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CHARLEY PATTON: Voice Of The Mississippi
Delta

Edited by Robert Sacré, foreword by William Ferris
University Press Of Mississippi, Jackson; 2018; 227 pages;
paperback ISBN 978-1-4968-1856-0

As William Ferris elucidates in his foreword, this is a reprint of the papers
generated by an International Conference on Charley Patton held at Liege
University in Belgium in 1984. The proceedings were originally published
in 1987 by Presses Universitaires de Liege in a 200-copy limited edition,
reproduced from unjustified type-writing and with the appearance of
photocopying (suggesting to me that the University Press agreed that
its name could be used as long as it didn't have to do anything). The
hilariously wonderful free-hand flow diagrams purporting to show the
inter-relationships between different areas of African-American music
from work-songs and psalms to jazz-rock have been omitted from this
edition. The two papers originally in French, and Robert's introduction,
have been translated.

The Introduction addresses the question of why a symposium on Patton
in particular was considered apposite and quotes from the participants’
abstracts to make its point. Robert’s essay on ‘Black Music U.S.A.’ has
been considerably shortened from the original 43 pages of French to nine
pages of English. It now takes us at a run, as its sub-title says, ‘From
African to African American Music.’ The material cut, dealing, for example,
with slave revolts and the heritage of slavery in different geographical
areas, was perhaps felt to be readily available elsewhere and not too
closely tied to musical development. In the process a sub-editor should
have noticed that “around 1750 is not in “the era after the Revolutionary
War”. Also lost is a postscript dealing with the discovery in 1986 of 25
Paramount test pressings, which must have been added for the original
publication. Here and throughout the bibliographies have been updated,
which does cover for much of the omitted material.

Arnold Shaw takes the reader through the history of Mississippi Blues,
focussing on the lyrics of Patton, Bukka White, Son House, and Robert
Johnson, to propose essentially that the nature of the concerns they
expressed enables us to make political and sociological deductions about
when this idiom is likely to have developed. It's an interesting hypothesis,
interestingly presented. The translated essay by Daniel Droixhe (of the
Belgian Academy of French Language and Literature) on ‘Elementary
Blues and Tonal Scale’ is a musicological analysis of a sample of Patton’s
recordings.

Between these is the heart of the business, David Evans on ‘Charley
Patton: The Conscience of the Delta’. This occupies 114 pages and is the
third version of the paper to be published. The author says it incorporates
“a substantial amount of new material” even over the version published
by Revenant in 2002. This includes use of Alex van der Tuuk's New
Paramount Book of the Blues (2017), which also had access to this
manuscript.

A work in three parts, this essay establishes Patton’s ancestry and
family associations in the detail they deserve. Sadly, the illustrations
of actual certificates and other records which appeared in the original
publication have not been included here (and this applies also to other
illustrations in the Liége edition). If conclusive evidence were needed of
the lack of congruence between genetics and cultural inheritance in a
crudely segregated society such as Mississippi, it is starkly set out here.
It was revelatory when first published and it is all too evident that it would
still be revelatory to many who will never trouble to read it.

B NEw RELEASES.

First, however, Evans focusses on the disparate accounts of Patton’s
personality that had already appeared in print. Patton’s previous
biographers are understandably treated gently, but Evans does allow
himself to mention that both Stephen Calt and John Fahey supposed
that their own inability to make sense of Patton’s lyrics was evidence that
they did not make sense. Which in turn obliged them to view Patton “as
a mere entertainer with no social conscience.” One is left wondering how
much some of the earlier writers actually liked the music and left in no
doubt how little respect they had for its creator as a human being, rather
than merely a peg for their mythologising. (Both these phenomena have
been widespread also in writing about jazz.) One quotation from Fahey
(pages 30-31) in particular makes me wonder how | or anyone else ever
found this worse than patronizing diminution of its subject's humanity
even acceptable, never mind taking it seriously as scholarship. Patton’s
supposed illiteracy stands out as an example of the processes at work
and Evans confronts them head on.

The third part of the essay consists of the thorough analysis of Patton’s
recorded output which supports the previous conclusions, and sets it in
the context of what can be discovered about the details of his life. Evans
concludes that Patton had “a strong interest in composing songs” but
“little interest in finalizing his compositions”. “For him the process was
more important than the product,” a judgment that rings true to me. The
whole essay is an enthralling read, as hard to put down as it was in 1987,
and this is not mere hyperbole.

Part Il is concerned principally with putting Delta Blues into a wider
context by examining the spread of its influence. John Broven compares
Louisiana Country Blues, focussing on artists from the Baton Rouge
area, updated to 2015. Mike Rowe writes about the Mississippi roots
of post-war Chicago blues. These papers draw on themes their authors
have developed at greater length elsewhere. Dick Shurman entertainingly
presents his memories of Howlin® Wolf and Willie Johnson. Jim O’'Neal
writes about Delta retentions in modern (i.e. mid '80s) Chicago blues,
with a short postscript on the situation in 2017. This is now followed by
an unrelated short essay on ‘Tom Rushen Blues’ amplifying the remarks
of David Evans with material from interviewing the son of Seab Holloway,
mentioned in the song. Rooster Holloway knew Patton as a child. Luther
Allison was interviewed by a panel at the symposium and gives an
account of his life with the questions edited out.

The original concluding survey, ‘Mississippi Blues Today and Its
Future’ by David Evans has been left to stand with only the “correction
of a few minor errors of fact”, and a short prefatory note, so it remains
an assessment of the state of Mississippi blues in the mid-'80s. Evans
considers his assessment of the tradition’s essential health to have been
accurate, citing especially the emergence of blues families (Kimbroughs
and Burnsides) preserving their inherited culture, albeit mainly for
audiences outside the community.

Essential reading. Even the fortunate few with the original edition will
find this worth getting. Everyone involved in finally making this important
work available more widely deserves our thanks.

Howard Rye
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