K. Christian McGuire-  from MLC 2004-05


The Blues and its Heirs

It has been said that the Blues is the easiest thing to learn and the hardest thing to master.  It is easy because it consists of a simple form of chord progression and verses.  It is hard to master because it requires a deep-felt connection between the soul and the instrument or voice in order to express the emotion.   More than anything else, it is this feeling which is the essence of the Blues.

The Origins of the Blues

The short answer to the origin of the blues is that it came directly from African-American spirituals (congregational songs dedicated to God) and work songs (songs sung by workers doing manual labor).  Modern researchers have speculated, although it has not been proven, that the origin of the Blues is a little more complicated than that.  They argue that it stems from the blend of African modal melodies with the harmonic structure provided by instruments of European folk music such as that of the Irish.  The synthesis of these two cultures is plausible in that both worked side by side while doing manual labor in the late 19th-century.  

Over generations, many Irish, as well as other ethnic European cultures, chose to shed their unique identities in order to assimilate to the established “white” society.  The first African-Americans on the other hand had no choice as they were robbed of their culture.  They were kidnapped from their homes in Africa, sold into slavery, and forbidden to practice their culturally unique customs.  Bigotry forced them into the homogenized category, “black” even though they too came from many unique cultures.

The Emergence of the Blues

The first known existence of what we call the blues appeared in the lower Mississippi River valley in the late 1890s.  These early musicians used guitar, banjo, harmonica, and piano.  Blues songs were passed from musician to musician, not in written notation, but by word of mouth, gradually developing a formal structure.  

The first person to successfully publish the blues in sheet music was W.C. Handy with his song “Memphis Blues” (1912).  The success of his early publications earned him the title, “Father of the Blues”.  Soon other composers jumped on the bandwagon and by the 1920s the blues was being played and arranged for large bands and singers.

The Blues (and the related genre of Jazz) influenced composers of European heritage both in the United States and abroad.  By the early 1950s it lost popularity in the U.S. as Rock and Roll and R&B began to dominate the airwaves.  It was then re-introduced to young white Americans in the 1960s when British bands like The Rolling Stones, Cream, and Led Zeppelin began performing songs written by the older generation of American blues musicians

The Blues has since retained its popularity in all parts of the United States and the World.

Textual Elements of the Blues

Blues lyrics usually describe the hardships and injustices of life.  In a twelve-bar blues (see below) the lyrics consist of three equal lines of text.  The second line repeats the first and the third line acts as a conclusion.

	Pattern
	Text
	Measures
	Starting chord

	A
	I woke up this morning, just wanted to groan
	1-4
	I

	A
	I woke up this morning, just wanted to groan
	5-8
	IV

	B
	My woman left me, now I’m here all alone. 
	9-12
	V7


Musical Elements of the Blues

Blue notes are an identifying characteristic of the blues.  I define blue notes as an ambiguous pitch that spans a rough interval of a whole step.
  The three most common locations for blue notes (although they can occur anywhere) are the intervals of the flatted third and natural third; the tritone and the fifth; and the flatted seventh and the natural seventh.  

The human voice is the best place to listen for these ambiguities.  When blues notes are applied to instruments such as the piano and the guitar, adjustments have to be made.  It is a little easier on the guitar because a player may simply bend the string to alter the pitch.  The piano unfortunately can only play twelve exact pitches.  

Below is an example of a five-note (i.e. pentatonic) blues scale.  The standard five pitches are (C-E-F-G-Bb).  The first ambiguity is Eb and E.  A player can choose to play either pitch, or might briefly start on one and slide into the other.  Because of this, a blues song can sound both major and minor at the same time.
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The second and sixth degrees are also used in blues, but do not occur as frequently.  The pentatonic blues scale is especially useful in the guitar-based blues to which Rock ’n Roll and Country are heirs.  

Below is a graphical representation (i.e. tablature) of the lowest four strings on a guitar. This is not essential to memorize, but the concept is important to understand. 

	High G 
	flat 3
	3
	4
	Tritone
	5

	D string
	flat 7
	
	1(8)
	
	

	A string
	4
	tritone
	5
	 
	

	Low E string
	1 (start here)
	 
	
	flat 3
	3 


Each block represents a fret on the guitar.  Frets are those metal bars on the neck which divide the string into half steps.  For example, the “missing blocks” on the low E string are C# and D.  If you stare it this long enough you might start noticing some geometric patterns.

Understanding these “geometrical” relationships is important because many of the early guitar players (even those great guitarists from the 1960s) did not read music.  They read patterns.  These patterns are idiomatic to the guitar and the bass and do not translate well to piano or wind instruments.  These idioms had an impact on the selection of pitches used for melodies.  It is from these idioms that much of modern pop music evolved.

Harmonic and Rhythmic Elements of the Blues

As I said at the beginning, Blues is essentially about conveying feeling.  It can therefore take on many structural forms.  The most basic form of blues is called a 12-bar blues.  A bar is the same thing as a measure.  Metrically, a 12-bar blues is generally felt in 4/ 4 meter.  Another variation is the blues shuffle which is best notated in 12 /8 (i.e. 4 /4 where the quarter notes are sub-divided into triplets). 

The blues also uses 3 harmonic chords, the tonic (I), the sub-dominant (IV), and the dominant (V7).  The arrangement of these chords is shown below.

	Bar number
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12

	chord
	I
	IV
	I
	I
	IV
	IV
	I
	I
	V7
	IV
	I
	V7


If this were to played in the key of C, the chords for each measure would be:

	Bar number
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12

	chord
	C
	F
	C
	C
	F
	F
	C
	C
	G7
	F
	C
	G7


This of course only scratches the surface of the blues.  The following examples will identify some of the origins of the Blues and how it influenced Western Art Music, Jazz, and Rock n’ Roll. 



A Work Song

Rosie

Name: A Work Song

Nation of Origin: United States

Testable Title: Rosie

Date Recorded: 1947  

Genre: work song

Instrumentation: voices, chopping axes

Listen for: call and response, timing of axes

Pieces for Comparison: The Work Song, My Generation
Work Songs

Just as the name suggests, work songs are sung by workers.  In America we generally attribute work songs to native Africans who were brought to America and the West Indies as slaves to do tough manual labor.  Yet even after the Emancipation Proclamation, (an executive order to free the slaves, signed by Abraham Lincoln in 1863) during the height of the Civil War (1861-1865), the early African-Americans were still assigned jobs of hard labor such as: clearing the land for fields and roads, building levees and digging ditches.  

We can thank Alan Lomax for making field recordings of ethnic American songs during his travels around the U.S. (much like Bartok and Kodaly did in Eastern Europe).  Rosie comes from one such recording of workers at the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Parchman in 1947.

Timing with Call and Response

Work songs had two functions.  One was to help workers take their minds off of the monotonous hard work of manual labor. The other was to set the pace where jobs required coordinated teamwork.  This example of Rosie was used to coordinate up to ten men swinging axes to cut down a tree.  If their timing was just a little bit off, the results could be fatal.  Therefore, to set the pace of work, a caller sings out a solo line.  The other workers respond by swinging their axes in unison and singing a response.  It is like a a rowing team, where one person calls out “stroke” and the others respond with the oars in the water.

Some things to ponder

The early African-Americans were not the only disenfranchised group to be subjected to hard, unforgiving labor.  Irish and Chinese immigrants represented two other large groups (there were actually many groups of ethnic minorities) who built the railways, dams, levees, dug tunnels, worked in mines etc.  Irish-Americans had work songs of their own, such as Pat 

Works on the Railway which recounts the bigotry many Irish felt when they came to this country.  It consists of alternating verses of text with refrains of non-sense syllables.

Where are the work songs today?  When I work on my house or yard today, I usually just turn the radio on to MPR or a classic rock station and listen rather than actively try to coordinate my painting, hammering or lawn mowing with a work song of my own.  

B.B. King

It’s My Own Fault Baby

Name: B.B. King

Pronunciation: B.B. King

Dates: b. September 16, 1925

Place of Birth: Indianola, Mississippi 

Testable Title: It’s My Own Fault Baby

Date Composed: 1950s

Genre: 12-bar blues

Instrumentation: electric guitar, acoustic bass, drums, piano

Listen for: blues musical structure, AAB lyric form

Pieces for Comparison: I Want You, Manic Depression, My Generation
In the introduction to this chapter, I wrote that the Blues was revived in the 1960s by British bands who idolized the early African-American musicians who created it.  It was because of the popularity of these bands, and the growing support of the Civil Rights movement, that young white Americans began to look at the music made in their own “backyard.”  One such musician was B.B. King who successfully made this crossover by being one of the first blues musicians to tour with white rock acts during the late 1960s.
B.B. King

B.B. King is the most famous and most influential blues guitarist alive today.  He has been dubbed “King of the Blues” for his success in preserving its popularity.  He made his early living as a sharecropper.  A sharecropper rents land, seed, tools, etc. from a landowner then pays that landowner either in cash or crop.  Of course a problem arises when the crops fail and the sharecropper goes into debt.  King knew this was not the life for him so he packed up and left for Memphis, Tennessee.

He worked first as a disc jockey for an all black radio station and was known on air as the “Beale Street Blues Boy”, later shortened to “B.B.”  In 1949, he recorded his first songs and soon became known for his guitar-playing and soulful vocals.  Soon more recordings followed and King’s popularity grew all over the United States.  The rest you might say is history.
It’s My Own Fault Baby

The sheer amount and popularity of King’s recordings has made his style the most studied and imitated.  His guitar playing style is dominated by the technique of string “bending”.  A slow bend alters the pitch (very handy in producing blue notes) while rapid bending produces a trilled or tremolo effect.

It’s My Own Fault Baby is a standard 12-bar blues in 12/8 meter.  You will notice that King solos both as a vocalist and as a guitarist.  After he sings, he will respond with the guitar.  This combination of voice and guitar make up the melody.  The bass and the piano provide the harmony.  Both instruments, however improvise around the chords rather than simply playing the required chord tones.  The chord progression is nevertheless implied.  The bass also serves a double function as the chief rhythmic instrument.  Notice that under the verse, the bass plays sparingly but often accentuates the triplet feel with a rhythm of a quarter note followed by eighth note.  When King plays the guitar solo, the bassist creates a standard walking bass line (1:32).  A walking line is a form of counterpoint where the bass plays one note per beat in scalar patterns to connect from one chord to the next.  The drummer assists the bassist by accenting beats and providing fills (i.e. filling up the silence with sound).

	Bar number
	Intro
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5
	6
	7
	8
	9
	10
	11
	12

	Chord
	
	I
	IV
	I
	I
	IV
	IV
	I
	I
	V7
	IV
	I
	V7

	Text
	
	A
	-
	-
	-
	A 
	-
	-
	-
	 B
	-
	-
	-

	Min:sec
	0:00
	0:14

0:53
	
	
	
	0:22

1:07
	
	0:34

1:13
	
	0:40

1:20
	
	0:47

1:26
	


Other Notable Blues Artists

It is important to note that while many British bands made millions of dollars by playing the blues, many of the original African American blues musicians scraped by to earn a living.  Some musicians who deserve credit include, but are certainly not limited to: Son House, Howlin’ Wolf, Lead Belly, Blind Lemon Jefferson, T-Bone Walker, Sonny Boy Williamson, Muddy Waters, Bessie Smith, John Lee Hooker, and Willie Dixon.
Robert Johnson (1911-1938) a personal hero of Eric Clapton, was one of the earliest recorded blues guitarists.  According to legend, he became such an accomplished guitarist and gifted lyricist in such a short time that people speculated that he sold his soul to the devil at the crossroads.

George Gershwin

It Ain’t Necessarily So

Name: George Gershwin

Pronunciation: George Gursh-win

Dates: b. September 26, 1898; d. July 11, 1937

Nationality: United States Citizen

Testable Title: Porgy and Bess

Date Composed: 1935

Genre: Opera

Instrumentation: Solo voice, chorus, Orchestra

Listen for: call and response, blue notes

Pieces for Comparison: Rosie, The Work Song, My Generation

Gershwin
In his short life of 38 years, George Gershwin became one of the most beloved American composers of the 20th century.  He was born in New York City, the son of Russian immigrants.  He began as a self-taught pianist, playing music by ear and then took lessons in formal piano technique.  He privately studied the compositions of his contemporaries who included Duke Ellington, Igor Stravinsky, Arnold Schoenberg, and Maurice Ravel.

At the age of sixteen he dropped out of school and went to work for a music publisher.  In this position he was exposed to the popular music styles of the day, no doubt including the music of W.C. Handy, which he played for customers and bandleaders.  Soon he began writing his own songs and earned a reputation as an accomplished jazz pianist.     

In 1924 he wrote Rhapsody in Blue which integrated jazz and blues elements with a European style concerto.  He followed this with a similarly styled ballet, An American in Paris and the opera, Porgy and Bess.  Gershiwn died of a brain tumor in 1937 and was survived by his brother, Ira Gershwin who was his lyricist.

Porgy and Bess

Porgy and Bess is an opera in three acts based upon the play, Porgy, written by Dorothy and Dubose Heyward.   The story is set in the 1920s in the wharf community of Catfish Row near Charleston, South Carolina.  When Gershwin began work on the opera in 1934 he, his brother Ira and the Heywards spent time in a black community about ten miles from Charleston.

When the opera premiered on Broadway, it was met with resistance and flopped.  The American composer and theorist, Virgil Thompson criticized it for not being true art music. Duke Ellington criticized it for not being true jazz.  It did not become appreciated as an opera until the Houston Opera staged a full production it in 1976.  It appeared at the New York Metropolitan opera in 1985.  Today Porgy and Bess is considered a defining piece of American Music.

It Ain’t Necessarily So

This song appears in Act II of the opera.  The character named Sportin’ Life, who represents the devil, sings about how things are not how they seem.  Much of the imagery he uses comes right from the Bible but presents it with a sinister twist.  He engages the crowd as a preacher does his congregation through call and response.  This call and response is organized into the AAB verse form of the blues:

A – Solo (call) (0:06)
A - Chorus (response) (0:11)
B – Solo (extended call) (0:15)
The vocal line is also characteristically bluesy with its incorporation of blue notes on the syllables: Ne- and -ril-.  

Other things for which to listen

After the verses, he bursts out with a call and response of scat singing (0:43).  Scat singing is defined as a vocal solo using nonsense syllables. 

In contrast to the blues elements is the orchestration which includes pizzicato and bowed strings, brass winds, and woodwinds. 

Charles Mingus

The Work Song -- A Theme for Lester Young

Name: Charles Mingus

Pronunciation: Charles MIN-guhs

Dates: b. April 22, 1922; d. January 5, 1979

Nationality: United States Citizen

Testable Title: The Work Song / A Theme for Lester young

Date Composed: 1955 / 1960

Genre: Jazz Blues

Instrumentation: Jazz Ensemble including piano, bass, drums, saxophones, trumpets, trombones

Listen for: call and response, canon, blue notes; blues phrasing.

Pieces for Comparison: Rosie
Mingus

Charles Mingus is one of the most important American composers of the twentieth century.  He was born in Nogales, Arizona, raised in the Watts neighborhood of LA and eventually moved to New York in the 1950s.  He first musical experiences came in his youth through church choirs. Later he studied double bass for five years with the principal bassist of the New York Philharmonic (H. Rheinshagen) and composition with Lloyd Reese.  He also absorbed the music of the great jazz masters of the day, performing as bassist with Louis Armstrong, Lionel Hampton, Duke Ellington, Charlie Parker, Miles Davis, Art Tatum, Bud Powell.

In the mid 1950’s, he became frustrated with the way record labels exploited black musicians and composers.  Determined not to fall into the same trap, he formed his own publishing company to secure his rights.  In his later years he earned grants from the National Endowment for the Arts, the Smithsonian, and two from the Guggenheim Foundation.  He also received an honorary degree from Brandeis University and an award from Yale.

He was diagnosed with Amyotropic Lateral Sclerosis (i.e. ALS; a type of nerve disease) in 1977 from which he died.   In June of 1993, the Library of Congress received The Mingus Collection from his widow, Sue Graham Mingus. It has been said that his innovations rank him with the likes of Charles Ives, Duke Ellington, and George Gershwin.

Some Terminology

In Jazz, the main melody introduced at the beginning of a tune is called the head.  In general, bands will play through the head twice then move onto the solo sections where each player takes elements of the melody and develops them into something new and personal.  When everyone has had their turn at soloing, they return to the head to finish to piece.

When you think about it, jazz performance is kind of an abbreviated version of sonata form.  The head is like the exposition, the solo sections resemble the development, and the return to the head at the end is akin to the recapitulation.

Work Song

The Work Song was recorded at the Bohemia Café in New York on December 23, 1955.  It an 8-bar blues following the progression (I-IV-ii-V-I).  The ii-V-I progression is a standard cadence in jazz. As we could expect there is a call and response in this work song.  After the bass introduction, the saxophone acts as the caller (0:16) and the response is the pianist who pounds his left fist into the lower register of the keyboard.  This pounding technique is called a cluster chord.  It is not intended to sound like any particular pitch, but rather to simulate the pounding of sledgehammers.  The second time through, the trombone follows the saxophone in the manner of a canon (0:33).  The solos follow (0:50) and proceed until the return of the head (5:53). 

Theme for Lester Young (a.k.a. Goodbye Porkpie Hat)

Lester Young was an innovative saxophonist who was a primary influence on many saxophonists including Charlie “Bird” Parker.  The night Lester Young died, Mingus and his band dedicated a blues to his memory.  Later, Mingus went home and wrote down what he remembered they played, and then re-harmonized it.

The theme of this piece follows a 12-bar blues and is felt in a slow 4 beat pulse in 4/ 4 meter.

	Bar number
	1-2
	3-4
	5-6
	7
	8-9
	10-11
	12

	Theme
	Motive
	Motive repeats
	New motive climbs
	Transition
	Falling half notes
	
	Descending quarter note triplets

	Min:sec
	0:00
	0:08
	0:16
	0:26
	0:30
	0:39
	0:49


The contour of the melodic line rises for the first 6 bars.  After a one bar transition, the counter descends.  If this were program music, the rising motif might represent the rising greatness of Lester Young.  The descent represents a lament.  Are there other ways to interpret this?

After the second time through, the saxophone solo begins (1:47).  It plays until the head returns (3:34).

Other things for which to listen:
Listen for how the soloist take fragments of the theme and develops it into new material.
Compare it to the Work Song.  Note that in the Work Song each instrumentalist is given the opportunity to solo.  In Theme for Lester Young, only the saxophonist is given the melody and the opportunity to solo.  Why do you think that is?

The Beatles

I Want You (She’s So Heavy)

Name: The Beatles

Pronunciation: The Beatles

Dates: 1964-1970

Nationality: British

Testable Title: I Want You

Date Composed: 1969

Genre: Blues influenced Rock

Instrumentation: voice, electric guitars, electric bass, keyboard, percussion

Listen for: 12-bar blues form in verse, blue notes, heterophony 

   between lead guitar and voice, improvisation 

Pieces for Comparison: BB King’s It’s My Own Fault Baby, 

   Frescobaldi’s Passacaglia, Couperin’s Rondeau
The Beatles

By the sheer variety and volume of musical works attributed to them, The Beatles are to popular music what Bach is to art music or what Shakespeare is to literature.   The band consisted of John Lennon (guitar/voice), Paul McCartney (bass/voice), George Harrison (guitar/voice), and Ringo Starr (drums/voice).  Lennon and McCartney are also considered one of the greatest song writing duos in the history of music.  They had the uncanny ability to absorb and synthesize all styles of music, continually re-inventing themselves.  Because of this they have influenced in some way or another every form of popular music we hear today. 

When they weren’t writing or recording, they hung out in London Clubs to hear what was new.  Sometime in the late 1960s, British musicians became interested in a purer form of the 12-bar blues.  Guitarists such as Eric Clapton and Jimmy Page looked toward the neglected African-American blues musicians of the 1920s and 30s.  Clapton became a proponent of this “pure” blues style (in fact he recently came out with an album dedicated to the works of Robert Johnson).  Jimmy Page and his band Led Zeppelin re-recorded a couple of the early blues tunes on their first two albums.  The popularity of these British groups in America stimulated “white” America’s interest in the blues.

I Want You

The Beatles recorded a few blues tunes on their later albums.  I Want You was released on their album Abbey Road (1969) and demonstrates a uniquely Beatlesque take on the blues harmonic structure.  They had a little help from their friend Billy Preston who plays keyboard on this recording.  Incidentally the slang term “heavy” refers to someone who has a lot of emotional baggage and/or a deep, serious thinker who doesn’t have a lot of fun.

Introduction

The introduction doesn’t sound very bluesy.  In fact it has a contrapuntal opening consisting of a climbing bass line, against a melodic lead guitar.  In the middle voice is the rhythm guitar which plays arppegiated guitar chords.  

In the verse, Lennon sings the first two lines over the I chord.  On the words “driving me mad” the bass prepares the next set of vocal lines by playing a walking bass line. (0:27-0:32), Lennon sings the next two lines on the IV chord.  At the conclusion of this section, we would expect a concluding “B” line of text.  Instead the instruments come crashing in on an altered V chord which alternates with McCartney’s solo bass interlude (0:54).
The verse sections demonstrate an excellent example of heterophony in that John Lennon’s vocal line and the guitar are parallel each other, yet differ slightly.  They also use the blues melodic vocabulary, making use of blue notes, especially on the word “You” which begins on the tritone and slides into the fifth scale degree.  
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The Refrain

After the second verse, the material from the introduction returns with more improvisation and variety. The vocal exclamation “She’s So Heavy” is layered over the top.  These sections become increasingly more improvised and are reminiscent of the procedures used in Frescobaldi’s Passacaglia, as McCartney refuses to play the exact same bass line twice.  He can get away with this because the rest of the band fills in the harmonic structure.

Another formal consideration is that it is structured similarly to a rondeau.

	
	Refrain
	Couplet 1 (Repeated)
	Refrain
	Couplet 2
	R
	C3
	R

	Min:sec
	0:00
	0:14
	1:56
	2:24
	3:19
	3:44
	4:36

	
	Intro

Polyphonic

12/8 meter
	Verse Heterophony in voice and guitar 

4/4 meter
	Polyphonic

12/8
	Instrumental solo – new rhythmic drive 

4/4 meter
	Poly

12/8
	Verse

4/4 
	Poly

12/8


Jimi Hendrix

Manic Depression

Name: Jimi Hendrix

Pronunciation: Jim-ee  Hen-dricks

Dates: b. November 27, 1942; d. September 18, 1970

Nationality: United States Citizen

Testable Title: Manic Depression

Date Composed: 1967 

Genre: Electric Blues

Instrumentation: voice, electric guitar, electric bass, drums

Listen for: blues harmony, triplet feel, 

Pieces for Comparison: It’s My Own Fault Baby, I Want You, My Generation
Jimi Hendrix

Although dead for over 34 years, Jimi Hendrix remains the most influential electric guitarist in history.  He was raised in Seattle, WA, joined the Army as a paratrooper, and when he was discharged after an injury, played as a guitarist in bands led by Little Richard.  Over time he grew bored and wanted to start out on his own.  Having no success in America he went to London at the time when British musicians were taking an interest in African-American blues music.  Needless to say, Hendrix was the genuine article!

Manic Depression

Jimi wanted to create, “…a today’s Blues.”  It was his vision to take the existing form and structure and bring it into the 1960s and beyond.  Hendrix described this tune as a blues turned upside down.  Looking at the chord structure of the opening you can see why.  Instead of an expected progression leading from I-IV…V-I, Hendrix shortens the blues and plays V-IV-I-V.  
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Most music theorists would NEVER think of writing these chords in this way, but this is exactly how self-taught guitarists think about chords.  It relates to thinking of the guitar in geometrical patterns (refer back to tablature in opening section).

Hendrix also alters the rhythmic drive of this piece.  The blues shuffle is a rhythmic drive best expressed in notation as 12/ 8 (i.e. felt as 4/ 4 with eighth note triplets).  In Manic Depression he alters this shuffle by shortening the drive to 9/8 (i.e. 3/ 4 with eighth note triplets).  

The Who

My Generation

Name: The Who

Pronunciation: The Who

Dates: 1962-present

Nationality: British 

Testable Title: My Generation

Date Composed:  1965

Genre: Maximum R&B

Instrumentation: Electric guitar, electric bass, drums, vocals

Listen for:  pentatonic blues scale, call and response

Pieces for Comparison: Rosie, Manic Depression, I Want You
Are you a Mod or a Rocker?

This question was posed to the sharply dressed Ringo Starr in the Beatles movie, A Hard Days Night.  Ringo’s reply, “I’m a Mocker.”  The wit of his answer is not fully appreciated unless we know what a Mod was.

Mods (short for Modernists) were a youth subculture in London which began in the late 1950s and peaked between 1962-1966.  The men typically wore slim Italian-style suits, wore a mop-top hairstyle, rode motor scooters, and listened to American Jazz and R&B artists.  In other words, think of Austin Powers.

The two most popular bands to come out of the Mod movement were The Kinks and The Who.  The Who consisted of Pete Townshend (guitar), John Entwhistle (bass), Keith Moon (drums), and Roger Daltrey (vocals).  They are best known for their two rock operas: Tommy (1969) and Quadrophenia (1973).  

In the early years, they would take American R&B and Motown songs and “Who-ify” them.  This meant they stripped down the harmonic structures, embellishments, and ornamentation and powered their way through them with pounding drums and driving bass. Some have termed this, Maximum R&B.  In essence, the band was loud and raucous.  It also became customary at the end of concerts for Townshend to smash his guitar and for Moon to destroy his drum kit (if he hadn’t already done so in the course of his playing).

Part of their sound was due to the power chords Townshend used in his guitar playing.  Power chords are actually not chords at all, but rather the simple harmonic interval of a perfect fifth. This is reminiscent of 9th century parallel organum.  Because neither a major or minor third is present, the vocalist and bassist are free to exploit the use of blue notes without having to commit to a major or minor key.  

My Generation

My Generation is the Mod anthem.  The song is built around two power chords, pounding drums and driving bass.  Underneath, however, you can hear the African-American elements upon which this song is based.  Both Daltrey’s vocal line and Entwhistle’s electric bass solo consist only of notes in the pentatonic blues scale allowing them to easily glide between the blue notes of b3rd and 3rd, and tritone and 5th.  
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Secondly My Generation shares the same call and response structure as the work songs.  Each vocal line serves as a call which is answered by the response, “Talkin ‘bout my Generation”.  Daltrey however disrupts the rhythm of the call with his purposefully stuttering vocals.  In a real work song, this could have catastrophic consequences.

Musical Experience: The Blues in Prague


I was fortunate enough to have spent a number of days in the city of Prague, Czechoslovakia (now the Czech Republic) in April of 1991.  This was before it became the popular tourist destination it is today.  As this was shortly after the Soviets withdrew from the country, it was difficult to find anyone who spoke English (I only met 3 Americans and one Englishman the entire time I was there).  �


On my final day in the city, I met two American students in the center square of the city.  We soon hooked up with some students from Spain, Germany, Bulgaria, Russia, and even Madagascar.  As a group we went to a club to see a Czech band playing American Dixieland music.  After the band finished its second set, the whole room was turned over for an impromptu jam session.  Despite our language differences, the one style of music we could all play together was the 12-bar Blues with yours truly on lead vocals.








� Don’t let the definition scare you, if you have ever watched American Idol or listened to as little as one minute of any popular radio station, you have heard blue notes.


� For more information check out: http://www.mingusmingusmingus.com


� for further reading check out: http://www.jimi-hendrix.com/


� Paul McCartney had a great admiration for Hendrix.  On the rare occasions when McCartney played guitar solos on Beatles recordings (esp. Taxman and Good Morning, Good Morning), he emulated Hendrix’s style.


� for more information check out: http://www.thewho.net/
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