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White folk don’t understand
about the blues

They hear it come out but
they don’t know how it

got there

They don’t understand that's
life's way of talking

You don't sing to feel good
You sing ‘cause that's a way
of understanding life.!

Playwright August Wil-
son, in his fictional re-creation
of the famous Classic Blues
singer Ma Rainey, captures
the poetry, pathos, and power
of the blues. Although some
might care to debate whether
or not “white folk under-
stand the blues,” there is no
question that there is more to
the blues than singing to feel
good, or to feel bad, or indif-
ferent. The blues represents a
particular worldview—a way
of looking at life and of
understanding life. Most im-
portant, it represents a way of
participating and interacting
with life. It is ironic then that
the blues, a music which so
many feel familiar with, is
probable the most misunder-
stood product of African
American culture; it’s only rival
being the misunderstanding
of the African-American
himself.

This short polemic offers a
word of encouragement as well
as some words of caution to
any ambitious soul interested
in the complex issues of Afri-
can-American culture, aes-
thetics, and critical theory. In
addition, this essay offers an
alternate point of departure
which might be helpful for
those interested in rethinking
the fundamental assumptions
of these subjects. One must
be encouraged by the pres-
ent proliferation and perpetual
re-creation of Black? culture
in virtually every area of the
arts; including literature, music,
dance, the visual arts, film,
and a myriad of new and
emerging forms. Many of the
innovators presently setting
the tempo and, in some areas,

e ]

FROM BLACK TO BLUES

the direction of the contem-
porary art world, are deeply
indebted to the principles
and precepts set forth in the
blues; although it seems that
to acknowledge or not to
acknowledge such a debt is
as much a political issue as it
is an artistic one. Suffice to
say that a significant relation-
ship exists between the con-
temporary western art world
and what many understand
to be elements of African-
American culture.

Just as we are encouraged
by the level and scope of an
African-American presence in
these artistic activities, we
should also be aware of the
inherent difficulties in for-
mulating a blues aesthetic.
The term itself is not without
some problems; thefirst being;
why a blues aesthetic? Why
not a Black aesthetic or an

—by Dwight D. Andrews

African-American aesthetic? The answer, at first glance, seem
obvious; the term “blues aesthetic’” avoids or circumvents the
problematic issue of race. But the answer is more complicated
than that. It would be ridiculous to base an aesthetic model
simply on race. To do so would inevitably lead to the same
ludicrous assertions and conclusions of other racist cultural
theorists and demagogues. The Aryan movement (past and
present) in Germany and elsewhere serves as an adequate
example of the futility of such attempts. However, racism so
thoroughly permeates every aspect of Black life in America
that to extract it from the grid of forces which have helped to
shape Black culture would be to distort the aesthetic model at
the outset. Part of our challenge, then, is to differentiate between
race and racism. We must acknowledge the limitations of
race as an appropriate criteria for the formulation of an aes-
thetic while simultaneously asserting the necessity of keeping
racism in the paradigm.

However, maintaining racism as a factor in the formulation
of a “blues aesthetic’” does not alleviate the difficulty in deter-
mining how to interpret it. For example, though most would
agree that racism is a negative social reality, it has not necessarily
been a negative value in the creation of Black culture. If
racism had been a negative value, one could argue that the
resultant Black culture is itself negative. Or, one might suggest




that Black culture has been
so completely dependent on
racism as a counterweight
that the resultant culture lacks
its own discrete integrity.
Although these propositions
have their advocates, this
author is not one of them.
Had the African-American
not had racism to respond to,
African-American culture
would have evolved in quite
a different way. It is doubtful
that the blues or jazz could
have ever come into existence
without the particular en-
counter with racism and the
varyingdegrees of ‘‘citizenship”
of its African-American crea-
tors. Jazz historian Marshall
Stearns notes: ““Ironically, the
fact that the Negro was partly
accepted and partly rejected
forced the fusing and resulted
in a new music.’3 Although
Stearns was referring to jazz,
his description of the African-
American status is also appro-
priate to the development of
the blues. Philosopher Cornel
West suggests that black music
(and, by extension, the blues)
is the best example of what
he calls the “Afro-American
humanist”” tradition. He de-
scribes this tradition in terms
of the breadth of black musical
expression: “‘The rich pathos
of sorrow and joy which are
simultaneously present in
spirituals, the exuberant
exhortations and divine praises
of the gospels, the soaring
lament and tragicomedy of
the blues, and the improvisa-
tional character of jazz affirm
Afro-American humanity.’#
Given these observations,
perhaps the term “‘blues aes-
thetic”’ is the most appropri-
ate since the blues encapsu-
lates so many facets and subtle
nuances of the Black experi-
ence in America. Moreover,

the blues tradition continues
to inform even the most dis-
parate Black musical styles,
from gospel music to rhythm
and blues and from the earliest
“hot”" jazz to the most recent
avant-garde explorations. Many
agree that Black music is the
most advanced of all the Black
art forms. Visual art historian
Elsa Honig Fine writes: “The
Black musician has already
left his imprint on American
culture, and the Black (visual)
artist intends to do the same.”?

To these commonly held
sentiments, we should add
that the special status of Black
music over the other arts is
also due to several extra-
musical factors. These factors
include the early recognition
of its commercial potential,
the comparative ease of its
dissemination via the radio
and various types of mechan-
ical recordings, and the
immediacy, portability, and
centrality of music to the
Black American experience.
Last, but not least, the
implicit nature of musical
form also accounts for Black
music’s unique stature among
the arts. Henry Louis Gates
provides some intriguing for-
mal observations in this regard
by comparing Black music
with Black literature:

The commonplace observation
that black literature with very
few exceptions has failed to
match pace with a sublime black
music stems in large measure
from this concern with state-
ment. Black music, by definition,
could never utilize the schism
between form and content,
because of the nature of music.
Black musicians, of course, had
no choice: music groups masses
of non-representational material
into significant form; it is the
audible embodiment of form.s

Gates’s points are well-taken. However, Black music has not
developed ““free of the imperative’’ to make an explicit political
statement. The social commentary found in many blues and
pop musicexamples orJohn Coltrane’s composition, “Alabama’’
(a piece written in memoriam of the black children killed
there in 1963), all attest to explicit political statements. What
is different in Black music is the intricate, almost indistinguish-
able relationship between form and content. Unlike the novel,
prose, or the short story, the blues form evolved unfettered by
any aesthetic obligations outside of the African-American tra-
ditions and the community it was destined to reflect and serve.
In addition, the explicit political statement in Black music is
often so embedded within the form that few musicologists,
theorists, or enthusiasts have developed a way to talk about it.
Present research strategies and methodologies rarely take into
account factors like audience participation, extra-musical
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performance practices, and
musical gestures that are not
easily documented through
traditional music notation.
Consequently, much of the
essence of what makes Black
music black continues to
elude systematic analysis.
Finally, any discourse which
attempts to articulate aesthetic
values and problems is, itself,
an intensely political activity.
The implicit nature of music,
especially within instrumen-
tal forms, has made black
music particularly prone to a
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broad range of political as

well as aestheticinterpretation.

In this regard, it seems clear
that African-American writers
and social critics have yet to
reach a consensus. Ralph Elli-
son’s familiar review of LeRoi
Jones's Blues People immedi-
ately comes to mind. Ellison
writes: “The tremendous
burden of sociology which

Jones would place upon this body of music . . . is enough to
give even the blues the blues.’”

Let us presume that the blues is, in some sense, paradigmatic
of all Black music. Now let us consider how one central feature
of a blues aesthetic may be extrapolated from the music itself.
We must begin by maintaining that the roots of Black music
lie not only in the adaption and synthesis of various African
musical practices but also in the African conceptualization of
music as power. Music served as a means of communication
with the gods; it had the capacity to not only alter the under-
standing of an existential experience, but also to dramatically
change the quality of the experience itself. Thus to participate
in the creation of music is to have both divine access and power.

Therefore, music for the African-American is a means of
self-empowerment. Self-empowerment, in turn, represents the
aesthetic foundation for the blues as well as for all other truly
African-American music including jazz and rap. | believe this
concept of self-empowerment, which is often overlooked, is
the most significant of all the probable African adaptations/
retentions in African-American music. The Black preacher
does not simply speak when he preaches; he often “sings”
his sermon as well. Within this tradition, the sung word is rad-
ically more powerful than the spoken word. Fela Sowande
notes: ‘By far the most important single factor in African
music is the full recognition, practical endorsement, and use
of the metaphysical powers of sound.’® Clearly the African-
American has retained, albeit with some adaption, the notion
of the metaphysical powers of sound (music). This idea of self-
empowerment is all the more profound when we consider
that it evolved in the midst of an American slave system
designed to render the slave powerless, disenfranchised, and
without hope.

We have already noted the “tuning”” preacher as one example
of the empowerment concept. Let us now consider another
musical concept in more detail. The African-American
approach to musical time and rhythm is of particular interest.
Rhythm has to do with the temporal organization of music.
More specifically, it is the way in which one of more unac-
cented pulses or beats are grouped in relation to an accented
one.? Rhythmic features common to most African-American
music include cross-rhythms, swinging the eighth note, poly-
meter, and off-beat phrasing. In each of these features we can
see the realization of self-empowerment. The common thread
connecting each of these musical idioms has to do with mani-
pulation of the basic pulse. In European art music, each pulse
is divided or subdivided into equal subgroups. By contrast,




much of the vitality in Black
music comes from the unequal
partition of the pulse. If the
beat is established, the chal-
lenge of the improvisor is to
express his understanding of
the beat by not playing it! He
plays around the beat. Two
excellent examples of this
manipulation of the pulse
may be found in Louis Arm-
strong’s solo on “‘Big Butter
and Egg Man”’ (1926) and his
duet with Earl ““Fatha’”” Hines
in ““Weather Bird"" (1928). In
both cases Armstrong skillfully
obscures the beat by slightly
increasing or decreasing the
tempo of his riffs over the
constant pulse maintained by
the rhythm section. In so
doing, he illustrates his mas-
tery or ““power’’ over time by
playing against it. Such
examples do not require
elaborate melodic configura-
tions. In fact, a simple scalar
figure or even one note can
be played in such a way that
the “given’”’ (the beat) is tem-
porarily overshadowed by an
off-beat phrase or figure. A
more familiar example may
be found in the opening
phases of Stevie Wonder’s
“Tell Me Something Good.”
Here the entire opening

melody is presented as a sim-
ple string of quarter notes.
What is interesting is that
each quarter note is dis-
placed by an eighth note,
creating a dynamic level of
tension between the beat
and the off-beat. One final
example is worth mentioning.
Anyone familiar with the
vocal stylings of Ray Charles
will readily marvel at his abil-
ity to present the text of even
the most well-known tune in
anovel andinnovative fashion.
Part of his musical genius is
due to his strong sense of
rhythm and his ability to affirm
or subvert the pulse at will.
These diverse examples
illustrate the ways in which
discrete musical practices are
the consequence of an aes-
thetic ““prior notion!” It would
be easy to suggest that these
various musical practices are
the residual influences of an
African-based music. However,
such an assertion does not
account for the presence of
certain musical practices in
Black music versus the absence
of others. By considering the
empowerment notion as the
basis for these and other
musical idioms, we can begin
to uncover the aesthetic
foundation of a blues aesthetic.
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