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WHEN I WAS A FRESHMAN in college, in 1961–62, my most precious possessions were my blues records and a portable stereo phonograph which my mother had uncharacteristically purchased with green stamps. From time to time I read and reread Samuel Charters’ pioneering The Country Blues, published in 1959, for its poetic descriptions of a music that seemed as remote as Kurdistan and destined always to remain so. I had perhaps fifty albums of country blues—Lightnin’ Hopkins, Big Bill Broonzy, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Furry Lewis—it seemed as if there could scarcely be any more. Names that are as familiar as presidents’ today, touchstones for anyone familiar with the roots of contemporary music, were the exclusive province of collectors then. My friends and I studied the little that was available, attempted to piece together virtually indecipherable lyrics, pored over each precious photograph, constructed a world of experience and feeling from elliptical clues. Of all the figures who beckoned to us from a remote, mysterious, and foreign past—certainly it was a past that was not our own—Robert Johnson stood out, tantalized, really, in a way that no other myth or archetype has ever done. Lightnin’ Hopkins, the first real blues singer I had ever seen live, was, in Charters’ words, “the last of the great blues singers,” but the ethos of Robert Johnson was nowhere near so prosaic. “Almost nothing,” Charters wrote in a chapter that consisted for the most part of song quotes, lyrical tormented quotes, “is known about his life.… He is only a name on a few recordings.… The finest of Robert Johnson’s blues have a brooding sense of torment and despair.… His singing becomes so disturbed it is almost impossible to understand the words. The voice and the guitar rush in an incessant rhythm. As he sings he seems to cry out in a high falsetto voice.”


What could be more appropriate to our sense of romantic mystery than an “emotionally disturbed” poet scarcely able to contain his “brooding sense of torment and despair”? Just as we imagined that Tommy McClennan was mad from the ferocity of his growl, that Blind Willie McTell was the unlikely reincarnation of a latter-day Flying Dutchman with his uncanny ability to turn up in the recording studio at least once in every decade, so Robert Johnson became the personification of the existential blues singer, unencumbered by corporeality or history, a fiercely incandescent spirit who had escaped the bonds of tradition by the sheer thrust of genius. Incredibly, all of this apostrophizing was based solely on Charters’ chapter and one recorded selection, “Preachin’ Blues,” on which Johnson sounded somewhat thin, constricted, and out of control.


That is why I remember so vividly walking into Sam Goody’s on 49th Street in New York, riffling through the blues section with a practiced eye, and discovering to my utter amazement (for there had been no announcement that I knew about; there was no place where you could conceivably read about such things) not one but two altogether unanticipated treasures: Big Joe Williams’ Piney Woods Blues on the Delmar label, and Robert Johnson: King of the Delta Blues Singers. I held the records in literally trembling fingers, pored over the notes in the store, studied the romantic cover painting of an isolated, featureless Robert Johnson hunched over his guitar, paid the $2.89 or so that a record cost then, and took the subway back to Columbia without making any of my other intended stops. I probably listened to each record half a dozen times that day.


Sometimes I can evoke the breathless rush of feeling that I experienced the first time that I ever really heard Robert Johnson’s music. Sometimes a note will suggest just a hint of the realms of emotion that opened up to me in that moment, the sense of utter wonder, the shattering revelation. I don’t know if it’s possible to re-create this kind of feeling today—not because music of similar excitement doesn’t exist, but because the discovery can no longer take place in such a void. Or perhaps there is someone right now who will come to Robert Johnson, or a contemporary pop star, or a new voice in jazz, or some music as yet wild and unimagined, with the same sense of innocent expectation that caused my friends and me to hold our breath, all unknowing, when we first played Robert Johnson’s songs on the record player. Let me just quote a passage from Rudi Blesh on which an older generation of blues enthusiasts—Mack McCormick, Paul Oliver, probably Sam Charters—was nurtured and which expresses, I think, that same sense of pure romantic surrender. It describes Johnson’s masterful “Hell Hound on My Trail” in words that come close to mocking their meaning and yet evoke that same sense of awe I am trying to suggest.




The voice sings and then—on fateful descending notes—echoes its own phrases or imitates the wind, mournfully and far away, in huh-uh-uh-ummm, subsiding like a moan on the same ominous, downward cadence. The high, sighing guitar notes vanish suddenly into silence as if swept away by cold autumn wind. Plangent, iron chords intermittently walk, like heavy footsteps, on the same descending minor series. The images—the wanderer’s voice and its echoes, the mocking wind running through the guitar strings, and the implacable, slow, pursuing footsteps—are full of evil, surcharged with the terror of one alone among the moving, unseen shapes of the night. Wildly and terribly, the notes paint a dark wasteland, starless, ululant with bitter wind, swept by the chill rain. Over a hilltop trudges a lonely, ragged, bedeviled figure, bent to the wind, with his easy rider held by one arm as it swings from its cord around his neck.


—Shining Trumpets: A History of Jazz, 1946





Or, as Greil Marcus wrote, only a little more deliberately, in his 1975 Mystery Train: “Johnson’s vision was of a world without salvation, redemption or rest.… Johnson’s music is so strong that in certain moods it can make you feel that he is giving you more than you could have bargained for—that there is a place for you in these lines of his.… Johnson’s music changed the way the world looked to me.”


Revisionist blues historians sometimes suggest that Robert Johnson is derivative, that what seemed so startlingly original has in fact clear antecedents, that Johnson comes from a strong Mississippi Delta tradition which encompassed Charley Patton and Tommy Johnson who, because they came earlier, must have been greater. All of this seems strangely beside the point to me when compared to the unabashedly apocalyptic effect of the music, the still startling and contemporary vision, the selective artistry of the work.


Robert Johnson has been a constant presence in my life ever since that first long-playing record—of sides that were originally recorded twenty-five years before that—came out all those years ago. I can no longer listen as fresh and unencumbered as I once did, obviously, but the music retains its freshness, Robert Johnson’s music remains the touchstone against which the achievement of the blues is measured.


The album sold ten or twelve thousand copies in its first ten years of existence, and a second volume came out in 1970 which, while it recapitulated Johnson’s greatness, didn’t really add to it. It showed off the full scope of his work, however; all twenty-nine originals along with one alternate take were now released. Primarily through the Rolling Stones and Eric Clapton and their versions of Johnson’s “Love in Vain” and “Crossroads” in particular, the language of Robert Johnson entered into the common vocabulary of rock. It seems unlikely at this point that there are many people with an interest in contemporary music who are not familiar with one or two of Johnson’s tunes—“Dust My Broom,” “Sweet Home Chicago,” “Stop Breakin’ Down,” “Walkin’ Blues”—even if they are not familiar with their origins.


In addition, new sources of information have sprung up. Johnny Shines, who was discovered by a young white blues audience in 1965 and traveled with Johnson for several years in the thirties, has proved a most articulate guide in his recollections of Johnson and in his arresting recreations of Johnson’s songs. Even more improbably, Mack McCormick, a Houston folklorist, doggedly pursued the most tenuous leads and over a five-year period in the late sixties and early seventies actually unearthed sisters, relatives, children, and photographs of Robert Johnson as well as a death certificate (in fact, found first by Gayle Dean Wardlow) which fixes the date of death as August 16, 1938, in Greenwood, Mississippi. McCormick has gone a long way toward filling the enormous void of knowledge surrounding Johnson’s life and in 1976 announced that he had completed a book, tentatively entitled Biography of a Phantom and structured as a mystery, which I still believe, even after Mack’s 2015 death, will add a great deal to our understanding if and when it is finally published. The lyrics over which we agonized have long since been thoroughly deciphered, annotated, and analyzed, and seem almost laughably accessible today when one thinks of the hours spent in fruitless speculation.


And yet the essential mystery remains: Who was Robert Johnson? He may well be known to have been born and died on certain dates; his relatives may have vivid memories of him; and his work has long since been placed within a context. Like Shakespeare, though, the man remains the mystery. How was one individual, unschooled and seemingly undifferentiated from his fellows by background or preparation, able to create an oeuvre so original, of such sweeping scope and power, however slender the actual body of work may have been in Johnson’s case? From what remote and isolated well of inspiration did the music and poetry of Robert Johnson emerge? Answers do not readily suggest themselves. To Mack McCormick Johnson remains “a cipher.” To Johnny Shines he was almost “neutral.” To his stepson, Robert Jr. Lockwood, a moody, introspective man himself, Robert Johnson was a “loner.” For us he may well remain a strange and ultimately inexplicable figure, as driven, as desperate as the subject of Rudi Blesh’s description, as foreign still as the “good-looking boy” described by producer Don Law who “had the most beautiful hands I’ve ever seen—long, slender fingers,” but who Law estimated incorrectly had never been off the plantation.
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Johnny Shines, Beloit Blues Festival, 1970.


DIANE ALLMEN. COURTESY OF LIVING BLUES.








In the pictures that is one of the things you notice first: his hands. Also his dapper dress, his knowing bow to the camera, his essential inscrutability. Even in the presence of the image, one is left still contemplating the mystery of the man and his music. Had Robert Johnson survived, like Elvis, like his near-contemporary Howlin’ Wolf (actually Wolf was a little older), one wonders if his legend would have been quite so impenetrable. Had he been rediscovered in Chicago living in a project, infirm, alcoholic, vaguely embittered—what would we have made of his legend then? On my desk I have a cotton boll, given to me by Mack McCormick, which is supposedly from the field in Three Forks outside of Greenwood, Mississippi, where Robert Johnson was playing in a little shack when he was murdered. I stare at it, looking like anyone else for significance in an artifact that has no significance. The music has significance. The act of creation was Robert Johnson’s statement in a world that lacked consistent purpose or even the sense of cohesiveness, however misleading, that an era of sophisticated communication has supplied. It was a world in which Robert Johnson was suddenly elevated to significance by an act of creative will, by a synthesis of all he knew, of all he ever was to be.




.… while Hot Springs’ star is still Robert Johnson, who has turned out to be a worker on a Robinsville [sic], Miss. plantation. It is too bad that Vocalion, which is the only company that takes regular trips through the backwoods of the South, records no work songs or songs of protest by Negro artists.


—John Hammond in his column, “Phonographic Music,” in New Masses, June 8, 1937





IT IS EVIDENT by now that Robert Johnson excited an extraordinary amount of interest among blues historians long before the emergence of such a formal study seemed even remotely possible. It was this brief item, published in both England and America during Johnson’s lifetime, that fixed the focus of much research—nearly all of it fruitless until Mack McCormick found the unlocking key—around Robinsonville, at the top of the Mississippi Delta, thirty miles from Memphis. As early as 1939, less than a year after Johnson’s death, Alan Lomax, the indefatigable field researcher just then starting out on his career, began his own research on Johnson and his background. Within a couple of years Lomax had discovered Johnson’s mentor, Son House, in Lake Cormorant, just north of Robinsonville, on information supplied by McKinley Morganfield (later to become famous as Muddy Waters), another of Johnson’s disciples. In fact Lomax and Hammond were talking of a posthumous album of Johnson’s recordings at this time, and Mack McCormick started getting letters in Houston in 1948 from European collectors looking for information on Johnson’s murder, which was then thought to have taken place in San Antonio, the site of Johnson’s first recording session. Robert Johnson may have been the occasion for legend, then, but he was also the subject of intense scrutiny from afar almost from the moment he made his first records. That is what is so ironic about the single factor that obscured the search for Robert Johnson by collectors and other researchers: Robert Johnson, recording star, myth, and legend, was for the most part not known by his own name. He was known as Robert Spencer, R. L. Spencer, occasionally Robert Dodds, and, according to Mack McCormick, by a couple of other names as well—but seldom to family and other intimates as Robert Johnson. It is almost as if Elvis Presley had vanished into the Memphis projects under his mother’s maiden name after recording his handful of sides for Sun. It seems particularly ironic that a figure whose achievement set off a virtually global search should have been able to retreat into such total obscurity. But then that, too, is part of the legend.
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Mississippi Delta, June 1937.


DOROTHEA LANGE. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, F.S.A.








Robert Johnson was born probably May 8, 1911, the eleventh child of Julia Majors Dodds, whose ten older children were all the offspring of her marriage to Charles Dodds. Robert was illegitimate, which, according to McCormick, was the cause not only of his multiplicity of names but of a good many of his later problems. Charles Dodds and Julia Majors married in Hazlehurst, Mississippi, in 1889, when Dodds was twenty-two years old. Dodds, who died in 1940, was a wicker-furniture maker and landowner, and the family was quite well off until Dodds had a falling out with the Marchetti brothers, prominent local landowners, and was forced to leave Hazlehurst around 1907, according to McCormick, with a lynch mob at his heels. There was a family legend about this escape, which took place with Dodds disguised in women’s clothes, and over the next few years Julia managed to send five of her children to live with their father in Memphis, where he had adopted the name of Spencer. Julia meanwhile stayed on in Hazlehurst for a time with several of her children, including her daughters Bessie and Carrie, until she was evicted for nonpayment of taxes by the intervention of the Marchettis. By this time Robert had been born to Julia and a plantation worker named Noah Johnson, and Julia traveled around from plantation to plantation, living in labor camps and picking cotton, with Carrie, the youngest, taking care of the baby.


Eventually, through Julia’s persistence Charles Dodds Spencer took in Robert around 1914, incorporating him into a family that now included nearly all of his children by Julia as well as some of their husbands, wives, and children, and his own second wife and their two boys. Robert spent most of his early years in Memphis, attending school there and learning the rudiments of guitar from his father and his older brother, Charles Leroy, a dashing sophisticate in his mid-twenties, while his sister Carrie continued to look after him. But his mother never lost touch (she would remain in close contact with her former husband and all her children throughout her life), and, after she remarried, Robert started spending more time with her and her new husband, Willie “Dusty” Willis, in the Robinsonville area, where they sharecropped. He spent most of the next decade going back and forth between the busy household of the man he still believed to be his father, with all of his older brothers and sisters, and his mother’s new home in the Delta.


Inevitably, the confusion—of roles and names—persisted. Robert is said to have taken on the name Johnson in his mid-teens, when he finally learned who his real father was, but he didn’t get along with his stepfather in any case. “I never heard him talk about any of his people,” say Robert Jr. Lockwood and Johnny Shines, “except for his stepfather.” According to some recollections, he was known as Little Robert Dusty. According to Son House, who moved to Robinsonville in 1930 after recording for Paramount with Charley Patton and met Johnson, then around nineteen, shortly thereafter: “His mother and stepfather didn’t like for him to go out to those Saturday night balls because the guys were so rough. He didn’t care anything about working in the fields, and his father was so tight on him about slipping out and coming where we were, so he just got the idea he’d run away from home.” McCormick’s research bears out the general impression that stepfather and stepson did not exactly see eye to eye. “Robert’s stepfather was called Dusty because he would walk so fast he would swirl the dust up all around him. He was a superb farmworker from the boss’s point of view, but he had no tolerance of music whatsoever. He was a short stocky man, a real workhorse, and they just had incessant battles.”


But Robert almost never spoke about any of this. To his schoolmates and friends, both as an adolescent and in later life, he seems to have maintained an air of deliberate mystery. In his recollections of Robert, Johnny Shines, a self-educated, highly observant man with a wide range of interests, said of him, “No, Robert didn’t have no education at all as far as I could tell. I never saw him read or write, not even his name.” And yet in reality Robert could not only read and write, he had elegant, almost delicate handwriting, and, according to his stepsister Annye Anderson, he was a regular reader of the two Memphis newspapers that Charles Dodds Spencer subscribed to, along with the Chicago Defender. In any case, according to Shines, who spent the better part of two years with him trying to stick by his side as he pursued the life of an itinerant bluesman, there seemed little room for anything but music in his life. As a child, he had started out on Jew’s harp and harmonica, but by 1929, when he married and for the first time moved deeper into the Delta, he had acquired enough proficiency on guitar to become known in the area around Rosedale, where he was tenant-farming in the all-black community of New Africa, as something of an up-and-coming musician. In fact, when his sixteen-year-old wife, Virginia, died in childbirth the following year, he appears to have been traveling around the Delta looking for opportunities to play at juke joints and fish fries and house parties. Grief-stricken at both her and his child’s death, he returned to the Robinsonville area, where his mother and sister Bessie still lived. That was where he met Son House, himself a recent arrival in the area.
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Plantation owner with field hands, near Clarksdale, Mississippi, 1936.


DOROTHEA LANGE. LIBRARY OF CONGRESS, F.S.A.








A word should probably be said here about the direct line of musical descent commonly perceived in the Mississippi blues tradition. Through the research of David Evans and Gayle Dean Wardlow in particular, the origins of this unique style—generally considered to be the richest and most emotionally intense vein of a genre that began sweeping the South in the early days of the century and then, much assisted by the new technology of the phonograph record, became a central strand in the diffusion of African American culture over the next fifty years—have become clear.


The so-called Delta style of blues singing and playing actually originated around Drew, in the heart of the Delta, about the time that Robert Johnson was born. It centered around a singer named Charley Patton, born in the late 1880s, who was living on Will Dockery’s Plantation, between Drew and Boyle, at the time. Willie Brown, a native of Clarksdale, moved to Drew around 1910 and learned from Patton, whose repertoire encompassed knife pieces, church songs, frailed old-time dance numbers, and popular tunes of the day—all sung in a hoarse, impassioned voice not dissimilar to that of another of his students, Howlin’ Wolf, who, after being abandoned by his mother, joined his father on the Young and Morrow Plantation near Dockery’s as a thirteen-year-old in 1923. Tommy Johnson, too, another of the most influential country bluesmen on record, first came to the Drew area briefly around 1911, and again several years later, as part of a general migration from the Crystal Springs region south of Jackson. Johnson returned to Crystal Springs for good in the early 1920s with his lyrical adaptation of Patton’s style, and several of his early records showed traces of Patton’s influence, in particular the impact of his showpiece, “Hitch Up My Pony, Saddle Up My Black Mare,” the first song that Howlin’ Wolf ever played on the guitar. Willie Brown moved to the Robinsonville area in 1929, and Howlin’ Wolf followed suit in the thirties. Son House, a keen student of Patton’s, with a fervent, deep voice, was taken by his mentor to Charley’s fourth recording session for the Paramount Record Company, which took place on May 28, 1930, in Grafton, Wisconsin. For the session Patton also brought along pianist Louise Johnson and his longtime partner, Willie Brown, who in addition to cutting six sides of his own seconded both House and Patton on several sides on guitar. After the session was over—an historic documentation of four major artists—House returned to the town of Lula briefly, then moved to Robinsonville, where he and Willie Brown formed a musical partnership that was to last for more than a decade, until Son left Mississippi for Rochester, New York, in 1943, where he would be “rediscovered” twenty-one years later by a trio of young white blues enthusiasts. This was the musical legacy that Robert Johnson inherited, and I have gone into it at such length only to show some of the actual ways in which it appears to have been transmitted.
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