







[image: Image]


Also by Robert Palmer

Baby, That Was Rock and Roll:
The Legendary Leiber and Stoller (1978)

A Tale of Two Cities: Memphis Rock and New Orleans Roll (1979)

Jerry Lee Lewis Rocks! (1981)

Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History
of the Mississippi Delta (1981)

The Rolling Stones (1983)

Rock & Roll: An Unruly History (1995)



BLUES & CHAOS


The Music Writing of ROBERT PALMER

Robert Palmer

Edited by Anthony DeCurtis

Scribner
New York    London    Toronto    Sydney


[image: Image]

Scribner
A Division of Simon & Schuster, Inc.
1230 Avenue of the Americas
New York, NY 10020
www.SimonandSchuster.com

Copyright © 2009 by Augusta Palmer
Introduction copyright © 2009 by Anthony DeCurtis

All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book or portions thereof in any form whatsoever. For information address Scribner Subsidiary Rights Department, 1230 Avenue of the Americas, New York, NY 10020.

First Scribner hardcover edition November 2009

SCRIBNER and design are registered trademarks of The Gale Group, Inc., used under license by Simon & Schuster, Inc., the publisher of this work.

For information about special discounts for bulk purchases, please contact Simon & Schuster Special Sales at 1-866-506-1949 or business@simonandschuster.com.

The Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau can bring authors to your live event. For more information or to book an event contact the Simon & Schuster Speakers Bureau at 1-866-248-3049 or visit our website at www.simonspeakers.com.

Designed by Carla Jayne Jones

Manufactured in the United States of America

10   9   8   7   6   5   4   3   2   1

Library of Congress Control Number: 2009014346

ISBN 978-1-4165-9974-6
ISBN 978-1-4391-0963-2 (ebook)

Page 435 constitutes an extension of the copyright page.



Contents


Flirtations with Chaos by Anthony DeCurtis

THE BIG PICTURE: “THE OPINIONS EXPRESSED ARE DANGEROUSLY SUBJECTIVE.”

What Is American Music?

When Is It Rock and When Rock & Roll? A Critic Ventures an Answer

THE BLUES: “A POST-HEISENBERG-UNCERTAINTY-PRINCIPLE MOJO HAND”

Why I Wear My Mojo Hand

Deeper into the Delta

King of the Delta Blues Singers

Robert Pete Williams: 1914–1980

Muddy Waters: The Delta Son Never Sets

Lightnin’ Hopkins at 68: Still Singing Those Blues

Black Snake Moan: The History of Texas Blues

Out There in the Dirt

JAZZ: “A KINETIC KALEIDOSCOPE”

The Dominion of the Black Musician

Musicians in Quest of Language

Count Basie: The Explosive Catalyst

C. Mingus Ain’t No Jive Bassist

Liner Notes for Kind of Blue by Miles Davis

Liner Notes for Homecoming: Live at the Village Vanguard by Dexter Gordon

Sun Ra Casts Special Light on Jazz

Ornette Coleman and the Circle with a Hole in the Middle

THE ORIGINATORS: “WHERE THE HELL DID THIS MAN COME FROM?”

The Fifties

Liner Notes for Bo Diddley: The Chess Box

Sam Phillips: The Sun King

Rock at the Wop-Boppa-Lu-Bop Crossroads

Big Boss Man: Working with the King

The Devil and Jerry Lee Lewis

SOUL AND R&B: “IT HAD TO COME FROM SOMEWHERE, AND THE CHURCH IS WHERE IT ALL CAME FROM.”

Liner Notes for Ray Charles: The Birth of Soul

Liner Notes for Sam Cooke’s Night Beat

Ernie Isley: The Family Way

Monkey Hips and Rice: The “5” Royales Anthology (Rhino)

Danger: High Voltage from Stax

CLASSIC ROCK: “MUSICALLY, WE WEREN’T AFRAID TO GO IN ANY DIRECTION WHATSOEVER.”

Portrait of the Band as Young Hawks

Excerpt from The Rolling Stones (1983)

Eric Clapton: The Rolling Stone Interview (excerpt)

Liner Notes to the Led Zeppelin Box Set

JOHN LENNON AND YOKO ONO: “NOW THE MUSIC’S COMING THROUGH ME AGAIN.”

John Lennon: Must an Artist Self-Destruct?

The Real Way to Remember Lennon

John and Paul

On Thin Ice: The Music of Yoko Ono

PUNK ROCK AND BEYOND: “FEAR AND NOTHING”

Walk on the Wild Side (excerpt from
Rock & Roll: An Unruly History)

The Velvet Underground: Peel Slowly and See (Polydor)

Richard Hell and Tom Verlaine: Visions of Hell

Elvis Costello—Is He Pop’s Top?

Truly Compelling Rock & Roll

X: End of the World?

Lou Reed Hits Top Form and Knows It

Patti Smith’s Sweet Dream

WORLD MUSIC: “THE WORLD IS CHANGING AND SO IS OUR MUSIC.”

The Resounding Impact of Third-World Music

Voices Transport the Ear to Another Realm

Journeying into a World of Arab Music

MOROCCO: “WE FELL THROUGH EACH OTHER, WEIGHTLESS, INTO THE SKY.”

Behind the Story of “Up the Mountain”

Up the Mountain (excerpt)

Into the Mystic

ON THE EDGE: “LISTEN, AS IF A NEW WORLD HAD SUDDENLY OPENED UP.”

William Burroughs: The Rolling Stone Interview (excerpt)

La Monte Young: Lost in the Drone Zone

Terry Riley: Doctor of Improvised Surgery

Liner Notes for Einstein on the Beach by Philip Glass

Dream Music: Jon Hassell and Anthony Davis

SONIC GUITAR MAELSTROM: “ALL HAIL THE OVERDRIVEN AMP.”

To Otis Rush, the Guitar Is a Second Voice for the Blues

Noisy Rock Returns

The Sharrock Way of Knowledge

Band of Susans: Veil

Acknowledgments

Permissions

Index





Flirtations with Chaos:
The Life and Work of Robert Palmer




“Don’t worry, I know everything”: That’s the way music critic Ira Robbins once described the tone of Bob Palmer’s writing to me. We both laughed when he said that, because his statement perfectly got at Palmer’s ability to mix erudition with ease, to reassure his readers with his confidence and command. But, despite the arrogance that remark might imply, Bob was never showy about his knowledge. In a style that blended elegance and hipster enthusiasm, he would travel deeper and deeper into his subject, bringing his readers along with him in the interest of turning them on to something he loved.

Bob is best known as the author of Deep Blues: A Musical and Cultural History of the Mississippi Delta, which was published in 1981 and is still in print. It remains essential reading for anyone interested in the indelible music that, drawing on its African roots, originated in the Delta, moved to Chicago, and made an inestimable contribution to the creation of rock & roll. In his conclusion to that book, Bob writes of the blues, “A literary and musical form … a fusion of music and poetry accomplished at a very high emotional temperature … these are different ways of describing the same thing. A gigantic field of feeling … that’s a way of describing something enduring, something that could be limitless. How much thought … can be hidden in a few short lines of poetry? How much history can be transmitted by pressure on a guitar string? The thought of generations, the history of every human being who’s ever felt the blues come down like showers of rain.”

The notion that “pressure on a guitar string,” the singular tone of a musician’s playing, could convey all that is important in human history lies at the center of Bob’s thinking, writing, and playing—at the center of his being, really. He was not a religious person in any traditional sense; he was probably closer to a pagan. But music was one of the means through which he sought transcendence. “For Bob, music was a religion,” says Robbie Robertson, the former guitarist and main songwriter in the Band, who knew Palmer for many years. “It would stream out of him in the same way that somebody would be trying to impress you with their knowledge of God.”

Anyone who read Bob’s work, and certainly anyone who knew him, was aware of the stunning range and depth of his musical passion. It wasn’t until I began working on this anthology, however, that I truly began to understand the extent of his achievement. Everyone I mentioned Bob to, of course, knew about his writing on the blues—but nearly everyone also had a recommendation from well beyond that world. As with so many great writers and thinkers, each person I spoke to seemed to have his or her own version of Bob Palmer and stories about the impact his work made on them.

Jazz devotees discussed his writing with the greatest respect. Fans of classic rock raved about his pieces on the Rolling Stones and Led Zeppelin. Veterans of New York’s punk scene expressed deep gratitude for his vital support of that music in The New York Times and elsewhere. Avant-gardists talked about his pieces on Philip Glass, LaMonte Young, and Steve Reich. His writing about the Master Musicians of Jajouka excited interest in Moroccan music, and world music in general, nearly four decades ago, long before it became fashionable.

But more extraordinary than even how many different types of music Bob could write about compellingly was how multifaceted his knowledge was. No aspect of his understanding seemed to cancel out any other; in fact, in the rarest of gifts, each element of his comprehension enhanced the others. He was a musician himself, of course, but his writing about music was never insiderish or unnecessarily technical. The sheer physical sound of music was his great subject, but when he discussed lyrics, he did so with the sensitivity of a literary critic. He loved and believed in music’s mythic qualities, but that faith never compromised his grasp of the social and compositional components of musical creation.

Bob viewed music as a vehicle of transcendence but wrote and spoke colorfully about the nitty-gritty, down-to-earth contexts and larger-than-life personalities that gave it birth. It’s almost as if, if you read Bob, you didn’t need to read anyone else—his vision of music was so complete. Reviewing Deep Blues in The Nation, David A. Lusterman concluded that “at heart, it’s a book for anyone who ever wonders where music, any music, really comes from.” That understanding of music’s origins in the human spirit suffuses every word that Bob wrote.

This collection, then, attempts to convey the character and breadth of Bob’s achievement, a daunting task. It would be a foolish one as well, were it not for the ability of Bob’s writing to communicate in whatever context it appears. This could have been a rock collection or a punk collection or a blues collection, and, hopefully, such anthologies and others will follow. But to fully comprehend Bob’s magnificent gifts, I believe, you need to see them all on display. The array of musical subjects in this book is part of its very point.

As the scale of this book would suggest, Bob was extremely prolific. In addition to Deep Blues, he wrote a number of other books: Baby, That Was Rock and Roll: The Legendary Leiber and Stoller (1978); A Tale of Two Cities: Memphis Rock and New Orleans Roll (1979); Jerry Lee Lewis Rocks! (1981); The Rolling Stones (1983); and Rock & Roll: An Unruly History (1995). From 1981 until 1988, he was the chief pop music critic at The New York Times, the first person to hold that title, and he wrote for the Times for a number of years before and after that. He began writing for Rolling Stone in the early seventies—about jazz, blues, Moroccan music, soul, R&B, and, of course, rock & roll—and continued to do so as a contributing editor until his death. He wrote liner notes for dozens of releases, and his work appeared in virtually every music magazine—Down Beat, Crawdaddy, Guitar World, Musician, to cite just a few—that published while he was alive.

And he wasn’t exclusively a writer. After he left the Times and moved back to the South in 1987, he inspired Matthew Johnson, a blues obsessive, to launch Fat Possum Records in Oxford, Mississippi, where Bob was teaching at the University of Mississippi. Bob produced raw, unvarnished, and influential albums by Junior Kimbrough and R. L. Burnside for the label and wrote liner notes to accompany them. He had previously brought national exposure to those two artists and a number of others from the north Mississippi hill country in the riveting 1993 documentary Deep Blues: A Musical Pilgrimage to the Crossroads, which he wrote and hosted and which Robert Mugge directed. He also wrote and codirected the documentary The World According to John Coltrane (1990).

Impressive as it is, that list does little to capture the texture or importance—the sheer impact—of Bob’s work. That’s because, whether in his books or in an overnight review, Bob had a way of getting readers to be as passionate about music as he was. He felt the music deeply and personally, and he made his readers feel it that way too.

Musician and music writer Ted Drozdowski said it best in the obituary he wrote for The Boston Phoenix when Bob died in 1997. “He was instantly funny, engaging, incisive, and inclusive,” Drozdowski wrote about his first meeting with Bob in 1992. “And thanks to his introductions, I was soon able to travel through the dusty backroads of Mississippi, learning about the blues in its birthland firsthand. In a way, he’d set me on that journey nearly a decade earlier when I’d found his book Deep Blues (Penguin). I was so charmed by his writing, his knowledge, and his obvious love for the music that I treated it as a Bible, reading each chapter and then buying every record it mentioned. It was a post-grad-level course. But it was nothing like the firsthand encounters with the music I’ve had in places like Holly Springs, Clarksdale, Greenville, and Rolling Fork. Those have been experiences that have changed my life and broadened my understanding of humanity and myself.

“How do you pay someone back for that? Especially when he’s gone.”

Many of Bob’s friends and family, and many of his readers, wondered about that, too, when Bob died. They all would agree, I hope, that a collection like this is one way to start repaying the debt, while making it possible for many more people to accept the invaluable gifts that Bob had to give.

The one quality that runs through every aspect of Bob’s relationship to music is his conviction that music provided a route of transcendence. I believe that, for him, that process began when music enabled him to transcend the enclosed, segregated white world of his upbringing in Little Rock, Arkansas, in the 1950s.

“I personally integrated in reverse all the black rhythm and blues shows that came to the auditorium in Little Rock starting when I was fifteen years old, and that was in 1960,” Bob told National Public Radio in 1995. “There were no integrated shows in Arkansas. I was the first white kid to start showing up at all the black shows. It was such a novelty that nobody thought to stop me, even though I was only fifteen years old and I was going into these places where people were drinking and pulling knives and all sorts of things, you know.

“But I was able to go in and to hear people like Sam Cooke and Otis Redding, Solomon Burke, all these great, great people,” he continued. “That really was what got me started in the music was going to those shows. I rarely missed one. By the time I was college age, there were several more local white kids going to these shows, but there was only me to begin with. And then when I was in college I was the only white musician in an otherwise all-black band that played around almost entirely in black joints. I had a real sort of involvement in black music and black culture that I really think was possible because I grew up in Arkansas at that particular time.”

No question, Bob was an undeniable product of the South of that era. The segregation that was meant to “protect” young white people like him from being infected by black culture—and the language of the early reporting on rock & roll and racial mixing was just that charged, if not worse—made it and the secret world surrounding it all the more alluring to him. Just as rock & roll itself was exploding on the national scene, Little Rock was the site of some of the most bitter integration battles in the South. To a bookish young man with a flair for rebellion, the hardness of the lines that were drawn must have made them all the more desirable to cross.

Writing decades later about the experiences crossing the racial divide that music made possible for him, Bob explained, “Basically a suburban kid, a music freak, and a loner, I now felt that I had penetrated some underground cult or secret society, one that somehow thrived in the shadows, out beyond the neat suburban plots and well-lit streets of familiar white-bread reality. Penetrated, but not like an anthropologist braving some primitive backwater. I had been accepted; whatever this new world signified, I was somehow part of it.”

There were even specific points of initiation. In his 1995 NPR interview, Bob declared that “everybody has that magic moment when the music rocked them for the first time.” That was typical of his belief that music could, indeed must, change lives. He was a rock & roll Paul on the road to boogie-woogie Damascus, and hearing the Coasters sing “Searchin’” and “Young Blood” transformed him forever. “I remember that coming on when I was about eleven or twelve years old,” he recalled of those songs. “I had been hearing pre–rock & roll popular music on the radio for a few years prior to that. I was very interested in music but I wasn’t that crazy about what was passing for pop music at the time.

“Then I heard ‘Searchin” by the Coasters and a little after that I heard Ray Charles, and that was the music that really turned me around… . I think it was really the quality of the voices. It was the fact that these black singers—there was all this grit in their voices, and these kinds of sounds like they were maybe ripping their vocal cords a little bit when they were singing. It seemed to convey so much emotion and energy and excitement, you know. Just the sound of the voices and the texture of the voices and the way that the voices blended together had a kind of harmony that was not conventional harmony—it was something else. Having heard very conventional harmony, you know, all my life, having never heard blues or even any really down-home country and western music, but just having heard that fifties white-bread pop, the first time I heard black voices and black rhythms, I was just floored. I probably never got over it.”

From those years on, Bob would view music through an uncompromising African-American lens. Having grown up where he grew up, having seen what he had seen, having visited the forbidden realms he visited, he would never be guilty of downplaying the contributions of black musicians in any genre of music he listened to, played, or covered. That would be the ultimate betrayal for him—one he was surrounded by in so much of the music press, just as he was surrounded by segregation in the South. In his view, it was just plain wrong. He knew the unruly history of rock & roll as well as anyone, and from that vantage figures like Ike Turner, Howlin’ Wolf, and Muddy Waters were as important, if not more so, than the likes of Elvis Presley, the Beatles, and Bob Dylan.

Some white musicians could earn his respect, but only if they shared his faith—and were willing to pay the price. This exchange between Bob and fellow white Southerner Jerry Lee Lewis says it all.

“I read awhile back that you believe you’re a sinner and going to hell for playing rock & roll,” I said. “Is that true?” Lewis looked me right in the eye. “Yep,” he said. “I know the right way. I was raised a good Christian. But I couldn’t make it… . Too weak, I guess.” But, I argued, why would playing rock & roll damn you to hell? Lewis looked at me as if I’d just asked an impossibly stupid question. “I can’t picture Jesus Christ,” he said evenly, “doin’ a whole lotta shakin’.”

Bob and I were close, but we rarely saw each other. Even though he had already well established his reputation, I hadn’t met or spoken with him until I became the editor of Rolling Stone’s record-review section in 1990. He hadn’t been doing much writing for the magazine, and he was among the first writers I sought to bring back into its pages.

The frequent and riveting telephone conversations I had with Bob in the editorial—and strangely intimate—relationship we struck up once prompted writer Daisann McLane to suggest that I write a story called “Calling Robert Palmer.” Bob had a great voice, a slow Arkansas drawl that he used as an effective counterbalance to his lambent intelligence. He would render the wildest ideas, the most impossible experiences, as if he were just whiling away the minutes until something genuinely interesting came to mind. You got the sense that, just as in his writing, he knew what he was doing with his cadences and enjoyed their lulling effect. Once we got the business at hand out of the way, Bob would, at my prompting, entertain me with stories about evenings spent at the Dakota with John Lennon and Yoko Ono, recording sessions with Keith Richards and Bono, juke-joint nights with menacing blues guitarist Junior Kimbrough, tours of New Orleans with Robert Plant and Jimmy Page.

There’s no question that, along with his command of music history and the passion that suffused his tastes, Bob won the respect of musicians because he was a musician himself. He played clarinet and saxophone in bands in Arkansas and Memphis, and later, after he moved north in 1967, in the Insect Trust, the eclectic quintet (plus innumerable sidemen) that released two prized albums, The Insect Trust (1969) and Hoboken Saturday Night (1970). In addition, he played with the visionary Ornette Coleman (on Coleman’s 1973 album Dancing in Your Head, among other times), and he wasn’t loathe to jam with some of his more famous subjects either. “He was one of those writers who had a very broad knowledge of all kinds of music, and he understood about the backgrounds of music. He understood about all the different strands that make up the popular music of America,” Mick Jagger said when I interviewed him for Bob’s obituary in Rolling Stone. “He respected it all, and was enthusiastic about it. And he wasn’t snobbish. He had a very good and interesting take on it all. His background and his love of blues and folk music was a great bond as far as musicians were concerned. That’s how I remember him. He would introduce you to all kinds of new things and old things—he was just very in touch with it.”

Jagger paused for a moment. “And he loved to come and jam and play the clarinet!” he continued. “That’s what he used to do. I remember him coming to the studio and listening to our new tracks or something, and then he’d go out and jam on a blues.”

Of course, Bob loved the Rolling Stones and wrote about them frequently, including in his book The Rolling Stones, excerpted here. He had also signed on to work with Jagger on his autobiography, a project that Jagger eventually decided he did not want to complete.

Bob also played clarinet on a track called “Silver and Gold” that Bono, Keith Richards, and Ron Wood recorded for Little Steven Van Zandt’s 1988 Artists United Against Apartheid album. In addition, he served as something of a consultant for the roots sound that Bono was seeking for the song. “When we were doing ‘Silver and Gold’ with Keith and Ronnie, it was a big weekend,” Bono recalled. “I’d just gotten back from Africa and ended up at this Artists Against Apartheid session in New York. This is before The Joshua Tree; actually, we were just getting into that.

“We kind of wrote [‘Silver and Gold’], recorded it, and did everything in about forty-eight hours. I got him to play clarinet on it. He’s on the track. It’s pretty free-form, so in the mix he’s not in it as much as he was on the day, but when he’s there, he’s there. He was kind of embarrassed about it all—‘Oh, you don’t really want me to play on this—take me out! Take me out!’

“I knew that I didn’t know much. I had to kind of go, ‘Is this the kind of thing you mean?’ I really was a student. I still am, but back then, I knew fuck-all about American music, but I was just naïve enough for that not to stop me. He’d go, ‘Yep, yep, yeah, you got it.’ I’m glad of that—he was the insurance policy! If he thought it was okay, we could put it out.”

Later, when U2 began to explore American music in earnest, Bob took the singer and U2 bassist Adam Clayton to guitarist Junior Kimbrough’s juke joint near Holly Springs, Mississippi, on a kind of educational road trip. “Deep Blues—that was it,” Bono recalled about the book that first developed his understanding of the blues. “Around about the time that we were starting our naïve journey into American roots music, Adam and I met up with him in Memphis, and we went out on a trip into the backwoods, where there was an illegal Sunday juke joint.

“We traveled way, way out,” Bono continued, “and everybody was drinking that moonshine stuff. It was like peach schnapps. Everybody was drinking moonshine, and it was extraordinary—like an IV introduction to the blues. He was like this übertutor. Hanging around with him was like doing a PhD in whatever subject he was interested in. I guess some people saw him as a kind of boho, but I saw him as this gentleman of the South. This academic kind of guy, who was the greatest introduction to the blues you could meet. And the more I got to know him, as eclectic as his taste in music was, he had this way of making it very accessible. I thought it was great that he was in The New York Times, because he could open up this world not just to music fans but to regular folks. He made me laugh. It was, like, from Sonic Youth to Rod Stewart! I just thought, this is great. He just didn’t see the world with the same kind of eyes. It was like, Is there a voice? Is there a tune? Is there a spirit here I hadn’t come across before?”

Robbie Robertson first met Palmer in Arkansas, where he spent considerable time in the early sixties as the teenage guitarist in Ronnie Hawkins and the Hawks. As a teenage sax player in Arkansas, Palmer had worked some of the same venues as the Hawks, and he recalled that they “were especially admired for their tough takes on the most intense black R&B of the day… . The Hawks also had a reputation for pill popping, whoring, and brawling that was second to none.” Bob later wrote about Robertson and the Band, once for a 1991 Rolling Stone interview, when he got together with Robertson in New Orleans, where Bob was living at the time.

“When we were in New Orleans talking, we would go out and drive around and go through some different neighborhoods, and it was great with him,” Robertson recalled. “How colorful his musical knowledge was from one ward to the next. You’d be driving and you’d go through the Thirteenth Ward or something, and he’d say, ‘Oh, this is the area where Chief Jolie taught the songs to the Meters, and eventually they hooked up and became the Wild Tchoupitoulas …’—it was just such rich knowledge. When you’re in New Orleans and you’re driving around doing that, it really hits you deeply, because it’s so colorful and right in front of your eyes.”

Bob’s breadth of tastes should not be misinterpreted as a lack of standards, or as a willingness to embrace whatever trend was making its way down the pike. And he did have certain blind spots—blind spots, that is, if you disagreed with him. Bob was a believer in authenticity, and, as a result, manufactured pop artists like Madonna, for example, were essentially meaningless to him. He viewed them as if he were an anthropologist who had discovered a ritual of some vague familiarity, but whose significance was not merely unknowable but not worth knowing.

Here is Bob’s response to Madonna’s first concert tour, in 1985, which he reviewed when it stopped at Radio City Music Hall in New York for three nights. “The Music Hall crowd, primed by the records and videos, shrieked delightedly when they first caught sight of Madonna, before she had sung a note,” Bob wrote. “They kept shrieking for every song, their Pavlovian responses suggesting the results of an experiment set up by behavioral psychologists in order to prove that Skinner was right after all.

“Because the fact of the matter,” he continued, “was that Madonna—backed by a competent but rather ordinary touring band—simply didn’t sing very well. Her intonation was atrocious; she sang sharp and she sang flat, and the combination of her unsure pitch and thin, quavery vocal timbre made the held notes at the end of her phrases sound like they were crawling off somewhere to die. In her higher range, she had a more attractive sound, with just a smattering of street-corner edginess to it. But this woman needs to see a good vocal coach before she attempts another tour. And one hopes that the next time she performs here, she will have learned not to toss tambourines into the air unless she’s going to be able to catch them.”

And much as he was an ardent supporter of punk, particularly its noisiest, most intellectually challenging, and most aesthetically brash manifestations, he disdained the Ramones as a one-joke band. Reviewing them in 1978, he wrote, “It is difficult to believe that people have formed serious intellectual attachments to the Ramones and consider their music great or even good rock & roll. Rock & roll music has always had room for passionate performers who intentionally circumscribed their range of expression in order to make a point; it has often been best when it was simplest. But the Ramones do not project passion, they play dumb in order to look cool. And they have circumscribed their music to such an extent that the only thing it effectively satirizes is itself. They are the kind of joke one tires of very rapidly.”

And even his Southern-bred modesty concealed a deep confidence. Bob never felt the need to assert his views aggressively because he was so certain they were true. Asked about his rigorously understated portrayal of Don Corleone in The Godfather, Marlon Brando observed that when you have real power you don’t have to shout. Bob must have believed that too.

“There was no doubt in my mind that Robert did feel like he had the best musical taste of anybody in the world,” Robbie Robertson said, laughing, “and that he was ninety percent right and everybody else was ninety percent wrong. He really felt like, ‘Listen, I’ve devoted more time and more love to this than anybody on the planet possibly can, so I have no competition here.’

“I think that everybody had a very unanimous feeling about him in his writing,” Robertson continued. “A love of music was more evident in him than in anybody I ever met. It was so obvious. It was a kind of god to him. And the fact that he had nineteen stories to go with every person or every piece of music that you could bring up was all the evidence you needed.”

In addition to sharpening his critical acumen, Bob’s understanding of musicians enabled him to assume an intimacy with them in interview situations that few journalists can muster. I recall being floored by this exchange with Eric Clapton in a 1985 Rolling Stone interview. Bob’s “question” about the sessions for Layla and Other Assorted Love Songs (1970)—really more of an extended reverie—has to rank among the greatest interview gambits ever:

Palmer: The first time I ran into you was during those sessions at Criteria Recording Studios. There was a lot of dope around, especially heroin, and when I showed up, everyone was just spread out on the carpet, nodded out. Then you appeared in the doorway in an old brown leather jacket, with your hair slicked back like a greaser’s, looking like you hadn’t slept in days. You just looked around at the wreckage and said, to nobody in particular, “The boy stood on the burning deck/Whence all but he had fled.” And then you split.

Clapton: Yeah. We were staying in this hotel on the beach, and whatever drug you wanted, you could get it at the newsstand; the girl would just take your orders. We were on the up and the down, the girl and the boy, and the drink was usually Ripple or Gallo. Very heavy stuff. I remember Ahmet [Ertegun, chairman of Atlantic Records] arriving at some point, taking me aside and crying, saying he’d been through this shit with Ray [Charles], and he knew where this was gonna end, and could I stop now. I said, “I don’t know what you’re talking about, man. This is no problem.” And, of course, he was dead right.

Of course that conversation introduces another subject that, while damaging his life, likely enhanced Bob’s interactions with at least some musicians: his drug use. Bob believed in the ability of psychedelics to provide transcendent experiences, and it’s impossible to read his mesmerizing descriptions of his days among the Master Musicians of Jajouka in Morocco without realizing that such experiences were the very point of music for him.

But Bob also used heroin and cocaine, and somewhere along the way contracted the hepatitis C virus that eventually led to liver failure and his death in 1997. While it did not affect the quality of the work he produced, Bob’s drug use did sometimes affect his ability to meet deadlines. When he left his job at The New York Times and moved back down South in 1988, it was partly in the belief that, as Robbie Robertson put it, “in that part of the country there just wouldn’t be as many demons lurking around, tempting him.” Needless to say, that did not prove to be true. When people move, their demons tend to travel with them.

Eventually, Bob moved to New Orleans. When I once mentioned that he was living in New Orleans to his friend Townes Van Zandt, the singer shook his head and dropped his face in his hands. “Louisiana would kill a healthy man,” he said, finally. Singer-songwriter Eric Andersen once described to me a late-night scene of Bob and Townes embracing each other outside the New York club Tramps, each expressing the wish that they would live to see each other another day.

By the time I began editing Bob in 1990, the rap on him in the publishing world was that he was brilliant but “unreliable.” He never missed an important deadline for me, but he would disappear without notice for weeks at a time. He never discussed his drug use with me either—partly because I was a source of good work and income, and partly, I genuinely believe, out of a kind of respect. Still, there were some unmistakable hints. We were discussing his having hepatitis C one time when Bob was living in Little Rock. I asked if he was getting decent health care, and he explained that his physician was Dr. Nick—the infamous Dr. George Nichopoulos, who had supplied Elvis Presley with endless amounts of drugs.

“Dr. Nick is your doctor?” I asked, incredulous. “Well,” Bob said in his slowest drawl, “you can talk to Dr. Nick about a lot of things that you can’t talk to other doctors about.”

Robbie Robertson had a revealing—and darkly funny—exchange with Bob during their 1991 interview in New Orleans. “I remember when we were doing that interview, he really looked unhealthy to me,” Robertson recalled about Palmer. “And he behaved unhealthy as well. I was comparing him to the last time I had seen him, and there was something wrong. I thought it was drugs, which probably wasn’t far off.

“I remember kidding with him,” he continued. “We’d spent some time together and we were hanging out, and he was acting kind of strange and having physical problems. I remember saying to him, ‘You know something, Bob? You don’t look the part. You’ll always look like a bookworm to me. You don’t look like a junkie.’ And he kind of sniffled and blew his nose, and said, ‘Well, I’m from the William Burroughs school of junkies.’ And I thought, ‘Oh, that’s right, there are some like that.’”

When Bob became seriously ill in 1997, many of the people who cared about and respected him—musicians, writers, editors, record-company executives, friends, loved ones—rallied to try to save his life. He didn’t have insurance and needed a liver transplant. He was deteriorating rapidly, and before he could even qualify for a transplant, his condition needed to be stabilized. He was flown from New Orleans to New York on a private plane, courtesy of one of his benefactors, and entered Westchester County Medical Center in Valhalla, New York. Then he waited.

In the meantime, friends organized fund-raisers and benefit concerts and tried to solicit donations for his operation. I called a number of artists’ managers myself and, in general, got surprisingly generous responses—surprising only because it’s typically so easy for such people to say no. In fairness, I came to understand how often they must get approached for help in situations like this, particularly in the U.S., which shamefully lacks a national health-care system.

I spoke to Bob a number of times while he was in the hospital. Initially his mood was upbeat and he seemed genuinely touched by the intense efforts being made on his behalf. Because he’d been relatively isolated from the music community since leaving the Times and moving South a decade earlier, he seemed to have grown unaware of the regard and affection people held for him.

When I visited Bob in the hospital, I was shocked at how much he’d deteriorated physically. It seemed unlikely to me that he could survive a transplant, even if a suitable liver became available. He did not last long afterward. He died while listening to Yoko Ono’s Rising.

A memorial service for Bob was hastily organized—to use the term loosely—in New York. It took place at Tramps, a Chelsea club that has since closed down, on the Sunday after his death. It’s always a bit strange to be in a club during off-hours. The daylight coming in from outside drains the room of its magic, the ordinariness of the environment—the tables, chairs, stained floor, lingering smells of detergent and alcohol—undeniably communicating a fall from the Eden of showtime into the dreariness of everyday. A late-November Sunday afternoon at Tramps epitomized such a moment. As a musician and a writer, Bob, I’m sure, experienced many of them.

The room was not nearly as full as it should have been, or as it surely would have been had more time been taken to plan the service and get the word out. But in its own shambling way the event captured something about Bob, who loved flirtations with chaos, both in music and in his life. I wrote something about him and read it, then somehow was drafted as the day’s emcee. That was difficult given that I had no idea who was there to speak, read, or play. Again, though, something about feeling so rudderless felt right.

“Bob showed me that writing about music and playing music could be the same thing,” said guitarist Lenny Kaye when he came to the stage. Then Kaye, Patti Smith, and guitarist Oliver Ray tore into a visceral musical tribute to Bob. “However fucked-up, transcendent, or humorous the next few minutes may be,” Smith said before she began to wail on clarinet and improvise verses based on Palmer’s writing, “Bob, it’s all for you.” Smith also expressed smiling gratitude to Bob as the only critic ever to praise her clarinet playing. A clarinetist himself, Bob was partial to anyone who attempted that instrument. Velvet Underground drummer Maureen Tucker and her band the Kropotkins also performed, as did New York guitarist Gary Lucas.

Everyone’s heart was in the right place, and the various appearances occasionally evoked this or that aspect of Bob and his writing. We were all in a daze and, essentially orderless, the event veered wildly in mood. The person who struck deepest, understandably, was Bob’s widow, JoBeth Briton, who bravely rose to speak. The room, of course, fell silent when she took the stage. She sat down in a chair, adjusted the microphone, and simply started talking. She spoke for a long time, at least as I remember it, and was utterly riveting. At once out of control and entirely in command, she careened through an associative reminiscence of their life together that was unlike anything I’ve ever heard. Intermittently she collapsed into tears. Her voice was ghostly, as if she were reporting from another harrowing world where she was searching, futilely, for her lost love. I’ve never heard anyone be so wracked by grief and able to remain articulate. The effect was devastating.

The headline on Bob’s obituary in Rolling Stone read AMERICA’S PRE-EMINENT MUSIC WRITER DEAD AT 52. He deserved that status, and deserves it still. Now what we have left of Bob is his incomparable work. That may well be where he created the best, most gripping version of himself. Without ever overwhelming his subjects, Bob inhabits these pieces fully. As he was dying, Bob came to understand how much his writing had meant to so many and was deeply moved by that knowledge. In gathering this collection, and having many conversations about Bob in the course of doing so, I was struck by how many people in so many different musical worlds revered him and all that he had done, all that he stood for. No doubt, reading any of these pieces will deliver a similar understanding to you.

Anthony DeCurtis

New York City

May 2009





THE BIG PICTURE: “THE OPINIONS EXPRESSED ARE DANGEROUSLY SUBJECTIVE.”




What Is American Music?




DOWN BEAT FEBRUARY 27, 1975

Michael Tilson Thomas is the young American conductor who directs the Buffalo Philharmonic and the New York Philharmonic’s Young People’s Concerts. I was interviewing him last summer and the conversation naturally turned to what it is that makes American music … American. Thomas suggested that “we have a musical culture forming now in this country which is made up like our social culture, of all these different elements.” Then he thought some more and added, “And there’s this interesting sense of non-proprietariness.

“Well,” he said, “somebody asked me the other day what’s really important to me about Charles Ives. There are a lot of things, of course. He used quarter-tones and polyrhythms before any other Western composer. But there’s something else about Ives, and Carl Ruggles, that whole New England crowd. Not only were they far out ahead of everybody else, doing these various things, but the European composers who did the same things instantly transformed them into systems, into schools, into methods. Ives and those people just did these things to get across what they had to get across at a particular moment; then they went on to something else. Ives must have said something like, ‘The next thing I want to get across is this, and it seems to call for quarter-tones.’ So he wrote these quarter-tone pieces which are among the best ever written. Then he said, ‘I need polyrhythms here,’ and he just did it. That’s a very American way of doing.”

American music is nonproprietary, then, in that American composers (and performers) innovate and then move on. They don’t, as Thomas later remarked, “ask themselves how much more mileage they can get” out of their creations. Certainly Ives’s successors in the so-called American Experimental Tradition were as suspicious of schools and methods as the grand old man of modernism himself. This quite untraditional tradition is not, wrote Peter Yates in his Twentieth Century Music, “a concerted tradition like the Germanic but a widely dispersed and weedlike growth of fresh ideas in new soil. One country’s weeds may in another country become hothouse or ornamental plants, being cultivated there to greater or more prolific beauty, though they are not natural to the climate.” Thus, during the first half of this century, Edgar Varèse and Stefan Wolpe became “American” composers and contributed to the nonproprietary experimental climate with their own innovations.

In at least one sense, however, American music is proprietary. Despite the generally open-minded attitudes of composers and musicians, our concepts of musical worth remain essentially European. “Serious” composition is the only accepted, accredited kind of composition, a proprietary attitude which leaves many of our most vital musical traditions out in the cold. It can be argued, of course, that distinctions between “jazz” and “classical” music have been breaking down at an ever-accelerating pace during the past decade; that a number of governmental and private funding agencies are recognizing composers in a variety of non-European idioms through continuing programs of grants and fellowships; that in some of our more enlightened musical arenas—lower Manhattan, certain universities—musicians educated in Afro-American and European traditions are composing and performing each other’s music.

Nevertheless, the gap is far from closed. There is not yet a coherent program for funding such cultural institutions as the late Duke Ellington’s orchestra, while most of our metropolitan philharmonic orchestras would be foundering without just such subsidies. Dr. Donald Byrd, former chairman of the Jazz Studies Department at Howard University, and renowned trumpeter and composer, remarked not long ago that “I want to document black music on the same level as they establish Stravinsky. In other words, I want to deal with James Brown like you would deal with, like, Prokofiev.” Educational programs all over the country are beginning to “deal” with the major figures of jazz history in this manner, but in terms of academic prestige and impact in the larger cultural sphere they are, as yet, relatively negligible.

The interests of young American musicians on the “serious” or “classical” side indicate a change. Steve Reich, the composer whose Drumming was recently recorded by Deutsche Grammophon, has studied with Ghanaian master drummers and brought West African rhythmic usages into the concert hall. Michael Tilson Thomas is also interested in rhythmic aspects of black music. “I was influenced,” he says, “by Chuck Berry and James Brown and the whole black music experience, in the sense of total steadiness and total drive and the smallest rhythmic unit being what drives the music, the pulse being a kind of organizing statement going on above that.” But, to return to Byrd’s idea for a moment, has anyone really dealt with James Brown in a musicological manner? Has Chuck Berry’s contribution to American music been analyzed as a musical phenomenon?

These are not rhetorical questions. There simply is no recognized frame of reference for evaluating the Afro-American musical continuum in relation to the world of “serious” music, a world whose criteria are still more or less European and more or less elitist and exclusive. Jazz may be halfway in the door, in academia and in the milieu of state-supported culture, but what about the blues or rhythm and blues? Can they be dismissed as mere popular music when, in the West African traditions from which they ultimately derive, all music is popular insofar as it is potentially communal and participative?

The European musical heritage is assumed to have … responded primarily to the demands of genius on the one hand and the abilities of performers on the other. In the Afro-American continuum, music responds more or less democratically to social and even political forces. The Ghanaian musicologist Nketia, in his The Music of Africa, describes a process in which “an approach to the practice of music as a form of social activity in community life is generally evident. … Moreover, because of the close integration of music and social life, it is inevitable that changes in the way of life of an African society—in its institutions, political organization, and aspects of economic life or religious practice—should lead to corresponding changes in aspects of musical practice or in the organization of performances.” And since, in addition to being “popular” enough to involve and respond to entire communities, African music is “artistic” enough to have baffled European experts in transcription until the invention of phonophotography, European distinctions between art and popular music would seem to be singularly inapplicable to it. The situation is similar with respect to Afro-American music.

Before we can define American music, then, we need a set of procedures which will allow us to evaluate Charles Ives and James Brown. The pop/art dichotomy will not serve, but other equally European ideals may have to. For, as Dr. Byrd recently pointed out, “There are certain procedures, certain ways of studying and classifying things which are almost universally accepted. One of the stumbling blocks teachers and students of black music have faced is relating to some of these ways of studying and classifying. If your research methods are slipshod and your findings are demonstrably biased, the academic establishment can and will refuse to take you seriously. So first we need to establish our field in academic terms.”

This approach will mean going against the nonproprietary American grain and attempting to materialize some kind of classifiable “order” out of the apparent chaos of American folk and popular musics. It will mean, among many other things, studying “schools” of Afro-American music. Fortunately, many of these schools have been documented, and in many cases the method and manner of documentation have been well organized and academically acceptable. Many of the researchers have not themselves been academics; many have not been Americans. But a body of knowledge does exist and, in a very real sense, a working definition of American music awaits its codification.

An example of an area of music which awaits integration into American history, an area which is of overwhelming importance if we are eventually to arrive at an estimate of how much and in what ways our music has been influenced by that of Africa, is that of black fife-and-drum music. Folklorist Alan Lomax stumbled on a living, breathing example of it in Sledge, Mississippi, in 1940, while recording for the Library of Congress. The band he recorded, which consisted of a homemade cane fife, a bass drum, and two snares, played stark, plaintive versions of turn-of-the-century popular songs and a European-sounding Death March, and it was generally assumed that the group represented a survival of the European fife-and-tabor tradition by way of military bands. On returning to northwestern Mississippi in 1959, Lomax heard and recorded a much more African-sounding fife-and-drum band which performed Afro-American folk and minstrel songs replete with wordless vocal moans, “hot” rhythms and cross-accents, and a degree of improvisation. Further research in the area by David Evans and George Mitchell turned up a thriving black fife-and-drum tradition, apparently of long standing, which was the “blackest” of all. Much of the material was constructed from one-measure phrases, the rhythms were even hotter, there was more improvisation, and the melodic material was blues and hollerrelated and primarily pentatonic. The music of the Como, Mississippi, Fife and Drum Band proved to be the most West African sounding folk music ever recorded in the United States.

The old arguments about African vs. European influence in Afro-American folk music need not concern us here. What is important is that an entire tradition, which can be studied as a series of regional schools with certain features in common, has yet to be placed within the context of American music as a whole. How did this tradition relate to the African heritage on the one hand and to rural brass bands and early jazz on the other? How did it relate to the blues socially, historically, rhythmically, melodically? Another line of approach would be to study the music from a performance point of view. Musicologist, saxophonist, and composer Marion Brown, who is adept at the manufacture of bamboo and cane flutes, hopes to study the construction of cane fifes in Mississippi, or Georgia, so as to preserve the physical-culture aspects of the tradition. The Center for Southern Folklore has preserved Mississippi fife making and some of the social situations in which the music is performed on film.

The rural blues is a musical genre which has been studied much more intensively than fife-and-drum music, but again a number of very basic questions about it have yet to be answered. The first dated reference to a music which is demonstrably blues is from 1903; it is W. C. Handy’s frequently quoted account of hearing a guitarist playing slide guitar with a knife and singing in a metrically free manner about a railroad junction “where the Southern cross the Dog.” No less an authority than Harold Courlander supposed in his Negro Folk Music U.S.A. that “something closely akin to blues was … sung in the towns and on the plantations in antebellum days,” but the current consensus among blues researchers is that the blues as a distinctive genre, performed for the most part by soloists singing and playing their own accompaniment on stringed instruments, was not heard anywhere in the South much earlier than the 1890s or early 1900s. Furry Lewis and a few other “songsters” with repertoires which apparently predate the blues are still active.

Surely, one would think, it is too late to research questions like the probable date of origin of the blues, which must in any case have developed as an extension of prior forms in different areas at different times. It is possible, however, to find out a great deal more about the so-called “classic” period of the blues, the 1920s and early 1930s, as the case of bluesman Robert Johnson attests. Johnson’s art is widely held to represent a crucial transition from rural to urban blues styles; he was the major direct influence on the postwar electric blues of Elmore James, Johnny Shines, Howlin’ Wolf, Muddy Waters, and other Chicago-based performers. Until this year almost nothing was known about his life and career and there were no photographs nor even any vivid descriptions of what he looked like; he was a mystery man, known only for his gripping recordings and for his exceedingly important influence on American music and, through groups like the Rolling Stones, on the popular music of the world. But a young blues researcher named Steve LaVere, by dint of perseverance and hard work and strictly on his own recognizance, succeeded in tracking down Johnson’s family, a surviving wife, and several photographs, and then proceeded to turn up a number of hitherto unknown recordings, alternate takes which offered the first real perspective on the process of Johnson’s music.

We now know enough about the blues to pinpoint various critically important schools. The Bentonia, Mississippi, school produced only one “name” artist, Skip James, but was responsible for a melodically, harmonically, and rhythmically sophisticated and unique variety of country blues. Tommy Johnson and other 1920s bluesmen from the Jackson area contributed far more to the ongoing blues tradition, while Charlie Patton and Son House and Robert Johnson comprise a distinct Delta lineage which survives in the work of their pupils, including Roebuck Staples. The Texas school (metrically free, in contrast to the more rigorously structured Mississippi styles), Georgia school (extremely lyrical blues, twelve-string guitars), and many others have been preserved on 78 rpm records, most of which are now available on reissue LPs. These local cultures can be more sensibly isolated and studied as schools than can an arbitrary grouping of dissimilar New England composers centering around Ives.

Once these various blues and songster and fife-and-drum schools are duly noted and their characteristics recorded in an academically acceptable manner, American music scholars will be in a better position to understand how and to what extent white and black folk and popular music drew on one another. And the combined stream, more clearly defined, will be available for comparison with more self-consciously “artistic” American music. We will be able to say with greater authority, if not with outright certainty, how the hymns and dance tunes which figure so prominently in Ives’s compositions relate to distinctly American influences. There has been a suspicion abroad for some time that only American conductors and orchestra musicians can “really” perform Ives. Certainly the magnificent Pierre Boulez, directing the New York Philharmonic’s mini-festival around Ives last fall, failed to “swing” Ives’s orchestral works as Michael Tilson Thomas and Leonard Bernstein did the preceding summer at the Ives Centennial concert in Danbury, Connecticut. By studying the interaction of various European- and African-derived strains in America’s musical history we may someday be able to explain why this should be so.

We can gauge the impact of music emanating from America on the world at large much more accurately. In the world of art music deriving from European traditions that impact is immense, more so than at any time in American history. For one thing, the contributions of Charles Ives and of his father, George, are only now being recognized worldwide. The elder Ives, a Connecticut bandmaster, was a pragmatic experimenter whose many tests of music’s resources encouraged his son in innovative pursuits. George Ives experimented with quarter-tones before Charles. In fact, he developed a veritable arsenal of tunings using violin strings and tuned glasses, and (in his best-known exploit) deployed elements of his band at opposite ends of a green or square and had them march toward him playing different tunes, the basis for Charles Ives’s later use of colliding sound masses. Interestingly enough, George Ives was also a friend of Stephen Foster, the American composer who was more responsible than any other nineteenth-century figure for writing down, and therefore “legitimizing,” Euro- and Afro-American folk song strains.

It was left to the younger Ives to employ these various influences he had inherited in orchestral compositions which are now recognized around the world as the first instances in modern concert music of the use of what Yates calls “the entire field of sound, bringing into relationship and contrast correct intonation, dissonance and discordance, microtonal intervals, and noise.” When broken down into parts, Ives’s great cataclysms of sound often consist of American barn dance fiddle tunes, patriotic anthems, ragtime, psalms and hymns of all denominations, minstrel songs, and popular piano sheet music, all in “common” or vernacular idioms but combined so as to produce clusters which still sound futuristic.

The influence of the American experimenters following Ives—Ruggles, Henry Cowell, Lou Harrison, Elliott Carter, and Harry Partch, to name a disparate few—has also been felt abroad, but the most widely discussed American composer of our own time is a maverick even by their self-sufficient standards. John Cage collaborated with Harrison and William Russell (later a dedicated New Orleans jazz archivist) in creating a new kind of percussion orchestra and a new percussion literature during the late 1930s and, in 1939, realized the first major electronic composition, his Imaginary Landscape No. 1. During the forties, Cage began substituting various systems of fixed pitches for the twelve-tone scale, an approach which culminated in such bewitching pieces as Music for Marcel Duchamp, scored for a prepared piano invented by the composer. He had established an enviable reputation as an original when, in 1952, he proposed the celebrated (or infamous) 4’33”, which consists of four minutes and thirty-three seconds during which the performers sit and do nothing. Whatever occurs in the “silence” constitutes the composition. Cage’s music for radios from the same period is another application of indeterminancy, or chance, an idea which Cage developed after studying Zen and which has now, largely through his example, permeated theater, dance, and other arts. Yates is not exaggerating when he states flatly that Cage is “the most influential composer, worldwide, of his generation.”

Cage’s interest in the music, philosophy, and religions of Asia is not unique; it is evidence of an enduring strain in American music. The Canadian-born composer Colin McPhee contributed to the vogue for Javanese gamelan music among Western composers and performers; Debussy and Ravel had been influenced by gamelan music during the preceding century but McPhee’s exhaustive book Music in Java touched off a chain of events of which Cage’s percussion music was only one consequence. Henry Cowell, whose early piano pieces included tone clusters to be played by fists and forearms and spawned an entirely new approach to the keyboard, used Oriental instruments and idioms in his later compositions, as did Harrison. During the sixties, a new, post-Cage school of American composers began to be heard. LaMonte Young, Terry Riley, Steve Reich, and Philip Glass have been touched deeply by non-Western music but have chosen to develop along very different paths. Young’s Dream House presentations and The Well-Tuned Piano deal with the most basic and profound pitch relationships known to man, those of the harmonic series. Reich’s Drumming constitutes a completely original approach to percussion, an approach which adapts the phasing effects common to electronic music as a means of organically shifting combination rhythms and sonorities within repeating patterns.

“Jazz,” an Afro-American art music with varying stylistic boundaries in which improvisation is usually very important, has been at least as imitated, and certainly more widely heard abroad, than the compositions of Ives and Cage, Young and Reich. Seizing on the music’s proven power to win friends and influence people where musicians working in European-derived idioms fear to tread, the U.S. State Department has been exporting bands led by Dizzy Gillespie, Randy Weston, Louis Armstrong, and other jazzmen to the Third World for years. Film clips show that the honors heaped on Armstrong in Ghana, the attention lavished on Gillespie in Pakistan, the apparently endless round of embassy parties given Weston’s group in country after African country, are evidence that the combination of improvisation, kinetic rhythm, and personal, emotionally inflected instrumental sonorities communicates directly to people of many different cultures. Another variety of evidence is the internationalization of jazz. The King of Thailand is a jazz saxophonist, Manu Dibango from the Republic of Cameroon plays like a Texas tenorman, and European-born musicians like Joe Zawinul, John McLaughlin, Jean-Luc Ponty, and Jan Hammer are among the music’s most popular practitioners in America. Serious composers have been affected by jazz, from Darius Milhaud and La Creation du Monde, to Milton Babbitt’s All Set, and beyond. It’s been suggested that Cage’s music of indeterminancy owes a great deal to jazz as well. In both, certain elements and outlines are established beforehand but the shape and nature of the content of any given performance are determined by various temporal, physical, and psychological variables. Who is playing becomes as important as what is being played.

And yet the most influential of all American musics, and the least studied, is pop/rock, in which the identity of the player is eclipsed by his electronically projected image and the primary motive force is technology. One searches in vain through the record shops of Tangier, Morocco, for recordings of the most widespread forms of traditional Moroccan music.

Most of the sounds American composer Aaron Copland marvelled at when he visited the country with his student Paul Bowles are to be found nowhere on disc. The best that can be hoped for in most Tangier record shops is Santana; the more usual fare is second- and third-hand imitations of American rock music rendered blandly by Spanish or French or local youngsters. In Indonesia, according to an article in The New York Times, the village gamelans which once constituted a popular alternative to the rather more static traditions of the court orchestras are disappearing, to be replaced by portable sound systems broadcasting recordings of the music or, much more frequently, of rock.

This process is occurring worldwide and has led Alan Lomax, the late Curt Sachs, and other eminent observers to conclude that the marvelous variety of traditional musics to be found on every continent will in most cases survive another generation at best. The situation is particularly ironic in view of the fact that American composers of all stripes are drawing on the wealth of ethnic musics while this wealth is being depleted, and replaced by first- and second-hand American pop music, in the countries where it originated and grew. It is not at all difficult to envision a near future in which the only gamelan orchestras and African royal drum ensembles will be staffed by graduates of Wesleyan University and UCLA.

Many American musicians are turning to relatively exotic source materials because the regional cultures which once produced so much that was distinctive in American music have all but disappeared. Even in New Orleans, a regional center which has given us both original jazz and much that was original in rock & roll, musicians complain that they have to reproduce the Top 40 hits they hear on the radio, and as exactly as possible, in order to work regularly, and that younger musicians who are growing to maturity there are stylistically oriented toward the media, and not at all interested in the indigenous musical traditions around them. The complaint is an old one, of course, and there are notable exceptions to this triumph of technology almost everywhere, but they only prove the general rule that electronic media play havoc with traditional oral cultures.

Just how basic this effect is to human nature is illustrated by an incident from closer to home which Edmund Carpenter relates in his Oh! What a Blow That Phantom Gave Me. It seems a poet acquaintance of his had tried in vain to make his friends sit still for readings, only to be met with fidgeting, coughing fits, laughter, and outright ridicule. He then hit on the idea of putting his recitations on tape and found that people would sit quietly and listen attentively to recordings of the same poems. Similarly, a live performance by an American artist or group offers listeners in Africa or Asia the opportunity to judge the music and the musicians on their own merits. The same performance, coming to the same listener as a radio or television broadcast, seems so much more potent and real that familiar, traditional music will have little chance of competing with it.

Black American musicians were among the first “humanizers of technology” for musical purposes. Charlie Christian developed the capabilities of the electric guitar almost singlehanded, but a more far-reaching techno-musical revolution was effected by those originally rural bluesmen who moved to the city during the thirties and forties and used electricity to amplify their incredibly emotive expressive techniques, their sliding, whining, moaning, voicelike guitar and harmonica inflections. It was their music which was imitated by white Southern performers (Elvis Presley consciously tried to reproduce the rhythm and spirit of blues vocals by Arthur Crudup and other black recording artists) and thence by white English performers and became the most massively popular and profitable form of music in the history of the world. Now American musicians, black and white, are humanizing the impact of electronic media in the Third World by jamming and/or studying with traditional or folk musicians on every continent, and by this example encouraging the preservation of musics which are different from their own. But the voice of the media is still a great deal stronger and more penetrating. American pop/rock, for good or ill, is effectively the paramount component in any definition of American music which seeks to account for its influence in the world.

Many other threads make up the fabric of our music. The English ballads and Morris dances and other recreational and narrative forms the early settlers brought with them got mixed up with African stringed instruments like the banjo and the resulting combination proved resilient enough to nurture the larger-than-life talents of Jimmie Rodgers and Hank Williams. Out west, the Spanish music of the conquistadors’ descendants, and the English-cum-African mountain music, and the jazz, and the Rodgers and Williams songs that spoke for and to the disadvantaged white lower classes as surely as the blues spoke for the black, fused in varying combinations and resulted in Western swing, a direct ancestor of country and western music and Tex-Mex rock & roll. How about what happened to European hymns when ecstatic American revivalists got hold of them during the Great Awakening of the early nineteenth century and sang and stomped and transformed them into gospels and spirituals? How about Cole Porter and Rodgers and Hart and Hammerstein and the other tune-smiths and lyricists whose creations have introduced American music to millions of moviegoers around the world? How about the functional social music that once accompanied harvesting and sewing bees in this country and the ecstatic trance music of the Shakers of New England?

The list could go on and on. Not all the music is “good,” by any definition. But all of it is American. Is it nonproprietary? Often. Is it improvisational? Sometimes. Is it individualistic? Yes, but not always. If, as the musicologist Francois-Joseph Fétis proposed, the history of music is the history of mankind, then the history of American music is the history of America, no more and no less. The only definition of American music that will stick is that it’s music made by Americans.


When Is It Rock and When Rock & Roll? A Critic Ventures an Answer




THE NEW YORK TIMES    AUGUST 6, 1978

“Baby, that is rock & roll,” sang the Coasters in 1959, and nobody had to ask what they meant. Rock & roll had defined itself since it burst upon the national consciousness in the mid-1950s. According to Chuck Berry, it had a backbeat you couldn’t lose. According to Jerry Leiber and Mike Stoller, who wrote the Coasters’ hit, you couldn’t always understand the words; if you did, “You’d really blow your lid.” According to a leaflet distributed by White Citizen Councils in the South, “the screaming, idiotic words and savage music of these records are undermining the morals of our white youth in America,” but on the whole this warning was not greeted with the serious consideration it merited.

Baby, what is rock & roll? Somehow, over the past twenty years, its meaning has become more and more elusive. Rock & roll has often been confused with rock, which is a vague enough category by itself. For some people, rock first flourished in the mid-1960s, music that was based on, but more sophisticated than, rock & roll. For others, rock continues to exist side by side with rock & roll and has to do with style rather than chronology. According to this line of reasoning, an album like Sgt. Pepper’s Lonely Hearts Club Band is rock and an album like the Rolling Stones’ Some Girls is basically rock & roll.

Despite the lack of a generally accepted definition for either rock or rock & roll, people use both terms as if they know exactly what they are talking about. This writer has often claimed that one performer is an authentic rocker and another one is not. He has accused some well-known rock stars of having no feeling for rock & roll and asserted that other rock stars were actually playing rock & roll and not rock. He often gets letters asking just what he is talking about, and one day recently it occurred to him that he should provide some sort of provisional answer. So here is one writer’s definition of rock & roll, broken down, for the sake of convenience and clarity, into the sort of subheadings an ethnomusicologist might use in a study of the folk music of the Trobriand Islanders. Do not be misled by the scientific veneer; the opinions expressed are dangerously subjective.

I. Historical and geographical factors. Rock & roll was born in the South and Southwest and in some cities with high concentrations of native Southerners and Southwesterners, most notably St. Louis and Chicago. This relatively circumscribed area produced every major figure in early rock & roll: Elvis Presley, Chuck Berry, Little Richard, Fats Domino, Jerry Lee Lewis, Carl Perkins, Buddy Holly, Bo Diddley, and so on. It is true that some of the most successful early recordings in a style akin to rock & roll were made by black vocal groups in New York and Los Angeles. It is true that Bill Haley, who made some of the first rock & roll hits in 1954 and 1955, was from Pennsylvania. But the black groups were unable to score consistent successes with the white pop audience, and Mr. Haley had neither the personality nor the originality to become the first rock & roll star.

II. Form. Most early rock & roll songs were written in forms that had already become standard in country, blues, or gospel music. These were simple eight-, twelve-, and sixteen-bar forms. Occasionally a rock & roll songwriter might use the thirty-two-bar form of Tin Pan Alley music, and as early as Buddy Holly rock & roll songwriting began to find forms of its own. In any event, rock & roll songs never have more than one principal melodic strain, with or without a bridge, and they rarely employ more than one tempo. The suite of songs, as in concept albums and rock operas, is an idea wholly foreign to the rock & roll idiom.

III. Instrumentation and instrumental sound. The saxophone was the most prominent solo instrument in early rock & roll, but the electric guitar was already basic to both black blues and white country music and soon assumed a dominant role. With the possible exception of the rock & roll beat, nothing is as endemic to the idiom as certain electric guitar sounds.

These sounds are jangly, wiry, raw, and frequently distorted. In the hands of the most influential early rock & roll guitarists—Chuck Berry, Bo Diddley, Carl Perkins—the instrument stings, barks, and spits when it is not pushing insistently in tandem with the drums. The deliberate use of feedback and of malfunctioning amplifiers to achieve complex, grainy timbres was pioneered by Southern blues guitarists like Willie Johnson (of the early Howlin’ Wolf Band) and perfected by Bo Diddley and his followers. The liquid, whiny, treacly toned guitar sound that is so pervasive in contemporary rock reflects a later and, to the rock & roll purist, an extremely degenerate development. Among contemporary artists, only the punk and new wave rockers and a motley handful of Southerners and Englishmen boast authentic rock & roll sounds. Amplifier and recording technologies have become too sophisticated; sound that once could be obtained simply by kicking one’s battered Silvertone are now imitated with the aid of little black distortion boxes. The key word here is “imitated.”

IV. Vocal style. As Dave Laing pointed out in his book Buddy Holly, the distinction between a song and a performance, a distinction fundamental to both classical and Tin Pan Alley music, breaks down when it comes to rock & roll. Songs like “Whole Lotta Shakin’ Goin’ On” or “Peggy Sue” have little meaning beyond the recordings of them by Jerry Lee Lewis and Buddy Holly; any attempt to record one of these songs becomes a tribute to the appropriate singer. Again, rock & roll has defined itself in the dictum “it’s the singer, not the song.”

Rock & roll vocal style is a maverick strain that is most original when it draws on traditional black and white mannerisms without aping either. It has been enriched by Elvis Presley’s hiccup, Buddy Holly’s baby talk, and other individual contributions of greater or lesser magnitude. A rock & roll singer projects a great deal of himself in something of a generalized rock & roll attitude no matter what he is singing, and what he is singing really doesn’t matter the way it matters in Tin Pan Alley music or opera. As Mick Jagger once told an interviewer, “I don’t think the lyrics are that important. I remember when I was very young, this is very serious, I read an article by Fats Domino which has really influenced me. He said, ‘You should never sing the lyrics out very clearly.’”

V. Rhythm. The roots of rock & roll rhythm are to be found in black American religion. It was in the spirituals and later in the black sanctified churches that the terms “rocking” and “to rock” first gained currency. A Library of Congress field recording from 1934 furnishes a particularly good example of a strong, heavily accented rock & roll beat in a black religious observance, a ring shout. Among the garbled lyrics, one can make out the words, “I gotta rock, you’ve gotta rock.”

Rock & roll drumming reached its apogee in New Orleans, the only North American city where African-style drumming survived right up to the Civil War. J. M. Van Eaton, who played drums on the classic Jerry Lee Lewis records of the fifties and was himself the model for countless drummers, told this writer earlier this year that he had listened carefully to the drummer who played on Little Richard’s records, which were made in New Orleans and featured the band that also backed Fats Domino.

When rock & roll is really rocking and rolling, it combines an irresistible forward motion, a heavy backbeat, and a certain lightness or lilt, sometimes expressed as quarter-note triplets. Charlie Watts, the Rolling Stones’ exceptional drummer, is adept at giving this combination. Like Earl Palmer and the other great New Orleans drummers, he is steeped in rhythm and blues but comes from a jazz background. Compared to Mr. Watts, most rock drummers sound lead-footed. They do not rock; they thud, crunch, rumble, and flail.

VI. Attitude. Like the rock & roll vocal style, the rock & roll attitude says, “Look at me!” At first, in the 1950s, it was strictly an adolescent attitude, a youthful response to the public and private banalities of the Eisenhower years. It was widely perceived as a rebellion, but it was more an assertion of personality and possibility than anything else. After all, Elvis Presley always said “Yes, sir” and “No, ma’am,” and Little Richard threw away his jewels and joined the ministry. A real rebel would have done neither. But then, how many rebels are genuine and how many are poseurs? Real rock & roll is always genuine.

Applying these criteria to a contemporary album like Bruce Springsteen’s Darkness on the Edge of Town, which has been almost universally hailed as a great rock & roll album, might be illuminating. Mr. Springsteen is not rooted in or apparently even very interested in the music’s Southern beginnings. He seems to have been inspired principally by the East Coast studio rock of the early 1960s, a brand of music that had one foot and sometimes both feet in Tin Pan Alley. His guitar sound will never do, and his albums are overorchestrated in a manner that has more to do with grand opera than with rock & roll. His vocal style is suitably mush-mouthed, but his self-consciously poetic lyrics, which would be enough cause for excluding him from the rock & roll pantheon by themselves, are printed on a special album insert. This is inexcusable. The rhythmic content of his music is usually one part rock and several parts bombast. His attitude, which seems to so many rock critics to be a paradigm of authenticity, strikes this listener as calculated, pretentious, only sporadically convincing. Mr. Springsteen’s albums should carry a disclaimer, something like the posters advertising the musical Beatlemania—NOT ROCK & ROLL! AN INCREDIBLE SIMULATION!

On the other hand, the Rolling Stones’ Some Girls, which has also been well received by rock critics, passes the rock & roll test with flying colors. The Stones know their rock & roll roots, they write in rock & roll forms using classic rock & roll chord progressions, guitar riffs, and rhythm patterns, they favor a raunchy guitar sound, Mick Jagger projects himself first and the lyrics second, and the rhythm section rocks mightily. Whether the Stones are wholly convincing is open to question, but attitude is the most subjective of all these criteria and even if they failed here, overall the Rolling Stones would still get a very high mark. Which just goes to show that even though the dictum “rock & roll will never die” is not necessarily true, rock & roll has not died yet.
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Why I Wear My Mojo Hand




OXFORD AMERICAN    DECEMBER 1996/JANUARY 1997

Blues and trouble, that’s the cliché. The reality is: blues and chaos. Blues is supposed to be—what?—nurtured by trouble? So is most art that reaches deep inside and demands unflinching honesty. Is blues about trouble? No more than it is about good-time Saturday nights and murder most foul, sharecroppers’ servitude, and sweet home Chicago. Is blues a cause of trouble? Not directly. But what sort of thing almost inevitably causes trouble in our oppressively regimented world? You guessed it: chaos.

The blues-and-chaos equation first presented itself to me in the mid-sixties, when a bunch of us—musicians, artists, and a smattering of smugglers and dealers—organized and presented the first Memphis Blues Festival in the Overton Park Shell. For years I believed the remarkable levels of chaos in everything remotely connected with those festivals resulted from a bunch of hippies trying to turn elderly blues singers into anarchist father figures. Now I’m not so sure. In any case, that was before I met R. L. Burnside.

R.L. was an outstanding disciple of one of the greatest of all bluesmen, Mississippi Fred McDowell, who had been a Memphis Blues Festival regular. By the early 1970s, R.L. had really come into his own. The juke joints he ran in the north Mississippi hill country were as famous for their level of violence as for R.L.’s outstanding music, which rolled out of his jacked-up guitar amp in dark, turbulent waves—sometimes punctuated by gunshots, especially on Saturday nights. In fact, R.L. has been reported waving a (presumably loaded) pistol in at least one crowded joint. If that strikes you as akin to yelling “Fire!” in a crowded theater, well, that’s R.L. The man is a connoisseur of chaos; he attracts it, admires it, and then absorbs it, like a black hole sucking reality itself into the chaos of Nothing.

Back in 1993, when I found myself producing a Burnside session for the album Too Bad Jim, a succession of chaotic eruptions seemed to threaten the entire project. A string bass fell to pieces in the studio. Then the drum kit collapsed into kindling after being given a single light tap. A glass door fell out of its mounting and gave me a skull-rattling knock upside the head. Out of the corner of my eye I glanced over at R.L.—he was enjoying himself like a kid at a Disney movie. The performances he recorded that day were highlights of the album.

I decided, out of near desperation, to fight fire with fire. Using objects and materials you can find in any good botanica, and dedicating them with a simple, made-up ritual I thought appropriate, I made myself a chaos buster, a post-Heisenberg-Uncertainty-Principle Mojo Hand. The next time I went in the studio with R.L., the mojo was secreted on my person. The session went well. Toward the end we were taking a break when it happened again: A tall screen began to tip over, as usual for no apparent reason. It fell and hit engineer Robbie Norris on his head. This time, I was all smiles. “It works!” I crowed, giving my mojo charm a surreptitious rub. Robbie was gingerly rubbing the top of his head. “Yeah,” he said, “it works for you.”

But of course, that’s just what you expect from magic: If it affects the practitioner’s reality, and in the way desired, it works. Chaos theory is one way of explaining the mechanics involved. Another, more poetic, and perhaps wiser way of explaining it is called “the blues.” Rarely have chaos and uncertainty been so listenable; and I’ll almost certainly be listening for the rest of my life. If I choose to pack my mojo, well, once again the blues says it best: “Ain’t Nobody’s Business If I Do.”


Deeper into the Delta




ROLLING STONE    MARCH 5, 1992

King of the Delta Blues (Yazoo)
Charlie Patton

Founder of the Delta Blues (Yazoo)
Charley Patton

Master of the Delta Blues: The Friends of Charlie Patton (Yazoo)
Various Artists

Robert Johnson, the hellhound-haunted Mississippi Delta bluesman, didn’t get his music from the devil, despite what you might have heard. He got a lot of it from Charley Patton and a lot more from Patton’s playing partners Willie Brown and Son House. Someone at Columbia Records crowned Johnson “King of the Delta Blues.” Yazoo’s consortium of blues scholars and record collectors think Patton deserves the honor. The Yazoo folks are probably right.

Now Patton’s complete recorded works are available on two CDs, with a third disc devoted to Brown, House, Tommy Johnson, and other seminal figures from Patton’s circle; maybe the “Founder of the Delta Blues” is finally going to get his due. It’s about time. Patton was popping bass strings, zinging off eerie bottleneck runs, and miming obscene acts with his guitar as early as 1911, the year Robert Johnson was born. In terms of blues evolution, Johnson simplified the earlier music Patton created, regularizing song forms and streamlining rhythmic complexities.

After sixty-odd years, Patton’s sheer focus and magnetic, almost palpable presence will still jump out of your speakers and grab you by the throat. His voice was a big, rough-edged baritone, heavy as lead when he wanted it to be but capable of blues singing’s most rarefied subtleties. His lyrics chronicled the good times and the hard times of his people and his world in stark, sharp imagery. “High Water Everywhere,” on Founder of the Delta Blues, bears witness to a disastrous flood (“The water done jumped through this town”); several of his blues celebrate the poetry of trains (“The smokestack is black and the bell it shine like gold”). He sang unrepentantly about his rowdy way of life, complaining throughout “Tom Rushen Blues” about his treatment at the hands of a local sheriff, only to admit in the song’s last line, “Aw, he caught me yellin’, I was drunk as I could be.” And he dreamed transcendent dreams (“Safe sweet home, sweet home, baby, through that shinin’ star … You don’t need no tellin’, mama, take you in my car”).

Patton’s guitar playing is driving, percussive, mercurial, and rhythmically complex. One of his earliest and most distinctive showpieces, “Pony Blues,” also on Founder, alternates two-and-a-half-bar vocal lines with two-bar guitar figures; the three-line verses come out thirteen and a half bars long. As if this weren’t complicated enough, the voice and guitar also weave independent, often contrasting triplet figures into the rhythm’s four-beat flow. And the raps and knocks Patton bangs out with his hands and feet rarely coincide with any of the other accents. Yet nothing is haphazard: Each verse is exactly thirteen and a half bars long, and the play of polyrhythms remains rigorously consistent from verse to verse. Patton’s blues style may be the earliest on record, but you wouldn’t want to call it primitive. He just makes it sound easy and elemental.

The late Nick Perls, who founded Yazoo Records in the mid-sixties in order to reissue early blues 78s on LP, compiled Founder of the Delta Blues as one of his first projects; it was a labor of love. His tastes ran toward hard blues and spectacular guitar playing, and on Founder these elements dominate; most of Patton’s blues classics are included on that volume. But Patton was also an outstanding performer of country breakdowns, preblues ballads, and gospel tunes, and this side of his prolix genius emerges more fully on the brand-new King of the Delta Blues (credited to “Charlie” Patton; the name has long been spelled both ways). The new disc may have been designed to fill in the earlier set’s gaps, but a more inclusive overview of Patton’s music is the happy result. King finds Patton playing luminous lap-steel guitar on gospel tunes, heading for the hoedown with fiddler Henry Sims on blues-a-billy stomps like “Running Wild Blues,” and pushing his voice to the limit in order to match the magisterial Bertha Lee on the intense, driven-sounding gospel duets “Oh Death” and “Troubled ’Bout My Mother.” There’s plenty of hard blues as well, including a stunning 78 (“Jim Lee Blues Part 1”/“Some Summer Day”) that was unknown and unheard when Perls was assembling the original Founder double album.

Perls’s meticulous restoration and remastering of extremely rare 78s gave Yazoo the edge among the blues reissue labels of the sixties. But the CD version of Founder seems to have been transferred from Perls’s sixties album master rather than from the original-source 78s. It sounds fine, but new record-restoration processes and digital remastering directly from the 78s make King of the Delta Blues sound considerably better. One would hope that Yazoo will get around to giving the earlier collection the same treatment.

Yazoo has cleaned up some rare and musically dazzling 1920s and ’30s recordings by Patton associates, pupils, and paramours for another new disc, Master of the Delta Blues. The technical imperfections that remain seem minor in view of the fact that there’s only one known copy of a 78 as riveting and important as Son House’s two-part powerhouse “Preachin’ the Blues,” the model for Robert Johnson’s later “Preachin’ Blues.” Tommy Johnson’s spooky falsetto moans on “Canned Heat Blues,” the apocalyptic imagery and otherworldly power of Willie Brown’s “Future Blues,” and the barrelhouse exuberance of rough-and-ready singer-pianist Louise Johnson’s “On the Wall” (the juiciest song ever written about sex standing up) are additional highlights. But all of the disc’s twenty-three tracks are stone killers; add one or both of the Patton discs and you’ll have the finest introduction to pre–Robert Johnson Delta blues imaginable.

Just as Robert Johnson borrowed from Patton and his pals, Patton, who died in 1934, must have borrowed from earlier, unrecorded musicians. But Patton’s status as the primary innovator and most popular performer on the Delta’s earliest known blues scene has been extensively researched and documented, most notably in the biography King of the Delta Blues, by Stephen Calt and Gayle Wardlow (available through Shanachie, Yazoo’s distributor). And Patton has to be reckoned with in any survey of the roots of rock & roll. In fact, if you define rock & roll as a jacked-up shotgun wedding of blues and hillbilly music, Patton’s music was rock & roll. According to eyewitness accounts, he even performed like a rocker, playing guitar between his legs and behind his back, tossing the instrument into the air and catching it without missing a beat.

Charley Patton was more than a great American musician. He was an American archetype, the first in a series of hard-living, hard-rocking ramblers that has included artists as musically diverse as Robert Johnson, Hank Williams, Jerry Lee Lewis, and Jimi Hendrix. Any of these men could have sung the final verse from Patton’s “Elder Greene Blues” as his own credo: “I like to fuss and fight/Lord, and get sloppy drunk off a bottle and ball/And walk the streets all night.”


King of the Delta Blues Singers




Robert Johnson: The Complete Recordings (Sony)

ROLLING STONE    OCTOBER 18, 1990

It seems odd, but probably wise, that nowhere in this definitive collection of Robert Johnson’s forty-one surviving blues recordings is there a single mention of the Robert Johnson Myth. We all know it by now: the young amateur who made a deal with the devil at a dark Mississippi Delta crossroads, disappeared for a year, and then returned home to astound all the more seasoned performers who had laughed at him with music of almost supernatural power and presence and an undercurrent of impending doom.

What we have in Robert Johnson: The Complete Recordings are solid facts in Stephen C. LaVere’s meticulously researched liner notes, brief appreciations of Johnson by Keith Richards (“He was like a comet or a meteor that came along and, BOOM, suddenly he raised the ante, suddenly you just had to aim that much higher”) and Eric Clapton (“I have never found anything more deeply soulful than Robert Johnson. His music remains the most powerful cry that I think you can find in the human voice, really”), lyrics, and photos. And, of course, we have the songs—digitally clarified and, as expected, at least as powerful and affecting as ever.

Robert Johnson recorded twenty-nine songs in 1936 and 1937—alternate takes, previously bootlegged and only rarely revelatory, bring the total here to forty-one—and then vanished into the murky Mississippi Delta world of juke joints, voodoo lore, violence, grand plantation houses for whites, and perpetually indentured black sharecroppers who worked in the cotton fields all week and were serious about their Saturday nights. Johnson was fatally poisoned by a jealous husband or boyfriend shortly before fame caught up with him in the person of Columbia’s John Hammond, who wanted him for the historic 1938 Spirituals to Swing concert at Carnegie Hall in New York. Fame, finding nothing left but a legend, passed him by, but only for a while. Even in these last prosaic facts, the Myth lurks. In “Sweet Home Chicago,” Johnson played and sang as if anticipating the effect his music would have on the electric-blues scene in Chicago ten years later, and the last line he sang at his last session posed a question to which he would soon find the terminal answer: “Well, now, can you suck on some other man’s bull cow … in this strange man’s town?”

The Robert Johnson recordings are musical art of the highest order, as rich and transcendent as anything produced by an American musician in this century—surely only a racist or classist would argue otherwise. Was he really the greatest blues singer-guitarist-songwriter of all? Listening to Johnson in Frank Abbey’s lovingly restored and remastered new versions, the question seems almost irrelevant. Johnson was a great one, all right, and a bluesman to the bottom of his soul. But at his most original, when he is also most chilling, Johnson blows genre considerations and invidious comparisons right out the window.

“Hellhound on My Trail” and “Love in Vain,” both from his last session, are idiosyncratic constructions that defy time in their musical daring and emotional immediacy. “Hellhound,” with its moving inner voices and dissonant, nontempered chords in the guitar accompaniment, is so vivid it’s as much life as art. So are “Cross Road Blues” and “Me and the Devil Blues,” but unlike the formally singular “Hellhound,” these are blues to the marrow. “You want to know how good the blues can get?” asks Keith Richards. “Well, this is it.”
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