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Abstract 
 

As the blues developed across the southern United States different 

regional cultures emerged, connected by a set of musical influences but 

distinguished by the figures that represented them. The Texas country blues 

tradition remains one of the oldest and most influential styles within the blues 

genre. The creative scope and achievements of its notable musicians puts Texas 

country blues, or folk blues, on par with parallel blues cultures from the Delta 

Mississippi, New Orleans, Chicago, and Piedmont regions.  

Texas country blues musicians advanced approaches to songwriting and 

performance practice that greatly influenced the blues genre. Most of these 

artists were guitarists and songsters, figures who established and sustained a 

distinct regional style characterized by lyrical mastery, charismatic vocal 

deliveries, and adept guitar playing. However, an often-neglected aspect of this 

traditionʼs musical language is the ubiquitous use of alternate guitar tunings, an 

idiomatic technique rooted in African music and connected to several other 

traditions of plucked string instruments. Musicians and scholars alike have 

alluded to the creative potential of alternate tunings, but substantive research on 

the subject remains absent.  

 This paper will explore the use of alternate tunings in the guitar playing of 

Blind Lemon Jefferson, Blind Willie Johnson, and Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins 

through the use of gestural analysis, informed by narrative interpretations. The 

goal of this survey, which examines how all three guitarists benefitted creatively 

from retuning their guitars, is to support the idea that alternate tunings in Texas 

folk blues music served a creative function.  
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 “Open Up Your Door”: Alternative Guitar Tunings of Three Texas 
Bluesmen 

Introduction  

As the blues developed across the southern United States different 

regional cultures emerged, connected by a set of musical influences but 

distinguished by the figures that represented them. The Texas country blues 

tradition remains one of the oldest and most influential styles within the blues 

genre. The creative scope and achievements of its notable musicians puts Texas 

country blues, or folk blues, on par with parallel blues cultures from the Delta 

Mississippi, New Orleans, Chicago, and Piedmont regions.1 A short survey of 

blues artists native or synonymous with country blues from the Lone Star State 

include Blind Lemon Jefferson, Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins, Blind Willie Johnson, 

Mance Lipscomb, Big Momma Thorton, Lilʼ Son Jackson, and Huddie “Leadbelly” 

Ledbetter. This brief list of seminal figures only hints at the artistic significance 

and commercial appeal of a style that dates back to the turn of the twentieth 

century. 

 Texas country blues musicians advanced approaches to songwriting and 

performance practice that greatly influenced the blues genre. Most of these 

artists were guitarists and songsters, figures who established and sustained a 

distinct regional style characterized by lyrical mastery, charismatic vocal 

deliveries, and adept guitar playing. However, an often-neglected aspect of this 

traditionʼs musical language is the ubiquitous use of alternate guitar tunings, an 

idiomatic technique rooted in African music and connected to several other 

traditions of plucked string instruments. Musicians and scholars alike have 

alluded to the creative potential of alternate tunings, a sentiment galvanized by 

their recurring employment in Texas country blues and marked impact on 
                                                 
1 The Mississippi blues is essentially a form of country blues comparable to what is found in 
Texas. Stylistic differences usually relate to the idiosyncrasies of the musicians and regional 
influences, such as the impact of cowboy songs in Texas.  
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acoustics and playing style.2 Together, these components reveal the 

compositional function behind non-standard tunings in the hands of some 

guitarists.  

This thesis has two objectives: 1) Chronicle the diverse origins and early 

history of alternate tunings in Texas country blues music, and 2) Analyze how 

several representative Texas blues guitarists—Blind Lemon Jefferson (1893–

1929), Blind Willie Johnson (1897–1949), and Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins (1912–

1982)—employed these tunings in their music for creative purposes. In doing so, 

the goal of this paper is to provide a selective history for alternate tunings within 

Texas blues and show how they impact songwriting and performance practice.     

Chief among Texas folk blues artists are Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins 

who created music that reshaped and characterized the regionʼs style. 

Considered the “Father of Texas Blues,” Blind Lemon Jefferson (1893–1929) is 

largely responsible for popularizing country blues in the region. He spent the first 

half of his career touring in and around the East Texas and Dallas-Fort Worth 

area, usually as a street musician. During the 1920s he began recording his 

music for Paramount Records, becoming the most commercially successful 

bluesman of the decade.3 His immense influence on later generations of blues 

musicians remains undeniable; however only one major biography, Robert 

Uzzelʼs Blind Lemon Jefferson: His Life, his Death, and his Legacy, has been 

published.4 Fortunately, studies and research conducted by historians such as 

David Evans, Luigi Monge, and Alan Govenar present more information about 

                                                 
2 Jas Obrecht, “Blues Origins: Spanish Fandango and Sebastopol,” Jas Obrecht Archive, 
accessed November 5, 2014, http://jasobrecht.com/blues-origins-spanish-fandango-and-
sebastopol/; Timothy Koozin, “Guitar Voicings in Pop-Rock Music: A Performance-Based 
Analytical Approach,” Society for Music Theory 17, no. 3 (Fall, 2011): 5, accessed October 19, 
2014, http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.11.17.3/mto.11.17.3.koozin.html; Paul Oliver, Savannah 
Syncopators: African Retentions in the Blues (New York: Stein and Day, 1970), 79. 
3 David Evans, “Musical Innovation in the Blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson,” Black Music Research 
Journal 20, no. 1 (Spring, 2000): 88. 
4 Robert L. Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson: His Life, His Death, and His Legacy (Austin, TX: Eakin 
Press, 2002). 
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Jeffersonʼs life and music.5  

Blind Lemon Jeffersonʼs contemporary, Blind Willie Johnson (1897–1945), 

is known for a style of blues heavily influenced by sacred music. Like Jefferson, 

Johnson was a blind bluesman who initially played on the streets for money. 

Based in Beaumont, he also engaged in preaching on the streets. In the late 

1920ʼs Johnson recorded his songs with Columbia records, though he failed to 

experience the same commercial success as some of his contemporaries. 

However, in recent years Johnsonʼs critical reception and status in Texas music 

has greatly improved, exemplified by two relatively recent books, Shane Fordʼs 

Shine A Light: My Year with “Blind” Willie Johnson and D.N. Blakeyʼs Revelation: 

Blind Willie Johnson, The Biography. 6  

Sam Lightninʼ Hopkins (1912–1982) represents the next generation of 

Texas bluesmen, relying on the older style while expanding its innovations. His 

performance approach owed much to musicians like Jefferson and Johnson, 

featuring more idiosyncratic guitar playing, vocal delivery, and lyrical writing. 

Though based in Houston, Hopkins toured extensively throughout his career and 

worked with a number of record labels over the same course of time.7 Unlike 

Jefferson and Johnson, Lightninʼ Hopkinsʼ biography is well represented in the 

literature. Books by historians Alan Govenar, Timothy J. OʼBrien, and David 

Ensminger detail his life and music, while Les Blank and Skip Gersonʼs films, The 

Blues Accordinʼ to Lightninʼ Hopkins (1968) and The Sunʼs Gonna Shine (1969) 

                                                 
5 Evans, “Musical Innovation in the Blues of Blind Lemon Jefferson”; Luigi Monge and David 
Evans, “New Songs of Blind Lemon Jefferson,” Journal of Texas Music 3, no. 2 (Fall, 2003): 8–
28; Luigi Monge, “The Language of Blind Lemon Jefferson: The Covert Theme of Blindness,” 
Black Music Research Journal 20, no. 1 (Spring, 2000): 35–82; Alan Govenar, “Blind Lemon 
Jefferson: The Myth and the Man,” Black Music Research Journal 20, no. 1 (Spring, 2000): 7–21.  
6 Shane Ford, Shine a Light: My Year with “Blind” Willie Johnson (Raleigh, NC: Lulu Publishing, 
2013); D.N. Blakey, Revelation: Blind Willie Johnson, the Biography, Raleigh (NC: Lulu 
Publishing, 2016). 
7 Tony Russell, The Blues: From Robert Johnson to Robert Cray (New York: Schirmer Books, 
1997), 64.  
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provide fascinating interview and performance footage of the blues legend.8  

 The combination between solo acoustic performances and solo singing 

characterizes Texas country blues, much like other regional styles of the time.9 

Historically, this emphasis on the guitarʼs ability to carry the same musical weight 

as a small ensemble resulted in an abundance of innovative and resourceful 

uses of the instrument, including retuning it. However, the topic of tuning and 

temperament, more specifically non-standard tunings, remains relatively 

unexamined despite a long tradition of their use.10 Jefferson, Johnson, and 

Hopkins used various tunings, and their methods of solo-guitar playing, 

availability of their recordings, and influence on the genre make their repertoire 

conducive for analysis.  

Literature Review 

Modern blues scholarship was effectively born in 1959 when blues 

historian Samuel Charters published The Country Blues.11 In this collection of 

biographical accounts and personal observations, Charters details the lives and 

music of seminal blues figures (including Texas guitarists such as Blind Lemon 

Jefferson, Blind Willie Johnson, and Sam Lightninʼ Hopkins). One year later, 

British researcher Paul Oliver published Blues Fell This Morning, which stands 

with The Country Blues as a landmark source.12 Both books illuminated the 

possibilities and need for scholarly study of the blues, rather than lumping the 

                                                 
8 Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins, The Blues According to Lightninʼ Hopkins, directed by Les Blank 
(1969); Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins, The Sunʼs Gonna Shine, directed by Les Blank (1970).  
9 In general, country blues from Texas contains many of the same idioms and aesthetics as that 
hailing from the Delta Mississippi.  
10Alternate tunings are not exclusive to Texas folk blues and are prevalent throughout other 
regions and styles. As one of the two oldest blues traditions, however, a detailed account of their 
use starts with Texas or the Delta Mississippi.  
11 Samuel Charters, The Country Blues (New York: Da Capo Press, 1959). 
12 Paul Oliver, Blues Fell this Morning (London: Cassell & Company, 1960). In his introduction to 
Ramblinʼ On My Mind, David Evans credits Oliver and Charters with ushering in the “modern era 
of blues scholarship and the significant growth of our knowledge of [the blues].” David Evans, 
“Introduction,” Ramblinʼ On My Mind: New Perspectives on the Blues, edited by David Evans 
(Urbana: University Illinois Press, 2008),1. 



 
 

5 

genre in with jazz studies.13  

Chartersʼ and Oliverʼs unprecedented focus and attention not only helped 

popularize blues scholarship, but paved the way for a serious growth in blues 

literature over the last half-century.14 Publications such as Oliverʼs The Story of 

the Blues, Giles Oakleyʼs The Devilʼs Music, Lawrence Cohnʼs Nothing but the 

Blues, and Mike Evansʼ The Blues: A Visual History chronicle the origins and 

story of blues music in a more comprehensive manner than most sources.15  

Featuring large amounts of photographic content, Cohnʼs and Evansʼ books 

vividly illustrate the evolution of the genre from its Southern beginnings to its 

position in contemporary culture, a style geared toward general audiences. Much 

of the same history can be found in encyclopedic sources such as Dick 

Weissmanʼs Blues: The Basics, Edward Komara and Peter Leeʼs The Blues 

Encyclopedia, and Gerard Hérzshaftʼs Encyclopedia of the Blues, references that 

cover the gamut of blues traditions, albeit on a general level.  

Endeavors in other branches of blues research related to ethnomusicology 

and theory have also produced important works over the last several decades. 

David Evansʼ Big Road Blues and Jeff Titonʼs Early Downhome Blues analyze 

blues musiciansʼ creative process with the aid of transcriptions and interviews.16 

Through their ambitious efforts, Evansʼ and Titonʼs works showcase the 

innovation and complexity involved with the compositional approaches of various 

musicians. Others have expanded the dimensions of blues research to cover its 
                                                 
13 Evans, “Introduction,” Ramblinʼ On My Mind: New Perspectives on The Blues, edited by David 
Evans (Urbana: University of Illinois, 2008), 1. Over thirty years after publishing Blues Fell this 
Morning, Oliver noted that his goal was to help establish the “[blues] idiom as a phenomenon to 
be studied in its own right.” Paul Oliver, “Blues Research: Problems and Possibilities,” The 
Journal of Musicology 2 no. 4 (Fall, 1983), 377. 
14 Dick Weissman, Blues: The Basics (New York: Routledge, 2005), 105. 
15 Paul Oliver, The Story of the Blues (Philadelphia: Chilton Book Co, 1969); Giles Oakley, The 
Devilʼs Music: A History of the Blues (London: British Broadcasting Corp, 1976); Lawrence Cohn, 
Nothing but the Blues: The Music and Musicians (New York: Abbeville Press, 1993); Mike Evans, 
and Robert Gordon, The Blues, A Visual History: 100 Year of Music that Changed the World 
(New York: Sterling, 2014). 
16 David Evans, Big Road Blues: Tradition and Creativity in the Folk Blues (Berkeley: University of 
California Press, 1982); Jeff Titon, Early Downhome Blues: A Musical and Cultural Analysis 
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1977). 
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connections with African music, such as Paul Oliver with Savannah Syncopators 

and Samuel Charters with Roots of the Blues. Gerhard Kubikʼs Africa and the 

Blues and shorter pieces on the same subject present a wider scope and a more 

thorough exploration into the topic.17 Generally the work carried out by theorists 

and ethnomusicologists has since informed and enriched how many view blues 

history, evident in recent books like David Evansʼ collection of essays, Ramblinʼ 

On My Mind: New Perspectives on the Blues.18 

Relevant sources focusing on Texas country blues provide information not 

found in addition to titles mentioned above. Comprehensive works such as Alan 

Govenar and Jay Brakefieldʼs Texas Blues: The Rise of a Contemporary Sound 

and Deep Ellum: The Other Side of Dallas, Michael Corcoranʼs All Over the Map: 

True Heroes of Texas Music, and Roger Woodʼs Down in Houston: Bayou City 

Blues all offer detailed histories about the style and development of Texas blues 

music and its musicians.19 Additionally, biographies of Jefferson, Johnson, and 

Hopkins have all been published in the last twenty years, shedding light on the 

music and career of the performers.20  

Sources on the guitarʼs background and role in the blues have focused 
                                                 
17 Samuel Charters, Roots of the Blues: An African Search (New York: Da Capo Press, 1981); 
Gerhard Kubik, Africa and the Blues (Jackson: University Press of Mississippi, 1999); Gerhard 
Kubik, Theory of African Music (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2010); Paul Oliver, 
Savannah Syncopators: African Retentions in the Blues (New York: Stein and Day, 1970); 
Michael Coolen, “Senegambian Influences on Afro-American Musical Culture,” Black Music 
Research Journal 11, no. 1 (Spring, 1991): 1–18; Michael Coolen, “The Fodet: A Senegambian 
Origin for the Blues?,” The Black Perspective in Music 10, no. 1 (Spring, 1982): 69–84; William 
Ferris, “Blues Roots and Development,” The Black Perspective in Music 2, no. 2 (Fall, 1974): 
122–127; William Tallmadge, “Blue Notes and Blue Tonality,” The Black Perspective in Music 12, 
no. 2 (Fall, 1984): 155–165; Olly Wilson, “The Significance of the Relationship Between Afro-
American Music and West African Music,” The Black Perspective in Music 2, no. 1 (Spring, 1974): 
3–22.  
18 Evans, ed., Ramblinʼ On My Mind. 
19 Alan Govenar, Texas Blues: The Rise of a Contemporary Sound (College Station, TX: Texas 
A&M University Press, 2008); Jay Brakefield and Alan Govenar, Deep Ellum: The Other Side of 
Dallas (College Station, TX: Texas A&M University Press, 2013); Michael Corcoran All Over the 
Map: True Heroes of Texas Music (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2005); Roger Wood Down 
in Houston: Bayou City Blues (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2003). 
20 Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson; Blakey, Revelation; Alan Govenar, Lightninʼ Hopkins: His Life 
and Blues (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2010); Timothy OʼBrien and David Ensminger, Mojo 
Hand: The Life and Music of Lightninʼ Hopkins (Austin: University of Texas Press, 2013); Mance 
Lipscomb and Glen Alyn, I Say Me For a Parable: The Oral Autobiography of Mance Lipscomb, 
Texas Songster (New York: W.W. Norton, 1993). 
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primarily on songbook transcriptions and history. Felix Schnellʼs The Open 

Tuning Chord Book presents an idiomatic approach to basic blues guitar theory 

and performance, but best serves as a supplementary reference.21 Essay 

collections such as The Cambridge Companion to the Guitar, The Cambridge 

Companion to Blues and Gospel Music, and Guitar Cultures offer insightful 

commentary on the guitarʼs role in modern culture and blues history.22 The 

information contained in these sources contributes greatly to blues guitar 

scholarship, but focuses more on other regional cultures.  

Valuable material and sources related to blues transcriptions comes from 

independent publishers and online communities. Regarding Texas blues, Stefan 

Grossmanʼs Texas Country Blues songbook surveys transcriptions from several 

musicians including Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins, but does not employ 

tablature notation.  On the other hand, books by Dan Bowen and Richard 

DeVinck use conventional and tablature notation, yet focus solely on sheet music 

from Lightninʼ Hopkinsʻ repertoire.23 Fortunately, sites specializing in either 

country blues music or guitar tablature often provide free and editable sheet 

music that uses finger tracking and numerals in place of notated pitches.24 

 Overall, no definitive or comprehensive sources about the history and use 

of alternate blues tunings exist. Authors occasionally mention the preferred 

method of tuning for a specific musician or song without much elaboration; 

documented evidence of blues guitarists discussing tunings provides insight, but 

does not offer enough information on their creative functions or mechanics. 
                                                 
21 Felix Schell, The Open Tuning Chord Book (Pacific, MO: Mel Bay Publishing, 1999). 
22 Victor Coelho, ed., The Cambridge Companion to the Guitar (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 2003); Allan F. Moore, ed., The Cambridge Companion to Blues and Gospel Music 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2002); Andy Bennett and Kevin Dawe, eds., Guitar 
Cultures (Oxford: Berg, 2001). 
23 Stefan Grossman, Texas Blues (New York: Oak Publishing, 1984); Dan Bowen, Lightninʼ 
Hopkins: Blues Guitar Legend (Pacific, MO: Mel Bay Publications, 1995); Richard DeVinck, 
Lightninʼ Hopkins: The Ultimate Texas Bluesman (Ventura, CA: Creative Concepts Publishing, 
1995). 
24 A list of helpful sites includes weeniecampbell.com, http://weeniecampbell.com/yabbse/; 
bluestabs.skyrock.com, http://bluestab.skyrock.com/; ultimateguitar.com, https://www.ultimate-
guitar.com/; bluestabs.net, http://www.blues-tabs.net/. 
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Historical sources on the guitar and its predecessors, such as the banjo, cigar 

box guitar, and diddley bow, shed some light on the origins of alternate tunings in 

the blues, emphasizing parts of the rural U.S. and West Africa.25 Weissmanʼs 

The Blues and research carried out by journalist Jas Obrecht briefly cover the 

possible origins of alternate tunings in blues music, but leave considerable room 

for inquiry and exploration.  

In my analysis of Texas country blues songs featuring non-standard 

tunings, I will employ a gestural approach influenced and informed by theorists 

such as Timothy Koozin (University of Houston), Camille Goudeseune (University 

of Illinois), and American blues specialist Terry Allen.26 This methodology entails 

mapping finger positions on the fretboard of the guitar (using tablature notation) 

in order to uncover thematic musical gestures related to finger positioning, 

plucking, and strumming.  Because altering a guitarʼs tuning reassigns notes to 

corresponding frets and impacts factors like string tension and timbre, tracking 

finger placement becomes critical when analyzing chord structure, harmony, 

texture, rhythm, and melody. Within a gestural framework, both formal and 

narrative interpretations serve as appropriate models, as seen in Koozinʼs work 

on pop-rock guitar voicings and their rhetorical functions.27  

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
25 Samuel Charters, Roots of the Blues; David Evans, “Afro-American One-Stringed Instruments,” 
Western Folklore 29, no. 4 (Oct 1970): 229–245. Evans provides an extensive list of sources 
related to the history of African styles predating American bottle-neck guitar (Evans, 236–237).   
26 Terry Allen and Camille Goudeseune, “Topological Considerations for Tuning and Fingering 
Stringed Instruments,” arXiv electronic archive, Cornell University, arXiv:1105.1383, 2011, 
January 1, 2015, http://arxiv.org/abs/1105.1383; Koozin, “Guitar Voicings in Pop-Rock Music,” 1–
12. 
27 Koozin, “Guitar Voicings in Pop-Rock Music.” 
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Chapter 1: History of Alternate Tunings in the Blues 

 Intonation on the modern guitar presents a system of compromises. 

Between the highest and lowest open strings is a space of two octaves. This 

distance serves different purposes. For one, it allows for an exact doubling 

between the lowest bass string and highest treble string, so that fingering 

particular chords becomes easier. However, unlike other stringed instruments, 

the interval between the inner strings is inconsistent. The standard tuning 

separates each string by the interval of a perfect fourth, except for the third string 

(G) and second string (B) which are tuned a major third apart:  

 

Figure 1.1, Standard Guitar Intonation28 

 
The diagram above lays out the orientation of notes across the fretborad of a six-

string guitar. The arrangement of pitches makes for a somewhat awkward 

fingering of chords and voices in the higher registers, while the tuning to fourths 

(and consequently, fifths) produces a natural dissonance between adjacent 

strings.  

 Practically designed alternate tunings solve this issue by allowing for a 

more economical approach to playing the guitar. For example, by tuning the 
                                                 
28 Diagram provided by GuitarForAnyone.com, 
http://www.guitarforanyone.com/images/guitar_neck.gif.   
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guitar to a specific chord, also known as open tuning, a chord can be played 

simply through strumming the open strings. Playing different chords becomes a 

matter of barring each fret with one finger. The chart below contains several 

popular open tunings and displays the note each string is tuned to, from highest 

to lowest:  

Figure 1.2, Popular Open Tunings 

 6 5 4 3 2 1 

Standard E A D G B E 

Open G D G D G B D 

Open D D A D F# A D 

Open E E B E G# B E 

 

By tuning the guitar to only three notes, the strings now outline the main triad, 

which usually serves as the tonic chord in a song. Intermediate tunings that 

redefine the fretboard without making a chord include lowered and dropped 

tunings. This strategy not only offers a physical convenience for performers, but 

also reveals qualitative characteristics unique to each tuning and key, thereby 

playing a fundamental role in the creative process.       

 When considering the expressive capabilities of guitar tunings, 

understanding the correlation between a particular tuning and timbral 

transformations becomes pertinent for most guitarists. A guitar tuned to a 

dropped D tuning or open D, requires a lowered bass string note that sounds 

very different from an E string, though only a tone lower.  Widening the range of 

the guitar by a step not only allows guitarists to play lower tones, but highlight 

dissonances. For example, parallel fifths in a power chord (a guitar chord 

comprised only of the root and fifth) are now more easily achieved because the 

guitarist only has to bar the fret with a single finger. Dropping the low E string 
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down two tones to C creates an even lower, deeper sound and a greater 

resonance. Now with much lower tension and more slack, the guitar string 

buzzes and rattles, obscuring or distorting individual pitches.29 Other alternate 

tunings include changing one or two strings to produce certain intervals, not 

necessarily chords. Dropped D is a very popular tuning that allows the guitarist to 

play chords with more ease, by simply barring any fret with one finger in order to 

make a power chord; dropped double D will do the same thing.30 

 Many folk blues musicians relied on alternate tunings for ease and 

practicality. As Dick Weissman notes, sometimes tuning the guitar to the key of 

the piece (e.g., dropped D for a piece in D) is just more convenient.31 By easing 

the physical demands for chord voicing and harmonization, non-standard tunings 

open the channels for greater gestural mobility. Early blues guitaristsʼ ability to 

capitalize on this aspect of guitar playing highlights their inventiveness and 

creativity.  

 Understanding the precise origins of alternate tunings in blues music 

remains a subject of debate. Dick Weissman raises the possibility that rural 

guitarists around the turn of the twentieth century discovered alternate tunings 

through experimentation and popularized them regionally.32  However, this 

assumption does not fully explain how these tunings became such a rooted 

fixture in the blues, not only in Texas, but also in the Mississippi Delta and the 

Piedmont region that encompasses stretches of the eastern United Sates from 

Georgia up to Virginia.  

With no definitive evidence pointing to any one person, place, or piece as 

a source for alternate tunings in the country blues, scholars have devised several 
                                                 
29 Perhaps worth noting is that many heavy metal bands utilize this tuning pattern for their music 
precisely because of the tone it produces.  
30 For more information on the gamut of alternate tunings for the guitar, along with chord and 
interval charts, see Dick Weissmanʼs instructional book. Dick Weissman, Guitar Tunings 
(Routledge, New York, 2006). 
31 Weissman, Guitar Tunings, 1. 
32 Weissman, Blues, 192.  
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theories. The first one centers on Hawaiian music of the nineteenth century, 

notable for its steel string slide guitar method, akin to that of country blues 

musicians in Texas and Mississippi. The second theory introduces the notion that 

country blues musicians adopted blues tunings via the European parlor guitar 

tradition of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The final and most extensive 

theory covers connections between early country blues and African music, 

including tonal systems, playing style, and instrumentation.  

  The case for Hawaiian musicʼs impact on blues tunings is tied in with the 

guitarʼs own history in the U.S. Brought over by Mexican and Portuguese sailors 

and introduced to natives, the modern six-string guitar first reached America 

through Hawaii during the nineteenth century.33 George Kanahele offers several 

possible dates, but notes that the guitar arrived to Hawaii by the 1830s and 

became popular by the1860s.34 As early as 1893, Hawaiian musicians such as 

Joseph Kekeku brought innovation to the steel guitar by developing a new style 

of playing to his homeland known as “slide guitar,” by infusing traditional 

Hawaiian musical elements into guitar performance.35 As a means of fitting the 

instrument to local musical melodic and harmonic patterns, natives and 

colonizers altered the guitarʼs standard tuning, deriving multiple tuning patterns. 

These patterns involved tuning the bass strings down to create open chords, a 

method now known as “slack-key guitar.” Renowned Hawaiian slack key guitarist 

George Winston credits the export of native Hawaiian music to the mainland as 

the primary factor that connects Hawaiian music to the blues.  He cites the 

popularity of tour groups like the Royal Hawaiian Band during the 1890s and 

early 1900s, the arrival of David Evans and Winnie Holzmanʼs musical, Birds of 

Paradise (1897), and the Panama Pacific Exhibition of 1915 in San Francisco as 
                                                 
33 Pete Madsen, Slide Guitar (San Francisco: Backbeat Books, 2005), 7.  
34 George Kanahele and John Berger, Hawaiian Music and Musicians: An Encyclopedic History 
(Honolulu: Mutual Publishing, 2012), 749.  
35 Weissman, Blues, 192. 
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significant examples of Hawaiian musicʼs increasing presence in America.36  

 According to David Weissman, the slack-key guitar was introduced to the 

mainland around the turn of the century, probably via American sailors who 

brought the instrument and style with them from Hawaii while stationed in the 

Pacific.37 Beamer argues that “blues slide guitarists and country and western 

steel guitar players became more and more influenced by the Hawaiian slack-key 

guitar sound, due to increased recordings and tours by Hawaiian performers,” a 

notion supported by the fact that guitarists in the rural South developed both the 

slide guitar technique and open tuning patterns very similar to their slack-key 

counterparts. 38 For example, tunings found in both Hawaiian slack-key and blues 

slide-guitar music include open G, open D, dropped D, and dropped C. 

Additionally, the glissando effect, derived from sliding a knife or bottle along the 

guitar neck, parallels fundamental slack-key playing. These similarities between 

Hawaiian guitar music and country blues support the notion of the formerʼs 

impact on the latter. 

At the same time, historians cannot be certain to what extent musicians 

living in East Texas and other parts of the rural South could have absorbed 

elements of Hawaiian music into their own. David Evans rejects the notion that 

Hawaiian slack-key guitar set the precedence for blues musicians playing slide 

guitar and even posits that black Americans may have actually introduced the 

“Hawaiian style” to the islands in the late nineteenth century, while Weissman 

explains that both cultures could have simply stumbled upon the same technique 

independently of one another.39  

 One recent theory concerning alternate guitar tuningsʼ adoption into blues 

                                                 
36 George Winston, “A Brief History of Slack Key Guitar.” Dancing Cat Records, accessed June 9, 
2016, http://www.georgewinston.com/about/dancing-cat-records/. 
37 Weissman, Blues, 192. 
38 Winston, “A Brief History of Slack Key Guitar.” 
39 Evans, “Afro-American One-Stringed Instruments,” 238–239; Weissman, Blues, 192. 
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music centers on research carried out by historians Jas Obrecht and John 

Renbourn, who assert that early guitarists may have discovered and appropriated 

different tuning patterns from parlor guitar music of the nineteenth century.40 The 

parlor guitar tradition emanated from eighteenth-century Europe and eventually 

made its way to antebellum America. Musicians played these smaller parlor 

guitars at social gatherings and at home. Characteristically, many parlor 

compositions from this time call for alternate tunings such as open C and open 

D.41 Henry Worrallʼs two parlor pieces from 1860, “Worrallʼs Original Spanish 

Fandango” and “Sebastopol,” were composed in open G and open D, 

respectively.42 These early indications for alternate guitar tunings in American 

parlor guitar music suggest a possible link to blues music created a half-century 

later.43  

According to Renbourn, the widespread availability of parlor guitars 

through mail order catalogues around the end of the nineteenth century 

introduced rural guitarists to parlor music in the form of tutor books. Those 

published by Septimus Winner around this time were common and usually 

included versions of “Sebastopol” and “Spanish Fandango.”44 Sears Roebuck 

offered guitars that came with published parlor song music intended for amateur 

musicians, a package that cost anywhere from $4.50–$26.00.45 Based on his 

findings, Renbourn entertains the idea that black folk guitarists not only learned 

the music found in these instruction books, but style and technique as well.   

 

                                                 
40 The name “parlor guitar” refers to both the style and instrument popular with amateur musicians 
in Europe and America. 
41 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.” 
42 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.” 
43 The parlor style serves as the most prominent link between blues and western idioms, though 
alternate tunings were hardly new to European plucked string music. 
44 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.” 
45 Govenar, Texas Blues, 11. 
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Figure 1.3, Title Pages to “Spanish Fandango” and “Sebastopol”46 

 

 
 

 
 

                                                 
46 Image provided by The Jas Obrecht Music Archive, http://jasobrecht.com/blues-origins-
spanish-fandango-and-sebastopol/. The “Sebastopol” cover page on the left appears to call for a 
guitar tuned to E standard. However, Obrecht notes that the songbook comes with instructions to 
tune the guitar to open D and transpose up a step.  
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 Renbournʼs historical evidence presents a convincing theory that posits 

parlor musicʼs effect on blues musicians. In his documents, he also points to 

musical connections between parlor songs and early country blues such as 

harmonic language and chord fingerings:  

 

Most authorities seem to agree on the various strands of Afro-
American music that contributed to the makeup of what we 
recognize as the blues—the field calls and work songs, etc.— 
predominantly linear music characterized by what has become 
known as the ʻblues scale.ʼ What has never been satisfactorily 
explained is the origin of the basic harmonic format that 
distinguishes the blues from these other types.  
If you can imagine a field hand sitting down after work and trying to 
fit an arhoolie [field song] across the basic chords of ʻSpanish 
Fandango,ʼ then you would be close to the moment of 
transformation, in my opinion. In early recorded blues—i.e., Charley 
Patton and his school—the harmonic language (right down to 
specific chord shapes but with bluesy modification usually of one 
finger only) is straight from parlour [sic] music. The same is true for 
early blues in open D compared to ʻSebastopol.ʼ Itʼs fascinating stuff 
and fairly controversial, but it fills in the missing gap between the 
steel-string guitar coming in to circulation and the highly developed 
styles that appeared on recordings in the 1920s.47 
 

 While maintaining the creative force that work songs and field calls 

exercised over blues traditions during the late nineteenth century, Renbournʼs 

assertion that parlor songs left a considerable stylistic imprint on blues harmony 

and intonation seems persuasive. As a result, Obrecht and professional guitarist 

and author Stefan Grossman, encourage further research into Renbournʼs ideas. 

To Grossman, the case for the parlor guitarʼs importance promotes recent 

understanding that the interweaving between white and black music was more 

prevalent than previously thought.48  

However, the same issues related to context and accessibility that 

undermine the Hawaiian slack-key theory also arise when discussing the parlor 

guitar theory. Neither Renbourn nor Obrecht provide clear evidence or testimony 
                                                 
47 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.” 
48 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.”   
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of a country blues guitarist playing original parlor songs, aside from pointing out 

that Mississippi Delta bluesman Bo Carter based his “Country Fool” on the chord 

progression to “Spanish Fandango.”49 Echoing David Evansʼ criticism of the 

Hawaiian theory, substantial evidence of country blues guitarists performing or 

recording parlor songs is scant, and all but absent in the music of major 

performers such as Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins.  

Regarding their influence on the blues, the Hawaiian slack-key and parlor 

guitar theories not only suffer from a lack of documented evidence, but from 

questions about the likelihood that a deeply rooted blues technique could have 

assimilated within the relatively short window offered by either timeline.  Both 

traditions likely represent a set of secondary influences whose conventions may 

have resonated with blues guitarists at the turn of the century.50 In contrast, the 

growing literature aimed at understanding African musicʼs role in crafting the 

blues yields more conclusive findings. 

   African musical retentions in the blues can be traced back to West Africa, 

the region most impacted by the Atlantic slave trade. Early writings on the blues 

make this connection, but fail to distinguish which affected areas and cultures in 

Africa bore resemblances to the later American folk form.51 Coastal tribes such 

as the Ewe, Ashanti, Baule, and Yoruba boast prominent drumming cultures with 

complicated rhythmic workings, none of which are reflected in the blues.  

Historians point out that African drumming was specifically banned on Southern 

plantations, effectively preventing complete cultures of music from existing in the 

U.S.52 In addressing the issue, Paul Oliverʼs trailblazing research in the 1960s 

revealed that music found in the Savannah hinterland and Sudanic belt, parts of 

West Africa, contained the idioms and styles most akin to blues music and that 
                                                 
49 Obrecht, “Blues Origins.” 
50 Evans, “Afro-American One-Stringed Instruments,” 239. 
51 Oliver, Savanna Syncopators, 86.  
52 Coolen, “Senegambian Influences on Afro-American Musical Culture,” 10. 
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which “would have accorded well with the Scots and English folk forms and been 

acceptable to have survived among the slaves.”53 From this region a variety of 

stylistic and technical precursors to the blues constitute a musical tradition not 

always considered by scholars.  

 Unlike the Hawaiian and parlor guitar theories discussed above, no unified 

theory on blues tuningsʼ linking to Africa exists. However, Oliver believes that 

"another line of enquiry might be made in the examination of tunings in the blues 

and the tuning of West African instruments.”54 Extensive research into African 

connections to the blues in tandem with information on the development of 

country blues in the South strongly supports the argument that alternate tunings 

came to black American musicians through their ancestral roots, particularly 

those descended from West Africaʼs Savannah hinterland and Sudanic Belt, and 

not along the Guinea Coast as previously thought.55 From here, certain traditions 

of tuning, performance practice, modality, and instrumentation, introduced by 

slave groups to the American South, may have allowed blues musicians to 

cultivate the alternate guitar tuning technique. 

  Concerning blues connections between the diasporic cultures, Paul Oliver 

noted in 1970 that scholars had failed to address this topic, perhaps in part 

because understanding and pinpointing aspects of the blues specifically culled 

from African music, rather than musical traditions emanating from Europe or 

America, posed problems for music scholars.56 In general, shared traits include 

call-and-response verse forms, syncopated melodic phrasing and accenting, 

heavily percussive approaches to playing, allowing phonetics and semantics to 

dictate form, structure and instrumentation, and the construction of the songster 

                                                 
53 Oliver, Savanna Syncopators, 87. 
54 Oliver, Savannah Syncopators, 96. 
55 Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 63. Kubik defines the savannah hinterland of West Africa as an 
area that includes “Senegal and Gambia, across Mali, northern Ghana, and Burkina Faso, to 
northern Nigeria.”  
56 Evans, “Introduction,” Ramblinʼ On My Mind, edited by David Evans, 3–4.  
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archetype.57 Further studies have revealed similar tonal and modal networks 

between both cultures, exhibited in the use of pentatonic tuning systems, vocal 

stylings, and harmonic patterns.58  

The types of tuning systems linked to blues music show up in several 

lineages of plucked/bowed-stringed instruments and the chordophone family 

across West Africa. Oliver observes that heptatonic scales found in the 

Savannah region correspond with the blues scale and possess a modal basis.59 

Similarly, Kubik mentions the goje tradition, found in the Sudanic belt, which often 

utilizes pentatonic tuning patterns such as open G, D, and C.60 

Substantial information bolstering the West African theory can be found 

modern-day Senegal and Gambia. The Senegambian region of West Africa is 

home to the Wolof people, one of several groups who inhabit Senegal, Gambia, 

and Mauritania. Within this culture, the traditional plucked string instrument is 

known as the xalam, a lute for four to five strings.61 In his study of the xalam, 

researcher Michael Coolen draws several initial corollaries between this 

Senegambian xalam and early folk banjo, which was the precursor to the blues 

guitar.62 Among them are the analogous playing styles, string orientation, and 

ensemble pairing with bowed-lutes, such as the fiddle and riti.63   

Coolenʼs comparison extends to song structure and form. His study of the 

fodet, the primary structural and tuning blueprint within the xalam repertoire, 

reveals ways in which it mirrors a twelve-bar blues. Both rely on cyclical song 

forms and the interplay between primary tonal centers and complimentary 
                                                 
57 Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 26 and 85; Ferris “Blues Roots and Development,” 123; Oliver, 
Savannah Syncopators, 6; Olly Wilson, “The Significance of the Relationship between Afro-
American Music and West African Music,” 6. 
58 Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 63; Tallmadge “Blue Notes and Blue Tonality,” 161–162. Wilson, 
“The Significance of the Relationship Between Afro-American Music and West African Music,” 17. 
59 Oliver, Savannah Syncopators, 96. 
60 Given these historical and musical associations, both hypotheses warrant more exploring from 
ethnomusicologists. 
61 Other names for this instrument include kontingo, nkoni, hodu, and gambare.  
62 Coolen, “The Fodet: A Senegambian Origin for the Blues?” 
63 Coolen, “The Fodet: A Senegambian Origin for the Blues?,” 74–75; Coolen, “Senegambian 
Influences on Afro-American Musical Culture,” 12, 14. 
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harmonic areas. The fodet also incorporates two kinds of pentatonic tunings with 

flatted intervals, both of which tend to emphasize perfect fifths and drones made 

with the thumb and bass string, all practices and features common on the 

American banjo and re-tuned guitars.64  

Coolen also draws a strong analogy between the West African griot, a 

class of traveling bards and praise singers who played stringed instruments, with 

the bluesmen and songsters of Texas, an assortment that includes Jefferson, 

Johnson, and Hopkins.65 Kubik claims that the griot and xalamkats (professional 

xalam players) represent potential models for the roaming songster of the 

American South, pointing to both groupsʼ similarly low social status, highly 

regarded musicianship, and semi-nomadic lifestyles.66 Paul Oliver believes that 

comparable melodic, ornamental and modal features in griot music along with a 

playing style based on responsorial techniques and the “use of rhythmic patterns 

on the instruments” and “vocal lines modally structured around one note,” are 

comparable to early blues.67 

Similar to the relationship between the griot and bluesman as socio-

cultural models, the string instruments synonymous with each tradition, 

constituting both bowed and plucked-stringed chordophones, serve as another 

bridge between West African music and the blues. Many scholars agree that 

African slavesʼ familiarity with bowed-string instruments from the Sudanic region, 

such as the goge, allowed them to acclimate to the fiddle with ease, which was 

an important development in forming early American folk and blues styles during 

                                                 
64 Coolen, “The Fodet: A Senegambian Origin for the Blues?,” 77–78; Coolen, “Senegambian 
Archetypes for the American Folk Banjo,” Western Folklore 43, no. 2 (Spring, 1984): 130. 
65 Coolen, “The Fodet: A Senegambian Origin for the Blues?,” 75. Cecelia Conway also highlights 
this cultural parallel when discussing early banjo playing in Appalachia. Cecelia Conway, “Black 
Banjo Songsters in Appalachia,” Black Music Research Journal 23, no. 1/2 (Spring–Fall, 2003): 
154. 
66 Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 46; Tolia Nikiprowetzky, “The Griots of Senegal and their 
Instruments,” Journal of the International Folk Music Council, 15 (1963): 79. 
67 Oliver, Savannah Syncopators, 96. It is worth noting that Oliver does not mention alternate 
tunings.  
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the nineteenth century.68 However, the most prominent connection appears in the 

adoption of the guitar from banjo. 

The modern-day banjo, a product of multiple transformations, forms the 

primary link between the West African chordophone heritage and blues guitar.  

Scholars have confirmed and analyzed its West African origins and plucked-

string instruments like the xalam and akonting serving as probable precursors.69 

Accounts of the prototypical banjoʼs presence in North America date back to the 

eighteenth century, under names like banjl, banshaw, bandore, and merry-

wang.70 Most witnesses observed black musicians playing the instrument at 

social gatherings and on plantations.71  

By the nineteenth century, the banjo had evolved physically and gained 

greater prominence among white audiences. The modern five-string, fretted 

banjos were developed during the nineteenth century, the product of white and 

black folk musical idioms blending together over several generations.72 A 

resulting innovation involved the incorporation of different pentatonic and 

unfretted tunings. Documented tunings such as open G, C, D, and E and patterns 

like cFCEG, dGDFA#, eAEGB#, fFGCD, f#DaDD, and bDGBD date to the mid-

century in instruction books.73 Many of the same arrangements made their way to 

                                                 
68 Conway, “Black Banjo Songsters in Appalachia,” 152; Kubik, Africa and the Blues, 64; Oliver, 
Savannah Syncopators, 25; Tallmadge, “Blue Notes and Blue Tonality,” 160–161. 
69 Jay Bailey, “Historical Origins and Stylistic Developments of the Five-String Banjo,” The Journal 
of American Folklore 85, no. 335 (Winter–Spring, 1972): 58–65; Cecelia Conway, African Banjo 
Echoes in Appalachia: A Study of Folk Traditions (Knoxville: University of Tennessee Press, 
1995); Dena J. Epstein, “The Folk Banjo: A Documentary History,” Ethnomusicology 19, no. 3 
(Fall, 1975): 347–371; Karen Lenn, The Half-Barbaric Twang: The Banjo in American Popular 
Music  (Urbana: University of Illinois, 1991); Philip F. Gura and James F. Bollman, Americaʼs 
Instrument: The Banjo of the Nineteenth Century (Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina Press, 
1999); Joti Rockwell, “Banjo Transformations and Bluegrass Rhythms,” Journal of Music Theory 
53, no. 1 (Spring, 2009): 137–162. 
70 Thomas Jefferson called it a banjor, and also noted its African origins; he also described it as 
an “original to the guitar,” (Epstein, 355). 
71 Dena J. Epstein, “The Folk Banjo: A Documentary History,” 353–354. 
72 Conway, “African Banjo Songsters in Appalachia,” 154, 156. 
73 In this context, lower case letters within tuning schemes represent the highest pitched string on 
the banjo, otherwise known as the drone string. Bailey, “Historical Origins and Stylistic 
Developments of the Five-String Banjo,” 63; Gene Bluestein, “Americaʼs Folk Instrument: Notes 
on the Five-String Banjo,” Western Folklore 23, no. 4 (Fall, 1964): 246–247; Robert B. Winans 
and Elias J. Kaufman, “Minstrel and Classic Banjo: American and English Connections,” 
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blues guitar practice towards the end of the century.  

Significant to the banjoʼs popular reception and eventual decline amongst 

African Americans was the creation of minstrel music in the mid-nineteenth 

century. This popular form of American entertainment helped ingratiate the 

African banjo with white performing acts, a musical appropriation that spawned a 

separate folk tradition of white banjo playing.74 Though it shared black banjo 

music with a mass audience, minstrel shows promoted black stereotyping, 

staged crude parodies of plantation life, made use of blackface, and depicted 

African Americans as buffoonish caricatures, all while subjugating the banjo into 

what historian Karen Linn considered a “necessary prop” for the minstrel.75  

The rise of the guitar in black folk circles correlates with their fading 

interests in the banjo. Some scholars argue that the banjoʼs association with 

minstrel performances and the echoes of slavery led black musicians to abandon 

it for the guitar during the late nineteenth century.76 By contrast, the guitar 

symbolized upward mobility and a break away from the previous generations of 

slavery. 77 Economical and practical incentives also made it feasible for African 

Americans to adopt the guitar. It was available to the general public through mail 

order catalogues like Sears Roebuck and Montgomery Ward, and was produced 

by makers such as Harmony, Gibson, Washburn, and Oscar Schmidt, often 

                                                                                                                                                 
American Music 12, no. 1 (Spring, 1994): 11–12; Robert B. Winans, “The Folk, the Stage, and the 
Five-String Banjo in the Nineteenth Century,” The Journal of American Folklore 89, no. 354 (Fall–
Winter, 1976): 434–435. 
74 Winans and Kaufman, “Minstrel and Classic Banjo: American and English Connections,” 1; 
Winans, “The Folk, the Stage, and the Five-String Banjo in the Nineteenth Century,” 407–437. 
75 Bailey, “Historical Origins and Stylistic Developments of the Five-String Banjo,” 62; Gene 
Bluestein, “Americaʼs Folk Instrument: Notes on the Five-String Banjo,” 245; Conway, “African 
Banjo Songsters in Appalachia,”153–154; Karen Elizabeth Linn, “The ʻElevationʼ of the Banjo in 
Late Nineteenth-Century America,” American Music 8, no. 4 (Winter, 1990): 442; Winans and 
Kaufman, “The ʻElevationʼ of the Banjo in Late Nineteenth-Century America,” 1; Winans, “The 
Folk, the Stage, and the Five-String Banjo in the Nineteenth Century,” 423–424. 
76 Bailey, “Historical Origins and Stylistic Developments of the Five-String Banjo,” 62.Bluestein, 
“Americaʼs Folk Instrument: Notes on the Five-String Banjo,” 245; Conway, “Black Banjo 
Songsters in Appalachia,” 164 
77 Govenar, Texas Blues, 11; Samuel Charters, “Workinʼ on the Building: Roots and Influences,” 
in Nothing but the Blues: The Music and Musicians, edited by Lawrence Cohn (New York: 
Abbeville Press, 1993), 16; Madsen, Slide Guitar, 9. 
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ranging in prices from $2.70–$18.00.78 Mobile, easy to carry, and affordable, 

guitars seemingly embodied progress, and their growing popularity around this 

time reflected both the creative spirit and the hope of a better life. Musically, Pete 

Madsen notes that the guitar also “had distinct advantages over the violin or 

banjo in that it was a better match for the human vocal register,” exemplified 

throughout the songs of Blind Willie Johnson and other country bluesmen.79  

Technical modifications and creativity continued to advance in black folk 

music as artists absorbed banjo qualities and practices into early guitar 

performance, including alternate tunings.80 According to Madsen, guitarists also 

applied the standard banjo tuning of open G to the guitar; given the information 

available, it is probable that the other non-standard tunings discussed above 

were taken from banjo music too.81 In all, blues guitar tunings and accompanying 

techniques embody the culmination of several styles and traditions, mainly rooted 

in West African and banjo cultures, but likely influenced to some degree by 

Hawaiian slack-key guitar and European parlor music. With this stylistic 

foundation, country blues guitarists like Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins imbued 

the alternate tuning technique with innovation and creative function.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
78 Weissman, Blues, 192. 
79 Madsen, Slide Guitar, 9. 
80 Notable appropriations included transferring the finger-picking style characteristic of country 
blues and the droning technique.  
81 Madsen, Slide Guitar, 17; in his oral autobiography, Mance Lipscomb even refers to open G as 
a “banja tuninʼ.” 
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Chapter 2: Biographies 

  

Blind Lemon Jefferson 

   

“Lord, thereʼs one kind favor that I ask of you. Please see that my grave is 

kept clean.” (“See that My Grave is Kept Clean,” 1927) 

  

 Blind Lemon Jefferson was born in Couchman, Texas, a farm town that 

neighbored Wortham in Freestone County, on September 24, 1893. He was the 

youngest of seven children, with one brother and five sisters. While details of his 

childhood remain relatively scarce, Jeffersonʼs parents supposedly gave him a 

guitar in the early 1900s.82 As a teenager, he performed at parties and picnics, 

where he sang blues songs and spirituals.83 By 1912 he had gained popularity as 

a performer and had built up a solid reputation in central Texas. He also traveled 

frequently via train as a teenager, making his way to Dallas, Houston, and other 

places along the Houston and Central Railroad line.84 Encouraged by his success 

up this point, Jefferson decided that performing more in a large city would best 

serve him.85 Jeffersonʼs decision to base himself in Dallas in 1912 signaled a 

new stage in his career that proved decisive.86 

 At the time, Dallas was a growing city that offered new opportunities for 

people from other states and different areas of Texas, including a growing black 

population.87 Most African Americans settled around northeast Dallas, where 

freed slave communities such as Freedmanstown already existed.88 Within a few 

                                                 
82 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 81. 
83 Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 19. 
84 Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 20. 
85 Charters, The Country Blues, 59; Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 87. 
86 Throughout his time in Dallas, Jefferson occasionally returned home or traveled around other 
parts of Texas and the South.  
87 Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 20. 
88 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 36. 
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years blacks had spread south to encompass the area known as Central Track, 

the main stop along the Houston and Central Railroad. Central Track bordered 

the Jewish neighborhood of Deep Ellum, together forming a larger business 

district, where black and Jewish businesses catered to both groups, and a red 

light district formed.89 A thriving and constantly evolving music scene also 

developed in the area where blues and jazz gained popularity. Govenar and 

Brakefield characterize Deep Ellum and Central Track as “a crossroads, a nexus 

where peoples and cultures could interact and influence each other in relative 

freedom,” and where African Americans created an “amazingly rich, layered 

society.”90 This vital musical culture brought Blind Lemon Jefferson to Deep 

Ellum.  

 Once in the city, Blind Lemon Jefferson resumed his street singing off 

Central Track by the train station.91 Though he faced more competition in Deep 

Ellum, he discovered other performance opportunities. In the year he arrived, 

Jefferson met and partnered with future legendary blues singer Huddie Ledbetter 

(1888–1949), also known as “Leadbelly.”92 The duo performed in the city and 

traveled around Texas until 1915, when Leadbelly left Dallas.93 Jefferson spent 

the next ten years building up his reputation as a bluesman, eventually catching 

the attention of Paramount Recordsʼ field recording unit.94 Soon after discovering 

the blind guitarist, Paramount moved Jefferson to its main studio in Chicago, 

where he would establish his short yet extremely successful recording career.  

 Jeffersonʼs Chicago years spanned from 1925 until his death in December 

1929. His first recordings were “Old Rounders Blues” and “Begginʼ Back;” 

however, Paramount initially released Jeffersonʼs renditions of “I Want To Be Like 

                                                 
89 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 10. 
90 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 14. 
91 Alan Govenar, Meeting the Blues (New York: Da Capo Press, 1995), 16.  
92 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 87; Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 24. 
93 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 89. 
94 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 98. 
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Jesus In My Heart” and “All I Want Is That Pure Religion,” two spirituals he 

performed under the pseudonym Deacon L.J. Bates between December 1925 

and January 1926.95 During his time with Paramount, he garnered immense 

success, and by 1929 his recording output numbered 110 sides, all with 

Paramount except for eight which Jefferson cut with Okeh in March 1927.96 

There exists considerable disagreement about how much money Blind Lemon 

Jefferson actually earned from Paramount. Samuel Charters states that Jefferson 

“was paid very little and seems to have gotten only token royalties from his many 

successful records.”97 On the other hand, Alan Govenar maintains that 

Paramount paid Jefferson enough to accrue $1500 in savings and hire a 

chauffeur to drive him around in a car given to him as gift by Mayo Williams, his 

producer with Paramount.98 Whatever the case may be, Jeffersonʼs records sold 

well. During these years, Jefferson regularly commuted between Chicago and 

Dallas, where he married Roberta Ransom in 1927.99 He also took the time to 

tour other parts of Texas and the South, where he introduced his Texas folk 

material to listeners and musicians in Louisiana, Oklahoma, Georgia, Alabama, 

and Mississippi.100  

 The year 1929 proved difficult for Blind Lemon Jefferson, with a decline in 

output and dropping sales, in large part due to the onset of the Great 

Depression.101 In a gloomy assessment of Jeffersonʼs last years, Samuel 

Charters portrays the bluesman as a “dirty, dissolute man, interested in very little 

                                                 
95 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 93; Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 32. 
96 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 93; Luigi Monge, “The Language of Blind Lemon 
Jefferson,” 35. This number includes alternate takes as well.  
97 Charters, The Country Blues, 64.  
98 Govenar, “Blind Lemon Jefferson: The Myth and the Man,” 13. 
99 Govenar and Brakefield, Deep Ellum, 87. 
100 Govenar, “Blind Lemon Jefferson: The Myth and the Man,” 12; Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 
36.  
101 Govenar, “Blind Lemon Jefferson: The Myth and the Man,” 14; Uzzel, Blind Lemon Jefferson, 
23. 
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besides women and liquor.”102 The circumstances of his death remain unclear but 

some say that he died of heart failure while in a blizzard after a party.103 

Paramount sent his body on a train to Wortham; the body arrived on Christmas 

Eve, and he was buried shortly after. Despite the cold temperatures, hundreds 

attended his funeral.  

During his lifetime, Jefferson experienced unprecedented commercial and 

popular success for a bluesman. Like many of his contemporaries, his death led 

to obscurity outside of blues circles. However, two decades after Jeffersonʼs 

death, historian Samuel Charters recounted Jeffersonʼs life and career in The 

Country Blues.104 Since then, Jeffersonʼs reception history has benefitted from 

academics focusing on his life and work when chronicling the history of the blues, 

as in the work of Alan Govenar, David Evans, and Luis Monge. Robert Uzzelʼs 

book, Blind Lemon Jefferson: His life, His Death, and His Legacy (2002), serves 

as a comprehensive biography of the legendary guitarist, effectively carrying his 

story into the twenty-first century.  Through his exhaustive use of primary 

documents and compilation of interviews with friends, colleagues, and 

acquaintances, Uzzel recounts Jeffersonʼs life and career in great detail. Uzzel 

also makes a persuasive case for Jeffersonʼs influence on later guitarists and 

songwriters.  

  Scholarly interest in Jeffersonʼs music during the 1950s helped spur a 

larger popular following. In 1967, Uel L. Davis Jr. successfully campaigned for 

the placement of a historical marker on Jeffersonʼs gravesite. The celebratory 

event featured a dedication speech delivered by pioneering folklorist, John A. 

Lomax Jr. and a performance of Jeffersonʼs “See that My Grave is Kept Clean” 

by legendary Texas blues guitarist and contemporary, Mance Lipscomb. A fan-
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organized fundraiser to replace to the headstone in 1996 and 1997 led to the 

establishment of the Blind Lemon Jefferson Foundation (1997), the first annual 

Blind Lemon Jefferson Blues Festival (1997), and the Blind Lemon Jefferson 

Community Center (1999).105 These preservation initiatives, combined with 

continued scholarly attention, improved Jeffersonʼs popular and cultural reception 

after years of relative neglect, and even resulted in an off-Broadway musical 

about his life, Blind Lemon Blues: The Musical (1999).  

 Blind Lemon Jeffersonʼs influence and positive reputation among fellow 

musicians has always remained strong. In their biography of Huddie Ledbetter, 

Charles Wolfe and Kip Lornell state “in his later years, Leadbelly singled out 

Lemon over and over again as his great teacher, acknowledging him by name or 

through his songs.”106 Ledbetterʼs high regard for Jefferson as a teacher and 

source of inspiration resonate with the testimonies and music of subsequent 

country bluesmen such as Charley Patton, Robert Johnson, Son House, and 

Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins. Later blues musicians like Aaron “T-Bone” Walker and 

Muddy Waters, who helped initiate and popularize blues played on electric guitar, 

also owed much of their style to Jefferson.107 Covers and adaptations of 

Jeffersonʼs songs by later musicians in folk and rock and roll music include Elvis 

Presley, Bob Dylan, and the Beatles, a testament to his impact on later genres of 

music. When considering his musical and cultural contributions to the blues, Blind 

Lemon Jefferson remains a transcendent figure. 
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Blind Willie Johnson 

 

“I want somebody to tell me/ Just what is the soul of a man?” (“Soul of a 

Man,” 1930) 

  

Blind Willie Johnson was born near Brenham, Texas, a small town 

approximately seventy miles northwest of Houston, on January 22, 1897; while 

still an infant, his family moved to Marlin, Texas, where he lived for thirty years.  

According to Alan Govenar, Johnson made his first guitar out of a cigar box at the 

age of five, after telling his father he wanted to become a preacher.108 Over a 

decade after his death, his widow, Angeline, told historian Samuel Charters that 

Johnsonʼs stepmother blinded him at the age of seven by throwing lye in his face, 

a form of collateral damage in a domestic dispute with Johnsonʼs father.109 

However, David Evans challenges Angelineʼs account, positing that Johnson may 

have blinded himself by staring at an eclipse.110 In any event, Johnsonʼs 

blindness potentially contributed to his future as musician, inviting Chartersʼ claim 

that “singing or begging are the only ways a blind man can make a living in farm 

country.”111  

 Unlike Blind Lemon Jefferson, Johnson never exhibited a desire to have a 

recording career. Instead he spent most of his life singing for money on the street 

corners of Marlin and nearby towns until being discovered by Columbia Records 

in 1927. Frank Walker, who led the field unit division for Columbia, located and 

recorded Johnson in Dallas on December 3, 1927, and four more field sessions 
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between December 1928 and April 1930.112 Around 1926 or 1927, Johnson 

married his first wife, Willie B. Harris, who provided back-up vocals for some 

recordings.113 Their marriage lasted several years before Johnson left Marlin in 

1930, possibly for Houston, where he may have briefly lived in the cityʼs Fourth 

Ward, a red-light district where Jelly Roll Morton also resided for a while.114 

Between 1940 and 1941, Johnson relocated to Beaumont, Texas, where he 

spent the last years of his life playing on streets and in churches.115 He died of 

malaria on September 20, 1945, though his death certificate lists syphilis and 

blindness as contributing factors.116 He was survived by his second wife, 

Angeline Johnson, and possibly a daughter whom he had with Willie Harris.  

 During his lifetime, Blind Willie Johnson experienced little of the 

commercial success or recognition enjoyed by fellow Texas country bluesmen 

Blind Lemon Jefferson and Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins. However, a deep interest 

and enthusiasm for his music developed shortly after his death. In 1953, blues 

historian Samuel Charters attempted to chronicle Blind Willie Johnsonʼs story, 

mainly through interviews with Angeline Johnson, for a Folkway Recordings 

project.117 Folkway Records was a company dedicated to the historical and 

cultural preservation of folk music both at home and abroad, and as a result, 

Chartersʼ efforts helped establish a scholarly and popular following for Johnsonʼs 

music, paving the way for future scholarship on the subject. D.N. Blakeyʼs 2007 

biography on Johnsonʼs life and music, Shane Fordʼs independent research 
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(2010), and detailed accounts in recent blues sources continue to provide 

growing information regarding Johnson and his work.118 

 Attempts to tell Johnsonʼs story prove difficult due to the lack of 

documentation about his life. However, his recordings allow scholars and 

musicians to gain familiarity with his music. The thirty songs released by 

Columbia have solidified his role as a blues pioneer and influenced future blues 

and rock and roll artists such as Bob Dylan, Led Zeppelin, Eric Clapton, and Ry 

Cooder, all of whom covered one or more of his songs.119 In the summer of 1977, 

a project headed by NASA and astronomer Carl Sagan included Blind Willie 

Johnsonʼs “Dark Was the Night, Cold was the Ground” on the Voyagers 1 and 

Voyagers 2 Interstellar Record project. Launched into space with both 

spacecrafts, the record was intended as a source of communication with possible 

extraterrestrial life. It contains thirty pieces of music that Sagan and others 

believe reflected humanity, including works by Bach, Beethoven, Louis 

Armstrong, Chuck Berry, and The Beatles. Additionally, Johnsonʼs achievement 

as one of the greatest bottleneck guitarists has attracted both novice and 

experienced blues guitarists. Overall, the renewed interest in his thirty recordings 

has proven integral to remembering his legacy as a great blues guitarist. 

 Johnson was a gospel singer whose music bears a great deal of spiritual 

self-reflection. In discussing “Dark Was the Night,” Sagan concluded that 

“Johnsonʼs song concerns a situation he faced many times: nightfall with no 

place to sleep. Since humans appeared on Earth, the shroud of night has yet to 

fall without touching a man or woman in the same plight.”120 As a gospel singer, 

preacher, and songster, Johnson sought to speak the truth with a grit and 

profundity hard to match in blues music. 
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Lightninʼ Hopkins 

 

“The blues didnʼt come to Texas by themselves. I brought them here.” 

(from The Blues According to Lightninʼ Hopkins )121 

 

Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins was born in Centerville, Texas, a rural town of 

Leon County on either March 15, 1911, or March 15, 1912.122 He was the 

youngest of five children born to Abe and Francis Hopkins. Abe was a 

sharecropper and the son of a freed slave. His gambling habits and heavy 

drinking brought trouble, ultimately leading to his murder over a money dispute in 

1915 when Sam was three years old.123 In the absence of his father, Sam was 

raised by his mother and older brothers, one of whom gave him his first guitar at 

the age of eight.124 Sam Hopkinsʼ seemingly natural ability to play guitar led him 

to perform at square dances and country suppers in Centerville and surrounding 

towns. He even met and played with Blind Lemon Jefferson in 1920 and gave his 

first public performance when he was 15 in Buffalo, Texas. Years later he 

recalled also trying to “go around to the white peopleʼs houses and play piano for 

them,” where they sometimes paid him up to a quarter.125 Hopkinsʼ developing 

reputation as a guitarist and singer in Leon County paved the way for growing 

musical aspirations and a legendary career. 

 Hopkins made the decision to earn a living as a musician during the early 

1930s when he toured Texas with famed blues singer Alger “Texas” Alexander. 

Inspired by Alexanderʼs commercial success as a professional singer in the 
                                                 
121 Interview by Les Blank, Skip Gerson, John A Lomax Jr., audio outtakes from The Blues 
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decade prior, Hopkins strived to make money through performing, though he still 

worked primarily as a farmhand. He married his first wife, Elamer Lacy, in 1928; 

they had two daughters, Anna Mae and Maxine, born 1929 and 1934 

respectively.126 Little evidence exists about Hopkinsʼs life during the 1930s, and 

his claims of being incarcerated in prison and chain gangs remain 

unsubstantiated.127 However, it is clear that his time traveling and gigging 

throughout Texas and other parts of the South marked a period of transition for 

the budding star. Soon he would trade farming for music, country for the city, and 

Sam for “Lightninʼ.” 

 Intent on establishing his music career, Hopkins moved to Houston during 

the early 1940s, following more or less in the footsteps of his idol Blind Lemon 

Jefferson, who went to Dallas twenty years earlier.128 The Centerville native 

represented one of about 40,000 African Americans who relocated to the city 

seeking greater economic opportunity, a migration that took place between the 

two world wars.129 He lived in Houstonʼs historically black Third Ward 

neighborhood, where he would live for decades. There, Hopkins resumed gigging 

and in 1946 met and impressed Lola Ann Cullum, a talent scout for the Los 

Angeles based Aladdin Record Company.130 Shortly after, Aladdin flew Hopkins 

out to Los Angeles to record four 78s with pianist Wilson “Thunder” Smith, whose 

nickname likely inspired the idea behind Lightninʼs own.131 In all, Hopkins cut 

forty-four sides for Aladdin, but ended relations with the company and Lola 

Cullum in 1948 purportedly due to unfair business practices, an issue that 
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seemed to plague his career.132 In that same year, Hopkins started recording with 

Bill Quinnʼs Houston-based Gold Star Records, followed by Bobby Shadʼs Sittinʼ 

In With label. He would work with several other record companies throughout his 

career. 

 During the early 1950s, Hopkinsʼ brand of country blues, now frequently 

recorded on electric guitar and accompanied by one or several instruments, 

earned him the commercial success he had sought for two decades. However, 

within a few years his popularity and record sales went into decline, mostly due to 

the rise of rock and roll.133 To his detriment, Hopkins cultivated an antiquated 

style that resembled the music of Blind Lemon Jefferson and Blind Willie Johnson 

more than forward-looking contemporaries such as Muddy Waters and Aaron “T-

Bone” Walker, whose styles fit newer trends better. His inability to adapt to 

commercial tastes impeded his popularity, at least temporarily.  

 While Hopkins saw his moment in the limelight fading, historian Samuel 

Charters published The Country Blues (1959), a groundbreaking work in the field 

of blues research and the first comprehensive source on the history of blues 

music. In his book, Charters details the histories and defining features of regional 

country blues styles, which includes biographical accounts on representative 

bluesmen, including Hopkins. Chartersʼ desire to write about the enigmatic 

guitarist led him to Houston, where he and local folklorist Mack McCormick 

tracked down the elusive songster. While there, Charters agreed to pay Hopkins 

upfront for an interview and small recording session and McCormick soon 

followed suit. Both men thought highly of Hopkinsʼ music and role as one of the 

last true country bluesmen. McCormick soon became Lightninʼs manager and 

Charters passed on his recordings to Folkway Records, the same company that 
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rereleased Blind Willie Johnsonʼs catalogue several years earlier. Their attempts 

to promote Hopkins attracted folklorist John A Lomax, Jr., who helped by 

securing concerts for the struggling bluesman. Collectively, Charters, McCormick, 

Lomax, and others rebranded Hopkins as a living folk treasure. Not 

coincidentally, the American Folk Revival reached its height during the late 1950s 

and early 1960s, ushering in a new and influential cultural identity for young 

Americans. Now acting as the poster boy for traditional American folk music, 

Lightninʼs revised image spurred a dramatic increase in publicity, concert 

bookings, recording opportunities, and sales.134 This renewed success kept his 

career afloat even as rock and pop music evolved further from their blues roots. 

 Hopkins spent the last two decades of his life as a cultural icon, recording 

regularly and touring often. In 1967, he became the subject of Les Blankʼs 

documentary, The Blues According to Lightninʼ Hopkins. In addition to chronicling 

the veteran bluesmanʼs life and career, the film features interviews and 

performance footage shot at his Houston home. Blankʼs cinematic homage to 

Hopkins speaks to the guitaristʼs position as an American folk hero that achieved 

global success while sticking to his country blues roots. Hopkins also remained 

engaged in the Texas music scene, collaborating with the Austin-based 

psychedelic band 13th Floor Elevators in 1968, and performing on PBSʼs Austin 

City Limits in 1978.135 However, his health began to decline around this time, and 

on January 29, 1982, at the age of seventy-nine, he died of throat cancer.  

 Lightninʼ Hopkins led a long and fabled career rivaled by few other blues 

musicians. However, significant stretches of his success benefitted from notable 

people and fortunate circumstances. Firstly, Hopkins began recording music at a 

time when the blues market needed a star. Predecessors such as Blind Lemon 

Jefferson, Blind Willie Johnson, and Alger “Texas” Alexander helped establish a 
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market for country blues, but failed to stay relevant or died young.136 Hopkins 

emulated their career paths and filled the void they left, recording prolifically and 

gaining prominence. The revival of his career in later years owed just as much if 

not more to outside factors and influences. The establishment of a serious blues 

scholarship in the 1950s, by men like Samuel Charters and Paul Oliver, helped 

renew interest in the country blues guitarist, who served as a cultural and 

historical ambassador from the late 1950s until his death over twenty years later. 

Lastly, the folk/blues revival of the 1960s further enhanced his relevance as an 

artist and performer among a growing fan base of American and international 

listeners. The help Hopkins received throughout his career proved invaluable, but 

hardly minimizes his legacy as an important musician. Instead it reflects the 

unique charisma he impressed upon those who knew him and his music.  

 Lightninʼ Hopkinsʼ made a profound impact on blues music and musicians. 

Blues guitarist B.B. King once stated that “the blues would never have been what 

it turned out to be [without Hopkins] because he was a great player. He didnʼt put 

sugar on anything, he just played it.”137 Other notable bluesmen influenced by 

Hopkins include Muddy Waters, R.L. Burnside, and Son Thomas.138 Paul Oliver 

argues more generally that Hopkins “inspired a whole regional style of the 

blues.”139 Hopkins also impacted artists in rock and roll such as The Beatles, Jimi 

Hendrix, ZZ Top, The Grateful Dead, Phish and R.E.M.140 David Dicaire 

associates Hopkins with influential folk artists like “Huddie ʻLeadbellyʼ Ledbetter, 

Pete Seeger, Wood and Arlo Guthrie, Joan Baez, Bob Dylan…and others who 
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wrote political and social songs that mattered to the country.”141 Dozens of 

authors have written about Hopkinsʼ life and music, notably Samuel Charters in 

The Country Blues (1959), Alan Govenar in Lightninʼ Hopkins: His Life and Blues 

(2010), and Tom OʼBrien and David Ensminger in Mojo Hand: The Life and Music 

of Lightninʼ Hopkins.142 In 2002, the city of Crockett, Texas, which borders 

Hopkinsʼs hometown of Centerville, erected a statue in honor of the Leon County 

native. Several years later in 2010, Houston followed suit by erecting a historical 

marker in its Third Ward, honoring arguably that neighborhoodʼs greatest artist.     

 Lightninʼ Hopkins occupied a rare position among blues guitarists 

considering the degree of fame he achieved and the longevity of his career. His 

style and guitar playing helped revive interest in folk blues, and seldom betrayed 

his beginnings as a songster who carried on the traditions of his predecessors.      
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Chapter 3: Analysis 
 

No clear standard or formula exists by which blues guitarists construct 

their songs, though the topic has certainly caught the attention of scholars.143 

Experts usually characterize the blues genre by pointing to normative harmonic, 

melodic, rhythmic, and lyrical approaches (e.g. twelve-bar blues progression, 

flatted intervals, minor pentatonic scales) that influence creativity. However, 

considering their ability to impact guitar timbre and playing, the recurring use of 

non-standard tunings in Texas country blues indicates another viable source of 

creativity and expression. Evidence suggests that Texas blues guitarists like 

Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins employed lowered and open tunings in 

inventive ways. Famed blues guitarist Ry Cooder expanded on this idea when 

discussing open tunings: 

They cover most of the territory. You can do most anything you want. One has 
the timbre and color, of course, and the other has entirely different vibrant 
points, tighter strings. The D is the blues. The G is melodic, and itʼs all triads. 
The D suggests the modal world of, say, Blind Willie Johnson—itʼs his tuning. 
The melody is on the top strings, so itʼs very handy. And the G is almost 
hillbilly tuning. Itʼs banjo tuning. If you look at it that way, then obviously itʼs a 
different world.144 

 

Cooder emphasizes how alternate tunings inspire and spur creativity by 

articulating the mechanics behind their use. As an accomplished guitarist and 

student of the blues, he approaches the topic from the point of view of a blues 

performer. However, finding an adequate means to understand and measure the 

impact of alternate tunings requires more concrete parameters.   

 Like other blues traditions, creativity in Texas country blues stems from a 

performance based oral tradition that relies largely on extemporaneous guitar 

playing and vocal lines for material. In a form usually self-taught or shared, and 
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often devoid of notated music, the basis of making blues songs is gestural and 

aural. Through repetition and performance, discernible patterns emanate from 

generalized fretboard positions and strumming/finger-picking motions codified 

within the culture.  

Despite the presence of recurring performance patterns, examining blues 

music poses difficulties, mostly due to shortcomings in conventional analytical 

tools and processes. In his article “Blues Research: Problems and Possibilities,” 

Paul Oliver illuminates musicological deficiencies in blues scholarship, 

highlighting several attempts by other researchers to transcribe and analyze the 

same blues tune with considerably different outcomes.145 As a result, Oliver not 

only admonishes against unrealistic efforts at dictating every note or rhythmic 

phrase in a song, especially given the limits of western notational system, but 

also cites important nuances left out altogether related to creative approach and 

performance practice.146  

One alternate methodology is gestural analysis, which serves as the 

foundation for recent studies in pop-rock music and often incorporates semiotic 

and narrative interpretations.147 Given the extensive performance connections 

between rock and blues genres, applying gestural analysis in blues music makes 

sense. Theorist Timothy Koozin suggests as much when discussing the nature of 

alternate tunings: “If open-string chords and figurations, along with their barre-

chord derivatives, are special idiomatic guitar signifiers as I propose, then 

alternate guitar tunings provide an opportunity to study different relationships.”148 

More specifically, the ability for non-standard tunings to dictate fretboard 
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maneuvering and hand motion—i.e., blues guitar performance style—affects how 

one realizes harmony, melody, rhythm, and texture.  

Meaning and interpretation in gestural analysis usually falls within the 

larger branch of musical semiotics. This approach, utilized by Koozin, Lawrence 

Zbikowski, and Janna Saslaw, among others, in some ways challenges 

traditional formalist principles, though the two schools of thought can co-exist.149 

In her research on the performance style of several jazz musicians, Lori Burns 

posits that musical rhetoric in African-American music comes through how one 

performs and gestates as opposed to the music itself.150 Other writers like Henry 

Louis Gates, Samuel Floyd, and Nathaniel Mackey also note the value of 

examining how an African American musician plays a piece or song, citing 

improvisation, phrasing, and dynamic treatment among properties to consider.151 

These concepts easily extend to Texas blues guitarists, along with the manner in 

which they finger a passage with each hand, manipulate timbre and texture to 

define musical parameters, and engage in gestural variation from normative 

behavior. Gesture and kinesthetic patterns inform performance and composition 

in Texas country blues, and musical semiotics hold another key for better 
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understanding blues creativity, especially where alternate tunings are involved. 

  Regarding sheet music, assessing alternate tuningsʼ gestural and semiotic 

impact on folk blues songs exposes the inherent limits of conventional 

transcription and notation strategies, as noted by Paul Oliver. However, a less 

pedagogical construct addresses some of these crucial issues. In their research, 

Koozin, Terry Allen, and Camille Goudeseune all circumvent the matter by 

employing tablature notation as the syntactical basis for their research on guitar 

performance in pop-rock music.152 With this method, numbers that identify 

fretboard positions replace note heads while the same modules that represent 

staff bars and systems now represent the strings of a basic six-string guitar. 

From top to bottom, all six lines of the staff correspond with the six open strings 

of a guitar, pitched highest to lowest (E-B-G-D-A-E). A review of the guitar 

fretboard shows how the design of the instrument actually lends itself to tablature 

notation (see figure 1.1). 

Classical methods of harmonic analysis delineate chord sequences and 

pitches, but often ignore the guitarʼs tuning and fret positions. With tablature, 

numbers along the lines indicate a specific fret (or pitch) along the guitar neck 

and label string pitch on the side of the left side of the stave. Besides accounting 

for these basic features levels, one of the biggest advantages provided by guitar 

tabbing is its ability to accurately trace movement. (For many non-classical 

guitarists, tracking hand and finger motion allows one to learn productively and 

efficiently without reading sheet music.) As a result, fingerings, strumming/picking 

approaches, and gestural motives, which are all paramount to creating or playing 

blues music, assume precedence. The ability to analyze topographical properties 

of a blues song reveals nuances and details otherwise unseen or not prioritized. 

The excerpt below shows a typical guitar tab: 
                                                 
152 Terry Allen and Camille Goudeseune, “Topological Considerations for Tuning and Fingering 
Stringed Instruments”; Koozin, “Guitar Voicings in Pop-Rock Music.” 
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Example 3.1 Lightninʼ Hopkins, “Blues in a Bottle,” Introduction153 

 
In the absence of staff notations, rhythmic labels, nd performance directions the 

tab supplies a fretboard schematic, complete with note locations and fingerings. 

The ordering, orientation, and spacing of the numbers also informs rhythm and 

duration, while stacking them on multiple lines symbolizes chords.154 The tab 

above calls for the guitarist to play with one hand position, encompassing the 

open strings and frets one through three. Restricting movement to a confined 

section of the fretboard accommodates the mostly open bass fitted on the bottom 

two lines. The barred chords in the final beats of the excerpt signal the end of the 
                                                 
153 Tabulated sections of this song were provided by ultimateguitar.com, accessed May 5, 2016,  
https://tabs.ultimate-guitar.com/l/lightnin_hopkins/blues_in_the_bottle_tab.html. All edits and 
annotations to tablatures in this paper are the authorʼs own. Here, Roman numerals were added 
for clarity. 
154 The majority of blues, rock, and pop songs are written in 4/4, therefore making it the assumed 
time signature. For blues songs in particular, meter and rhythm assume fluidity. For Jefferson, 
Johnson, and Hopkins, rhythm is also flexible and prone to change.  
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whole pattern and a shift to a new hand position on the fretboard. Without 

performance instructions, the tabʼs design directs performance execution. 

Retuning the guitar leads to several different forms, all of which occur in 

Texas folk blues. Among them, dropped and open tunings transform fretboard 

topography considerably, while lowered tunings serve an intermediate role 

between standard and altered positions. Lowered tunings in particular set a 

helpful baseline for initial experiments with guitar tunings. Lightninʼ Hopkins 

occasionally tunes every string down a whole step or more, such as in “Bring Me 

My Shotgun” (Cleopatra Records, 1960): 

 

Example 3.2  Hopkins, “Bring Me My Shotgun,” Verse 1155 

 
Hopkins retunes his guitar down to D-G-C-F-A-D, a simple transposition of an E 

standard tuning (E-A-D-G-B-E). This change allows for a normative playing 
                                                 
155 Tabs for this song provided by 52weeksofblues.com, accessed December 1, 2015, 
http://www.52weeksofblues.com/?song=bring-me-my-shotgun.  
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approach in several respects, most notably by preserving the traditional twelve-

bar blues model, without many physical alterations. Thematically, he also 

includes his signature motive, or “lick,” in mm. 4, 8, and 12, complete with flatted 

intervals. Lastly, the rhythmic treatment stays relatively conventional, although he 

probably emphasizes the lowered bass note more than usual.    

Despite the presence of the typical blues stylings described above, 

important timbral and gestural variations appear throughout song. Pitched at D, 

“Bring Me My Shotgun” features a drone bass that switches between open 

strings on the tonic (D) and subdominant (G), a technique common to banjo 

playing of the nineteenth century.156 By tuning down and loosening string tension, 

Hopkins plays his bass part with a deep, rattling tone that fills more acoustical 

space than the other voices and maps directly to his low, resonant vocals. The 

decreased tension impacts the higher strings in other ways though, namely 

through string bending. This technique involves pulling or pushing a particular 

string against the fretboard to increase pitch, made far easier by the lowered D 

tuning. Hopkins tends to bend his highest string during the verse in tandem with 

his rising vocal melody, another instance of his guitar gesture embodying his 

singing. However, the most bending comes during the solo, when he shifts his 

hand to frets eight and ten: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
156 Unlike the guitar, the drone string on the banjo is pitched highest.  
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Example 3.3 Hopkins, “Bring Me My Shotgun,” Solo 1 

 
 

The ensuing two and a half bars feature a singular, yet relentless A at the 

tenth fret that leads into another bar of different solo material, before returning to 

the verse. Arrows next to numbers indicate more bending created by extra slack 

from the tuning, which sounds anywhere from a step to several half steps. The 

oscillation between pitches over the drone adds dissonance and a sense of 

dramatic tension, compounded by repeating triplets against the ground bass, 

which maintains a steady duple meter. The intervallic shifts and metric 

dissonance against the low D help build friction absent in the verse, and now 

showcased during the solo. Hopkins also generates considerable force and 

pressure when bending the strings, a physical manifestation echoing the tension 

and anger that dominates the songʼs text, which describes a jilted lover 

threatening to kill his unfaithful partner with a shotgun and bury her in a well. The 

lowered tuningʼs expansion of timbre and intonation in “Bring Me My Shotgun” 

underscores a gestural and aural polarity that embodies the text and vocals, and 

forms an integral part of Hopkinsʼ songwriting.   
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Characterized by unstable musical phrasing and unsustainable physical 

exertion, the solo contains the songʼs dramatic apex and comprises a formal and 

rhetorical dialogue with the verse.157 A melodic descent down the fretboard 

nearly eliminates movement on the two highest strings and a finger slide from the 

ninth to the second fret on the G string sets Hopkins back in first position, where 

he picks up the verse. Hopkins manages to bring the section back to stasis in 

these several bars by reverting back to previous gestural patterns on the lower 

frets. The ever-present drone D, partly responsible for creating tonal, rhythmic, 

and timbral clashing in the solo, once again anchors the tonic and establishes 

balance, until the end of the song when Hopkinsʼ guitar playing stumbles to an 

abrupt end in time with the final couplet, “I said the only reason I donʼt shoot you 

little woman/ my double barrel shotgun, it just wonʼt fire.” 

Hopkins separates passages of tension and release by exploiting gestural 

and timbral elements affected by tuning. Aside from establishing formal and aural 

dichotomies the Texas folk icon also uses alternate tunings to combine 

antithetical performance elements and sections. His song “Iʼm a Crawling Black 

Snake,” first released for Fantasy records in 1966, demonstrates this kind of 

organization:  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
157 Hopkins reaches this point again in the second solo. 
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Example 3.4 Hopkins, “Iʼm a Crawling Black Snake”158 

 
 

Tuned to dropped Db (Db-Ab-Db-Gb-Bb-Eb), the work consists of two 

main sections, identified through their texture, contour, and gesture. Phrases 

boxed in orange represent thematic material, reprised throughout the song, 

following a linear trajectory across the width of the fretboard. Made up of 

extended licks and embellishments, these units lack harmonic flow, but show off 

the timbral and gestural capabilities that come with the new tuningʼs emphasis on 

the lower intonation. For example, Hopkins plucks more open strings as the 

                                                 
158 Tab provided by Abraham Landa. 
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melody descends in range, where the change in timbre becomes more apparent. 

He also caps each phrase by hitting an open Db (circled in red), which rings for 

several beats and achieves the same effect of calling attention to the much lower 

notes. Lastly, the pieceʼs thematic material also captures the sound of the 

dropped Db tuning by utilizing horizontal space on the fretboard to provide a 

timbral survey of individual tones and intervals across a wide range, aptly taking 

on the aural embodiment of a snake.159 Details like these characterize strong 

performance tendencies of a guitarist when the instrument is tuned that low. 

Highlighting their presence becomes part of playing the music.  

  Phrases in blue comprise chordal groupings that maintain harmonic 

activity. Separated by the interpolated theme, the chords come together to 

complete a twelve-bar blues with help from the recurring open Db that recalls the 

tonic. Through economy of motion, the alternate tuning allows for vertical chord 

building that only requires one finger stopping a single fret. The resulting barred 

musical pattern maps directly to an embodied pattern of human movement, while 

the slow steady tempo mimics a snake crawling. This method of stacking chords 

over one fret also conveniently adds density to counter the nimble melodic 

phrases, molding rhetorical complements out of the two sections through their 

respective textures and contours. In effect, Hopkins establishes a formal and 

structural dialogue through gesture and fretboard topography. 

In standard tuning, the means for fingering units and patterns that lead to 

the kind of symbiosis struck by Hopkins remains physically impractical, especially 

when applied to more active guitar parts. Blind Lemon Jeffersonʼs “Rabbit Foot 

Blues” (Paramount, 1926) bears similar formal constructions as Hopkinsʼ piece, 

but with more movement along the fretboard. The added activity stems from a 

                                                 
159 Here “horizontal” refers to the linear progression of notes (i.e., melody, riff), usually within a 
certain radius of frets; in the contrast, “vertical” refers to blocked structures that sound multiple 
strings at a time (i.e., chords, arpeggios).  
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more pronounced tuning modification, in this case open G (D-G-D-G-B-D). It also 

features an instrumental introduction, which Jefferson repeats as an interlude, 

and seven strophic verses made up of three line stanzas.160 This work contains a 

number of quintessential Jefferson idioms: unconventional harmonic sequences, 

extensive melodic runs, accented offbeats, and improvisatory guitar passages. 

Here, he synthesizes these elements to not only achieve technical innovation, but 

also appropriate the gestural capabilities initiated by the open G tuning. 

Kinesthetic patterns and the spaces they affect often reflect a guitaristʼs 

performance style. With Jefferson, his famed virtuosity and complex playing 

underline his preference for integrating vertical and horizontal aspects of the 

fretboard into his phrasing, with aid from a non-standard tuning. He starts “Rabbit 

Foot Blues” by outlining an Em7 chord over the first two and a half bars. In this 

opening phrase, he restricts movement to the bass strings until the last beat of 

the third bar when he reaches a vertically stacked open G, the first intact chord of 

the song. 

Example 3.5 Blind Lemon Jefferson, “Rabbit Foot Blues,” Introduction161 

 
From a performance perspective, the open tonic chord interrupts the bass 

line just as it builds up momentum, almost as if Jefferson were cutting it off 

prematurely. He then picks up another brief melodic figure that leads into a C 

major chord, again interpolating vertical harmonies with horizontal segments. 

Though terse, these opening measures foreshadow a gestural blueprint built on 

switching between two musical planes, like Hopkins, but with more technical 

adroitness. The open G tuning enhances Jeffersonʼs ability to make his switches 
                                                 
160 Evans labels these instrumental sections “guitar choruses.” 
161 ultimateguitar.com, accessed May 5, 2016, https://tabs.ultimate-
guitar.com/j/jefferson_blind_lemon/rabbit_foot_blues_tab.htm.   
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without sacrificing playing mobility.  

In the proceeding measures he continues to interpolate melodic and 

contrapuntal segments with tonic or dominant functioning harmonies, such as the 

incomplete chords in measures four and eight, each of which precede chains of 

descending octaves:  

Example 3.6 Jefferson, “Rabbit Foot Blues,” Interpolated Chords 

 
Jefferson builds on the strategy by adding clusters of open G chords together, 

such as in measures 6–7 and 11–12. In a fanfare-like fashion that matches 

Jeffersonʼs hollering, this grouping of tonic chords again disrupts the horizontal 

musical plane. However, now these groupings take on a structural role by 

providing harmonic scaffolds for the melodic passages. The open tuning 

alleviates the compounding physical requirements from adding chords by 

enabling simple fingerings (one finger holding the fifth fret of the highest string), 

which themselves embody the resonant nature of the open harmonies and 

wailing vocals.  
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 Jefferson embeds the same structural idea in “Got the Blues” (Paramount, 

1926), only now open chords initially occupy the majority of musical space: 

Example 3.7 Jefferson, “Got the Blues,” Introduction and Verse162 

 
Here, open G# chords account for almost half of the excerptʼs material, and fall in 

sync with Jeffersonʼs initial holler, “Well the blues come to Texas,” followed by a 

short and unsteady melodic descent coinciding with the line, “loping like a mule.” 

He further manifests this disparity between his opening proclamation and 

anticlimactic response by positioning robust, tonic chords around weaker, 

horizontal melodic segments. Aside from embodying Jeffersonʼs declamatory 

vocal line, the bright and resonating G chords aid in left-hand mobility 

harmonically and melodically, and also prevent disjunct shifts between the two 

                                                 
162 Tab provided by Abraham Landa. 
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contours by allowing Jefferson to maintain momentum. In effect, the alternate 

tuning helps Jefferson idiomatically map his guitar work to his singing to create a 

more coordinated and cohesive work that builds form and structure through 

gesture.   

Right Hand Techniques 

Though much of this gestural analysis involves left-hand fretboard 

tracking, strumming and picking warrant consideration as well. Since alternate 

tunings reorient notes on the fretboard, right hand mechanics also undergo some 

degree of change, particularly with bass voices. In his study of blues guitaristsʼ 

finger-picking styles, Andrew Cohen draws a strong correlation between region 

and performance practice, displaying both subtle and major differences in hand 

position and movement.163 Concerning Texas country blues artists, Cohen 

reports that most of them employ a “dead thumb,” in which the bass voice 

accompanies melodic passages by playing four beats to the measure without 

changing strings.164 Of the three cases studies, Hopkins music features the most 

dead thumbing, though he often squeezes more than four bass notes into a bar. 

Since he usually drops the pitch of his lowest string when playing in a non-

standard tuning, dead thumbing can easily cement an altered tuning. Another 

prominent advantage to this plucking method is its inadvertent ability to trace 

gestural variation relative to space and movement by creating an audible, 

tabulated baseline.   

Jefferson and Johnson each posses their own right-hand gestural 

archetypes that largely predate the widespread adoption of dead thumbing 

amongst Texas guitarists. Fitting with his penchant for playing up-tempo runs 

interspersed with chord groupings, Jefferson relies more on a “utility-thumb” style 

                                                 
163 Andrew Cohen, “The Hands of Blues Guitarists,” in Ramblin On My Mind: New Perspectives 
on the Blues, edited by David Evans (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008), 152–179. 
164 Cohen, 163; 165–166. 
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where the thumb strikes bass notes intermittently as the player sees fit.165 

Because he typically prioritizes melodic material and treble notes over standard 

bass accompaniments, Jeffersonʼs music exhibits an extremely fluid interplay 

between thumb and forefingers on the right hand. As the analyses above show, 

signature licks and gestures usually remain unaffected by tuning, yet harmonic 

and melodic realizations, kinesthetic modeling, space, and timbre all change 

depending on it. As a result, gestural variation in the right hand due to non-

standard tunings occurs, though to a lesser extent. 

Transformations to right-hand playing usually react in proportion to left-

hand variation. With Hopkins and Jefferson adjustments appear subtle or 

peripheral, even in an altered tuning, because they still pull from the same finger-

picking patterns. In Blind Willie Johnsonʼs case, adding a slide to the left hand 

augments fretboard motion, thereby changing right-hand picking and strumming 

requirements. The right hand spends less time and energy maintaining 

counterpoint and more on monophonic melodies. Similar to Hopkins, Johnsonʼs 

thumb mechanics center on producing drones and bass ostinati played 

consistently throughout a piece. However, rather than appropriating a dead 

thumb, Johnson employs alternate thumbing, in which he shifts between two 

bass notes on the main beats.166 In Open D tuning (D-A-D-F/F#-A-D), Johnsonʼs 

preferred tuning, this means sounding the D octaves on open strings four and six, 

as Example 3.8c shows:  

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
165 Cohen, 164–165. 
166 Cohen, 162. 
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Thumbing Techniques 

Example 3.8a Hopkins, “Bring Me My Shotgun,” Dead Thumbing 

 
3.8b Jefferson, “Rabbit Foot Blues,” Utility Thumbing 

 
3.8c Johnson, “Nobodyʼs Fault But Mine,” Alternate Thumbing167 

 
 

 Though Johnsonʼs thumbing method is simple, the addition of his slide 

brings a new level of technical complexity not found in Hopkins and Jefferson. 

Example 3.8c shows how the device enables him to simultaneously operate 

within two independent sectors of the guitar fretboard, namely the open bass and 

high treble sections. Going beyond formal and structural amalgamations, he 

synthesizes two different techniques in finger-picking and slide playing. In this 

context, the open tunings serve as the linchpin for a style that includes a 

redesigned fretboard and reconceived gestural models.  

  
 

                                                 
167 ultimateguitar.com, accessed May 5, 2016, https://tabs.ultimate-
guitar.com/b/blind_willie_johnson/keep_you_lamp_trimmed_and_burning_tab.htm. 
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Chapter 4: Blind Willie Johnson and Slide Guitar 

 Slide guitar serves as a stylistic cornerstone in the blues genre that 

transcends regions and periods. Documented accounts of blues slide playing 

date back to the early twentieth century when W.C. Handy recounted an African 

American man playing his guitar with a knife at a Mississippi train station in 

1903.168 Helping confirm the slide techniqueʼs presence in early blues music, 

David Evansʼ research on similarly played one-stringed African American 

instruments in the same region shows how multiple generations of players have 

adapted it.169 By the time Blind Willie Johnson made his first recordings in 1927, 

the slide guitar tradition was firmly established.  

 In general, the slide replaces the four fingers used for chord voicing by 

simultaneously barring multiple strings on one fret, though it usually requires 

intonation adjustments from an open tuning. The tuning, built on an open chord, 

already eliminates the need for standard chord fingerings. Consequently, this 

modification simplifies right hand mechanics, because now the guitarist focuses 

less on plucking individual notes contrapuntally, and more on strumming, though 

players like Johnson still thumb the bass notes separately. Combined, these 

changes add more mobility and fluidity to fret movement than non-standard 

tunings do, and in turn show different levels of gestural variation from the kind 

observed in the Jefferson and Hopkins examples. In many of his songs, Johnson 

utilizes an open tuning-slide synthesis to extend the gestural scope of his guitar 

playing, which includes mapping melodic motion to his vocal line. Two songs in 

particular, “Keep Your Lamp Trimmed and Burning” and “Dark Was the Night, 

Cold Was the Ground,” display how slide fretboard topography influences various 

structural, formal, and stylistic models within the Texas folk blues tradition.  

                                                 
168 W.C. Handy and Arna Bontemps Father of the Blues: An Autobiography (New York: Da Capo 
Press, 1969), 74. 
169 Evans, “Afro-American One-Stringed Instruments,” 238–239. 
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Johnson recorded “Keep Your Lamp Trimmed and Burning” for Columbia 

Records in 1928. His occasional singing partner, Willie B. Harris, also sings on 

the track. Essentially written in a verse-chorus format, the song is almost 

completely strophic with minimal variation in the guitar part, though Johnson adds 

in a terse instrumental interlude based on the verse material. The piece contains 

conventional country blues elements such as flatted thirds, fifths, and sevenths, a 

boom-chuck bass rhythm, and slide playing, but also exhibits gospel and folk 

stylings that predate blues. Johnsonʼs musical language owes much to both 

blues and gospel music, which informs his brand of gestural variation in open 

tunings.  

Similar to Jeffersonʼs “Rabbit Foot Blues,” this work does not feature a full 

twelve-bar harmonic model, only small cadential segments at the end of his 

refrains. However, whereas Jeffersonʼs tune relies on a fast and varied harmonic 

rhythm, Johnson hovers around the tonic throughout the song, which is typical of 

his music. He compensates for the lack of harmonic activity by designating two 

main formal sections: a three line verse and refrain sung over four measures of 

music (Group 1) and a chorus that also lasts four measures (Group 2). In the 

verse of Group 1, Johnson plays a I–V–I progression that ends with a cadential 

passage in line four. Group 2 follows with the chorus built on an abridged I–IV–

V–I blues scheme. In all, twenty-four bars constitute the entire introduction: 
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Example 4.1 Johnson, “Keep Your Lamp Trimmed and Burning” 

Introduction (Groups 1 and 2)170 

 

 
 

 Together, the sections make up the songʼs musical framework while also 

sharing melodic and textural similarities. By exploiting the lowered open tuning 

and the ability to easily slide up to the high D, Johnson covers a spacious four-

octave range. Within it, both theme groups exhibit the same contours and occupy 

mostly vertical space along the fretboard, though Group 2 reaches three 

positions higher to fret twelve. Here, Johnson only uses the slide on the two 

highest strings and moves it in parallel motion with the Smithʼs vocal melody, 

mapping the guitar gesture over his voice. Simultaneously, he starts a bass 

                                                 
170 ultimateguitar.com, accessed May 5, 2016, https://tabs.ultimate-
guitar.com/b/blind_willie_johnson/keep_you_lamp_trimmed_and_burning_tab.htm.  



 
 
58 

ostinato sounding in D octaves that reinforces the tonic and adds harmonic 

balance. Without the open D, the alternating bass loses harmonic function and 

creates too much clashing with the slide parts. Like Hopkins, Johnson 

establishes two symbiotic sectors of activity that assume part of their form 

through the guitarʼs tuning.  

The main difference between the two groups involves harmonic function 

and gestural approach. In lines 1–3 of Group 1, Johnson sequences the main 

theme to anchor and reinforce the tonic with a simple I–VII–I pivot, coinciding 

with a call-and-response between himself and Smith, who punctuates each line. 

This harmonic grounding is reflected kinesthetically by the steadiness with which 

Johnson plays the theme and limits the slide to covering only about four frets per 

phrase. In comparison, the main phrase in Group 2 ranges over twelve frets and 

features more vibrato with the slide than before. It also contains more harmonic 

movement in the treble parts, where the monophonic theme acts as a cadential 

blues pattern (labeled with Roman numerals) that fittingly coincides with the lyric 

“For the work you owe is done.”171 However, this theme also clashes with the 

alternating D basses in some areas, reminiscent of the dissonances in the solo to 

“Bring Me My Shotgun.” Like Hopkins, Johnson builds tension by pitting the 

lowered tuning against notes in the upper register, and releases it as he makes 

his way back down and cadences on a triple D octave. 

Like Jefferson and Hopkins, Johnson uses non-standard guitar tunings to 

shape coherent song forms and structures. However, more abstract works such 

as “Dark Was the Night, Cold Was the Ground” (Columbia, 1928), a piece without 

lyrics, also benefit profoundly from them. Played in open D, the first notes to this 

piece comprise a single melodic figure that leads into an open harmony. Here, 

the introductory melody emphasizes a IV–V–I progression ending with a fretless 

                                                 
171 Blakey, Revelation, 112–117. 
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and arpeggiated tonic D major strum, followed by a series of semitone inflections 

that form the motivic basis of the work: 

Example 4.2 Johnson, “Dark Was the Night”172 

 
Johnson intersperses these motivic segments with various kinds of 

embellishments in the lower voices, most notably the groupings of open strings 

and parallel octaves. Altogether, this layout contains the bulk of the songʼs 

musical material. 

Aside from traditional aspects of composition like form, harmony, and 

rhythm, several familiar characteristics stand out in the song and excerpt above. 

Perhaps the most apparent is its sparse and open texture. This aspect of the 

guitar playing actually conforms to Johnsonʼs largely wordless vocal delivery, 
                                                 
172 Ultimateguitar.com, accessed May 5, 2016, https://tabs.ultimate-
guitar.com/b/blind_willie_johnson/dark_was_the_night_cold_was_the_ground_tab.htm.  
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consisting of low hums and occasional whispers of “oh lord.” The open tuning 

complements his efforts towards a lighter arrangement by securing a tonal 

framework with the alternating tonic-dominant bass embellishments. This simple 

open-note accompaniment eliminates the need for full chords, especially when 

the dropped D bass supplies harmonic support. In E standard, Johnson would 

either have to play complete chords or consistently settle for the weaker D bass 

on the fourth string. Making the sixth string a viable thumbing option galvanizes 

the tonal center while also opening space between the thematic material and 

embellishments. In doing so, Johnson can still play up the neck without dropping 

the bass: 

Example 4.3 Johnson, “Dark Was the Night,” Introduction 

 
The alternate tuning allows Johnson to cover considerable ground, in this 

case four octaves, with relative ease and efficiency. His treatment of range once 

again recalls Hopkinsʼ solo in “Bring Me My Shotgun,” especially in the way both 

guitarists set the bass against active tremolo parts. However, this particular 

interplay between voices differs from previous examples where phrases in the 

higher registers often induce tension and rely on the bass for resolution. On a 

timbral level, the bass is quiet and passive, assuming a supporting contrapuntal 

role to the louder and leading tremolo line. The slide exacerbates this polarity by 

amplifying the high-pitched twangs that fluctuate between the motivic semitones 

as they sound in unison with Johnsonʼs humming. Supported by Johnsonʼs vocal 

melody, each motive resolves itself, which initiates a sense of grounding and 

balance not usually associated with activity on the higher frets. Without a twelve-
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bar blues structure, long-range harmonic relationships, and lyrics in place, 

Johnson synthesizes a performance rhetoric founded on texture, timbre, and 

gesture. 

Like Hopkins and Jefferson with their respective tunings, Johnson finds 

ways to exploit the creative potential of open D tuning. On one level, his mix of 

slide playing with the constant alternating bass octaves assumes the identity of a 

small ensemble, to the extent that one could mistake the recording for featuring 

two guitars at once. Johnsonʼs ability to engage in complex melodic and rhythmic 

counterpoint, weave together diverse textures, and construct complementary 

song sections, stems from his idiomatic use of the alternate tuning. 
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Conclusion 

Examining the guitar playing and alternate tunings of Jefferson, Johnson, 

and Hopkins offers a new perspective on creativity in Texas folk blues. The 

combined study of alternate tunings and guitar gesture in this tradition reveals 

that this particular analytical methodology offers an insightful formal approach to 

the genre. The historical evidence and analysis presented above strongly 

suggest that several iconic figures within this regional style gained a creative 

benefit from retuning their guitars. Through kinesthetic facility and practicality, 

Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins found a means to innovate with their 

instruments in non-normative ways, mostly related to timbre, texture, and 

gesture. 

  Long serving the function of adjusting guitar range to support vocal 

ranges and desired tonal areas, non-standard tuningsʼ compositional function 

becomes apparent when examined via gesture and kinesthetic patterns. By 

tracking movement along the fretboard, gestural analysis shows the ways in 

which different tunings affect methods of structural and formal planning, harmonic 

realization, and thematic organization in ways that escape the E standard tuning. 

In this sense, the value of alternate tunings lies with interpreting kinetic 

expression through gesture and embodied meaning. Attributes noted in the 

tablature such as open and barred chord structures, integrated formal schemes, 

and right-hand techniques map out corresponding gestural actions that include 

hand position, timbre, and vocal delivery. These physical manifestations reflect 

the idiomatic nature of alternate tunings and how they enrich Jeffersonʼs, 

Johnsonʼs, and Hopkinsʼ creative processes by augmenting their respective 

playing abilities and enabling greater gestural variation.    

Regarding transcription and notation, guitar tablature seems to address 

the major issues with blues dictation alluded to by Paul Oliver. Similar to gestural 
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theoryʼs influence on analysis in this study, guitar tablature highlights the 

idiomatic patterns and kinesthetic features associated with alternate tunings that 

improves efforts at transcription. It provides a clear and comprehensive way of 

scrutinizing the effect alternate tunings have on guitar playing, while offering an 

useful combination of note and finger tracking, flexible rhythmic interpretation, 

and intonation recognition. Perusing established online sources and forums run 

by amateur and professional musicians that share sheet music and related 

information reveals how the academic community would benefit from widely 

adopting this approach with blues transcriptions. 

Another move towards better comprehending how alternate tunings affect 

creativity through gestural analysis would involve the comparative study of 

different blues cultures. Notable folk musicians from other areas in the United 

States also incorporated lowered, dropped, and open tunings into their playing. In 

the Deep South, guitarists such as Robert Johnson, Muddy Waters, Mississippi 

John Hurt, and Charley Patton retuned their guitars in numerous ways, while the 

slide technique occupies a prominent place in the blues community to this day. 

Along the East Coast and in the Southeast United States, Piedmont guitarists like 

Blind Willie McTell, Blind Blake, and Etta Baker specialized in finger-picking 

techniques that incorporate ragtime elements. Each of these blues cultures 

carries a wealth of material suitable for analysis. Even in Texas, reviewing the 

music of Huddie Ledbetter and Mance Limpscomb would complement the study 

of other songs by Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins that feature alternate tunings. 

Lastly, studies on non-standard tunings can also extend to later, electric-based 

blues styles as in the music of B.B. King, Aaron “T-Bone” Walker, and Bob 

Dylan.173 

                                                 
173 Steven Rings, “A Foreign Sound to Your Ear: Bob Dylan Performs ʻItʼs Alright, Ma (Iʼm Only 
Bleeding),ʼ 1964–2009,” Society for Music Theory 19, no. 4 (Winter, 2013), accessed August 2, 
2016, http://www.mtosmt.org/issues/mto.13.19.4/mto.13.19.4.rings.php. 
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The history of alternate tunings in blues music remains an underdeveloped 

yet fertile area of scholarship. The African, European, and North American 

musical connections involved with establishing non-standard tuning patterns in 

American folk music awaits more scholarly attention. Though chronicled above, 

attempting to build a more comprehensive history that details how alternate 

tunings originated in blues music could create new opportunities for blues 

literature.    

Learning how Jefferson, Johnson, and Hopkins implemented non-standard 

tunings in their creative processes helps uncover important information for future 

academic endeavors and performance practice approaches. However, building 

on this topic entails covering more historical ground, exploring the music of other 

folk blues guitarists, making accessible accurate tablature transcriptions, and 

gaining a more intimate knowledge of playing approach through gestural 

analysis. Such developments would benefit scholarship and education moving 

forward by fostering a deeper understanding between blues music and gesture. 

Rooted in their unique playing abilities and the Texas folk style, Blind Lemon 

Jefferson, Blind Willie Johnson, and Sam “Lightninʼ” Hopkins produced novel and 

innovative works that illuminate the creative value of alternate tunings. Examining 

the pioneering guitar playing of these three Texas bluesmen represents a major 

step towards recognizing the compositional function that alternate tunings serve 

in blues music. 
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