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         Mashed Potatoes started long time ago.
         

         —Dee Dee Sharp

      

      
      
         In the beginning was the Word.

         —John 1:1

      

      
      
         Alternative music sucks. Blows dead dogs. I hate alternative music. I hate alternative people. They can all kiss my ass. Let’s
            go have a big steak and fuck without a rubber and do some heroin afterward.
         

         —James “Iggy Pop” Osterberg

      

      
   
      
      
      
      Many years ago, I wrote a book called Country. Two of the chapters closest to its heart were devoted to the mystery of Emmett Miller, whose startling and mesmerizing music
         seemed to be a Rosetta Stone to the understanding of the mixed and mongrel bloodlines of country and blues, of jazz and pop,
         of all that we know as American music.
      

      
      The alchemy of Emmett Miller’s music is as startling today as it was when he wrought it. Definable neither as country nor
         as blues, as jazz nor as pop, as black nor as white, but as both culmination and transcendence of these bloodlines and more,
         that alchemy, that music, stands as one of the most wondrous emanations, a birth-cry really, of the many-faced and one-souled
         chimera of all that has come to be called American music. The very concept of him—a white man in blackface, a hillbilly singer
         and a jazz singer both, a son of the deep South and a roué of Broadway—is at once unique, mythic, and a perfect representation
         of the schizophrenic heart of what this country, with a straight face, calls its culture.
      

      
      I first became intrigued by the elusive figure of Emmett Miller in 1974. I may have been vaguely aware of him before then,
         but it was I Love Dixie Blues, the album Merle Haggard dedicated in part to Miller’s music, that truly whetted my curiosity. In the bargain bin of a record
         store on Eighth Street in New York, I found a copy of an album whose stark and drab cover was ugly even by bootleg standards:
         title misspelled in plain black lettering on plain yellow stock. But this cover belied not only the beautiful disc of clear
         green vinyl that lay within, but more so the wonder of what that green vinyl held. Issued by the Old Masters label in 1969,
         Emmet Miller Acc. by His Georgia Crackers had been the first in a series of limited-edition pressings for jazz collectors; the spelling of Miller’s name was obviously
         not as important as the fact that these recordings featured rare performances by Tommy and Jimmy Dorsey, Eddie Lang, and Gene
         Krupa. Subsequently reissued on common black vinyl but with Miller’s name spelled right, in black on white, this album remained
         the sole available collection of Miller’s work for more than a quarter of a century, superseded only in 1996 by Emmett Miller: The Minstrel Man from Georgia, a Columbia/Legacy CD that included six recordings more than the earlier album.
      

      
      When I heard Miller’s actual voice, forthshining from the coruscations of those slow-spinning emerald grooves, I was astounded,
         and my search for information on him began in earnest. What little I found was included three years later in Country. “It is not known exactly when Emmett Miller was born or when he died,” I wrote. “Nor is it known where he came from or where
         he went. We don’t even know what he looked like, really.”
      

      
      For a long time, these statements remained true. In November of 1988, eleven years to the month after the publication of Country, another book—bigger and more lavish, but with a similar title—brought forth the first published photograph of Miller. The
         book was Country: The Music and the Musicians, produced by the Country Music Foundation and Abbeville Press. I wrote the chapter on honky-tonk, in which I devoted two paragraphs
         to Miller’s influence on Hank Williams; and it was in this context that the photograph of Miller, middle-aged and in blackface,
         appeared as an illustration. Five years later, Abbeville published a parallel volume called Nothing But the Blues: The Music and the Musicians, in which a second picture of Miller, also in blackface, accompanied four paragraphs on him, as an influence on Jimmie Rodgers,
         in a chapter by Charles Wolfe on white country blues. But beyond these curious masked images, the mystery of Emmett Miller
         remained largely unsolved, and the words I’d written long ago remained largely true.
      

      
      In 1994, in a Journal of Country Music article called “The Strange and Hermetical Case of Emmett Miller,” I set forth all that had been discovered regarding Miller
         since the writing of Country. And yet, even then, it could not be said with certainty exactly when or where he was born, or exactly when or where he died,
         or even whether Emmett Miller was really his name. The paragraphs on Miller in Nothing But the Blues stated with an air of certitude that “Miller was born in Macon, Georgia, in 1903.” This assertion would be repeated by Wolfe
         a few years later in the notes to the Minstrel Man from Georgia CD: “Emmett Miller, we now know, was from Macon, Georgia, born there in 1903. His parents were longtime residents of the
         area, and owned a nearby farm.” But no evidence for these “facts” was offered, and I chose to doubt them. As it turned out,
         I was right to doubt: Emmett Miller was not born in 1903, and drinking milk was probably the closest his family came to owning
         a farm.
      

      
      But for all my sensible doubting and senseless searching, the mystery of Emmett Miller, after twenty years, remained unsolved.
         And who cared? Indeed, when I stopped to think of it, I wondered what end this search could serve, except, as it did, to distract me from more meaningful and lucrative pursuits. Unfinished
         poems, an unfinished novel, magazine assignments were pushed aside, and for what? To follow a ghost? This distraction from
         more meaningful and lucrative pursuits had, for me, a strong, perhaps pathological appeal; but that did not explain it, for
         there are other far more enjoyable distractions. Ultimately I did not and could not, I do not and cannot, explain it. I can
         say that the search, the mystery, was twofold. Who was this guy—when was he born, when did he die? And what was the source
         of his music, vanished in the undocumented darkness and the lost and unknown recordings of an unexplored subculture? Whether
         seen as detective work or archeology, as serious investigation or deranged folly, the case of Emmett Miller was not without
         its gratifications, its thrills and satisfactions of discovery and of learning.
      

      
      As for its being without meaning, it now has occurred to me, in the few sentences since my mention of more meaningful and
         lucrative pursuits, that, after all is said and done, meaning is the biggest sucker’s-racket of all; and any regard for it,
         no matter how fleeting, befits a middle-aged fool like me. So meaning be damned; on with these words.
      

      
      In the spring of 1996, as was I revising and expanding the Journal article to appear as the appendix to the reprint of Country published by Da Capo Press, I received a call from my friend and intrepid cohort Bret Wood.
      

      
      Earlier Bret had found, amid handwritten records of the Thirteenth Census of the United States (1910), evidence of a thirteen-year-old
         white male named Emmett Miller living with his family in the town of Barnesville, in Pike County, Georgia, about midway between
         Atlanta and Macon.
      

      
      For years I had been unsure that Emmett Miller was the real name of the person whose identity I sought. Poring through the “Minstrelsy” columns of issues of Billboard from the 1920s, on reel after reel of microfilm, I had come across many obscure performers named Emmett. Too many. I suspected
         that the name of Emmett had been taken commonly by minstrels to evoke the name of Daniel Decatur Emmett, the most celebrated
         of the old-time minstrels. I thought this might help to explain why no biographical facts had been unearthed regarding the
         birth, death, or offstage life of Emmett Miller. At the same time, removing the possible baffle of his first name left only
         a surname so common that his true identity might never be found.
      

      
      But here was an actual Emmett Miller. The Barnesville census was enumerated on April 27, 1910; the thirteen-year-old Emmett
         Miller was listed as the son of one Walter Moore. Why his surname, like that of his four siblings, was different from his
         father’s was a perplexing detail; but any detail, no matter how perplexing, was welcome amid the vaster perplexing vagueness
         of the search for Emmett Miller. For all my doubts regarding the accepted “facts” of Emmett Miller’s origin, I shared the
         assumption, based on a 1928 published reference to him as “the young man from Macon,” that Macon was indeed his hometown.
         But I figured now that Miller might have named that nearby and well-known town as such instead of small, little-known Barnesville.
         The census record would fix his year of birth at 1896 or 1897. There seemed to be no other documentation of an Emmett Miller
         that presented itself as a possibility. A thirty-year-old mulatto house-mover boarding in Macon was found in the census of
         1920: an unlikely candidate. While Bret drew no conclusions, I rashly did, and offered them just as rashly in the letters
         section of the Journal of Country Music, Vol. 17, No. 3. This proposed evidence, I dare say, met with no little acceptance by the esteemed and eminent community of
         Millerologists at large; and I felt that a search of nearly twenty years was nearing its end.
      

      
      But alas, as they say in the funnybooks, alas.
      

      
      Then, on April 4, 1996, in the state archives at Atlanta, Bret found the document that would at long last truly serve as the
         key to the mystery of Emmett Miller.
      

      
      There would be no record of Emmett Miller’s birth. We knew that much. Birth certificates, registrations of birth, were not
         legally required in Georgia until 1919. Until that time, they were rare, especially for children born at home, as most were.
         Though access to existing birth records in Georgia is restricted to the persons whose records they are, a worker at the Bibb
         County Health Department in Macon was both able and kind to confirm that there was, as expected, no birth certificate in the
         name of Emmett Miller. The offices of the health department are located on Hemlock Street: an irony here compounded, for it
         was through Emmett Miller’s death, and not his birth, that the story of his life opened to me.
      

      
      The revelatory document that Bret found in the state capital was a certificate of death, Georgia State File No. 9378: a record
         of finality that might serve as well, I hoped, to seal and lay to rest an obsession.
      

      
      There was time to incorporate only the barest elements of this discovery into the Country appendix. That done, Bret and I arranged to travel to Macon, to where the clues of this document beckoned. “Emmett Miller:
         The Final Chapter,” an account based on what we gathered, the missing pieces of the life of Emmett Miller, was written for
         the Journal of Country Music. Though I was the author of that account, it could not have been written without the work of Bret Wood, for whose inspired
         research skills I here express my profound respect, and for whose selfless dedication to this loss-intensive project, my profounder
         gratitude.
      

      
      The article proved to be far from a final chapter. Even as I readied it for publication, I knew that there was more to be
         discovered, that further exploration lay before me. What follows, these years later, is a synthesis—a bringing to harmony, a bringing to culmination—of
         all that I have written regarding Emmett Miller, and of all that I have learned regarding Emmett Miller. Above all, it is
         a bringing to an end of a mystery—and the bringing to light, however dim, of a far bigger mystery, and the journey to solve
         that bigger mystery in turn: through kerosene lamp and light of neon and no light at all, through palimpsest and shards, the
         echoic whisperings of ghosts, howls from hidden vanished places, loud electric crackling rhythms and cries of seers and fools,
         all-telling breezes, no-telling winds.
      

       

    Emmett Miller came out of the minstrelsy tradition. Yes, out of that tradition so named, since at least the thirteenth century,
         in its archaic and poetic sense of making music and song, the art of the minstrels, a word from the Old French, from the age
         of those minstrels whose music filled the castles and the air and the poetry of the age of Dante. But more so out of that
         particularly American tradition like-named since the 1840s. Strange, perhaps, even to call it a tradition, since it flourished
         for little more than eighty years, the mere span of a fortunate human life. But in a culture whose own age is barely thrice
         that, American minstrelsy, the longest-lived emanation of that culture, had by its autumn become a tradition indeed.
      

      
      That tradition, which dominated American music and show business from the middle of the nineteenth century until after the
         turn of the twentieth, was—simply, bizarrely, inexplicably—a form of stage entertainment in which men blackened their faces,
         burlesqued the demeanor and behavior of Southern blacks, and performed what were presented as the songs and music of those
         blacks. At first confined to small performances in Manhattan, minstrelsy shows grew into immense touring troupes that were the most
         popular mass medium of an age before phonograph recordings, flickering images, and electrical broadcasts removed the element
         of geography from the commerce of entertainment. And in that later age, some of the earliest stars of those recordings, flickering
         images, and electrical broadcasts—Al Jolson foremost among them—were born of blackface minstrelsy.
      

      
      It was a tradition whose documented roots can be dated to the performance of Lewis Hallam, blacked-up as Mungo, in Charles
         Dibdin’s comic opera The Padlock at the John Street Theatre, New York City, on May 29, 1769. Thirty years later, on December 30, 1799, at the Federal Street
         Theatre, Boston, the German-born Gottlieb Graupner sang “The Gay Negro Boy” in black caricature in Aphra Behn’s Oroonoko. It was a tradition that was born in the North and died in the South.
      

      
      The first celebrated blackface singers rose to fame in the late 1820s and early 1830s. George Washington Dixon was said to
         be known as early as 1827 for his Albany performances of “The Coal Black Rose” and “My Long-Tail Blue,” which he brought to
         the Lafayette Theatre in New York on July 19, 1828. (The “long-tail blue” was the swallowtail jacket emblematic of the wardrobe
         of urban black dandies—zip coons—of the early nineteenth century. Dixon’s “Zip Coon” celebrated such a dandy in 1834, and
         the engraving on the cover of the sheet music portrayed a zip coon in just such a jacket.) Dixon is believed to have been
         jailed frequently for slanderous writings and acts of civil disturbance, and it was written of him that he “later became notorious
         as a filibuster during the Yucatan disturbances, and died in New Orleans in 1861.” Thomas Dartmouth (Daddy) Rice (1808–60)
         was known by 1831 for his song-and-dance routine “Jim Crow.”
      

      
      In the Petersburg, Virginia, Farmer’s Register of April 1, 1838, William B. Smith published an account of his experiences at a “beer dance” held by slaves on a neighboring
         plantation. He described their dancing, recorded bits of their song and speech, and concluded with the observation that “Virginia
         slaves were the happiest of the human race.”
      

      
      Not quite five years later, on February 6, 1843, the Virginia Minstrels, the first regularly organized blackface group, made
         their debut at the Bowery Amphitheatre in New York. Bills for the show that Monday evening announced “the novel, grotesque,
         original and surpassingly melodious Ethiopian Band entitled THE VIRGINIA MINSTRELS”; and it was not long before all blackface
         performers came to be called minstrels.
      

      
      It was with the Virginia Minstrels and their successors that blackface minstrelsy became the heart of nineteenth-century show
         business, the first emanation of a pervasive and purely American mass culture; though, like most subsequent emanations of
         American culture, its vogue soon spread abroad to England.
      

      
      Collections of minstrelsy date to the publication in 1843 in Boston of The Celebrated Negro Melodies, as Sung by the Virginia Minstrels, arranged by Thomas Comer (1790–1862), a popular Boston music-man who also published in that year his arrangement of “The
         Tiger Quick Step.” The first serious survey of the subject, Allston T. Brown’s Early History of Negro Minstrelsy, came in 1874. Brown (1836–1918), who worked as a theatrical agent and journalist in New York from 1860 until his death, was
         the author of the 1870 History of the American Stage, which he would later expand into the three-volume History of the American Stage from the First Performance in 1732 to 1901. (In the same year that Brown’s Early History of American Minstrelsy was published came, from the same publisher, R. M. DeWitt of New York, Charles Day’s Fun in Black. It was the house of DeWitt that had published Richard Drake’s Revelations of a Slave Smuggler in 1860.)
      

      
      Following Brown’s 1874 work, the chronicling of minstrelsy began anew in earnest in 1909, with Edward Le Roy Rice’s little
         booklet 1000 Men of Minstrelsy; 1 Woman, which preceded his full volume, Monarchs of Minstrelsy, from “Daddy” Rice to Date, published in 1911. Since then, shelves of books have been written about minstrelsy. In recent years, much of an interpretive
         nature has been written of this first indigenous American theatrical form, and of blackface as its central element. Michael
         Rogin, a professor of political science at the University of California, Berkeley, writes in Blackface, White Noise: Jewish Immigrants in the Hollywood Melting Pot (1996): “Seen in blackface and from the South, the United States is at once a Herrenvolk republic, where racial subordination hides class inequality, and a capitalist society permeated by longing for a lost, pre-industrial,
         feudal home.”
      

      
      Rogin’s study is valuable, interesting, and often astute, but the sort of fatuous nonsense here quoted is typical of the pseudo-intellectual
         parlor games endemic to such interpretative exercises. As noted and as we shall further see, blackface minstrelsy was born
         not of the South but of the North, and its vision, though embraced by the South, was of the urban Northeast; and as we shall
         also see, the popularity of blackface minstrelsy, America’s first cultural export, was as great in England as at home. To
         speak with a straight face of minstrelsy in terms of Herrenvolk, the Nazi concept of master-race, or in terms of ancestral feudal memories is to illuminate not so much the subject at hand
         but rather the essential folly of academic thinking. When the scholar here quoted invokes Jacques Lacan in his analysis of
         Jolson Sings Again, we enter a realm of fantasy beyond that of minstrelsy itself, an intentio-lectoris sideshow as vapid and as ridiculous in its pretensions as Sartre’s misreadings of Faulkner.
      

      
      The scholar under scrutiny is not alone. I have books here with titles such as Inside the Minstrel Mask: Readings in Nineteenth-Century Blackface Minstrelsy (1996), Demons of Disorder: Early Blackface Minstrels and Their World (1997), Raising Cain: Blackface Performance from Jim Crow to Hip Hop (1998), and A Right to Sing the Blues: African Americans, Jews, and American Popular Song (1999), which attempts to reconcile the Jewish takeover of latter-day blackface minstrelsy—through performers such as Al
         Jolson and coon-song composers such as Irving Berlin—with the problematic but cherished expiatory notion of a common bond
         between the black and Jewish “experiences.” All these books have value, albeit not always equal to their list prices, but
         in every case that value is undermined by specious theory and academic gibberish. Eric Lott in Love and Theft: Blackface Minstrelsy and the American Working Class (1993), sees minstrelsy as emblematic of “cross-racial desire,” as “less a sign of absolute white power and control than
         of panic, anxiety, terror, and pleasure.” The New York Times captioned its review of Lott’s book “Minstrel Tradition: Not Just a Racist Relic,” as if to imply that the blackface caricatures
         of minstrelsy were somehow more racist than the insidious stereotype of today’s popular entertainment; as if to imply the
         playing of blacks by whites to be more demeaning or momentous an absurdity than the playing of Italians by Jews and WASPs,
         from Little Caesar to The Godfather, and every other manner of ethnic fraud upon which our popular culture has to this day been based.
      

      
      Yes. Minstrelsy was a form of stage entertainment in which men blackened their faces, burlesqued the demeanor and behavior
         of Southern blacks, and, above all, performed what were presented as the songs and music of those blacks. But it was not so
         simple as that. Not all minstrels were white: many of those who blackened their faces in burlesque were black. And while the
         songs and music of minstrelsy were indeed usually far from black in origin, the impact of those songs and that music was profound upon the inchoate
         and gestative forms of blues and jazz. As for the grotesquerie of minstrelsy, there were many, both black and white, who found
         it no more offensive than the comedy built upon any exaggerated ethnic stereotyping. As late as 1922, a debate was carried
         on in earnest in the pages of the New York Herald as to whether blacks or whites were better at playing blacks: “Your correspondent who signs himself ‘Negro’ makes a mistake
         in taking issue with Herbert S. Renton on the comparative merits of white men and negros as blackface performers.” And it
         must be remembered that minstrelsy was born in the anti-slavery climate of the emancipatory North, in the most sophisticated
         and cosmopolitan city of America.
      

      
      If minstrelsy is to be understood, it must be seen neither with myopic simplicity, as a “racist relic”—a phrase no less applicable
         to the Times than to the subject under review—nor as a textbook manifestation of ideology or psychology.
      

      
      Now that I have ingratiated myself with that arbiter of literary consumerism, let us return to, and dispense with, the question
         at hand—indeed, with all questions better suited to advertising copy than to a mind freed from the cheap fetters of store-bought,
         off-the-rack intellect.
      

      
      Thus: where did minstrelsy come from, and what was it all about? How about: what is the meaning of rock ’n’ roll? Hell, it’s
         like the man says: if you’ve got to ask, you’ll never know.
      

      
      Besides, this is not a book about minstrelsy any more or less than it is a book about rock ’n’ roll. Besides, Emmett Miller’s
         was a voice from the death, not the life, of minstrelsy; a voice from Erebus. Besides, this is not really a book about Emmett
         Miller. It is a book about that Rosetta Stone, a book about that Erebus.
      

      
      So let us have nothing of the proper thought of fools and mediocrity and misknowing. Let our excavations in the graveyard of data, our journey through the haunted carnival of endless night,
         be undefiled by thought itself, which, in Miller studies as in life, is the enemy of truth as of the soul.
      

       

    The leader of the Virginia Minstrels was a twenty-eight-year-old Yankee named Daniel Decatur Emmett (1815–1904), who was said
         to have first blacked-up at the age of sixteen, in the year of Daddy Rice’s “Jim Crow.” With him in the Virginia Minstrels
         were three others: Frank Brower (1823–74); Dick Pelham (1815–76), whose real name was Richard Ward Pell; and Billy Whitlock
         (1813–78). The group did not last a year; they disbanded following a British tour later in 1843. By then there were the Ethiopian
         Serenaders, also known as the Boston Minstrels, and the Congo Melodists of British-born James Buckley (1803–72), later known
         as Buckley’s New Orleans Serenaders. In England, where the presence of blacks was all but unknown, the popularity of blackface
         minstrelsy was immediate and great; and blackface would survive there as a part of popular culture long after it had been
         suppressed and forsaken in its native America. In a way, England’s exposure to American minstrelsy was not without antecedents.
         Charles Didbin, the author of The Padlock, mentioned above, was a British gentleman whose noble-savage blackamoor songs, popular in the taverns and drawing rooms of
         late-eighteenth-century England, had portrayed blacks as figures both comical and emblematic of a wistful and pitiable innocence,
         portrayals not unlike those of early minstrelsy.
      

      
      Christy’s Minstrels, the most famous of the New York shows, were active by May of 1844; and there were the Kentucky Minstrels, and the Ring and Parker Minstrels. In an 1846 article called “True American Singing,” Walt Whitman professed a liking
         for a minstrel group called the Harmoneons: “Indeed, their negro singing altogether proves how shiningly golden talent can
         be spread over a subject generally considered ‘low.’”
      

      
      Whitman (1819–92) was a devotee of minstrelsy, of what he called “nigger songs.” He saw Daddy Rice perform often; wrote of
         minstrel bands, including the Christy Minstrels, for the Brooklyn Star and the Brooklyn Daily Eagle in 1846–47; considered Stephen Foster’s songs to be “our best work so far” in American music. Regard for Foster was shared
         by Abraham Lincoln (1809–65), who also possessed a fondness for minstrelsy, and by Frederick Douglass (1817–95), who had escaped
         from slavery in 1838, and who described Foster’s songs as expressive of “the finest feelings of human nature.”
      

      
      It should also be noted, however, that Douglass had no such praise for minstrelsy, which he described in 1848 as “sporting
         over the miseries and misfortunes of an oppressed people.” Those so engaged were “contemptible.” He named the Virginia Minstrels,
         the Christy Minstrels, the Ethiopian Serenaders as “the filthy scum of white society, who have stolen from us a complexion
         denied to them by nature, in which to make money, and pander to the corrupt taste of their white fellow citizens.”
      

      
      Stephen Collins Foster (1826–64), a native of Pittsburgh, was the first American to make a living writing songs. What he knew
         of the South, he learned through minstrel shows—a job as a bookkeeper for his brother in Cincinnati in 1846 had brought him
         as far south as he had been—and his vision of the South, beginning with his Songs of the Sable Harmonists of 1848, in turn gave minstrelsy, and America, its most popular and abiding songs: “Oh! Susanna” (1847), “Camptown Races”
         (1850), “The Old Folks at Home” (1851), “Massa’s in de Cold, Cold Ground” (1852), “My Old Kentucky Home” (1853), “Jeanie with the Light Brown Hair” (1854),
         “Old Black Joe” (1860)—roughly a hundred seventy-five of them. Foster’s South, the South of minstrelsy, a South dreamt by
         the North, was a romance embraced by the South itself; for the greatest nostalgia is that for what has never truly been.
      

      
      Foster published his first composition (“Open Thy Lattice, Love”) in 1844 at the age of eighteen. Three years later, “Susanna,”
         which came to be known as “Oh! Susanna,” was published “as sung by G. N. Christy,” the lead singer of the Christy Minstrels.
      

      
      Prior to its publication, “Susanna” had been popularized in Pittsburgh by local blackface acts such as the Sable Brothers
         and the music-hall singer Nelson Kneass. Ironically, given his affection for Foster’s music, it was a report of the Sable
         Brothers’ shows at the Eagle Saloon that provoked Frederick Douglass to his denunciation of such performers as “contemptible.”
         As the popularity of “Susanna” spread beyond Pittsburgh, the song was picked up by Christy, who made it a part of his record-breaking
         New York show.
      

      
      This was the beginning of an arrangement whereby Foster’s songs were commonly published in the name of Edwin P. Christy (1815–62),
         the founder and interlocutor of Christy’s Minstrels, whose performances of Foster’s songs in the late 1840s and early 1850s
         were to a great extent responsible for Foster’s success. Foster later wished to renege on this arrangement: his minstrel songs
         at first had embarrassed him; now he wanted his name associated with their success. He wrote to Christy in May of 1852, addressing
         him impersonally as “Dear Sir”:
      

      
      “As I once intimated to you, I had the intention of omitting my name on my Ethiopian songs, owing to the prejudice against
         them by some, which might injure my reputation as a writer in another style of music, but I find that by my efforts I have
         done a great deal to build up a taste for the Ethiopian songs among refined people by making the words suitable to their taste, instead of the
         trashy and really offensive words which belong to some songs of that order. Therefore I have concluded to reinstate my name
         on my songs and to pursue the Ethiopian business without fear or shame and lend all my energies to making the business live,
         at the same time that I will wish to establish my name as the best Ethiopian song-writer. But I am not encouraged in undertaking
         this so long as ‘The Old Folks at Home’ stares me in the face with another’s name on it. As it was at my own solicitation
         that you allowed your name to be placed on the song, I hope that the above reasons will be sufficient explanation for my desire
         to place my own name on it as author and composer, while at the same time I wish to leave the name of your band on the title
         page. This is a little matter of pride in myself which it will certainly be to your interest to encourage.”
      

      
      Foster went on in his letter to offer a refund of money already paid him by Christy, as well as his promise of “an opening
         chorus in my best style, free of charge, and in any other way in my power to advance your interests hereafter.”
      

      
      Christy would have nothing of it. His only response was to scrawl “vacillating skunk” across the back of the letter. His name
         would appear on the music until the copyright ran out in 1879, years after both of them were dead.
      

      
      The lead singer of the Christy show in the years 1847–53, the man who sang Foster’s songs, was George N. Harrington (1827–68),
         whom the world knew as George N. Christy. The two other regular members of the little troupe were Christys by birth: E.P.’s
         two young sons, E. Byron (1838–66) and William Christy (1839–62). William, whose “greatest proficiency was in the delineament
         of the female character,” died in 1862 at the age of twenty-two. E. Byron died four years later at twenty-eight.
      

      
      As for Stephen Foster and E. P. Christy, those two kindred and inimical purveyors of an idyllic dreamland of mirth, blithe
         sentiment, and harmony: both succumbed in the end to a darkness within. By the time he retired in 1854, Christy was believed
         to be half mad. In 1862, the year of his son William’s death, he killed himself, leaping from a New York window at the age
         of forty-seven. Foster, a drunkard, died nearly destitute three years later in a ward of Bellevue Hospital, New York, at the
         age of thirty-eight. Today “The Old Folks at Home” is recognized as having sold more than twenty million copies in sheet music,
         and has been reckoned to be one of the ten most-recorded songs of all time. In 1990, a single leaf of early piano music by
         Foster, “Autumn Waltz,” sold at Christie’s for $77,000.
      

      
      In 1864, the year of Foster’s death, Chambers’s Encyclopaedia stated quite accurately that “In most cases the members of the negro minstrel troupes are only negros in name, with face
         and hands blackened.”
      

      
      There were exceptions, such as William Henry Lane (1825–52), a native of New York who performed as Master Juba. (Written references
         to black dancing as “juba” date to the 1820s; and William B. Smith’s article in the Farmer’s Register of 1838 refers to the “Juber” dance-song and hand-rhythms of the slaves. The word may be from giouba, an African step-dance.) Lane worked in several minstrel shows and on his own; and it is he who appears namelessly as “the
         greatest dancer known” in Charles Dickens’s account of entertainment at Almack’s dance hall in the Five Points section of
         New York, in his American Notes for General Circulation of 1842. It was in Dickens’s London that Lane a decade later died.
      

      
      The first black group performance seems to have been a show organized by a white slave-owner, Louis Tabaray, in New Orleans
         in 1791. By the 1850s there were independent black musical troupes, such as the Lucca Family of Connecticut, one member of
         which, bass-baritone and cellist John Lucca, Jr., later entered minstrelsy.
      

      
      Frederick Douglass, who denounced minstrelsy in 1848, was moved to speak on the subject again in June of 1849, when he announced
         in his newspaper the coming to Rochester of “Gavitt’s Original Ethiopian Serenaders, said to be composed entirely of colored
         people.” He deemed it as “something gained, when the colored man in any form can appear before a white audience; and we think
         that even this company, with industry, application, and a proper cultivation of their taste, may yet be instrumental in removing
         the prejudice against our race. But they must cease to exaggerate the exaggerations of our enemies; and represent the colored
         man rather as he is, than as Ethiopian Minstrels usually represent him to be.”
      

      
      By 1856 there were isolated instances of black minstrel shows in the Northeast—“we do not see why the genuine article should
         not succeed,” reflected the New York Clipper of one such show in November of 1858—but it was not until 1865 that the first black minstrel group of significance made its
         debut: the Georgia Minstrels, a band of ex-slaves organized in Macon, Georgia, by a white man named W. H. Lee. “These are
         real ‘nigs,’” noted a review in the New York Clipper of December 23, 1865. By July of 1866 the troupe was taken over by Sam Hague of Utica, New York; and by the end of that year,
         there were at least three black troupes going by the name of the Georgia Minstrels, the best known of them being Booker and
         Clayton’s Georgia Minstrels. It became not uncommon for black troupes to distinguish themselves from their white counterparts
         by adopting the designation Georgia Minstrels.
      

      
      After the Civil War, black men in blackface and black minstrel shows became plentiful. As comedians and singers of coon songs,
         performers such as Sam Lucas (1840–1916), Billy Kersands (1854–1915) and James A. Bland (1854–1911) enjoyed lucrative careers
         as blacked-up black men in the post-bellum period.
      

      
      The idea of blacks in blackface may at first glance seem to invite all manner of philosophical inquiry and intellectual parlor games. But is the willingness of blacks to assume the mask of
         gross stereotype any more baffling or troubling than the universal tendency to masquerade? White Southerners embrace and cultivate
         the theatrically defined stereotype of the good old boy. Italian-Americans mimic the words and ways and assume the roles that
         Hollywood has created for them. The Irish in America would evaporate were it not for the devotion to role-playing that lends
         them the illusion of actuality. America alone of nations envisioned herself in terms of a dream. Nothing in this country is
         real, everyone an actor. From long-tail blue to dashiki, from the organ-grinder to the godfather, it is all a masquerade.
         If the halcyon lark of antebellum plantation life invented by minstrelsy was a sham, it was at least a sham that few took
         for reality. The same cannot be said of modern cultural shams such as the fantasy of African-American roots perceived in,
         say, Kwanzaa, a fake holiday invented in America in 1966, and no closer than minstrelsy to the reality of any true African
         culture. Like the stereotypical posings of rap, the hoax of African-American consciousness, of Kwanzaa Kultur, is an emanation
         of true black minstrelsy. Though, as always, it is the noble white man—Hallmark and the corporate media—that profits most,
         it is a minstrelsy perpetrated and embraced by blacks, played not for laughs but in earnest.
      

      
      Popular culture is the product of who we are only in that it is the product of the lies, pretenses, and falsehoods that define
         us, and beneath which we hide and often, ultimately, lose the little truth from which we flee. Its meaning, insofar as it
         has any meaning at all, is essentially pathic. In the case of the black man in blackface, it can at least be said that his
         motive was forthright, respectable, and pure: that is, money. The same can be true of the professional good old boy, the professional
         Italian-American, the professional Irishman, as long as they are faking it on stage, selling it to the suckers. It is when they bear the masquerade, the role, offstage—when
         the stage walk and the stage talk become the street walk and the street talk, when show business becomes the business of life—that
         they become truly frauds. As far as I can tell, this was not the case generally with blacks who blacked up to make a buck.
         Offstage they lived apart from stereotype—more than can be said of many of the professional ethnic pretenders of today, be
         they white or black, singers or actors.
      

      
      Sam Lucas, who was born to free parents in Ohio, attended Wilberforce University, worked as a barber, and served in the Union
         army before entering minstrelsy in 1869. He sang many of his own songs, including “De Day I Was Sot Free,” “My Dear Old Southern
         Home,” and “Carve Dat Possum,” certainly the most carnivorous of coon songs, with its memorable opening couplet:
      

      
      
         
         De possum meat am good to eat,

         
         Carve him to de heart.

         
      

      
      Ike Simond (1847–c. 1905), “a banjo player comique” known as Old Slack, recalled in his Reminiscence and Pocket History of the Colored Profession from 1865 to 1891 that Lucas told him at one point that “he would never black his face again, and as I have met him in nearly every city of
         the United States since that time I don’t think he ever has.” Lucas eventually became the first black performer to be cast
         in a starring moving-picture role, as Tom in the seventh filming of Uncle Tom’s Cabin, a World Pictures five-reeler of 1914.
      

      
      Billy Kersands was from New York. He danced, mimicked frogs and cows in his songs (I think of Clarence “Frogman” Henry singing
         “Ain’t Got No Home” in 1956), and capped his sly performances as a babber-lipped buffoon by placing billiard balls or a cup
         and saucer in his mouth (I think of the guy with the balls in his mouth on the cover of the Rolling Stones’ Exile on Main St.). He was the master of the Essence, the most famous of minstrelsy dances, born of the Shuffle and progenitor of the Soft
         Shoe. He led his own troupe, Billy Kersands’ Minstrels, and in the 1870s and 1880s was the highest-paid black entertainer
         of the day, as popular among blacks as among whites. He once told a fellow entertainer: “Son, if they hate me, I’m still whipping
         them, because I’m making them laugh.” Recalling his own minstrel years, W. C. Handy wrote: “It goes without saying that minstrels
         were a disreputable lot in the eyes of a large section of upper-crust Negroes.” They seem disreputable yet—misunderstood,
         neglected, regarded as an embarrassment—in the eyes of history. Today Kersands, like Lucas, is ignored by the five volumes
         of the Encyclopedia of African-American Culture and History (1966), by the six volumes of The African American Encyclopedia (1993).
      

      
      Not so for the apparently more respectable James A. Bland, one of whose compositions came to be embraced in 1940 as the state
         song of Virginia. Bland was born to a free family in Flushing, New York, and grew up in Washington, D.C., where his father
         was an examiner with the U.S. Patent Office, and where James attended Howard University before joining Haverly’s Colored Minstrels,
         in which Lucas and Kersands also worked. He was later a featured member of Sprague’s Georgia Minstrels, and became a sort
         of black Stephen Foster, composing minstrel classics such as “Carry Me Back to Old Virginny” (1878) and “Oh, Dem Golden Slippers”
         (1879). He ended up in Philadelphia, where, like Stephen Foster before him, he died in poverty.
      

      
      Bert Williams (1874–1922), an emigrant from Antigua who would become the most famous of black entertainers, entered minstrelsy
         in 1892, after attending Stanford University. Shepherd Edmonds (1876–1957), from Memphis, and Sylvester Russell (c. 1865–1930), from New Jersey, were two noted black musicians who worked in the 1890s in the Al G. Field Minstrels, the show with
         which Emmett Miller was associated at the height of his career. Russell went on to become a music and drama editor for The Freeman.

      
      From one black troupe alone, the Mississippi-based Rabbit Foot Company, later the Rabbit Foot Minstrels, would emerge the
         classic big-city blues singers Ma Rainey, Ida Cox, and Bessie Smith, as well as the rhythm-and-blues progenitor Louis Jordan.
         Blues artist Skip James also worked briefly with the Rabbit Foot organization. W. C. Handy, the so-called father of the blues,
         was a minstrel musician from 1896 to 1903, punctuated in 1900 by a stint as a college musical director. Country blues singers
         who worked in blackface included Furry Lewis, Jim Jackson, and Big Joe Williams. Rufus Thomas, whose “Bear Cat” of 1953 became
         the first hit on Sam Phillips’s little Sun Records label, was a latter-day alumnus of the Rabbit Foot Minstrels. Born in Casey,
         Mississippi, in 1917, and raised in Memphis, Thomas worked the Rabbit Foot tent show in the thirties. “I was putting that
         black stuff on my face,” he later recalled of those days.
      

      
      While coon and minstrel recordings, either by blacks or by whites, were primarily sold to the white market, black minstrelsy
         also had its place in the so-called race market. Perry Bradford was the author of “Crazy Blues.” Recorded by Mamie Smith and
         Her Jazz Hounds in 1920, it was the first bestselling blues record. Bradford was also a member of a group called the Gulf
         Coast Minstrels, who recorded two of his less-known compositions for Columbia in November 1923: “I Ain’t Skeered of Work”
         and “Darktown Camp Meeting.” These recordings by the black Gulf Coast Minstrels, essentially indistinguishable from white
         blackface minstrelsy routines of the day, were released in January 1924 in the Columbia race series, nestled between releases
         by King Oliver’s Jazz Band and Bessie Smith.
      

      
      Gus Cannon, an early associate in Memphis of Jim Jackson, recorded at his first session, in the fall of 1927, a version of
         “My Money Never Runs Out,” by the black nineteenth-century coon-song writer Irving Jones. A year later, in the fall of 1928,
         Bo Chatman, one of the founding members of the Mississippi Sheiks, began his recording career with a piece of minstrelsy called
         “The Yellow Coon Has No Race.” That same season, Chatman fiddled on a recording by the minstrel singer Alec Johnson of the
         Bert Williams song “Next Week, Sometime.” It is in the work of early bluesmen such as Gus Cannon (1885–1979), Papa Charlie
         Jackson (1885–1938), Jim Jackson (1890–1937), and Bo Chatman (1893–1964) that the interminglings of latter-day minstrelsy,
         the Tin Pan Alley coon song, the black songster tradition, and the early blues are most pronounced.
      

      
      It is a common misbelief that minstrelsy drew upon an actual black folk source for its musical inspiration, that it plundered
         and parlorized the songs of blacks for its repertoire. Writing of minstrelsy in antebellum New York, Luc Sante in his generally
         wonderful book Low Life says that “Black bands played at dances, in concert saloons, and on the street, most often in quartets dominated by fiddle
         and banjo, and an idea of what songs they played can be gotten from the well-known minstrel tunes, nearly all of which were
         stolen from them.” It is his final phrase that skews the validity of his statement. If an idea of what those black bands in
         New York were playing can be gotten from minstrelsy, it is only because those bands derived much of their material from minstrelsy,
         not the other way around.
      

      
      The Virginia Minstrels of 1843 had centered their first shows on the figure of the ragged plantation black, drawing to some
         extent from actual black sources. But the nature and format of minstrel shows soon changed. The figure of the black dandy,
         the Northern zip coon, was introduced and came to dominate the opening part of the show, while the figure of the old-fashioned plantation
         black was relegated to the second part. With the ascendance of the zip-coon figure came the increasing use of sentimental
         ballads and the addition to the show of a central interlude part, the olio, dedicated to a variety of musical and comedy acts.
      

      
      The songs of minstrelsy in its heyday came from Northern composers such as Stephen Foster and his black counterpart James
         A. Bland, and from the penny-confectionery pens of lesser poetasters; and they were songs that often became as popular among
         blacks as among whites. Of the great vogue among every social class, both white and black, of “The Old Folks at Home”—the
         one we have come to know as “Swanee”—the Albany Register remarked in 1852 that “there is not a ‘live darkey,’ young or old, but can whistle, sing, dance, and play it.” As the music
         historian Charles Hamm has said of Foster’s impact: “Never before, and rarely since, did any music come so close to being
         a shared experience for so many Americans.” More than a century later, the songs of Stephen Foster still imbued the living
         spirit of American Music: Ray Charles recorded “Swanee River Rock” for Atlantic in 1957; Jerry Lee Lewis recorded “Old Black
         Joe” for Sun in 1960; later in the sixties, Ornette Coleman wove shards of the same song into his concert performances.
      

      
      Martin Delany was a black contemporary of Stephen Foster in Pittsburgh, an apprentice to the doctor whose daughter married
         Foster. Delany was active in the anti-slavery movement, and an associate of Frederick Douglass, for whose weekly paper he
         was a correspondent. He was described by Douglass as “the intensest embodiment of black Nationality to be met with outside
         the valley of the Niger.” In 1858 Delaney wrote a novel called Blake. In it he appropriated three of Foster’s songs, which he placed in the mouths of black characters.
      

      
      In the four volumes of Christy and Fox’s Complete Melodist and Joke-Book of 1858, there is not a single song that can be said to be derived from black folk tradition. Inversely, however, the folklorist
         Newman I. White, in examining the origins of the 680 songs he collected in his American Negro Folk-Songs of 1928, considered that 104 of them revealed “traces of the antebellum minstrel song.” Such traces are even more plentiful
         in early blues recordings, both urban and rural.
      

      
      The songs and music of the minstrel shows, and of their smaller and tawdrier counterparts, the medicine shows, were as important
         an influence on Southern black music, on what came to be called the blues, as on white Southern music, which came to be called
         country. Minstrelsy was the common blood, inspiration, and breeding ground of both these inchoate forms.
      

      
      One example may prove illuminating. “I’ve Got a Gal for Ev’ry Day in the Week” was a ragtime coon song composed in 1900, with
         lyrics by the Irish comic Pat Rooney and music by Harry Von Tilzer. It emerged, metamorphosed, as part of the black songster
         and blues traditions: recorded as “Gang of Brown Skin Women” by Papa Harvey Hull and Long “Cleve” Reed for Gennett in the
         spring of 1927, and in early 1928 for Victor as “My Monday Blues” by Jim Jackson, a Mississippi-born veteran of the medicine-show
         circuit who derived much from minstrelsy—who, simply put, did as every performer, black or white, rural or urban, did: took
         from where he could. In 1944 the song emerged, metamorphosed once again, as a fast-swinging blast of proto-rock-’n’-roll jive
         by Big Joe Turner, accompanied by boogie-woogie pianist Pete Johnson. The title of Turner’s Decca recording, “I Got a Gal
         for Every Day in the Week,” recalls the 1900 coon-song original, but Turner takes for himself the credit as the song’s composer.
      

      
      Friedrich Nietzsche died the year that Rooney and Von Tilzer put their names to “I’ve Got a Gal for Ev’ry Day in the Week.”
         It was in his book Beyond Good and Evil (1886) that the philosopher had declared: “The Jews are beyond doubt the strongest, toughest, and purest race now living
         in Europe; they know how to prevail even under the worst conditions, even better than under favorable conditions, by means
         of virtues that today one would mark as vices.” The descendants in America of the Jews whom Nietzsche praised and admired
         proved him right. Just as Arnold Rothstein (1882–1928) created and ruled the system of organized crime that would prevail
         through the century, so men such as Von Tilzer, in taking control of Tin Pan Alley and the coon-song industry, came to dominate
         not only the popular music of the day, but, through their invention and rule of Hollywood, popular culture itself.
      

      
      And here let us pause a moment to address this matter, or this myth, of race.

      
      In June 2000, Celera Genomics and the thirteen-year-old international consortium of publicly funded research laboratories
         that had come to be known as the Human Genome Project announced that the human genome had at last been sequenced, revealing
         for taxonomy the swarming sea of deoxyribonucleic acid—DNA—whose multifarious spiralings store the genetic information in
         the human cell. While many marveled at the medical and scientific potentialities of this revelation, few perceived the greater
         revelation, a silent cataclysm of ontology, that had been laid bare in the course of the quest to solve the mysteries of the
         genome.
      

      
      In his study “The Human Genome,” written in light of the announcement of the sequencing of the chemical core of human life,
         Geoffrey Carr, the science editor of The Economist, looked toward the work of men such as the late molecular evolutionist Allan C. Wilson (1934–91) of the University of California
         at Berkeley and the geneticist Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza of Stanford University. Carr writes of these scientists’ groundbreaking
         research:
      

      
      “It challenges the assumption that there are significant genetic differences between human races and, indeed, that the idea
         of ‘race’ has any biological meaning at all.”
      

      
      In fact, “compared with chimpanzees, humans are, indeed, a single race. One group of 55 chimps in West Africa shows more genetic
         diversity than the whole of humanity.”
      

      
      While disproving the deep-grained notion of race, genetics can, through certain mitochondrial, matrilineal traits of DNA,
         illuminate the migratory and mating history of the generations of humanity, which can be corroborated by patrilineal traits
         in the DNA of Y-chromosomes. Seemingly bizarre traditional beliefs have been confirmed:
      

      
      “The legends of the Lemba, a southern-African people, claim they are descended from the Jews, a Middle-Eastern people. An
         analysis of Lemba Y-chromosomes supports this idea; around 50% of those chromosomes carry genetic markers that are common
         amongst Jewish men, but absent in the Lemba’s neighbours in Africa.
      

      
      “Despite the existence of such genetic markers for particular groups, though, the genes carry a wider, paradoxical, lesson
         about ‘racial’ differences—which is that, in the main, there aren’t any.”
      

      
      Jews in blackface. Lemba black of face. Melanin and matzoh. “Pork Chop Blues” sang Bessie Brown in 1924, with Coleman Hawkins
         on tenor sax behind her, the flip side of “Mississippi Delta Blues.” The Lemba, they don’t eat no pork; don’t eat no hippo,
         either, ’cause it looks like pig.
      

      
      And yet the idea of race is as strong today as it was in the days of minstrelsy, as it has been throughout all history. Racial
         pride? The chimpanzees perhaps are entitled to such. We are beneath it.
      

      
      After the Civil War minstrelsy grew grand and garish. The first transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, and the expanding
         web of railways provided fast and easy transportation for bigger and bigger troupes, which came more and more to encompass the wholesale variety of vaudeville.
      

      
      The decline of minstrelsy had been bemoaned for many years. As early as 1854, looking back upon the brief history of minstrelsy
         as if it were in its twilight, an anonymous writer in the New York Musical Review titled his article “Obituary, Not Eulogistic: Negro Minstrelsy Is Dead.” He wrote of a certain lamentable “bleaching process.”
      

      
      Four years later, in the introductory “Critique” to George Christy’s Ethiopian Joke Book, No. 3, dated July 1858, we read that, “Years ago, Negro Eccentricities truly and absolutely was the style of performance, and professionals gained notoriety in accordance with the
         perfectness with which they imitated the droll African race; but now, unfortunately, operatic fandangoes and improbabilities, in which, in many cases, the Negro character never did, and in no wise can be made to harmonize, and positions totally incompatible
         with Negro life, have made sad inroads upon the prerogatives of the Ethiopian stage; and these usurpations threaten to, and
         will, eventually, overturn the selectness of that peculiar stage, and institute instead a perverted taste—if they be persevered
         in.”
      

      
      These sentiments, the antebellum precursor of the rock-’n’-roll-is-dead syndrome, likely reflect a great deal of truth: the
         more popular minstrelsy became, the more it informed popular culture, the more polluted by popular culture it became. Nevertheless,
         today the golden age of minstrelsy is commonly said to have spanned the years 1843–75; and the age of its decline is set at
         1875–95, roughly the years of vaudeville’s rise.
      

      
      In the last years of the nineteenth century and the first years of the twentieth, as vaudeville-era Tin Pan Alley became the
         primary well of minstrelsy, and as blues and jazz, through the sagacious musical carpetbagging of men such as W. C. Handy
         and Clarence Williams, became an integral part of Tin Pan Alley, the circle of the uroboros was complete: minstrelsy had flowed into the blues, the blues had influenced Tin Pan Alley, and Tin Pan Alley had
         become the voice of minstrelsy. The earliest known utterance of the word “jazz” occurs in “Uncle Josh in Society,” a 1909
         Columbia recording by Cal Stewart (1856–1919), a Virginia-born veteran of nineteenth-century medicine shows and vaudeville.
      

      
      By then, words such as “hip” and “hep” were well-established elements of the vocabulary of those who would soon be known as
         cats, cool and otherwise. The origin of “hip,” whose currency was common enough for it to have appeared in print by 1904—the
         year, coincidentally, that the first opium song, “Willie the Weeper,” seems to have originated in vaudeville—may have derived
         from the classic, age-old pelvic-centered, side-lying opium-smoking position, and may have been used originally as a sign
         of mutual recognition and reference by those who were in the know of the big sweet smoke. Recorded as a jazz-band instrumental
         by King Oliver and His Dixie Syncopators in April of 1927, it was through the recording of “Willie the Weeper,” three months
         later, by the intriguing Alabama-born jazz-blues stylist and female impersonator Frankie “Half-Pint” Jaxon, that this song
         of the “dreamin’ habit” came not only to be associated with a fanciful blues tradition, but to reach a new and wider audience
         as well. (An earlier version of the song, printed in 1926, includes explicit reference to “hop,” as well as to “coke” and
         to “hittin’ up the hypo,” all of which are absent from Jaxon’s version.)
      

      
      Though “gong,” a white slang word for opium pipe, was common hip parlance by 1914, it was not until early 1931 that Cab Calloway
         (1907–94), the Harlem hierophant of all things hip—and aware no doubt of “Willie the Weeper”—introduced “Minnie the Moocher,”
         a “lowdown hoochie-coocher” who was taught “how to kick the gong around” by a “cokey” named Smoky down in Chinatown. The great success of this recording—copyrighted as “Minnie the Moocher: The Ho De Ho Song” in the names of Cab Calloway
         and Irving Mills, the lyricist of “Lovesick Blues”—inspired Calloway to follow it some months later, in the fall of 1931,
         with “Kickin’ the Gong Around.”
      

      
      So popular was “Minnie the Moocher” that it became Cab Calloway’s signature song through the rest of his career. In 1932,
         in those less censorial days when the Mosaic commandments of the Production Code Administration were violated with impunity,
         “Minnie the Moocher” was made into a Max Fleisher Talkatoon, an early, seven-minute, sixteen-millimeter animated sound film
         featuring Betty Boop and the Calloway orchestra. The 1976 autobiography he co-authored would bear the title Of Minnie the Moocher & Me; and he would perform the song, lie-down hip as ever, in the 1980 picture The Blues Brothers.

      
      The foregoing is what Quintilian called an excursus. Get used to it, or get out.
      

      
      In his 1941 autobiography, Father of the Blues, W. C. Handy wrote that “The Memphis Blues,” copyrighted by him in 1912, “was the first of all the many published ‘blues,’
         and it set a new fashion in American popular music and contributed to the rise of jazz, or, if you prefer, swing, and even
         boogie-woogie.” As Handy composed it, “The Memphis Blues” had no lyrics; it was an instrumental piece, and was originally
         published as such in September 1912. A year later the Theron C. Bennett Co., to whom Handy had assigned rights, published
         a new version of “The Memphis Blues,” with lyrics by George A. Norton, the lyricist of “My Melancholy Baby,” another recent
         song to which Bennett had acquired rights. The cover of the new edition of “The Memphis Blues” described it as “A Southern
         Rag by W. C. Handy” and as “Geo. A. Norton’s Song Founded on W. C. Handy’s World Wide ‘Blue’ Melody.”
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