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Abstract
Blaine Quincy Waide: The Green Fields of the Mind:
Robert Johnson, Folk Revivalism, and Disremembering the American Past
(Under the direction of William Ferris)

This thesis seeks to understand the phenomenon of folk revivalism as it occurred
in America during several moments in the twentieth and twenty-first cestulMore
specifically, | examine how and why often marginalized southern vernacusaciams,
especially Mississippi blues singer Robert Johnson, were celebrated therfiotkt
revivals of the 1930s and 1960s as possessing something inherently American, and
differentiate these periods of intense interest in the traditional music Ahtedcan
South from the most recent example of revivalism early in the new millennium. In the
process, | suggest the term “disremembering” to elucidate the ways im thbimtent of
some vernacular traditions, such as blues music, has often been redirected towards a

different social or political purpose when communities with divergent neegstratified

society have convened around a common interest in cultural practice.
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Introduction

Imagining America in an lowa
Cornfield and at a Mississippi Crossroads

At the deciding moment of the filfield of Dreamsthe movie’s protagonist,
Ray Kinsella, played by Kevin Costner, confronts a crucial decision. Faced itimg f
farm after plowing under his crop to build a magical baseball field and contempiating
brother-in-law Mark’s offer to buy the farm, Ray, a politically activenber of the
1960s countercultural movement in his younger years, surveys his field and tisighs
options. Before him stand the legendary ballplayers of his family heritagassesd on
to him in stories by his late, estranged father, whose guidance hedegjietaeading a
book by 1960s radical author Thomas Mann, a fictionalized version of J. D. Salinger.
Unexpectedly, Ray’s daughter, Karen, encourages her father to keep thedaldehe
she says, “People will come . . . from all over.” Karen continues:
They’ll decide to just take a vacation, see, and they’ll decide to come to lowa
City; they’ll think it's really boring so they’ll drive up and want to pay, like
buying a ticket ... to watch the game. It'll be just like when they werelititkea
long time ago. They'll watch the game and remember what it was like ... People
will come.
Ray’s brother-in-law, who lacks the imagination to see the ongoing gamedne
deceased baseball legends, remains unconverted by Karen'’s faith and, whdeterre

hands Ray the necessary paperwork to sign in order to finalize the sale ofrthe fa

Sitting nearby, Thomas Mann (James Earl Jones), who has joined Ray on his



dream-inspired quest, can see the game, and he does find inspiration in Karen's visi
Subsequently, he rises from his seat on the bleachers to offer the following monologue:
Ray, people will come, Ray. They'll come to lowa for reasons they can't even
fathom. They'll turn up your driveway not knowing for sure why they're doing it.
They'll arrive at your door as innocent as children, longing for the pasbutde;
we won't mind if you look around, you'll say. It's only $20 per person. They'll
pass over the money without even thinking about it: for it is money they have and
peace they lack. And they'll walk out to the bleachers; sit in shirt sleeves on a
perfect afternoon. They'll find they have reserved seats somewhere along one of
the baselines, where they sat when they were children and cheered their heroes.
And they'll watch the game and it'll be as if they dipped themselves in magic
waters. The memories will be so thick they'll have to brush them away from their
faces. People will come, Ray. The one constant through all the years, Ray, has
been baseball. America has rolled by like an army of steamrollers. etz
erased like a blackboard, rebuilt and erased again. But baseball has marked the
time. This field, this game: it's a part of our past, Ray. It reminds of ustbiall
once was good and it could be again. Oh ... people will come, Ray. People will
most definitely come.
As the rest of the movie unfolds, near tragedy is averted and, in the process, Martk, havin
obtained the ability to see the baseball game, tells Ray to keep the mysticalriithe
final shot offField of DreamsRay is playing catch with a young version of his father and,
with the camera panning back and up to capture dusk enveloping Midwestern America in
a navy blue embrace, car lights extend from Ray’s driveway into the darkepihg dé
the horizon; the people have indeed come.
Field of Dreamswhich was released in 1988as not the first time that Shoeless
Joe Jackson appeared in American movie theaters in the late 1980s. In 1988, he was a
central figure in John Sayle€sght Men Outan examination of the infamous “Black
Sox” scandal in which eight members of the Chicago White Sox, including Jackson, were
given lifetime bans from baseball for their involvement in throwing the 1918 World

Series. In this film, Shoeless Joe is not the metaphysical sadieaims but rather an

illiterate, country-bred baseball phenevho perfects his batting eye by staring at a



candle in the darkEight Men Outas the film that forever ingrained in American
memory the image of the young boy, one of Jackson’s biggest fans, approaching his
fallen baseball hero after his deposition and pleading, “Say it ain’t so Joeasdiysb?”
The use of Shoeless Joe Jackson in Batht Men OutandField of Dreamss
suggestive of how America sought to imagine itself late in twentieth ceniMhyie the
comments made by James Earl JondSefd of Dreamsarticulate a belief that what is
best, even most American, about the United States is located in the nation’s rempote pas
his characterization in Sayles’ film speaks to how Americans would likeetthgir
heroes, or their best versions of themselves: preternaturally but simple angkilistl
geniuses, unblemished and untouched by the grime of aspiration as well as the tarnish of
modern amenities and temptations. Bart Giamatti, the former Commissionejoof Ma
League Baseball, addressed baseball’s ability to capture these ndstllggs toward
an imagined and pristine American past when interviewetifemagazine in April of
1988 in the article “Front-Office Fan.” Giamatti explained, “[Basebalhijnately
wrapped up with one’s youth. Baseball is very much about being young again in a
harmless way. That's why we call it a baseball park. You can call idianstaf you
want, but they were parks originally. ‘Park’ is a Persian work for ‘pagadisyou fly
over a major city at night in the summer and suddenly you'll see that greenhasi
reminds everybody of baseball’s basic mythology: We come from a rural, simple
America” (quoted in Dickson 1992: 200).
If baseball in general, and Shoeless Joe Jackson more specificallpdetssy
linked to the American imagination and national memory in the late twentiethgentur

another figure who has occupied significant iconic space in the national inyafginar



almost fifty years now is blues singer Robert Johnson. Ever since Johnsor’autichgi
premature death in 1938, a veritable army of white scholars, musicians, fars, recor
companies, and Hollywood movies have circulated the blues man'’s life story in popular
memory. Don Law, John Hammond, Sr., Alan Lomax, Frank Driggs, Pete Welding, Eric
Clapton, the Rolling Stones, Peter Guralnick, Samuel Charters, Robert Palmer, the
founders of the Rock and Roll Hall of Fame, the United States Pose Office, anddloel a
Ethan Coen have all contributed to Johnson'’s presence in American memory. The sum
of their collective discourse about the life and musical career of Robert Johriken i
story of a troubled troubadour who sang about selling his soul to the Devil at a Delta
crossroads deep in the night, and who eventually died barking like a dog when the Deuvil
cashed in on their deal. According to music scholars Barry Lee Pearson add Davi
McCulloch, this myth has become “one of the most captivating legends in American
music history” (2003: ix).

It is Eric Clapton, the British born American rock legend and blues ambassador in
his later years, who has most recently articulated for American pautare the ways
in which Robert Johnson’s legacy resonates similarly to Shoeless Joe Jackdm’s in t
national imagination. In the liner notes to his 2004 tribute altMenand Mr. Johnsgn
Clapton eulogized his blues mentor through a powerfully suggestive romantic poetics
“Up until I heard this music, everything | had ever heard seemed as if dressed up
for a shop window somewhere, so that when | heard him for the first time, it was like he
was singing only for himself, and now and then, maybe God ... It is the finest music |
have ever heard. | have always trusted its purity.” Even though a midnight deal in the

Mississippi Delta could not seem further from a magical baseball field mwarfarm,



these late twentieth and early twenty-first century mass media cmionagons of
Shoeless Joe Jackson and Robert Johnson reveal they are two cultural figuresiorbiti
the same plane of activity in the iconographic universe of the Americamianggi

My own experience coming of age in the South in the decades preceding the end
of the last millennium as first a baseball fan and later an aspiring bloiesaflo is
instructive. Along withThe Natural- a film whose exploding lights and ominous
lightning bolts are no less magical tHaield of Dreams- these films have resonated in
my memory and imagination in deeply emotional ways since | saw them ascagjolgh
in Oxford, Mississippi. It would be hard, if not impossible, to overstate the ways in
which these stories that linger between and betwixt the real and the imagined have
powerfully contributed to my identity. However, there is more to the story, which i
say my story, than these magical baseball films. The summer of myrithriezr, |
passed the moisture-thick Mississippi nights fully engrossed in Mickey NMantle
autobiography. Driven by the too-fleeting excitement of youth, | devoured thesMic
tales of heroic baseball feats by day and juvenile escapades with BitinMnd Whitey
Ford by night. By the time | came to the end of the book, | embraced Mickey Mantle as
my own remembered favorite baseball player, a person from an entirelytsepara
historical period attached to my personal log of experience as if a pissthes

The next summer my older brother, Kyle, was preparing to travel North to attend
Harvard and, several weeks prior to his departure, our family vacation took us to New
England where we visited my brother’s future academic home. Walking through the
streets of Cambridge and between the ivy walls of Harvard Yard, | disdoxere

wonderfully exciting world that | had never before known in the small, southern towns of



my childhood. Each time | ascended from the subterranean world of the “T,” the
unencumbered energy on the streets was soon followed by an august sensation that swept
through me upon entering the hallowed grounds of the university. Later during our stay
in Boston, | bought a picture of Ted Williams, the great Boston Red Sox hitter, posed in
mid-swing at home plate in Fenway Park. When | returned home from our vacation, |
was to begin high school in several weeks and, freshly bathed in the waters of the
northeastern liberal academic tradition, | set myself to the task of fabjowimy
brother’s footsteps. | framed my picture of Ted Williams, and hung it above myslesk a
an emblem of the world a well-rounded, liberal education would make available to me.
My brother’s years at Harvard coincided with a stretch of years durira e
Atlanta Braves, our family’s favorite team, made a series of runs deejvénplayoffs,
often ending in World Series defeat. Separated by thousands of miles, my fathez-and |
established a strong connection with Kyle each autumn during the playoffs when he
would nervously call for score updates. At home, as the panoply of browns and oranges
that colored the air faded into the sweet darkness of an Arkansas fall eveniatfeny
and | spent countless hours in front of the television cheerimgicieam. Bill Clinton, a
Democrat, was to become president-elect in a matter of weeks; | wadirggteittle
Rock Central High School, bastion of the civil rights movement; the Braves wenegplay
the Toronto Blue Jays in the World Series; and life was good. Unfortunately, though, it
was not to be the Braves year; the Toronto Blue Jays defeated them in six gahfigl, a
soon gave way to winter.
Finding myself more and more sympathetic to liberal causes, | was fertona

have a series of similar-minded teachers in my formative years, and tloeyasged me



to explore these ideas. At their urging, | wrote passionately idealigtiees of Gandhi,
populism and democracy, William Faulknelrgruder in the Dustand yes, even W.P.
Kinsella, the author of the novBhoeless Jo¢he basis foField of Dreams And then |
borrowed my Dad'’s copy dfighway 61 Revisitedn Bob Dylan, one of the voices of

the sixties, | heard inspiration. Sure, the drive and energy of “Like a Rolling” Stmte
me hurtling down musical highways | would later explore on my own, and the mysterious
world of “Desolation Row” awakened my imagination, but it was when | hEaed
Freewheelin’ Bob DylamndThe Times They Are A-Changthat | found my politics.

So many songs on these albums — “Oxford Town,” “The Times They are A-Changin’,”
“With God on Our Side,” and “Blowin’ in the Wind” — spoke to liberal causes, and “Girl
from the North Country” was the among the most beautiful, most lyrical, and saddest
poetry | had ever heard. But it was “Masters of War” that drove me to angerusynd t

me not to trust the shadowy specter and the elusive forces that had appropriated wha
Abraham Lincoln called “the last, best hope of Earth.”

When Ken Burns’s ten-part documentadgsebal] premiered on PBS —in all
honesty, the film was a great disappointment — | began to get a sense of mgingmer
imagined self. Along with baseball players and historians, liberal intgdlegatter liberal
intellectual posed before Burns’ camera and spoke of their love of the game. One
African American gentleman declared that, along with jazz and the Cuiostj baseball
would be remembered as one of the three greatest accomplishments of America
civilization. Several months after the premieBafsebal] | learned of my acceptance
into Williams College, a northeastern college where | dreamedaifiag a liberal arts

education. A few days after my high school graduation and four years removed from our



first trip to Boston, my family traveled North again, first to visit Willigrasd then east
to Kyle's graduation. That summer a nation of baseball fans prayed for MickeleMant
who was fighting liver failure in a Dallas hospital. It was at this timetti@Mick, the
hero of a generation of Americans in the 1950s, looked those young boys now made men
in the face and told their children not to be like him. Those night escapades with Billy
Martin and Whitey Ford, which were so humorous to read, had not been so innocent, and
now the terrible effects of alcohol abuse were ravaging Mantle’s body.

To my amazement, Hank Aaron, a man who knew racism better than most, was
the featured speaker at Harvard’s Senior Day that year. At the outsespéad,
Henry Aaron asked the people in the crowd to, please, pray for the recovery of his dear
friend, Mickey Mantle. | was blessed; Hank Aaron had asked me — true, | was one
among many, but | was there, alone in that moment with Aaron — to pray for Mantle.
Aaron, an African American man educated in the segregated South, who had received
racist death threats as he approached Babe Ruth’s home run record, proceedeal to give
wonderfully eloquent speech in front of a reverent Harvard audience about the
fundamental need to appreciate human equality. The next day, Vaclav Havel, the poet
who had fought the Soviet Union with beautiful words, spoke to the graduating class
about the need for multicultural understanding in the new global civilization, and |
returned home freshly dipped in the waters of liberal thinking. In a matter §f day
Mickey Mantle died, and a nation of baseball fans grieved.

After a homesick semester at Williams the following fall, | moved weest
Tucson, Arizona, and soon found myself eager to embrace objects that reminded me of

the South. Having lived much of my life in and around the Delta, | looked to the blues as



an aural homecoming and purchased several alboums, most notably the Robert Johnson
boxed set on Columbia Records. A year later a framed poster of Johnson joined my Ted
Williams picture as a powerful personal badge of identity. | love, in the moantanof
fashions, the Delta, and have the most vivid recollections of seeing sun rises aneavel
planted rows of cotton and soy beans while driving to Saturday morning cross country
races. Listening to Johnson, along with other blues musicians, | was often trghsport
back to what remains, for me, a dense forest of memories, and blues soon joined baseball
as the twin marker of my identity as a liberal, aspiring intellectual.
For me, the ideal image for this identity, shared by so many, is the late Bar
Giamatti: Renaissance scholar, Ivy League professor, baseball fan, aisdast Act in
life’s drama, Commissioner of Major League Baseball. Giamatti speaks fmany of
us, romantics that we are, in the concluding passage to his 1977 essay, “The Gdsen Fiel
of the Mind,” in which he laments the end of yet another baseball season.
Of course, there are those that learn after the first few times. gfbeyout of
sports. And there are others who were born with the wisdom to know that nothing
lasts. These are the truly tough among us, the ones who can live without illusion,
or without even the hope of illusion. | am not that grown-up or up-to-date. 1 am a
simpler creature, tied to more primitive patterns and cycles. | need to think
something lasts forever, and it might as well be that state of being thgaime;
it might as well be that, in a green field, in the sun (2002: 493).
As much as this passage speaks for and to me, it also causes me concern about whom
Giamatti sees as the truly tough, because they also cannot dream and infabeyeare
steeled against the hope of illusion, are they not potentially Machiavelkaih®ok they
who control the world in Oz, behind the Wizard’s curtain?

What follows is a study of several moments of folk revivalism in the twentieth

and twenty-first centuries with an emphasis on the ways in which an arrayusétcul



brokers and representatives of institutions promulgating their imaginaednseod

America identify, imagine, and use the “folk.” More specifically, it is aanexation of
this phenomenon as it impacted the commemoration of America’s southern vernacular
music traditions, especially Robert Johnson, beginning in the 1930s and continuing to
present times. Folk revivalism, at least until the most recent example, toacally
occurred during times of national crisis and been led and peopled by individuals from
privileged, liberal, and educated backgrounds, who were, at heart, romantic dieamer
much like myself. Often situating my analysis in these ethereal svofidostalgia and
dreams, | hope to elucidate the power of memory and the imagination, two emotional
instruments that enliven the human experience and promise a utopian image that
threatens the establishment maintained by the non-dreamers who, like tine, Wizae

deceptively behind the curtain.

Baseball, more precisely, Shoeless Joe Jackson, must seem an odd place to begin
a study of Robert Johnson and folk revivalism, but inherent in Jackson’s charaoterizat
in the two films are themes essential to my examinatioeld of Dreamss
fundamentally a story of the ability to dream and the transformative power of the
imagination, and the scenes fréiight Men Outescribed above, as well as Clapton’s
presentation of Robert Johnson’s unique genius, suggest the location of the “folk” in a
premodern and more innocent state of being, as of yet untouched by the material
temptations of the modern world. These themes of the power of memory and of the
imagination — a commitment to and the embodiment of an image first formed imnithe m

— the premodern innocence and vitality of the folk, and a need to re-discover omreaffi
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more morally centered, or simply a better, version of a group’s past aeehadrt of
folk revivalism.

Beginning with Johann Herder, the father of Romantic Nationalism and possibly
the original folk revivalist, periods of folk revivalism have often been predicated upon a
sense of crisis in the national order. Herder was distraught about the influx df Frenc
Enlightenment culture into Germany, and sought in German peasants, which is to say the
“folk,” unspoiled cultural traditions that could restore a distinct German cultullsdiVv
1973: 726 ). Similar impulses have ignited folk revivals in America in the twentieth
century. For instance, David Whisnant identifies a series of privilegededatited,
“fotched-on” women from New England, who came to Appalachia at the turn of the
century in an effort to revive what they felt were traditional practiceswa quickly
dying off (Whisnant 1983).

Several decades later, during the Great Depression in the 1930s — a crisis that
intimated the great failure of capitalism and the free market economyny-Anaericans
looked to the “folk” as a source of the strength of character needed to shawivBmes,
as the sign of a better, more innocent way of life situated in the past, and as the éocus of
distinctive national culture (Filene 2004: 51-55). The 1930s and early 1940s were also
the height of government-sponsored, New Deal public folklore programs, which were
seen both as a means to create jobs that would reverse economic trends and to introduce
America to its multicultural identity (Hirsch 1988). Possibly best known among thes
New Deal era projects wast Us Now Praise Famous MérO39), a collaborative
documentary effort produced by writer James Agee and photographer Walker Evans.

Spending several months with three tenant families in Alabama, Agee and Evarts soug
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to celebrate the beautiful simplicity of life in the agrarian South and to dughese a
more innocent America was to be found.

What the foregoing series of folk revivalists shared was their desire gmigna
their historic situation anew when faced with the threat that their prefevogal order
was on the brink of absorption in the case of Herder or Whisnant’s fotched-on women,
and economic failure in the case of the New Deal revivalists. In this det of t
imagination, these individuals looked to their romantic memories of a presumed and
presumably innocent past as the cure for their present ills. Phenomenologist Gaston
Bachelard elucidates the relationship between the past, memory, dasahtise power
of the imagination. In his eyes, dreams are born of the memories of the past and, from
this point, the imagination, that act of dreamers, floats freely with the @dtenthange
the world (1958). It is crucial to note, though, that the memories that ultimatelyeshspir
the romantic ideology and politics of early twentieth century revivaliste wften not
directly experienced as life memories. As such, they constitute wisahAlandsberg
considers “prosthetic memories.” Much like my celebration of Mickey Man1856
Triple Crown year, Landsberg defines a prosthetic memory as “a moongkeeply
felt memory of a past event through which [an individual] did not live ... [which] has the
ability to shape that person’s subjectivity and politics” (2004: 2).

Though such prosthetic memories clearly have had powerful effects on the
identities and politics of liberal thinkers like myself and early twentiettucg folk
revivalists, the term prosthetic, which is to say a false limb, immediatebkes
artificiality. While my attraction to baseball legends like Mickeyitlawas relatively

harmless, my celebration of Shoeless Joe Jackson, for example, reachextdssctirae
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and space to buttress my identity by means of an uneducated man who, according to
Sayles’ film, suffered the abuses of an alliance of corrupt baseball ©amémwhose

dream of playing baseball again was never granted by the powers that beise.ikiee
individuals and families documented by WPA folklorists had dreams themselvessdream
that likely remained out of reach because many of the opportunities promised by the
American Dream contemporary with their time were not made available to tDem

only need think of “The Front Bedroom” in the Gudger’'s house, made famous by James
Agee’s suffocating description, decorated as it was with a series of ghegmzine

images that spoke of an outside world only accessible through the imaginatidn, a fac
made only more clear by Agee’s presence (1939: 157-169) . Truly artificial and
incendiary, however, were the actions of the founders of the White Top Folk Festival,
specifically John Powell, who actually succeeded in intervening and preseyimggod
extinct traditions rather than allowing the local residents to achieve tkaimd of

playing old-time tunes learned from a phonograph on the festival stage on White Top
Mountain (Whisnant 1983: 226-236).

In each of their particular circumstances, Agee and Powell could be codsidere
cultural brokers, or “cultural ‘middlemen’ who move between folk and popular culture ...
[and] who shaped our nation’s sense of its [cultural] heritage” (Filene 2000: 5).
Moreover, situated as cultural go betweens, Agee and Powell were not newgrabobs
Rather, empowered by their social ascendancy and privilege, both were able to
selectively adapt the dreams and memories of rural Americans for whiehatag not
room in larger regional or national discourses, and to assume these desirethasqros

memories they could then redirect to suit the needs of their own political agemngas. S
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artificial use, enabled as it was by the existence of social hiezarahd power

differentials, speaks to the fact that memory is both partial and usable, ehsatiastthat
work to the advantage of cultural brokers who are able to mold it to fit their needs
(Zelizer 1995: 226). What made the desires and memories of rural Americans
particularly usable, or even pliable like the Alabama clay celebrated tiootlget Us

Now Praise Famous Mewas the fact that outside of such romantic narratives very little
was truly known about the historical experiences of these disenfranchisatcans.

Hence, their memories were among the most available to be borrowed and sulbéamed i
romantic narratives of rediscovering America in a distant Eden before eofalgface

into the machinery of modernity.

Michel Foucault critiques the construction of linear historical narratindgtse
resultant process of direct derivation when discussing the relationship between his
and genealogy. He explains, “[tlhe purpose of history, guided by genealogy, is not to
discover the roots of our identity, but to commit itself to its dissipation” (1977: 95). He
further argues that what he calls “the complex course of descent” is not a Bimagt
narrative, but the unintentional proliferation of “accidents” that become avagalilasic
structural units in larger, artificially constructed — as opposed to ordjgrocaurring —
narratives (1977: 81). Examining folk revivalism’s discourse of the rediscovery and
reaffirmation of national identity through Foucault@mplex course of desceiitis
possible to deconstruct this romantic mythology into a fortunate proliferatiorcideats
in the most innocent moments of folk revivalism. The story of twentieth and twerty-firs
century folk revivalism, though, is always not so accidental. In other instahees, t

absorption of memories and dreams initially outside the purview of dominant culture into
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larger narratives celebrating the inimitable character of that vettyredlas a great deal
to say about the disease and anxiety with which those who construct and consume
America’s official culture industry regard the truths to which these eslaxperiences
speak.

The memories and dreams of those like the Gudgers exist on the periphery of
accepted discourses on the American past as if satellites threatenisigipd the
established planetary order. Marshaled along fixed borders of historergretation as
it were, these are memories that the cultural agents of officially endarserican
narratives must disremember. Disremembering is not an active attefogdb
incidents that have the potential to indict the dominant social order; it is an dathn w
the referential content of an expression or tradition originating outside of thiegbalr
cultural purposes of the incumbent hegemon — for my purposes it could be a blues song
or a prison work song — is absorbed into a more broadly conceived agenda. Through this
abstract assimilation, the original intent of the message is supersededlbtpgether
different historical project. Rather than allow the truths suggested by thaatdmi
culture’s disinterest in allowing space for the actual historical expseof the “folk” in
celebratory narratives of national identity, certain institutions and indsistithin
dominant American culture have used the interstices in the stories of the dickistd
as empty vessels that these cultural brokers fill with commemorative ctméetells a

story that celebrates the dominant culture itself.

Robert Johnson is a very appropriate organizing principle for an examination of

the impulses behind folk revivalism; he could even be described as a nexus where the
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three revivals intersect across time and space. Johnson’s own life an@arhgabeath
were coincidental with the largely public sector revival of the 1930s and 1940s, and,
twenty years later, Columbia records released the Robert Johnson lélbgraf the
Delta BluesSingers at the height of the 1960s urban folk revival, where it was met with
the zealous rhetoric of religious converts. Likewise, the memory of Roberbdohas
been central to the commodity-infused folk revival of the postmodern period, which has
become synonymous with the fil@x Brother, Where Art Thou?Nearly concurrent with
the O Brotherrevival, several music scholars have published new studies of Johnson’s
legacy in American culture. Due to this confluence of renewed interest in and
commemoration of Robert Johnson, scholars, students and fans of blues in general, and of
Johnson in particular, find themselves at a discursive crossroads. In a contemporary
study, Patricia Schroeder argues that Johnson has always been, in her wandtge sttt
space” (2004: 19). Early in the twenty-first century, that sentiment is afipecie.
Along with Schroeder, Elijah Wald, Barry Pearson, and David McCulloch have, in their
own recent publications, attempted to untangle the romantic discourse that has
enshrouded Johnson for so long. Coincidentally, Eric Clapton’s aMerand Mr.
Johnsonhas given new life to the romantic poetics that have mythologized Johnson in
American culture since the early 1940s. We thus find ourselves at a point in time when
Johnson, arguably the apotheosis of Delta blues in the American imaginary, is an
extremely intensified field of contestation.

Southern historian W. Fitzhugh Brundage identifies this potential for divergent
interpretations of historical memories as one the fundamental attributest pepale

and events which, like Robert Johnson’s legacy, linger between groups struggling to
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control accepted understandings of the past. In short, Brundage illustratesni@ian
are often contested spaces wherein groups contend to establish ascendagfsmeani
Within this dynamic framework, access to a culture’s or a society&fep®rms of

power are essential variables that determine which group in a struggle ovexsaezbnt
memory is able to construct and maintain their interpretation of past events, ptaces
people. The implications for such an understanding of memory in the American South
are particularly powerful due to the region’s history of segregation, disaiion, and
racial polarization. As white southerners have most often held within their puhgew
necessary social power for inscribing meaning on the region’s past, thellees ia long
history of the largely white political and social establishment silenccaleetions

which express contradictory interpretations of past experiences that desnate
dominant commemorative narratives. Quite frequently, these contestedesitesp
scars on the southern landscape of memory, and there is a certain import togkbansin
land of blood that is far too often not metaphorical (2000: 7-12).

While the implications for the ongoing construction of the commemoration of
Robert Johnson, an African American man living in an era of institutionalized racism
who succumbed to a violent and unknown fate, should seem quite clear, Brundage’s
insights on which alternative versions of memories become accepted, atileast w
suspended in a contested field, also shed light on the cultural convergence at thie hear
folk revivalism: in this interface of differentiated cultural groups, teltgterpretations
have achieved superior status in the negotiation of social-meaning making due to the
unequal distribution of access to structures of power. Thus, while Robert Johnson is

clearly an example of a contested memory in the context of understanding the pfocess
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memory creation in the American South, as a figure drawn into the cultural momentum of
several folk revivals, the construction of his legacy during these convesgease
riddled with the same central issues of power and access. Likewsssita®f memory,
Robert Johnson, as well as other southern vernacular musicians, impedes a nasttalgic vi
from opening across the southern landscape. The following study will revisiike
such disfigurements on the southern geography of memory that, in their erasure or
assimilation, allow the American past to burst forth in all of its romantigglor

In Chapter One, | turn to Alan Lomax’s memdihe Land Where the Blues
Began to establish the brutal labor system in place in Mississippi in the 1930s and 1940s,
and to suggest that, within this system, African American labor was an essentia
component contributing to the expansion of the scope of America’s economic wealth and
international influence as the nation was on the brink of the Second World War. | next
examine the life and astonishingly brief recording career of Robert Johngomg pa
special attention to his professional aspirations when juxtaposed with thel lande
exploitative opportunities presented to young African American males in the 1930s
Mississippi Delta; the violent and mysterious way in which he died and the mvthes |
which the established authorities in Jim Crow Mississippi either ignored otiategl the
irregularities in that story; and, by extension, how such circumstances aatteort
of memories later figures and institutions within America’s dominant eultauld want
to disremember about a black blues singer’s life in the American South of the 1930s
when constructing a coherent and nostalgic narrative of commemoration regheding t
American past. Finally, | analyze the fieldwork Alan Lomax conducted duriag@ta as

in the name of the federal government, situating him as a leading cultural braker of
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1930s folk revival, and | critique the ramifications of what | have called hissiS&igpi
Paradox,” whereby cultural practices beyond the pale of official Anmedaktiure
became representative examples of that same culture in sanctifiediorst! spaces.

In Chapter Two, | chart the metamorphosis of Robert Johnson’s legacy in the
1960s from that of an aspiring professional blues musician performing in the most
popular styles of his day to the nearly archetypal folk blues man exemplar in the
imaginary of the decade’s countercultural urban folk revival. Central to this
transformation was the way in which Johnson’s lyrics and imagery, assitef a
mysterious fate, resonated with the political and cultural energies gergotathe
subjective landscapes of the revival. Placing Johnson’s commemoration in tlie oheca
the larger context of the folk revival’'s imagination by examining John Cohen and his
work on the Friends of Old Time Music concerts, Robert Johnson becomes one of many
southern vernacular musicians who presented the possibility of discovering aatiake
American character at a time when the country’s ideals were flounderidgagmariod
dominated by violent domestic discord at home, a controversial war abroad, and the
increased availability of mass produced culture. However, focusing on wddhtthe
politics of the open road,” it is clear that his legacy in 1960s said a great areshbout
the struggles, dreams, and desires of his white folk music fans than it did about his
dreams or those of his African American contemporaries. Since the powercasd a
necessary to establish accepted renderings of memory were within domalinesfaefof
his privileged white fans, their commemoration of Robert Johnson displaced hisynemor
in the African American imaginary. As much as the 1960s revivalists hopedftomeaf

their utopian vision as the country continued to further abandon its principles, in the
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dissonance that resulted from the convergence of the counterculture youth movement and
southern vernacular musicians, the imaginary worlds of the former group disioensel
the past memories and imagined futures of the latter.

| conclude in Chapter Three with an examination of folk revivification in the
postmodern moment at the end of the twentieth and the beginning of the twenty-first
centuries. In this chapter, | seek to know in what ways the institutions and irglatrie
America’s official culture apparatus have disremembered a rebelliousrlugcian
who inspired the imagination of a countercultural movement by locating him in an
institutional space celebrating the America’s musical heritage andirgplam — and
other southern vernacular musicians — with several commodified, “glossy” images,
including commemorative stamps and nostalgically rendered movie chasauddtknic
landscapes. Whereas black labor was fundamental to the establishment of ‘America
international dominance in the years preceding World War Il, in the aftermtté of
country’s military and economic ascendency, there has been a secondary cultura
expansion. Crucial to this expression of the country’s emerging global hegerasny w
the ability of multinational corporate coalitions to export a romanticizedrigan
identity, as symbolized by representations of musical traditions native toulie $ito
areas that had been made available through more overt forms of occupation. As souther
vernacular musicians, such as Robert Johnson, were imbued with specific historical
experiences that would make manifest the contradictions inherent in the exparbk®n of
American capitalist system, these memories had to be reenacted inveaihat they
were rendered innocuous of these connotations, thereby presenting a desirabtd image

America in international markets. Early in the new millennium, the postmodavalrd
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argue, has disremembered the egalitarian vision of the American imagiiaeyname

of the continued advance of western capitalism towards the perpetual replicatseif.of
This study, then, will examine the genealogy of Robert Johnson’s memory, which

has unfolded irregularly with revisions appearing at noticeably intengiéedds of

commemoration, in the various permutations of dominant American culture in an attempt

to make a unique insight regarding a complex historical phenomenon, that of folk

revivalism. As a study of Robert Johnson, | will consider the reasons and motivations

that led a series of privileged and revivalist cultural brokers, dissatisith their

historical situation, to elevate the memory of a musician beyond the status hehigad |

own lifetime to the point where he became a legend that inspired their liveackimgy

the amplification of Johnson’s legacy during these periods of vernacular revioifica

this unique cultural phenomenon, predicated upon the convergence of normally disparate

cultures, will have traversed the continuum of social practice in the lastrygemt

countercultural practice challenging the country’s social and polititableshment at

one moment, and a mechanism of the culture industry to enable the solidification of the

American status quo across new geographies in more recent times. Atlyganject

is a study of the power of the imagination and memory, which inspired a series of

privileged individuals who were bearing witness to the erosion of the Amedeals i

they held most dear, and who found an image that addressed their impending anxieties.

Sadly, this study is also the story of the power of postmodern and hegemonic forces to

co-opt these images so that they speak to the expanding dominance of multinational

capitalism. As much as | hope to suggest the power of imagining and remembering, |
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more importantly want to suggest the more insidious ability to disremember hgiast t

could convict our present.
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Chapter 1

Discovering America in the Mouth of Jim Crow:
Alan Lomax, Robert Johnson, and the Mississippi Paradox

In the Spring of 2005, | traveled to the Delta Blues Symposium at Arkansas State
University in Jonesboro, Arkansas, to present a paper that was largely a cdndense
version of the following study. Arriving at the Memphis International Airdquicked
up my rental car and, before heading west into Arkansas, | had lunch at the Arcade
Restaurant, which had experienced a fleeting moment of fame on the horizon of
American popular culture in the late 1980s when it was used as a filming location in
director Jim Jarmusch’s cult classic and cinematic tribute to Memphistal legacy,
Mystery Train As | was parking my car, | was surprised to learn that the diner was
located a short walk from the National Civil Rights Museum, formerly the lrerai
Hotel, where Martin Luther King, Jr. was assassinated in 1966. Upon finishing my
lunch, I wandered around this historic site, a deep wound in the wellsprings otAmeri
memory, which had now been resuscitated as a memorial to the struggle for a more
inclusive society.

After this brief excursion, | made my way back onto I-40 and crossed the muddy
expanse of the Mississippi River into Arkansas. Having watched the skyline of
Memphis, the metropolis of the Mid-South, slowly shrink away in my rear view naisror
if swallowed whole by the river's powerful waters in an act of retributionnfioiniging

upon its suffocating borders, | passed further into the far northwestern corher of t



Delta, picking up I-55 North and then US 63. All around the artifices of mankind fell
away, and a familiar fecund vista opened before me as if a stage curtain g b
back, allowing the cavernous sky to meet the earth at a perfect 180 degrebatnmidy
exists for me in the Mississippi’s great flood plain. | was driving down amit@fstretch
of two lane road that finally disappeared from view at the vanishing point, where the
gradual curve in the earth’s surface caused the highway to fall from view asnbled
into outer space. Here, on this headlong vector of paved earth with endless rows of crops
bursting forth from the fertile soil on both sides of my car as far as | couldseeture
that one could witness driving down an unfathomable number of roads throughout the
southern Delta — | felt an enlivening recollection of home.

Though the landscape of the Delta, thickly strewn with kudzu and carved almost
surgically by countless tributaries, loomed large throughout my formyeiues, |
became most familiar with it during the many fieldwork trips | took in myyearénties.
On more than one occasion | filled the gap in time between interviews with blues
musicians by exploring out-of-the way highways and back roads in search of faedma
that had attained a mythical quality for me: Stovall Plantation, the crossnbexdection
of Highways 61 and 49 outside of Clarksdale, the graves of Mississippi Fred M¢Dowel
and Sam Chatmon, and towns like Avalon and Itta Benna. From these unplanned
adventures, two of my photographs have always remained more stirring thast:ttteere
first — a small, white-washed church with a gravel lot, steeple ascesidm@rds, sitting
along a two lane highway, perfectly elegant in the black and white photograph and
outlined from behind by dense woods — brought to mind the singing of hymns, hands

clapping and a deep, resonant faith; the second — the remnants of a shotgun house with
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only the front wall erect, its empty doorway filled with the day’s dyigbtliand
receding from view through this door frame were rows of cotton rippling into ttedes
like the tide going out to sea — inspired in me feelings of wonderment and mizstery t
such a peculiar image did indeed exist in the corporeal world.

In truth, though, my imagination had been nurtured to expect and value this land
and the people who animated it by the authors | encountered in the “Mississgbioih se
of Oxford’s Square Books: Larry Brown, Barry Hannah, Lewis Nordan, \Wilberis,
Shelby Foote, William and Walker Percy, Richard Ford, Eudora Welty and, of course,
William Faulkner. Devouring their fascinating tales of Yazoo witches, omitmalisn
burial mounds and the ever present past, epic Civil War battles, and magical sivamps,
formed my own prosthetic memories of a southern childhood which in truth | never fully
lived. For instance, though | have never been hunting, the story of Larry Browh’s fir
kill on a deer hunt fron®n Fire, or the primeval power of Faulkner’s “The Bear,”
brought the beauty of this primordial experience home for me. A solidly middk-clas
white American for whom any sense of a regional identity had remained oacbfdae
to both my parents’ beguiling refusal to stay in one place for more thanydaeeand
the homogenizing effects of mass media in the digital age, | looked back overrthe yea
and decided Mississippi was a better, more romantic frontier in which to planagny fl
and present myself as a child of this cultural and literary heritage. All mya
conscious choice to prosthetically embrace a partial, or an imagined, Migisrgas no
great sin; we are all romantics after our own fashion. What is problematichthsug
when one’s romantic yearnings sublimate another’s most tortured realism, when one

person’s Auschwitz becomes another person’s Eden. And it is by no means a great
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exaggeration to call the Jim Crow South of the 1930s in general, and Mississippi more
specifically, just such a horribly inhumane place for African AmericanRieert

Johnson and his contemporaries.

In his memoir,The Land Where the Blues Begafan Lomax paints a stark and
brutal picture of black life in Mississippi in the 1930s and early 1940s, describing both
the limited and shackling economic opportunities available to African Americankend t
many violent threats and gruesome horrors Delta blacks faced in thepatoutal
environments as well as their daily lives. Even nearly sixty yearstafend of
Reconstruction, the state of Mississippi still openly contested the right fefdéel
government to exercise power and authority within its borders when such aabialds w
threaten Jim Crow’s established social order. On at least one occasion, locatiasit
rendered New Deal relief efforts futile by refusing to properly distribigatrand flour to
hungry black families (Lomax 1993: 193-194). In the midst of this openly hostile social
environment, Lomax details at length three primary forms of backbreaking @hgior
that were a means whereby African Americans were able to support Wesresed their
families while simultaneously making essential contributions to the growtte of t
region’s and nation’s economy: sharecropping, building the system of leveeshaong t
Mississippi River, and laying the railroads that were continuing to exteodsatre state
(Lomax 1993: 142-255).

Sharecropping in the postbellum South was, in essence, a form of economic
servitude or peonage through which poor tenant farmers, often black, became bonded in

debt to white landowners. According to the terms of this financial arrangemeeebet
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landlord and tenant, the white plantation owner provided the tenant with a plot of land, a
house, and the supplies necessary to plant and harvest a crop while, in return, the tenant’s
family supplied the labor, working the land during the planting season. In theory, at the
end of the season the two parties were supposed to divide the crop equally; in reality
however, the landowner was able to pay the tenant an arbitrary sum according to his
discretion, and the device that tilted the balance in the plantation owner’s favorhe&hen t
time came to split the crop was the commissary.

It was here that the tenant’s family had to borrow all the supplies, clothing, and
food they needed during the year, accumulating a growing debt whilaguvaitsee the
profit yielded from the year's crop. Of course, once they harvested thenztdpeatime
came to settle their account at the commissary, the tenants were notldtcsee or
verify their accumulated debt on the landlord’s books. Rather, at the plantation owner’s
caprice, a vicious and unending cycle of debt had been set in motion, and poor, unlanded
tenants continually found themselves owing an ever-increasing balance toitdne w
aristocratic landlord, an amount that, until settled, bound them and their family to the
confines of a specific plantation. For those outspoken few who voiced displeasigre at t
inherent inequality and dishonesty of this arrangement, the fortunate had to uproot their
family and relocate in search of a new means of support; quite often though, the proper
authorities — including the overseer, members of the Klan, or even local law ergatce
officials — threatened, intimidated, and cajoled the dissenters with violedavan
death (1993: 93-98).

While sharecropping clearly had its antecedent in the antebellum world ofyslaver

— indeed being largely of a not-so-subtle extension of this system — the role obblack |
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in laying the railroad and building the levees was an essential factor in howlthe D
became profitable for the white, southern landed aristocracy, and the nagiorhake, in

the twentieth century. Writing nearly a half century after observing tltafonantal and
transformational impact black labor had upon the southern landscape, Lomax wrote,
“Farm boys and plowmen left home to become professional boatmen, muleskinners, and
railroaders, learning the pains and pleasures of the lonesome road. Theedmelabrs
brought daylight into the swamps, tamed the big muddy rivers, and built the roads along
which wealth and change came to the Delta” (1993: 142). Yet, despite the wealth these
professions brought to the region — and despite the fact they were often freeslabore
taking regular wages — African American railroaders building the Souti's ne
infrastructure and muleskinners working to erect the large dikes thatdeXdhz
Mississippi’s annual floodwaters were by no means immune to the degradatitet visi
upon their sharecropping contemporaries, who found themselves conjoined by debt to a
white landowner and plantation. One veteran of the levee work crews explained “it wa
just like the penitentiary. Theyaid you what they wanted, theyve you what they

wanted you to have. If you didn’t do it like they want it, sombody’s [going to] beat you
up” (quoted in Lomax 1993: 251).

Much like sharecroppers, railroaders and muleskinners found themselves on the
wrong end of an exploitative system, often forced to live in degraded conditions in
segregated work camps located deep in the Delta wilderness and to labor under the
watchful eye of brutal white overseers, the threat of lashing, shooting, and lynching
looming ever present. Meanwhile, the physical demands the labor and the climate

imposed upon them far exceeded any rational expectation of the tests the human body
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could survive. A good steel gang had to exhaust body and spirit to lay a quarter mile of
track a day, working in teams to drive the spikes that joined the ties to the swithe
six-pound hammers while the Mississippi sun beat down upon them. Driving steel in this
manner was by no means a simpler matter of brute strength. Rather, done properly, the
work required skillfully coordinated and choreographed movements, suggesting the
crucial role the proud but burdensome craftsmanship of black steel drivers played in
establishing inroads for the burgeoning forces of industrial capitalisng toteuest to

the land and bounty of the southern frontier in the first half of the last century XLoma
1993: 142-169).

By comparison, the life of African American muleskinners working on the levees
was more prone to violence and mortal danger. Lomax described the world of Delta
levees as “the last American frontier, even more lawless than the Bain/fits palmiest
days, partly because there was, so to speak, open season on blacks, considered less
valuable than the mules they drove ... [the] often desperate men who contracted to build
a section of the Mississippi levee ... corvéed their labor, they overworked and underpaid
them, ruling them with pistol-whippings and the ever-present threat of lynching” (1993:
216-217). Though possibly more fundamentally discomforting than these unmistakable
and explicit outward acts of violence, a part of daily life on the levee, Wemnadre
thought-out and rationalized decisions, which embodied a cold and pragmatic estimation
of the value of human lives as smaller, expendable units contributing to a greater
endeavor. As Walter Brown, a veteran of the construction of the Mississippi River
levees, explained to Lomax, “They'd have them rolling wheelbarrows up a runtigay. |

be hot, just like this hot now. They got a boss out there telling you, ‘Come on with it.
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Come on with it’ Some of [them] get hot — they go to dump the wheelbarrow and they
would fall into the pit. The next wheelbarrow of dirt, they’d throw it on the top [of] you!
Leave you right there” (quoted in Lomax 1993: 253).

Such tales, which reveal the basic disregard for human life exhibited by
contractors and other local authorities when weighed against the expedirtbis
integrating the Delta into the national effort to broaden the ever wideeingf the
American economy in the twentieth century, abound throughout Lomax’s conversations
with black laborers from the Mississippi Delta in the 1930s and 1940s. Where the effor
of black labor had made possible the networks of travel, transport, and communication in
opening the far reaches of the South to the financial interests of the industtégl w
African American manpower, in constructing over one thousand miles of levee wall
along the banks of the Mississippi River, had erected a shield that alloweditbe fert
region to prosper undisturbed by the river’'s destructive waters. Restindulgaa®it
were and giving forth its natural riches uninterrupted, the fecund soil of tisesMppi
Delta would generate seemingly infinite sums of money and other commdalittee
regional and national economies. As one white overseer proudly declared, “We levee
contractors created a billion dollars worth of land and property and that big gréen wal
protects that wealth. It's land that produces like no other land in the world” (Lomax
1993: 212-255).

Along with these three most widespread and entrenched entrée points into a life of
backbreaking physical labor available to Delta blacks during Lomax’s foeldisips of
the 1930s and early 1940s — which are most accurately considered examples of peonage —

one other potential experience loomed large on the Mississippi landscape fanAfric
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Americans living in the Jim Crow South: the physically and spiritually inmgospecter

of Mississippi’'s Parchman State Penitentiary. Though not an employment opgydstuni
any stretch of the imagination, the forced labor of black convicts on the statatfarm
Parchman was another apparatus in the exploitative system through wtach sta
government agencies and private entrepreneurs partnered to extract arahdesmthe
Delta’s natural resources in order to further cement the region’s and the'ati
expanding economic vision, status, and wealth. As late as 1957, only a few years before
the civil rights movement brought the horrible conditions raging rampant thoatig

much of Mississippi to bare on the nation’s conscience, a reporter fdetiné’ ork Post
described this manipulative approach to the treatment and rehabilitation of prisoners
“The state penitentiary system at Parchman is simply a cotton plantatigrcaavicts

as labor. The warden is not a penologist, but an experienced plantation manager. His
annual report to the legislature is not of salvaged lives; it is a profit and ltesaestd,

with the accent on profit” (quoted in Lomax 1993: 257).

That such a profit-minded approach to utilizing the time and energy of individuals
who were judged to have violated the rules of society was cynical and fatalistic in
estimating the potential for a human life to redeem its worth is certainpfaewthough,
were the living conditions that existed during the confinement of black convicts at
southern penitentiaries like Parchman. In the many interviews Lomax conduittied w
the walls of southern state penitentiaries during his numerous fieldwork trips, he
documented stories of such horror and abuse, of such inhumanity and violence, that they
seemed to arise from another time and place, calling to mind an entiretraditi

infamous prison accounts, including Fyodor Dostoevskits House of the Dead
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Alexandr Solzenitsyn'She Gulag Archipelagaand more geographically proximate
accounts of life in the Confederate prison at Andersonville.

Lomax himself equated the brutality he learned of in these southern institutions
of forced labor with Nazi concentration camps. The nightmarish tales he heard at
Parchman and other penitentiaries throughout the South prominently featureeintecurr
images of inmates disappearing to never be seen or heard from again, prisogens |
pools of their own blood after having been whipped and beaten to the brink of death,
sexual abuse, unchecked violence and aggression, and coldly calculated execution. On
those few occasions when the perpetrators of these heinous crimes, most often white
overseers, were identified and questioned, spurious investigations were the norm; the
guilty went unpunished and were allowed to continue working on the prison farms in the
same or similar capacities (Lomax 1993: 256-313). Amid this life of moral digya
that unfolded concurrently with the ongoing entrenchment of middle class, suburban
America in the middle of the last century, the labor of African American ctenvic
continued to be a crucial means to an end: the efficient march of the logic afisapit
towards excessive profit, economic progress, and the continuous expansion of markets.

This, then, is the aggregate of the established labor system presented to a young,
African American male in Mississippi in the early 1930s and 1940s: sharecroppér, st
driver, muleskinner, convict — all one in the same, which is to say institutionalized
peonage contributing invaluably to a rapidly expanding national economy while
simultaneously experiencing infamous levels of brutality. Accuratdigdah picture
begins to coalesce of a national project to organize, interconnect, tame, and aeuaipul

vast swath of land and water in order to expand the reach and reconceptualize the scope
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of a national economy on the brink of a new period of international influence. And of
central importance to America’s emergence was the role of the southekridior in

this exploitative and bottom line-oriented system.

Of the two extant pictures of Robert Johnson, the full-length studio portrait taken
in Memphis in 1935, while he was in his mid-twenties, speaks volumes about the life he
imagined he could make for himself as a musician. Seated on a stool, Johnson is the
epitome of the well-dressed, professional musician, holding his guitar in his fapes i
photographer caught him plying his trade. For the occasion, he is wearing anfine, pi
striped suit, a neck tie with a matching handkerchief in his coat breast pocket, and a
fedora hat tilted to one side. Based on this photograph, Robert Johnson, like many of his
peers, saw a career as a blues performer as a launching pad to attaitengtad social
status that included all of the incumbent finer things in life, material sdpegtond the
means of most laboring African Americans in the Mississippi Delta, andrtasf pa
actually achieving this goal, he was embodying this image of successselfai
presentation (Wald 2004: xiii).

Other than these two photographs, though, the only other historical artifact music
scholars and fans are left with are the twenty-nine tracks Johnson cut for Dam $aw
Antonio, Texas, in 1936 and 1937. Beyond this concrete, tangible evidence, there is a
relative abundance of information that Johnson’s fans and biographers have glesned fr
conversations and interviews with his contemporaries, including Son House, Honeyboy
Edwards, Robert Junior Lockwood, Johnny Shines, and a few family members. Yet,

rather than painting a clear but partial picture, these first-hand repmgstsestablish
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Robert Johnson’s legacy as a shifting and contested space. These discordant and
incomplete accounts begin to suggest what about Robert Johnson'’s life both makes him
available to be disremembered in later celebratory narratives and wdatimeae very
narratives necessary. The brief sketch of Robert Johnson’s life, career, #nld dea
include here is not meant to encapsulate his entire story; | am includingjtreepents

in his life that would later constitute his commemoration in American popular&ultur

For a more comprehensive biography or biographical sketch, see Guralnick (1982),
Pearson and McCulloch (2003), Schroeder (2004), and Wald (2004).

The officially accepted date of Johnson’s birth, according to one of his half-
sisters, is May 8, 1911. Various accounts and records, however, contest this date, and the
best estimate establishes that Robert Leroy Johnson was born somevwiees A&x10
and 1913. For most of his childhood, young Robert moved between the homes of his
mother, her husband, and his biological father. Interestingly, he went bigsacfe
names throughout his life, including Robert Spencer, R. L. Spencer, and Robert Dodds,
and his family and friends rarely knew him as Robert Johnson (Guralnick 1982: 9). In
the early 1930s, his wife, Virginia Travis, died at the age of sixteen while ditingto
their first child. Angry that Robert was not present when his wife died hig/fand
friends blamed his aspiring career as a blues musician and his assumed@ssathat
the Devil this profession entailed for the tragic death. That Johnson experienced such a
apparent tragedy early in his life may offer one interpretation as tdishyrics
presented the image of a man tormented by the workings of the Devil. Blamed for the

death of his wife and feeling a drastic sense of loss after this measinglesl blow to
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his young family, Robert Johnson took up the wandering life of a blues singing
troubadour (Schroeder 2004: 19-21).

One essential fact about Johnson'’s life thabiscontested, at least by his
contemporaries, was the lifestyle he passionately refused. Faced wigiptbssive
system of sharecropping, a young Robert Johnson made one rebellious decision: he
would not be subjected to this unfair and backbreaking life. According to a neighbor,
Johnson emphatically said, “I don’t wanna work; I'm tryin’ to learn how to make my
livin" withoutpickin’ cotton” (quoted in Calt and Warldlow 1989: 43). Instead, he was
going to try and hone his musical skills so that he could make a living as a professiona
blues man. To this end, Johnson traveled extensively, exposing himself to myriad
influences and learning the hottest and most popular blues sounds of his era; he admired
and adapted the styles of numerous popular performers such as Leroy Carr, Kokomo
Arnold, and Lonnie Johnson (Wald 2004: 173-174).

Though Johnson took up the life of a wandering troubadour, he did briefly settle
into various communities in Arkansas and Mississippi, to temporarily arrest his
movement. It was during one such stop in Robinsonville, Mississippi, in the early 1930s
that Robert Johnson met one of his own musical idols, Son House, a blues man who
would later play a major role in the construction of the crossroads myth. @ities
and fans repeat a now famous story from Son House about Johnson’s stay in
Robinsonville ad infinitum. House would play at local house parties with his friend,
Willie Brown. Whenever they took a break to cool off outside, Robert would take the
opportunity to try his hand at playing some blues songs with House’s guitar. As Johnson

was still a novice performer, the people at the party would quickly urge House and
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Brown to stop the young man’s performance. Shortly after one such instance, Robert
Johnson disappeared from Robinsonville for a period of time that House recalls as about
half a year. After this lapse of time, Johnson came walking in the front door at a house
party where House and Brown were playing with a guitar slung over his shoulder, and
proceeded to convince them to let him play a few songs. To their amazement, the young
man had returned as an astonishingly skilled blues guitarist (Wald 2004: 108-111). In an
attempt to understand how Robert Johnson could have quickly acquired such speed and
talent, House later suggested that he might have “bartered his soul to the devdb(Pe
and McCulloch 2003: 31). When this story circulated through popular culture in the
1960s, the myth of Robert Johnson selling his soul at a Delta crossroads was born.
Throughout the early and mid 1930s, Johnson traveled as far North as New York,
all the while further perfecting his craft and hoping to record some tracks. In 1936,
through the efforts of talent scout H. C. Speir, Robert Johnson traveled to San Antonio,
Texas, to record with Don Law. During this first recording session, hedextgixteen
tracks. Then, in 1937, he returned to Law’s studio in San Antonio to record his final
thirteen tracks (Wald 2004: 114-122). When Robert Johnson walked out of Don Law’s
studio that summer, he had recorded his entire corpus of twenty-nine songs, the most
tangible and important part of the legacy that he would bequeath to his fans andbcritics t
interpret and construct his memory in American popular culture. In just ovar,a ye
Robert Johnson would be dead.
In death, Robert Johnson was once again a nexus for conflicting versions of
history. In the commonly accepted story detailing his demise, a jealous husband

poisoned the young blues singer for having an affair with his wife, and Johnson finally
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succumbed to pneumonia several days later (Wald 2004: 123-124). However, other

friends, family members, and local, white officials attributed his death toge 1@t

factors, including stabbing, female jealousy, and syphilis. They also disagtle time

and date of his death (Schroeder 2004: 19-20, 42-48). Since confusion is a recurring

theme in the life of Robert Johnson, it should not be surprising that nobody knows for

sure where he was buried. Skip Henderson, a man who helps to raise money to provide

headstones for the graves of blues singers buried in previously unmarked graves, has

erected two separate markers for Johnson; other fans of the blues singers aggue that

third unmarked grave is where friends laid Robert to rest (Cheseborough 20024)16-
The discrepancies in this brief biographical sketch of Robert Johnson reveal the

great extent to which later fans have pieced together his life story outmf ofte

contradictory and contesting threads in an effort to weave these inedtised. Yet,

what is more troubling, and thus necessitates imaginative revision, is how hiebless

to the historical experience of African Americans in the 1930s Delta. Ldtaalsf

exhibited such a high level of disinterest in accurately documenting black exjeettat

they allowed for omissions in Johnson'’s life at the most fundamental rites afpass

birth and death. More than simply failing to attend to accurate documentation of these

essential human experiences, they omitted the information due to a complejardisre

for black life. Most telling of all, local officials quickly dismissed Roklhnson’s

death, and never brought the murderer to justice. Or, due to assumptions about black

promiscuity, they just as likely assumed that a sexually transmittembdisiealt Johnson

a mortal blow (Schroeder 2004: 19-20, 42-52).
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Thus, by examining the major social forces and historical currents adyoiizng
Johnson’s own lifetime, we quickly begin to see the need for ambassadors df the lat
twentieth-century culture industry in subsequent decades to contain thesoméle
echoes of the Delta in national memory by endorsing and circulating dlogee
narratives about the region’s place within American identity. To let tegs®in
historical discourses go unfilled and unmediated would make apparent the extreme
indifference with which local authorities regarded the uncertainty and veoteat
marred African American life in the Delta during this period. When juxtaposédivt
concurrent contribution of black labor to the furtherance of the region’s economic
growth, a picture comes into focus wherein a group of people who were egeethtal
country’s international ascendancy were also denied the full benefits of thateath.

Such a past had the potential to disrupt nostalgic stories of continual progress and the
advance of the American Dream to the far reaches of the globe. By creatytiy a m
which ascribes Johnson’s death to a mysterious deal with the Devil, however,
promulgators of dominant historical narratives, as well as his legiombite fans in the
1960s, were able to lift a romantically imagined and exotically situ2¢d#td to a new

plane in the American imaginary, dislodging Johnson’s memory from its pldoe in t
African American imaginary.

Despite the fact that he was imitating and possibly even improving upon the most
up to date, popular sounds of the day, Johnson, in the years immediately after his death,
never surpassed or even equaled his musical influences in popularity with his
contemporary black audience. According to Elijah Wald, the blues divas — Besdie Smit

Ma Rainey, and Mamie Smith — along with piano-guitar duos like Tampa Red and
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Georgia Tom joined Leroy Carr at the top of Bikboard “Race” charts (2004: 14-42).
Nevertheless, in his decision to flee the life of sharecropping and seek thealifieaely
dressed and urbane, professional musician, Johnson committed a significant
revolutionary act: he rejected the system of economic servitude endemic to the
exploitative labor infrastructure of 1930s Mississippi, and claimed a levgeotg that
many of his contemporaries did not share by pursuing new opportunities made available
by the race record industry, even if that meant running the risk of dying a yoding a
violent death. For a little over twenty years, Robert Johnson likely remained on the
periphery of the imagination of his black contemporaries as a local musician @ho ha
achieved a small degree of popularity (Wald 2004: 194). More importantly, the specter
of his memory was a reminder of both the possibilities beyond life in the Deiltelless

the risks inherent to tacking a course against the prevailing winds.

In the summers of 1941 and 1942, Alan Lomax traveled to Mississippi with
members of the Sociology department at Fisk University to conduct a fielg and
collect songs for the Library of Congress. For Lomax, these trips makeetinin to the
South after an absence of several years. In 1933, at the age of 17, he had embarked on
his first such trip throughout the southern United States, accompanying his Jatirer
into numerous black penitentiaries in order to record songs on discs that they would
eventually donate to government archives in Washington, D.C. (Filene 2000: 1). Nearly
ten years later, Lomax was returning to the South as one of the foremost buttkieas
of his day, carrying both the authority of his status as a representative edi¢hnal f

government and the mantle of a folk revival that he had helped to begin in earnest in the
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1930s. Upon arriving in the Delta, one of the first people Lomax went looking to record
was Robert Johnson.

Several years before, in 1939, John Hammond, a young jazz critic and employee
of Columbia Records, had successfully urged the nascent ethnomusicologist to listen t
Johnson’s recordings, and now Lomax was determined to personally record this
“especially gifted” folk artist. Of course, much to Lomax’s disappointmenhison had
been dead for several years (Lomax 1993: 3-15). What is curious about Lomaxs desir
to record Johnson is that the late blues singer was a little known commodity, lgspecia
the minds of his African American contemporaries. Nevertheless, almgstarotthe
fact that only a small cadre of white, northern jazz aficionados held Robert Johnson’s
music in high esteem at that point in time, Lomax firmly believed that théllase
singer was “one of the two or three greatest ori