the distinction between country blues and city blues was
tenuous, he seemed to value rural blues over urban when he stated that he thought the

blues were in a cultural decline with the increasing popularity of the urban Chicago
style of the 1960s.* Additionally, he believed that the blues idiom was being diluted
by copying of the music by rhythm and blues groups in the United Kingdom and

white folk singers in the United States saying, “Well intentioned though their efforts,

3 Ibid
36 Paul Oliver, review of Let Me Tell You About the Blues in Roberta Schwartz, How Britain Got the

Blues: The Transmission and Reception of American Blues Style in the United Kingdom (Burlington,
VT: Ashgate, 2007), 231.
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well played and sung though their performances might be, theirs is essentially a
derivative eclectic music. Its prevalence has brought much confusion and has led to

considerable misunderstanding of the blues and could inadvertently speed its

death.””” This type of rhetoric paves the way for later blues writers who would
continue his tradition of valuing unadulterated rural blues over the blues-influenced
popular music he calls “derivative eclectic music”.
Section 3: The Delta Blues Becomes the Center

One might expect that blues history books after the 1960s to focus less on the
Delta blues as the Delta blues had been losing popularity in the Delta in favor of
visiting urban blues and rhythm and blues acts. However, this was not the case. One
important reason that the Delta blues continues to be in the forefront is the folk

revival of the 1960s which included a renewed interest in Delta blues artists among

new blues fans.”®

The blues revival in the United States was a subset of this larger boom in the
popularity of folk music. The folk revival included pop-folk artists like the Kingston
Trio and Harry Belafonte, folk-rock artists like Joan Baez and Bob Dylan, revivalists

like Pete Seeger whose goal was to preserve the integrity of folk styles, and

37 Oliver, Conversation With the Blues, 21.

38There is some debate amongst scholars as to whether revival is an appropriate term to describe the
increasing popularity of folk music in the 1960s. For instance, Ralph Rinzler, co-founder of the
Smithsonian Folklife Festival, prefers to think of it as a folk boom rather than a revival because,
although folk music was discovered and commoditized by a new audience in the 1960s, the music had
existed in the folk communities all along; therefore, these newcomers to the music could not revive
something that had not died.*® Furthermore, many folk music scholars prefer to think of the folk
revival as a process that is still going on today.”® For that reason, the “great boom,” folklorist Neil
Rosenberg’s term for the surge of interest in folk music during the 1960s, seems an accurate way to
describe it.
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*“genuine” folk musicians who had been discovered.” Among the blues musicians
who were involved in the revival were singer-guitarists from the Mississippi Delta
including Mississippi John Hurt, Son House, Skip James, and Bukka White.** These
musicians were rediscovered by diligent white revivalists who were either folklorists,
musicians, fans, or some combination of all three. The use of the term rediscovery
here is important, because it demonstrates that these blues artists had recorded and
enjoyed some level of commercial success earlier in their lives. The fact that they
had recorded but did not enjoy much commercial success made them particularly
attractive to blues revivalists; their earlier recordings proved they had been playing
blues when the blues was popular with African-Americans, but their relative
obscurity made the music more like the rediscovered folk music from other folk
communities.

Here a connection emerged between the blues revival and the construction of
blues history. Many white music fans and record collectors were introduced to the
blues during or soon after the folk revival. Some of these fans decide to write books
about the blues. Since the blues revival was taking place as a subset of the larger folk
revival, blues writers looked for a narrative that would show how a modern tradition
related to a folk tradition. Building upon the ideas suggested by writers like Paul
Oliver who thought the Mississippi blues tradition was the oldest and most important,
these new writers went to Mississippi in search of the blues instead of looking in

cities where urban blues scenes had started as early as the 1930s.

39 Dick Weissman, Which Side Are You On?: An Inside History of the Folk Music Revival in America
(New York: Continuum, 2005), 144-146.

40 Weissman, Which Side Are You On?: An Inside History of the Folk Music Revival in America, 197.
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Another reason the Delta continued to be known as birthplace of the blues is
because of the preferences of fans in Great Britain in the 1960s. Musicologist
Roberta Freund Schwartz wrote her 2007 book How Britain Got the Blues: The
Transmission and Reception of American Blues Style in the United Kingdom to
explain how and why the blues gained popularity in Great Britain.*' Although she
discusses the history of the blues in Great Britain from the 1930s, it is her
examination of the cross-cultural exchange between the musicians and audiences in
Great Britain and the United States during the British blues revival of the 1960s that
relates to the perpetuation of the Delta blues narrative. Schwartz contends that the
revival in Great Britain came about because of two blues audiences of the late 1950s:
young hipsters and the traditional (or “trad”) jazz cognoscenti.42 Feeling
marginalized by the economic policies of the British government, the young hipsters
felt a kinship to black blues musicians.*’ They were also attracted to blues because of
its limited commercial appeal, and believed that listening to this music helped to
show that they rejected consumerism.** When the trad jazz cognoscenti collected
blues records in the early 1950s, they chose rural blues considering it the most
authe