The Vernacular
Tradition
Part 1

n African American literature, the vernacular refers

to the church songs, blues, ballads, sermons, sto

ries, and, in our own era, hip-hop songs that are
part of the oral, not primarily the literate (or written
down) tradition of black expression. What distinguishes
this body of work is its in-group and, at times, secre-
tive, defensive, and aggressive character: it is not, gen-
erally speaking, produced for circulation beyond the
black group itself (though it sometimes is bought and
sold by those outside its circle). This highly charged
material has been extraordinarily influential for writ-
ers of poetry, fiction, drama, and so on. What would
the work of Langston Hughes, Sterling A. Brown,
Zora Neale Hurston, and Toni Morrison be like with-
out its black vernacular ingredients? What, for that
matter, would the writing of Mark Twain or William
Faulkner be without these same elements? Still, this
vernacular material also has its own shapes, its own
integrity, its own place in the black literary canon: the
literature of the vernacular.

Defining the vernacular and delineating it as a cat-
egory of African American literary studies have been
difficult and controversial projects, Some critics note
”‘f‘ vernacular’s typical demarcation as a category of
things that are male, attached only to lower-class groups,
and otherwise simplistically (-\|.)n'xsi\v of a vast and

.\,\l::‘-'l)(:l‘/':,’,‘,l,‘:',f';l'“l(lk‘lr' Mississippi, 1939. "Musically \p«'.nul\mg."
Jook is llu.- m:‘u:: ¢ Hurston in an important essay of 1934, the
shoddy conf important place in America. For in its smelly,
nlines has been born the secular music known as

blues
S, and on blues has been founded jazz."
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Indeed, the vernacular is not a body .of quai_nt, folksy items. It is
exclusive male province. Nor is it ass?cxat.ed with a particular leve;l‘og
or with a particular historical era. It is .nelther long ago, far away, nor
ad. the vernacular encompasses vigorous, dynamic processes
sion, past and present. It makes up a rich storehoufe of ma
the values, styles, and character types of black American life
language that is highly energized afld often marvelously elog
Ralph Ellison and Toni Morrison have _argl,led’ that
sccounts, to a large degree, for the black American’s legacy of se
and endurance. For black performers and listeners (aswg
often served the classic function of teaching as it deli
scribe wholly to the white American’s ethos and worlc
cans expressed in these vernacular forms their
world, its history, and its meanings. The vernacu’z
nothing less than another instance of humanity’
it experiences of the past are remem and ey
Americans attempt to humanize an ;
honesty, with toughness, and often with h

warned against the sentimentalization of “the folk” and declared the writ.
er's responsibility to do what they saw Eliot, Stein, and Joyce (along with
Louis Armstrong, Jelly Roll Morton, and Duke Ellington) doing in their art:
to capture the note and trick of the vernacular at the same time that he or
she transformed it into something new by drawing on artistic sources and
traditions beyond the vernacular. These writers warned too against the
danger of winning audiences for black writing with the “easy tears” of a
simplified black folklore at the expense of political engagement. What Elli-
son in particular advocated was a literature as conscious of the best new
thinking in political science and modern writing as it was of the ways of
Brer Rabbit and the down-home blues. Sounding a similar note in the late
1970s, Albert Murray pronounced what he termed (with a reference to
litgrary critic Kenneth Burke) the “vernacular imperative” for writers: all
writers, said Murray, must be thoroughly knowledgeable of the local
materials surrounding them (what else could they write about with true
authority?) as well as of the artistic traditions for m-tfofnhg‘thﬂo
‘Y « _lﬁ:séthe vernacular—into the silver and gold of d mod.
” expression. - f vvaibles il bive
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contemporary analysis of the forms as sourceg Fonitic
and also as wellsprings for the writer. [n, e ﬁl:toriq,
first century, scholars across the disciplines, inclyd:. ¢
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Jasmine (-m! Tate. Robin D. G- Kelley, Michael Veal, Lawrence P’J
Merc ”--l 'l S i Daphne Brooks, have charted new dil-eqion.s iancb :
(\’;::'rr_lt.m vernacular sludui;s: it . lack

[n the first dvcddeS_”f i s of these ver,

. nued to exist and, in some cases, to multiply and floyy h

ot weekend in New Yor!\ City, for example, one might chitdee :0.
=id serformances of blues, jazz, il g Conte
live | red to R&B. As hip-hop culture has continued to jn,
lue and worldwide visibility, one wonders how mu:}:"?g-
But this is always a key question for studens of ]:&
forus 30 ate a creolized form once it hits tj\e marketplﬂce‘toz
the marketers have, in Langston Hughes's phrase, “taken our blye ang
wone:” How to separate and celebrate the superb fire and ice of hiP'hnpn
its best from the bland imitations and' marketeering hoaxes? With this iy
the mystery that for all the tawdry caprice and relentlessness of the Market
place, somehow the impulse to create vernacular forn?s that are fresh, ing,.
pendently produced, and recognizably black has persisted.
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DEFINING THE VERNACULAR

What is the vernacular? According to Webster's second edition, the term

comes from the Latin—"vernaculus: Born in one'’s house, native, from verns,
+ slave born in his master’s house, a native”—and counts among its m
ings the following: (1) “belonging to, developed in, and spoken or used
people of a particular place, region, or country; native; indigenous
characteristic of a locality; local.” In the context of American ar
nacular may be defined as expression that springs from the crea
tion between the received or learned traditions and that whic
invented, “made in America.” This definition, derived from
and American cultural historian John A. Kouwenhoven, se
skvscrapers as well as Appalachian quilts as vernacul
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along with what Ellison calls the play-it-by-ear me
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songs, blues, jazz, and stories of many kinds. I
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Black ironworkers, from slavery through the twentieth centy left
their mark. Along with quilters, basketmakers, and tailors iro:rywork.
ers offer another instance of African continuity in art, The' delicate
figuration of the gates, windows, and staircases of Philip Simmons
(1912-2009) have made him one of the most celebrated

in American history. R

This example from architecture is relevant i
vernacular art used the American languagin;ligse.;f::yt;it:; :t‘ :hk:nu;f bhd;
:;Jw mak(;l art that paid a minimum of attention to the Thou—shalt-nm
o :rci: emy or the arbiters of high style. Coming from the bottom of the
= oﬂi:;l socxlal ladder, Placks have been relatively free from scrutiny by
g gu tural monitors. As a group they tended to care little about
@ﬂmons,» what the black social dance called the Black Bottom looked
: ep:o;ttc;.rs at the hFal ballet class (be they white or black) was of
F' oﬁdeﬁue{m Thus it is no surprise that mﬁ:&::kmm
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American aesthetics is drawn by Henry Louis Gﬁa Smi‘hermgglﬂﬂd”
itself. Drawing un linguistic research by Genev: titively figur
Gates has defined signifying—the often comgmlmd‘
sively parodying speech of tales and of less forma
various forms of music—as an impulse that operates an
testing tale tellers but between writers (md.%
well, According to this view, Toni Morrison % .
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genre by genre?
works are presented in chronologica

| order and are

rabbit and the tar-baby?), we simply have done our best to

and dates when they are available. In the folktales section
ited and dated in footnotes, but—reco
“authors” are the recorders (brilliantly artistic ones though they may be) of
works created incrementally by many, many voices over many, many years—
they are listed not by date or writer but by subject: the animal tales precede
the ones with human characters and follow a general chronological arc.
Such broad thematic and timeline concerns govern all of the vernacular
section's orderings—even when specific dates and authors are given. For
&ven in the case of 4 Dyke Ellington song or a Martin Luther King sermon/
speech, for which date and author seem so specific, what we reproduce
€ 1S one particylar text or version of a performance given over and over,
according tq changing settings and moments. And both Ellington and King
dr W on rich vernaeylar traditions (on black and unknown bards) to fa’*‘i"?
< Project thejr works, (In Ellington’s case, the best text may be d"
ed “text,” it its performance by the sixteen members of his band,
“hom adds much more to the creative process thani&tlmg” ﬁﬂ!
classica]” music.) More than any other form ¢ blac!::msmﬁ%
ptured on a page or in torical I’y
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SPIRITUALS
.. 1 are the religious songs Sung by Af.rican Americans since the
spiritual f slavery and first gdihcrcd in a book in 1801 by the black churgh
5% L{1“\\\‘\)\ n‘ \s scholars have observed, this term, whether abbrevigeg
Rich vn: n”[*- |; <omewhat misleading: for many black slaves, and for he;,
b“;;‘l’ divisions between secular and sacred w_cr_e not as definite g the
dee \] tuals would suggest. Certainly fhcse rcl.lglous SONgSs were not sung
g ‘;“L_\ or in religious ritual settings. Travelers in the Old South and sl
g rted that music about God and the Bible was sung during we
i 1d rest time as well as on Sundays at praise meetings. As historia
( 1{:2\: m:' observed, for slaves the concept of the sacrfzc% sigﬂniﬁed astrong |
e «corporate “within this world all the clcmef\ts of the le;]ne. .
' \he songs were sung not just in ritual worship but throughout the day mean
1oy served as powerful shields against the .vulues of lh? slaveholders andthu{
definitions of black humanity. For one thing, alOr‘lg.Wlth a sense of the slaves
" | self-worth as children of a mighty God, thc splrm'mls off'er(.ed (h.e":]muc:_
eded psychic escape from the workaday world of slavery's re'stncuo.n.s an Icru
Certainly, “this world is not my home” was a slcady'theme in the spl(;ll;lm s, mrn
\hat offered its singer—hearers visions of a peaceful, loving realm beyond the one

“A Negro C y Solom !
dq:::'" Camp Mecting in the South.” This 1872 engraving bY S0 i
God in :l\:u"‘h meeting held outdoors, apart from intruders. Famili !
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I've got two wings for to veil my face
I've got two wings for to fly away .
with such visions of displacement and escape, many of the spirityals ff
V : < » P . -
e ofa steady and just King Jesus who had a comfortable space around hi‘ llf*‘d
= ; 1 " g ile (signifi s alta
jmage Felpr Heaven could rest a while (significant for people forced 1o w ,RL’{
1€ » » ite % “f s 0
where lace where they would be reunited with “friends and kindreds” v ha(}
e Het a1 4 '] -
day)- ld "7””, One song makes clear the vision of familiarity and ease: ~
sone D€
A-settin’ down with Jesus
Eatin' hone and drinkin’ wine
Marchin’ round de throne
Wid Peter, James, and John.
,\n(l:

I'm gonna tell God all my troubles,
When I get home . . .

I'm gonna tell him the road was rocky
When I get home.

In such visions of justice and peace resided both a healthful impulse to escape the sor-
rowful world and an implied criticism of life's earthly overwork, injustice, and violence.

Most of the spirituals were not about easeful King Jesus at all, however, but
about the Old Testament God and his heroes and prophets. Moses, Job, Daniel,
Samson, and Ezekiel are celebrated in scores of spirituals along with the chosen
people, protected by their furiously watchful god. According to poet and critic Ster-
ling A. Brown, “Fairly easy allegorjes identified Egypt-land with the South, Pharach
with the masters, the Israelites with themselves and Moses with their leader.” It is
not surprising that some of the songs offered not just psychic escapes and veiled
criticisms but calls for this-worldly attentiveness and direct action:

Didn't my Lord deliver Daniel,
And why not every man?

Frederick Douglass and others spoke of references in the spirituals to escapes not

:)a:elzvé" I":; ‘(?‘ fl‘e’edomlund, whether in the non-slave-holding states or all th'c

dently (min:(. tdh Swing low sweet chariot, Coming for to carry me home” was evi-

AL & run o l"sfc songs that ‘rf:ferred. to the urge, and perhaps the specific plan, to

ess sun r-Ilu of the jaws of slavery into the land of freedom. Many songs, doubt-
g well out of the master’s earshot, celebrated the coming of freedom:

O Freedom;

O Freedom!

And before I'll be a slave,

I'll be buried in my grave!

And go home to my Lord and be free.

re equally direct and stark:

No more driver's lash for me;

No more, no more . . .
No more peck of corn for me;

In - Many thousands 2O,
m;, form, these son s empl

P gs employ the call-response patterns of West and Cen-
song Iyrica o o ere encouraged by the lining-out (that is, the calling out
W World A i€iPation of the group's singing of the lyrics) of hymns that
‘ encountered in the Protestant services of America. The

Other Secret songs we
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at my mother wants to stay here fuh,
o't been no friend to huh.
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Dis ole world ai

= . Jess dark was the meditative poetry that clergyman,
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black Civil War soldiers: ‘
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1'll lie in de grave
And stretch out my arms,
When | lay dis body down.

might have

10 raise their voices and move their bodies in praise 1
Further study of spirituals will investigate efforts to céhm
orinted page—by Du Bois, James Weldon Johnson, Zora “éh
others. New work will explore the spiritua ican, Europear
can sources; the debates over the :
Lation in minstrel shows and other en
for nineteenth- and (wentieth-century black schools; |
black composers and arrangers as & conCerk “art mu
Dvotik, William Grant Still, Duke Ellington, and
an indigenous American music that used large
men and women of the last two hundred years,
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I Know Moon-Rise!

“1 know moon-rise, I know star- Hoe]

Lay C("is body (llown.
[ walk in de moon ight, I walk i
To lay :liis body down. n de starlight,
1'll walk in de graveyard, I'll wal
To lay dis body down. vk throush de Braveyard,
I'll lie in de grave and stretch
Lay dis ] out my arms;?
I go to de judgment in de evenin’ of
AmiWhm llh'{ddi: bocly“':m":;n de day,
my soul and your sovlimill wet
When I lay dis body down.” ‘"‘deday
Ezekiel M&ml;': ] :f',:-.‘ i ,(, My )
Ezekiel saw de wheel | s I‘,Z) o ”'“‘;Mnnr, 0
"Way up in de middle of de air o il oy Sl
B s derwhseel «ilorc 'l wiflons et s
!:2‘:;“; IZI::!)[LHLJI‘;W,‘”W” m’i :‘Ffﬂbﬁ-‘ q'i : ;’:
%',» g o6 dyond ) aulins o nfl deillosss ,h”. :
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el in @ wheel .
A;\\;tun; o middle of de air
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I'm a-Rollin’®

an uh‘ ri&l‘ ' d .::;yiwwu'

' I'm a-rollin’ through
ari;unfri world

- a-rollin’ I'm a-rollin’, i
::: ;:-rollin', I'm a-rollin I'm a-rollfn: t
+ arollin’, I'M a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin through an unfriendly wo
I'm a-rolin, in’, I in' |
I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’ through an unt

_won't you help me,

_won't you help me to pray; i

_won't you help me, :

elp me in de service of de Lord.
gET T

0. brothers
0. brothers
0. brothers
Won't you h

i

I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’ t
I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’
I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’ thro
I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’ thro:

. v

0. sisters, won't you help me, 4

0. sisters, won't you help me to pray; i
0. sisters, won't you help me, =5
Won't you help me in de service of

I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rc
I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin’, I'm a-rollin®
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BEEN IN THE
STORM s
O 1ox
.

fell old Pharaoh e
“Let my people go.”
«Thus saith the Lord,” bold M 5
“Let my people gos e R
if not I'll smite your first-born dead
Let my people go. s
“No more shall they in bondage toil,
Let my people goi
Let them come out with Egypt’s spoil
Let my people go.” " :
20
The Lord told Moses what to do
Let my people go;
To lead the children of Israel through,
Let my people go.
Go down, Moses, , ;W,
Way down in Egyptland, 2
aTell old Pharaoh, .t
Let my people go!” -
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16 . 'Oh Lord, give me more time to pray,
Singl 1 the storm sO Jong.
L}

ren need you now,

My children need you now, 40
giﬁgin' Oh Lord, give me more time to pray,

I've been in the storm sO long.

Jook what a shape I'm in, - .

t a shape I'm in, g 3

Cryin' Oh Lord, give me more time to pray,

['ve been in the storm so long. -~~~

] 3l 4 l;‘”{‘ worid, 3
»q o e ”:;; werld.

Swing Low, Sweet Chariot's ©©

RS |

My child

Just
Just look wha

Swing low, sweet chariot, ‘
Coming for to carry me home, o
Swing low, sweet chatiot] 0 A%05 W
Coming for to carry me home.? bio sl
1 i('. )(i ’.m , 2
I looked over Jordan? and what did I a
Coming for to carry me home, P
A band of angels, coming after &
Coming for to carry me home.

If you get there before I do, =
Coming for to carry me home, e
Tell all my friends I'm coming 00,
Coming for to carry me home '

Swing low, sweet ch
Coming for to ca
Swing low, sweet ck
Coming for to carry

DIDN’
T MY LORD DELIV!l DANIEL?

The trumpet sounds within-a
I ain’t got long to stay here. e

Steal away, steal away, steal away to
Steal away, steal away home, Y10 Jesus,
I ain't got long to stay here.

Green trees a-bending,

Po’ sinner stands a-trembling, .
The trumpet sounds within-a my soul,
I ain't got long to stay here. v

Steal away, steal away, smlmnymvm )
Steal away, steal away home,
I ain't got long to stay here.

srotsld o0t slduort sesd
Didn’t My Lord Deliver
viadiels o pEvrnly

Didn't my Lord deliver Daniel,
Deliver Daniel, deliver |

17

10




COME SuUNpAy

X oy
it Soon | will be done with the trouble
iv i | G(:)in' home to live with God. s of the worlg,
NS e nd v |
[ set my foot on de Gc;sipel ship, No fhore W el epin’ a:l: d 5‘:’““‘3’
o de shi it ) in’ to live wi od.
o dfj;l; 'f;f f)%le': on Canaan's® shore 5 I'm goin ‘
I\l,:jnlll never come back no more. Goon I will be done with the troubles of the
J deliver Daniel Tfo'-'blle’ ‘l)lf l:hiiworl\(:r’i:ll:ed::otl::l:;l:: the world, A
idn’ Bl : ill be done : %
glc:;:,:rmgal:i);l. deliver Daniel? g:?‘l:' h::;e A A K ' of the world.,
D:dn't my Lord deliver Daniel? |
An’ why not everyman? 12 ] [ want €' meet my mo fhat.
[ want t’ meet my mother,
[ want t’ meet my :xﬁoéhoe;, I
I'm goin’ to live wi ¢ R #
God’s a-Gonna Trouble the Water® g oo
S soonbi:inbedonewizh recinociiilNeisk :
Troubles of the world, the troubles of the world, ko

Soon I will be done with the troubles of the world.

Wade in the water, children,
Goin' home to live Wit Godd 2svowridfl= Semse: sty

Wade in the water, children,

Wade in the water, children, 1= oniatl ’
God's a-gonna trouble the water. | redorny wereits 1l LA woris  poen R

g <+ oot e Tl [ want t’ meet my Jesus, sy noky PGP s of v Nielagm
See that host all dressed in white, [ want t’ meet my Jesus, e ...
God's a-gonna trouble tl lob oM - ‘ I want t’ meet my Jesus, ol
The leader looks like the ] % 3 I'm goin’ to live with God.
God's a-gonna trouble the wa e R Sl

s Soon I will be done with th

Wade in the water, childres et ¢ , ‘the wor 1, the
Wade in the water, ch i = Soon [ wi \'be;dene it
Wade in the water, chi - ; ok MMM&!
God's a-gonna trouble 1y ¥ e 1 sy e

See that host all

(]




- i ME
D SONGS AND My CAPTAIN e
1 1

" AN
ULA RHYMES
SEC .
sometimes framed as songs, also

0 . d comfort g rhymes, : nl
o He'll give peacle jl:nind: ‘ superd "“"a.t;:esongs to such fast-moving heroes as Traveliy’ ;;:: this groyy, Here
To every troub E) | saelit SiBR » e nd-‘.{":;d Rill; Po’ Lazarus; and John Henry, the h"‘d'm;c[ﬁm"‘" Podk
Come Sunday, ¥ Johni B;’ (rryin to outhammer the steam-driven hammer machie _;}l::l driver
That's the day. : who di€ ary (that is, current and dating back to the beginning of ghe it more
contemP? ;zins are Shine and Stackolee, who, like certain earlier : twentieth
Often we'll feel weary y . ccn(ury’) cofast-lalki"g figures of action and, if necessary, violence, B,dmk bal

But He knows our €very C&rS . figares: *1° d dying” became more numerous in twentieth-century mﬂ"&
Go to Him in secret, - ndol;‘ ::s sense in the tales is a figure with an oversize gun who oy o':l;inm
He will hear your every P . ] whﬂ:,,?: The Man (or h"“’m{, i o wtmle authority figure is dﬂismted)m

il out; Jmost invariably these cnaracters are ma €) can blow him to hell too,

Lilies of the valleys e g (anc 2§ badman forms have had a strong impact on the blues, that other
They neither toil nor spin; { ) = hefg ;f secular expression, and, in cu:*rgf times, on "‘}F music, in which modern

Hlowers bloom 4 hol |fillment avengers roam, bragging, daring trouble, ready for war.
An S wish-fu of the secular, one finds dﬂi&m’i game songs, ¢

inoti i ing. M . tegor
And spnngnme birds sing : In this proad catego Y H gt ke fFi heia”),ih&oﬂm miscellaneous

:
vou | ice (“a sti
' 0 es of advice (@ 8 ; ;

Often we'll feel weary s kT 3 ;?:ct:r All are mat eriﬂl; ?;htmpla’;'n‘;};fhfmh mﬁmtﬁe:mm oy ‘f:m lous, sometines

He knows our every care; | 3 traictive, sometincs 5X tive) freedom also ‘wnﬁm&mm ‘
b Him in secret, ¢ mw.,fk songs of slavery and (relative) eed m fall hin ¢ is space of secular p
}(-;lg :gill hear your every prayer. -« - plack verrwcular exg;iouhnmz?.> ‘)'hel h“ewm;w’ rgRedly WMWMMM to

' i - ol ," x';} .r):dum.l pass lhe;lmﬂ:c’i::’ry songs ﬂlld IWMWb MM %

Up from dawn ‘til sunset !,.m lmn? m:,nm:d;miths whose underground talents, unseen by the broader society, are i
Man works hard all day. = s i ra bv::ted i the worlds in which they reign as “men of words,” power figures.
Come Sunday, oh come Sunday, ’ 3 g‘;b less their energy and unofficial artistry are part of the story of how Afric
That's the day. IR :g:: ;W in America have managed to survive and even to prevail. e

B

awy] o !ﬂﬁ

M

SECULAR RHYMES AND Soncs,fB{ﬂ;@?éI

s pervasive as were the sacred forms of e
secular forms were nearly as important for
forms have become more important than
the case for many blacks of the second
early twenty-first century as well. - Lo
Slave narrators reported mock-prayers, i
forms celebrated in church. Doubtless thes
faithful: the black laughter may have
saints (along with a powerful preaci
and thereby ironically sustained beliel
poses, such secular parodies of sac:
of truth:

“Our Faddu,’ ic
White man owe |
“DYy Kingdom
An'if I hadn't
In 3d.d'[' Qi ¥
" o they exp'““‘(ﬂv

e
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LAR RHYMES AND SONGS

JACK AND pjy
& 2 A"
he don't know my mind, WANT )

't know,
Hcdontkn ncighiel 0 i

When he see M€

Just laughing €0 keep from crying, a No More Auction Blockls
g 1)l i
, - 'y No e 2

hat's the matter now, O More auction block for e
5\)1}:' 2:3 my captain can't get along nohow; Py, No more, no more me
He don't know, he don't know my mind, ~  © No more auction block for me
When he see me laugl;ins ol ':;;‘hh Many thousand gone g

i keep from crying. 1 Sokig kil

Just laughing to ke€p rying M T gt No more peck of corn for me #Q

He call me low down I just laugh, No more, no more

5 ! ool bagse s
B No more peck of corn forme

ick seat of my pants and that am’thal?, e Loy}

ll;lcc d;z't know, he don't know my mim!,.‘ i M sty vy bt it

When he see me laughing 1 o No driver's lash for m .‘; Wae

Just laughing to keep from crying. - ke

No more, no more ¢y Skl

No more driver’@l.mw M e

Many thousand gone
¢ thivwil Lw;‘:a yos I!-’LCL £

0 elsatem e "

Got one mind for white folks tosee,
‘Nother for what I know is me; .
He don't know, he don’t know my mind,
When he see me laughing
Just laughing to keep from crying.
QES UL IR
e 3eid

SOk ]

My ole Mistiss promise me,
Wen she died, she'd set me free.
She lived so long dat 'er head go!

My ole Mistiss say to me:
“Sambo, I'se gwine ter set |
But w'en dat head git slick
De Lawd couldn’ a’ killed

My ole Mistiss never die,
Wid ‘er nose all hooked
But my ole Miss, she's st
An'’ she lef' “Uncle Sz

Ole Mosser lakwise pron
Wen he died, he'd set
But ole Mosser g0




HYMES AND SONGS

sgcll AR R
Run, Nigger, Run
Run. nigger rum de patter-roller’ catch you;
it's almost day.

Run, nigger, run,
Run, nigger, Tun: de patter-roller catch you;
Run, nigger, run. and try to get away.

Dis nigger run, he run his best,

Stuck his head in a hornet’s nest,
Jumpcd de fence and run fru de paster;
but nigger run faster.

White man run,

Dat nigger run, dat nigger flew,

Dat nigger tore his shirt in two.
e

Another Man Done Gorﬂm'
Another man done gone, 'i ;v;

Another man done gone,
Uh—from the county farm,
Another man done gone.‘ ;; e

I didn’t know his name,
I didn’t know his name, mﬂ;
I didn’t know his name,
I didn't know his n

He had a long cb.in

HC“'M', | y
He killed another man,
He killed ther 1

He killed ano

I don’ knoy

I don’ know 1
I don'
Ih' .9

JOHN MENRY | 55

YOU May GO But 'I'huwin il
- U Yo“ Mlol

You maylleave and go to- by
But my slow-drag will-a i
Ao vy mmm"‘**..,,z’i.‘;.;
Ahhh, I been in the cou Ao oy exere s
I'm a toe-low shaker® from y but I moved
Well-a you may go Mt*ﬂﬂ“ h“d"ﬂm T
Ahh some folks caﬂ S ""‘; f.- N
me a .

Well-a you may 8°bllttbh :
G2 m.;li*thw K.

Aw, you like my
Don't you like my pe:
Weﬂ-ayoumygobub.




Ll AD
$ hamm T
ohn Her e n stcam' ; ]
(e man ’ ity steel,
White M3 Jenry's trusty
chaker held Joh? ' e the world had ever scen;

o est TAC
Was the biggest * e the world ever seen.

Lord, higgest €

. right side

jyn Henry on the right sl h
Johtt ” ieam drill on the left,

s m‘I‘I Jet your steam drill beat me down,

.'H(-h);" lnnlzr }n\/ ool self to death,

N ) 4 . ”

" my fool self to death-

Hammer M)

john Henry wnlkcd' in'lhc unnel,

" His captain by his side, ;

I he mountain s0 tall, John Henry $0 s!na !
er and he cried,

He laid down his hamm '
aid down his hammer and he cried.

]

Captain heard a mighty rumbling, ;
¢4id “The mountain must be caving in,
John Henry said to the captain,

“It's my hammer swin :
My hammer swinging in de wind.

John Henry said to his shaker,’
“Shaker, you'd better pray;
For if ever | miss this piece of steel,
Tomorrow'll be your burial day,
fomorrow Il be your burial day."

John Henry said to his shaker,
“Lordy, shake it while I sing, 4
I'm pulling my hammer from my shou
Great Gawdamighty, how she ring, )
Great Gawdamighty, how she I’M‘
John Henry said to his captain, A
“Before | ever leave town, i s

Gimme one mo' drink of dat cat »
And I'll hammer dat steam driver

I'll hammer dat steam driver
John Henry said to hﬁl“m ‘o
("'Before I ever leave tnwn. .

simme a twelve-pound h el ¥
And I'll hammer dat s

Il hamnmey. s R
John '

ging in de windy i GEE

The last words his captain he

1’1l die wid my hammer in my hand,
Die wid my hammer in my hand,”

¢ man that invented the steam drill
He thought he was mighty fine,
John Henry drove down fourteen feet,
While the steam drill only made nine,
steam drill only made nine.

“Oh, lookaway over yonder, captain,

You can't see like me,” —

He gave a long and loud and lonesome cry,
“Lawd, a hammer be the death of me,

A hammer be the death of me!” oy
John Henry had a little woman, -~ .

1OHN Hengy

<3 WY
s 3
e

sigwd

ST g

Her name was Polly Ann, odnird
John Henry took sick, she took his hammer, R

She hammered like a natural man,

John Henry e g -
As the whistle blew for hali-p
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__ 'll be true toYOUs il if ;
“John chlnllr‘,\r'“ I'll be true to you. : j Frankie went down to the hote] 29
John Hen') mw § Looked over the transom so high
s yo little feet, i} There she saw her lovin’ Johnnie
+ oonna shoes Y« . { nnfe .
“Who's 8 e glove y0' hand, i oM ! 3 Making love to Nelly Bly
W b“,:,:;(n;l Kiss yo' pretty, pretty cheek, Hudgy % He was her man; he was doing her
e '\m\\‘k\nu done lost yo' man? . N P ot . , Wrong, &
ov done lost yo' man? T & Frankie threw bac kimono,
Now you ) " pulled out her big forty-four;
- as little feet i ool AGH i Rooty-toot-toot: three times she shot
“ ammy s g()nnd shoes my 3 M .d0 5 t s
\l:.,;:;,:n;m}nu glove my hand, e 3 D ol mgﬁ:tm:tug:rt::n hntald:::, skotor st 1 s
\[y sister’s gonna kiss m¥ pretty, pretty cheek, r-[‘“q sH » who was doing her wrong, s
\ow | done lost my mar, sreih 5 el “Roll me over gently, - -
§ ¢ g HTHTLE & " ® i35 des By ©
Now | done lost my man. ovosrd Ay Roll me over slow, .,_;,’ _,;;‘p;‘ ::;‘l
oo by o ST e
\nd buried him in the sand, 00 SN B et ne MR A ‘
\ndnl-\ erybody that passed that way, s g : . ; A ' " M:‘:’:W'M 2
Said, “There lies that steel-drivir:g man, assmad el Bring all your rubber- Ty W!’
There lies a steel-driving man. vl ol el Brig all your rubabber“ﬂ  hack vt
P They're carrying v to th
They took John Henry to the river, ' _,:msd . AN ijdmiﬂ A
And buried him in the sand, ¢ sl vaicher ol He was her hut he d
And every locomotive come a-roaringby, . - .

Says “There lies that steel-drivin’ man, il = by
[ awd. there lies a steel-drivin’ man.”

Some say he came from Georgia, ol yneld
And some from Alabam, l '
But its wrote on the rock at the Big Bend Tum e
That he was an East Virginiaman, E S
Lord, Lord, an East Virginisilﬁi-lf vind
e tan ¥
il ndal.

Frankie and Jo

Frankie and Johnny were w,
Lordy, how they could lc -

Swore to be true to each othe
True as the stars up ab

He was her man,bq he
e

Frankie went down to the
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i ing out west
o8 m(,umam.'gomg f m v::st
(oing “P s speci icking OUt' ol my ’ : W
lhln\-t’ltl l'ldt‘ old Raierﬂd Bill.

I'm going 1€ rl

ed pis(()l

Buy m ~ver done me arm, P
vervbody ever y £

|\.\H (\vt‘f; o ide old Railroad Bill 3
['m goINg& - L
- eight special on a forty-five frame, 3

e got a thirty-¢18 et f A
: ;‘(’“,_(In the world can | miss him when I got de?d aim, ]

de old Railroad Bill. | g

I'm goin): to e

Buy me @ pisml just as Jong as my arm, — .?ﬂ,.
Kill everybody ever done medhaflrln, ‘.
I'm going t0 ride old Railroa =

llll‘::\(lzl}:?:ljl\d lql':::l;(lnrjn \:hf;(l)glt‘h.e weather is éé;[, ., <
I'm going to ride old Railroad Bill. 3 P‘::;:*,
The Signifying Monkey's
The Monkey and the Lion ' :‘ | v‘-?a.‘

Got to talking one day.
Monkey looked down and said, Lion,
I hear you's king in every way.
But 1 know somebody
Who do not think that is true—
He told me he could whip
The living daylights out of you.
Lion said, Who? A ..
Monkey said, Lion, ;
He talked about your mama e
And talked about your grandma, too,
And I'm too polite to tell you <)
What he said about you.
Lion said, Who said what? Who?
Monkey in the tree,
I‘:nn on the ground. ‘ :
Monkey kept on signif’ ik
But he didlll'l 4;omcg dm)'”:‘l\ﬁ i
Monkey said, His name is Elepha:
He stone sure is not your friend.
Lion said, He don't need Lo be
Because today will be his end.
Lion ‘moﬁw o
Lickity-split, g

i g’
Firvade:

e

{14 WEPE VR

i ..-Jil .
rrts ol

'And it was near-nigh

%bn\,l'%v noked dov (V’. 3
Lion said, It's me.

THE sigy
|FY|~°
Nom
e

Meaning to grab Elephant s
And tear him bltEtlo biti Periodly o bty

He come across hant s

Under adﬁne col:)l g’?&dy ml righteous nog

Lion said, You big old no-good { 1

It's either you or me. w so-and-so,

Lion let out asolidroar . 5

And bopped Elephant with his pay, e

Elephant just took his trunk - ('

And busted old Lion's jaw. veerc ;i i

Lion let out another roar, 5

Reared up six feet tall. o ouniil e :-{:-

Elephant just kicked him in the s sy 12

And laughed to see him drop and fall. -m::i

Lion rolled over, cvolneasiiii :

cored i et

ant just s : se i

And butted h meovpesbaaibok.

Then he tromped him and he stox w
Till t'he Lion yelled, Oh, no! 5ge 98

Said, Why, Lion, who can




o ey

SIN
KING of THE TITAMC
O

foot slipped i <at e might begin wi
o went 10 run, his She"“ said, Mty‘;::n bad Sgtack:]g: with an s and eng With an f
When fat Jown. ; But if you wan you got to get himyou
ynd he fell | The Lion was 01 pil " o Stackolee left he went walking down the New Hyyey m
('rrr‘”,’r;;;m feet and his hind. ' A train come 8'?:13 ?::nfzﬂseh::dhtl;nlrn his back, |
\\i(h lsh()l ered, OW: : e went up "(li tde .alht down in hell 2 |
w?nl\'c"me it, Mister LOR u Stackolee Ian'I ede:'ﬁ put your fork ;:p on the shelf ; ‘
il ol fearbeg o He said, D run this devlish place mysel
LigniABLit e alive. '‘Cause ; AT
why 113t YO KL i fx artall X ﬁge came a rumbling on t]?:] carth and a tumbiing on the gry
I \muld‘[‘ ;)ul' signifying jive. : That bad son-of-a-g‘;l}l;'s'ac _d""?-‘mtgmms hell around, 3
i ry = e $ 18 €X: Il own
\’\1 '::( ‘“Zi‘j Mook - - ghe r:v:sagl?;l?-ﬁlf-o'-nuts?nd had pony-tail hair.
ol just let me €0 : o tackolee, wait for me.
s (I)Ir#c{:hing (o tell you, please, ‘ " She said: swc?:z:::yiu ccan't you see?
: [’;:il ,:l\ you ough‘k‘0 ll(nOV;'- i g;:‘:g:: g['t:, l;oing around the corner but Il be right back. "
. LetheV / loos ; : 't stack my sack.
Lion let the Monkey bl 00 " oonna see if | can't stack my
; tale could be . ,. ['m go : ; - :
]”Je:l\)‘:ljé\bjﬁm;ed right back on up jol3 3 Stackolee sa'ldl;tS::tleb Eil::;g:h::layonﬁ m sack. S
And M ) i dnf = t [ just mig N ‘i :
Into his tree- - a tell you, said M ——— % ' faianwhiler Stackolee went with the devil's wife and with his girl
What | was g0 £ ; Iy Uil friend, too. s, e
Is you square old o o a 3 bal inked at the devil and Sald’,l H.gd,mth TEohG i
I you fool with me I'll get orbeli s ’?Qe devil turned around to hit him glick.
Elephant to whip your head some more4s S 808 stackolee knocked the devil down with a big blackstick.
Monkey, .said the LI:;IL» . 120z it Now, to end this story, so‘l heard tell, o evsinaup vid of s digald
Beat to his unbooted knees, 1 drenvdool A Stackolee, all by his self, is nmniqg}laﬂqw D §
You and all your signifying children by R il } 2
Better stay up in them trees. ;ma‘mﬂ KA e i, o ol
Which is why today T g - o i etk i ,
Monkey does his signifying I.“.:i }:‘{ﬂé : Sinkmt of the T 2l s
A-uay-up out of the way. 1 hiss e e o bt AT it :
g vk I e
o e ~ Shine came running up o
Stackoleee ~ The water in the boiler roon
. 5 _ dosieago 2414 ol ool
One dark and dusty day - Cap

| was strolling down the street.

I thought I heard some old dog bark,
But it warn't nothing but Stackolee E‘mbl‘ 1
Stackolee threw seven. e
Billy said, It ain't that way.
You better go home and come back anot
Stackolee shot Billy four times in the
And left that fool on the floor damn
Stackolee decided he'd go up to Sister
Said, Sister Lou! Sister Lou, gue:
ljust shot and killed Billy, your b
S/fs(er Lou said, Stackolee, that ¢
\‘ou and Billy been friends for a
Stackolee said, Woman, if you
Go count the bullet holes in th

er Lou got frantic and
atea hound dame

i

8 {90




k

d jumped in the brink.

nd shark fishes, tczo, eohed, g

se I'm coming through. o iy
" obf

‘nning to sin
es an
h, a

«Ghine, Shine, save poorme, . $--

d
i hO”'ech as any man can el e
ore gold on Jand than there is on sea”

P
{0

. uGhine, Shine, save poor me!

. Ler begging Shine, e » M

Big fat h‘.m]l\""t f,ﬁiand shares of Tand T." ) s ol
11l give ¥ fore stocks 0D land than there is onsea.”
ore § ol o geiby
g ml bine

Ghine sald
And he swlmmed on.
1 3 ans aaln

i t to heaven,
m white folks went X r
Ray’s Bar drinking Seagrams Seven. -
f yri lgine sat
ndsas? ol

When all the
Ghine was in Sugar

AN00
the Titanic' ' b} 3

LTS B
One day when the great Titanic was sink.ing aw:é?;, oy
(apluiﬁ was in his quarters one !onely "’i,,h'{ R 300
This old man came up the port side. ; ¥
He said, “Captain, Captain, the water's over the
He said, “Shine, Shine, have no doubt. 3
We got forty-nine pumps to pump the water out.
Shine went down and he came up again.
He said, “Captain, look! That damn water’s
Captain said, “Shine, Shine, have no doubt,ad
Now we have ninety-nine pumps to pump the
He said, “Captain, there was a time when yours
But this is one damn time your word won't do.%
So Shine he jumped overboard. He took two
He was off like a PT boat.? il 88
Captain came up on the deck.
I'll give you more money than any
S‘hme §aid, “You know my color and
Come in here and give these sharks
Captain’s daughter came up on dec
Drawers in her hand, brassiere aro
che said, *Shine, Shine, save poor me.
Ve you mor . i
Shine ‘aid, “lek?:wm pUsSsy L)
Butff that hastsinimat
 Shine i i
heClPtAin'twif, e
Poor me. <t g i

Shine and

P'CK A ‘A
LE OF c
0]’70"

y like a rat eats cheese.”
it let you €56 B2 t noueat,
id, “I like pussy, I ain't no rat.
Shine salk’ but not like that.”

t a-swimmin :
ghipe K7 ast the whale's den.

me p
Shm:c:le invited old Shine in.

«] know you're king of the ocean, king of (he |
motherﬁuehrwoum“:

tta be a water-splashing :

got
hine kept on stroking.
Now Shine met UP th the shark.
‘ said, “Shine, Shine, can't you see.
you jump in these waters you |
“I know you outswim the bari

i ”‘dv
< n&:h in the sea,

you




CAN'T YOIGtmesters | 37
Oh, did you hear

What the captain sajd>

That if you work
He'll treat you wel|,
And if you don't
He'll give you hell, 2

Oh, go down, old Hannah,
Won't you rise no more>

Won't you go down, old Hannah,
Won't you rise no more>

Oh, long-time man,
Hold up your head,
Well, you may get a pardon
And you may drop dead.

Lawdy, nobody feels sorry g
For the life-time man.

Nobody feels sorry
For the life-time man.

Can'’t You Line It3'e

When I get in Illinois
I'm going to spread the news about the Florida boys.

CHORUS:
(All men straining at rail in concert.)
Shove it over! Hey, hey, can't you line it?
(Shaking rail.) Ah, shack-a-lack-a-lack-a-lack-a-lack—a-lack-a-lack.
(Grunt as they move rail.) Can't you move it? Hey, hey, can't you try.

Tell what the hobo told the bum,
you get any corn-bread save me some.

inging at Darri on Farm,
Inmate “Lightnin’” Washington and others singing at Darrington State Pris
Sandy Point, Texas, 1934, Photograph by Alan Lomax.

Go Down, Old Hannah'e

Go down, old Hannah,
Won't you rise no more?
Go down, old Hannah,

CHORUS

A nickle’s worth of bacon

, and a dime's worth of lard,
would buy more but the

time's too hard. 10
Won't you rise no more?
CHORUS
Lawd, if you rise, }ﬂ,’onder what's the matter with the walking boss,
Bring judgment on. { ts done ﬁve-thirty and he won't knock off.
Lawd, if you rise,

Bring judgment on.

Oh, did you hear
What the captain said?
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blues songs vary from this particular pattern but sil]
at:!:‘:u :;; their use of “blue notes” and other characteris m ’:ﬁu
All blues songs involve improvisation, sometimes just in termy ‘m

CHORUS ;oundl. ; g g

S , . {s, sometimes more elaborate reinvent |
De Capn can't resd, de CAPH S WIS ‘.nn::e? },:;.:ha involve particular sounds: train be lﬂ‘m"‘mm
rhapsodies, shouts, stories, talk to band ""’l "":‘

know that the time is right? e el whispers,
ngm. and—especially in their first MHMW yr
squeals as well. 0 i squawks
M full discussion of the blues would take into account the early southern farms
where black singing flourished; the background in African and European forms;
the impact of minstrelsy, medicine shows, and carnivals on the music; the ir

tance of dance to the music; early blues :

and the Mississippi Delta; the movement

How dn h(‘

CHORUS

\le and my buddy and two three more,
Going to ramshack Georgy everywhere we go.

CHORUS

Here come a woman walking ‘cross the
Her mouth exhausting like an automobil

Cun [Hardon s note]
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