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Notes for a lecture

M. David Tilson

First presented: Surgery Biology Club III, Chicago, October 5, 1996

Additional presentations: 


Yale Lecture Series in Humanities and Medicine (circa 1998)


Medical Strollers in the City of New York (circa 1999)


Blues 2000 Festival in New Jersey (special lecture, circa 2000)

Present revision, in memory of Ray Charles, July 10, 2004

DEEP SOUTH COUNTRY BLUES PIANO, ORIGINS AND

INFLUENCES - WITH PERSONAL REMINISCENCES

INTRODUCTION - The three formal elements of blues

      Just like the basic structure of a sonnet, blues has formal elements that define it as an art form.  The three most

consistent features were in place by the end  of the 19th century,

although at least another 20 years passed before the music was

written or recorded.  

     12 bar form - Illustrate with Ray Charles "After

Hours".  Ray Charles had an inimitable way with blues lyrics ("When you

live you gotta live, cause when you're dead you're done"), but in

addition he was one of the all-time greatest blues pianists.  His death, approximately two weeks ago at the time of this reiteration of my lecture, stimulated me to revisit the subject, and post it again in more modern format, with the illustrations embedded in a .doc.
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     Lyric pattern - Usually two rhyming lines (often

iambic pentameter), with the first line immediately repeated.  

Chosen to illustrate with "Call your name" by Walter Davis, for

two reasons: 1) It was until recently the earliest example of

pre-war (WW II) blues piano in my old vinyl collection; and 2) It

demonstrates how succinctly a single verse of blues can capture

the essence of an experience like depression, "Have you ever been

down in spirit, and you didn't know what was on your mind....".
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                            Walter Davis

 The blues scale [Slide 4] - I, II, flat III, IV, flat V, V,

and flat VII.  Chosen to illustrate with W.C. Handy's "St. Louis

Blues", as recorded by Earl "Fatha" Hines in 1940, for several

reasons.  First, although Handy had written "Memphis Blues" in

1912, in the opinion of Davis, SLB was the "first genuinely

American song."  It has been an enduring classic, recorded more

often than "Star Dust", "Summertime", and even "White Christmas."
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   W. C. Handy    Earl ‘Fatha’ Hines

     SLB was among the first written blues compositions (1914),

although Handy acknowledged that he first heard blues many years

before while waiting for a train in the Mississippi Delta town of

Tutwiler.  Incidentally, while the M Delta is the rarely

disputed cradle of guitar blues, where black musicians evolved

the music playing for black audiences of sharecroppers,

culminating in the genius of Robert Johnson; there weren't any

pianos in the Delta joints!  One of the themes that I will

develop for you is that country blues piano evolved in the

sawmill towns and logging camps of East Texas, Arkansas, and

Louisiana; and that these musicians were itinerants on the

railroads instead of the Mississippi river.  Anyway, Handy was a

sophisticated musician who had the genius to write it down,

thereby securing his place in history.  Gershwin, and someone

else I will come to in a few minutes, took this notion one more

step.  Gershwin said that he wanted to be remembered as more than

a songwriter, and that's why he composed a serious piece, today

considered by many to be *the* masterpiece of American opera,

"Porgy and Bess."

     Another reason I've chosen SLB is because a 10 inch vinyl by

Fatha Hines was my first blues record, which I got when I was

about 12-13 years old, and it was the first blues piece that I

worked out for myself.  The second chorus is not a strict blues

by definition, but it sounds "blue" because of the blue scale. 

Listen to how Hines played it (Tape 3).  How did he do that? 

Show difference in square versus blue left hand notes.  Show

right hand square versus blue scale chord inversions.  This was

recorded before WWII, and somebody shouts, "Play it til 1951!" 

It still sounds as fresh and original today as it did more than

fifty years ago.

MY PERSONAL ODYSSEY - TEXARKANA, HOUSTON, AND NEW

ORLEANS 
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                                             From High School Yearbook

I was born in Texarkana, and the picture on the right illustrates the two most famous sons of my home town.  Ross Perot grew up about 3 blocks from my house, and he used to deliver our paper.  Scott Joplin was born in 1868 at the 800 block of Hazel Street to a family with several musically gifted children, and my father was born some years

later (1901) a few blocks away on Wood Street.  Biographies of

Joplin say that a German music teacher, also on Wood Street,

recognized that the child was a prodigy and taught him classical

music in private lessons, flaunting the usual barriers of the

time to interaction of the races.  

     In his teens Joplin formed a band with his siblings that

entertained in the saloons and gambling houses of the Texarkana

area.  He left Texarkana for St. Louis before he was twenty and

went on to compose the first written ragtime ("ragged-time")

music.  Many consider him to be the Father of Jazz.  His most

successful rag, "Maple Leaf Rag", was the first composition of

any kind to sell more than one million copies of sheet music. 

Like Gershwin, he also wanted to be remembered as more than a

songwriter, so he wrote an opera named Treemonisha, which was set

in the pine forests about 10 miles north of Texarkana.  

     As I began to pick out some blues music by ear,

I got a little high school blues group going, and we did several

party jobs.
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     Before we move on to the heart of my talk, let me say a word

about the origins of boogie as a confluence of blues and ragtime. 

The composition that launched the boogie craze was by Pinetop

Smith, and bears his name.  (I'll play a little of it).  The same

vinyl that I had as a boy with SLB also had the Honky Tonk Train

by Meade Lux Lewis.  (Tape)  It's an astonishing piece, with its

pistons, bells, and whistle stops.  I can't tell you how many

hours I tried to figure out how he did it.  Illustrate at

keyboard with inverted chord 4/4 beat below, and triplets to the

bar above.
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     Getting back to the country versus urban blues

story, here is a picture of my great-grandfather (W.H. Tilson)

and his two brothers, who became Texas pioneers after fighting

for Virginia in the Civil War.  Some of you may have heard or

read John McDonald's recent Presidential Address to the Southern

Surgical.  He gets into the question of what it means to be

"Southern", concluding that it is a collective consciousness of

having undergone an irrevocable and catastrophic defeat; and he

goes on to ponder whether our whole country has become more

Southern since Vietnam (addendum Jul 2004: “since 9/11”).
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And this is my grandfather, the first M. D. Tilson (I'm the 3rd).  
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                                          W. T. Ferguson

MD Tilson Sr had a black cloud.  He bought a

steamboat (the Red River was navigable at that time to the

Mississippi, and thus to New Orleans), just before the riverboats

were snuffed by the railroads; and then he bought a

carriage company about the time that Henry Ford began to mass

produce the automobile.   But, he was lucky in love,

because his wife (and my paternal grandmother) was an heiress,

the daughter of W.T. Ferguson.

      W.T. Ferguson had the first sawmills in the

Texarkana area, and my favorite story about him is that when the

Ku Klux Klan was irritated by his employment of blacks on his

mill in Fouke, Arkansas, the Imperial Wizard sent word that if

the blacks were not off the mill by a certain date, the mill

would be burned to the ground.  So, on the appointed day, he went

alone to Fouke with a personal arsenal, checked in at the general

store, bought ammunition, and went out back to fire his guns to

check their condition.  Then, he went out to his mill to spend

the night.  It was clear that to burn his mill, the Klan would

have to kill him first.  Well, the Klan didn't come, and the mill

continued to operate.
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     Ferguson's relatively small business interests were acquired

by the legendary William Buchanan who built a certifiable empire

in the lumber business.  In the early days, the industry was

hampered by having to pull the logs out of the forests by oxen or

mules.  So, Buchanan built his own railroad, stretching all the

way from Texarkana paralleling the Red River to the Mississippi,

connecting his mill towns and logging camps (see map preceding page).  

Blacks and whites worked together on these mills, and the company

provided the blacks with the lumber to build their own saloons. 

During prohibition, the joints became known as barrelhouses,

because the bootleg whiskey was brought in barrels.  And in these

logging camps and mill saloons, itinerant musicians are believed

to have created this uniquely beautiful and soulful American

piano style called country blues.  Like guitar blues in the

Mississippi delta, piano blues originated with black pianists

playing for black audiences.  My mother and father worked on a

mill shortly after they were married in the 1920's, and mother

told me that she *really* wanted to go to the barrelhouse (which

was permitted, although the reverse was not).  But when Dad took

her, the music toned down and the dancing stopped.
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     Buster Pickens

     My personal bond to this music occurred when I went to

Houston for college in 1959.  While exploring the

Houston jazz scene, one night I ran into Buster Pickens [Slide

16], who, according to Paul Oliver, could "lay claim to be the

last of the the sawmill pianists."  His distinct forelock

symbolized his status as a sawmill piano player.  Frankly, to

this day, I don't think I've ever heard anyone who played more

beautifully.  I listened to him many, many times, and the honor

student from Rice always felt humble in his presence.  In fact,

Buster was so good that I abandoned any notions I might have

secretly entertained about trying to become a professional

pianist, and headed for medicine instead.  

     The only recording by Pickens that has been released on CD

features him "comping" for Lightning Sam Hopkins, who was also on

the Houston blues scene.  Hopkins was probably the most brilliant

lyric poet who ever composed blues, but he had significant

limitations as a guitarist.  Accordingly, he rarely departed from

keys that are easy on guitar, like E.  E is full of terrors for

an amateur like myself, because there are so many sharps, but

it poses no problem for Pickens and gives a very *bright*

sound to the keyboard.

     Buster was shot and killed in 1964 in an argument over a

quarter, so I relocated my listening to New Orleans.

NEW ORLEANS
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     In NO, I found another living link to the barrelhouse style,

Archibald.  Archie's real name was Leon T. Gross, and he was born

in 1912. [Tape: "Soon as I come home", with its

lovely easy rolling base line]  Although his "Stack-O-Lee" was a

top ten hit, he was much neglected and he left behind only one

album.  I believe his problems with alcohol had caught up with

him by the time of the great resurgence of interest in blues that

rejuvenated the career of Professor Longhair, or else he would

have been recorded again and much more widely known today.  [If

time permits, tell story of the Longhair Board and the Horowitz

Nails]

     When I went to New Orleans to look for Archibald again in

the mid-70's, I learned that he had died in 1973.  Recently I did

some research at the NO Public Library; and, alas, his passing

wasn't even noticed with an obituary.  Anyway, as I was walking down Chartres early that evening, I heard the sound of blues piano from a small corner bar with open doors.  It was a youngster at the keyboard, I'd guess about 20, playing for his friends just for fun.  When he stopped, I decided to play a little, to try to coax him back to the keyboard.  He liked my stuff, and soon he was playing again.  Somebody said, "Do you know who he is?".  I didn't.  He was Antoine Domino, Jr., Fat's son.  Well, Antoine invited me with him and his friends, and after a while came an invitation, "How about coming out to the house and we'll order pizza?"  We did, and several other friends of his joined us and brought instruments, and the music went on most of the night.

     My other favorite player of those years was Tuts Washington

[Slide 19], and I have two reasons for telling you about him. 

One is that he taught IMHO the greatest player of all time, whom

I'll tell you about in a minute, and the other is that Tuts

provides a wider perspective on the phenomenon of New Orleans

piano, that I might call the Storyville tradition.  Storyville

was an upscale brothel district that operated until 1917.  Every

first class whorehouse had one or more pianists, who were called

the Professors [Slide 18].  Since the clients were white and

often made requests, the Professors developed a repertoire much

more diverse than the barrelhouse players, including ragtime and

the popular music of the day.  Jelly Roll Morton was the first in

this tradition to leave behind recordings and compositions. 

Although Tuts came along slightly after Storyville, he was an

example of the wide range of musicianship characteristic of the

tradition.  From listening to him at the Fairmont hotel, I can

say that he could play most any request in any style.  A master

of the country blues since his boyhood, he used to amaze me with

astonishingly beautiful original compositions of his own. [Tape:

"Tee Nah Nah" and "Sante Fe Blues"]
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    Tuts Washington

A FEW MORE WORDS ON THE NEW ORLEANS BLUES PIANO TRADITION
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     No discussion of this subject matter could be complete without some remarks about Professor Longhair.  I never heard him play with much of a country blues feel, but he achieved a blend of blues with Latin rhythyms that has been enormously influential.  He often played at Tipitinas, and AFAIK he is the only pianist to ever be honored with a statue in the esplanade in front of the nightclub.  There is also a beautiful bronze bust of him just inside the door.  The photos are by the author; and the last time I visited Tipitinas (about 1995), Jon Cleary was the Featured artist.  I took his picture playing piano, and I had a chance to visit with him for a few minutes.  Jon came from England to study blues on site in New Orleans, had his first job as a pianist in a Gospel church, and now (2004) has become a major figure in the world of blues piano.  He travels worldwide and has several CD’s.
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     Of course, not all great blues players have been from New

Orleans.  I have time to mention only a few.  Jay McShann belongs to the Storyville tradition, in the sense of being rooted in blues, but

influenced by much more sophisticated music. [Play McShann/Clarence Gatemouth Brown duet from "Please, Mr. Nixon"].  Finally, when it comes down to debating “who was the greatest jazz pianist of the 20th century”, whether it was Art Tatum or Bill Evans is virtually undecidable.  Neither was known as a blues player, but they could both plays blues brilliantly.  Proof of this in the case of Tatum are archival recordings made on a wire machine by a Columbia student who pursued Tatum “after hours” in the Harlem nightclub scene pre-WW II.  In the case of Bill Evans, you will just have to take my word for it, as he was a personal friend.  A very early jazz influence on Bill was boogie woogie bass lines; and he and I once played a blues piano duet together on a New Years Eve at his Connecticut home, not long before his premature death.

SO, WHO WAS THE GREATEST BLUES PLAYER OF ALL TIME?

     Tuts Washington used to sip whiskey at the home of a close

friend, who was the grandmother of James Carroll Booker, III,

born in 1939.  Booker was another child prodigy like Joplin, and

Tuts played for him and taught him.  Tuts is quoted, "He learned

fast."  At age 14 Booker cut his first record in the recording

studio of Dave Bartholomew.  The following anecdote as told by

Jeff Hannusch reveals both the brilliance and tragedy of Booker's
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short life.

     During the 1981 New Orleans Jazz Festival, James Booker held

     3000 people aboard the riverboat S.S. President completely

     spellbound.  The assorted audience of blues freaks, jazz

     buffs and boogie woogie lovers stomped their feet and

     clapped their hands in appreciation.  His style was by turns

     flashy and starkly introspective in the manner of every

     great New Orleans pianist since Jelly Roll Morton.  Booker's

     versions of "All around the world" and "Something you got"

     were interspersed with outrageous extracts from Tchaikovsky

     and Rachmaninoff.

     Then Booker flaunted his ... technique on the Longhairish

     "One Hell of a Nerve," which he sang in a half-falsetto

     voice, and played an unnerving blues version of "Black

     Night."  He sang an inspired version of his anthem "Junco

     Partner" before climaxing his set with a classical melange

     of "A Taste of Honey" and "Malaguena."  It was a brilliant

     display of his talent and the performance ended with

     thunderous applause and shouts for encore.  Booker stood up

     to acknowledge the applause, bowed politely, and exited

     quietly.

     Two days later, James Booker was committed to the

     psychiatric ward of Charity Hospital.  The police had found

     him wandering in the French Quarter babbling incoherently. 

     The three-piece suit he wore on the President was encrusted

     with dried vomit...

     His meteoric flash came to an end with early death at the age of 43.  In addition to all the problems associated with dependence on cocaine, heroin, and alcohol, I expect that he was a paranoid schizophrenic (listen to lines from "Popa was a Rascal": "Watch out for the CIA"; and he named one of his albums "Classified").  He also had to deal with the burden of his homosexuality.  When you hear his 1976 version of "Goodnight, Irene" ("Sometimes I get the notion, to go down to the river and drown"), you may surmise that he was preoccupied

with suicide.  I once made the pilgrimage out to the Maple Leaf Café,
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where the above-pictured album was recorded; and I had a most interesting conversation with a man named Parsons who had engineered and produced the record.


 We only have time to listen to two more excerpts: 1) "Pixie"

is a piano solo that illustrates his legendary "three-handed"

style.  2) "Come in My House" is a vocal from another triumphant

moment, where his piano solo is interrupted by applause from a

large and very appreciative audience in Germany.  This song

illustrates another feature that contributes to the popularity of

blues, because (although I have largely illustrated this talk

with songs tinged with sadness) it is also a music in affirmation

of joy and the meaning of life - often dispite severe adversity.

This is Booker at the height of his power.  Listen to him jump

octaves with his voice and then imitate that effect on the

keyboard.  Rachmaninoff put the same technique to spectacular use

in one of the variations of his Rhapsody on a Theme by Pagannini.

CAN WHITES PLAY BLUES?

     Why bother with such a silly question?  Because I believe it

leads to a point that I find interesting.  When I discuss my

passion for blues with my friends of color who are not musicians,

my enthusiasm usually meets polite indifference.  Davis has

pointed out that by the 1960's, whites had become the primary

audience for blues.  Here is a montage of six of the best

pianists on the current New Orleans scene: Cleary, Torkanowsky,

McDermott, Butler, Dr. John, and Simpson.  All were strongly

influenced by blues in general and Booker in particular.  *Look* 

Five of the six are white.  So what happened?
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 My hypothesis is that African-Americans find the symbolic

luggage of the blues unpleasant to contemplate.  It was a music

born out of a caste system, with violence, injustice, and

poverty.  Something, that if I were black, I would just as soon

forget.  So, for the moment, at least until this chapter in our

heritage recedes to seem more like the remote instead of recent

past, we white enthusiasts have become the conservators of this

uniquely beautiful and original African-American contribution to

the history of music.

     But, take one last look at the little montage in the above figure.  IMHO, Henry Butler is the greatest blues pianist living today, and as an African-American, he can trace his line of descent, in terms of who taught who, all the way back to Jelly Roll Morton.  His originality and technique are spectacular.  The photo below is from a memorable occasion in Storyville, where he was so kind as to invite me to have lunch with him.  (Ooopsie, I’ll have to add this photo later, as it is not on this computer).  And, about two weeks ago, he played two gigs in New York.  Friday Night he was on the outdoor stage at Lincoln Center by the fountain, and Saturday Night he played solo (no drums, guitar, etc), just Henry with his grand piano, at an intimate jazz club on the Lower East Side. My table was next to the piano, and he just gets better and better.  For first time listeners, I recommend his CD New Orleans Inspirations.

EVEN OLD WHITE GUYS CAN PLAY THE BLUES
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                                                 Art Hodes

     In support of my hypothesis, I'm going to play you a little

blues composition of my own, called "Dadsblue".  And we are going

to wind down with a lovely "Baby, Baby, All the Time" by Dave

McKenna [Slide 23] (notice the legato base that is a slow version

of Booker's Pixie style).  Last is a spiritual from the "Final

Session" of Art Hodes ("Going Home") [Slide 24].  Hodes was a

Jewish Russian immigrant child in Chicago, who learned music at

the settlement house run by Jane Adams.  There he played duets

with another Chicago youngster named Benny Goodman.  Goodman went

on to found swing, but Hodes stuck with blues for the rest of his

life.  *Believe it or not*, he was chosen by the legendary Ma

Yancey (wife of the great pianist Jimmy Yancey) to accompany her

on her last vocal recording.

UNFINISHED BOOGIE - We'll all be done someday, but the blues will

go on forever.  

Deep South Country Blues Piano - The Soundtrack

     Side A - 

 1. Ray Charles - Genius After Hours - C

 2. Walter Davis - Down in Spirit - G

 3. Fatha Hines - St Louis Blues - G

 4. Meade Lux Lewis - Honky Tonk Train - G

 5. Buster Pickens comping for Lightning Sam Hopkins - E

 6. Archiebald - Soon As I Come Home - G

 7. Tuts Washington - Tee Na Na - A flat

 8. Tuts Washington - Sante Fe Blues - G

 9. Jay McShann - Please Mr. Nixon - G

     Side B

10. James Booker - Irene - D flat

11. James Booker - Pixie - A flat

12. James Booker - Come In My House - F

13. Dave McKenna - Baby, Baby, All The Time - A flat              

              (interrupted by accident, sorry)

14. Art Hodes - Going Home - F

15. Mystery track for real country piano blues fans

                      ^^^^

The rest of the tape is Tuts Washington
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