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PAUL HOLDENGRÄBER: It is my great pleasure to announce and welcome LIVE from the New York Public Library’s first-ever season-long presenting sponsor, Morgan Stanley. We’re thrilled to have them onboard for the entire season and are truly grateful for their support of LIVE and the Library. We’re also live tweeting our events this season and invite you to follow us using, and I’m not sure exactly what I’m saying, (laughter) but please use the hash tag #LIVENYPL, so for those of you who tweet, for those of you who know what a hash tag is, use #LIVENYPL, and you will make all the tweeters united very happy. (laughter)

I also wish to thank Jonathan Hiam, director of Rodgers and Hammerstein Division of Recorded Sound, Andrew Friedman of Monotone, Ben Swank and his team at Third Man Records, and Revenant Records for their help in putting together tonight’s event. Finally, this event would not have happened weren’t it for the passion and fervor and enthusiasm and conviction of Aisha Ahmad-Post, the Producer of all things LIVE from the New York Public Library. (applause) When the possibility of hosting an event about the rise and fall of Paramount Records and with Jack White came about, she pursued the idea with acumen and diligence and intelligence, which brings us a night we have to offer you tonight. She was perfectly assisted by Lauren Bauman, the Assistant Producer of all things LIVE. Aisha and Lauren, thank you. (applause) 

Tonight, as mentioned, there’s going to be a lot of music interspersed with talk and commentary. An evening in two acts. The first act to help us understand what we hear and what to listen for, a conversation with music, we welcome to the stage first Dean Blackwood and Jack White in a conversation modulated by Daphne Brooks. A Paramount Record Throwdown, joining Daphne, Dean, and Jack, Scott Blackwood and Greil Marcus. 

Now for the last seven years or so, six years, I’ve asked my—the talent that I invite to the Library to provide me with a biography in seven words, a haiku of sorts, or if you’re extremely modern, a tweet. Scott Blackwood provided me with these seven words. “Wrote pursuing hot music, didn’t he ramble, didn’t he ramble.” Is this right? No. I think so. “His New Orleans celebratory funeral march song.” That’s more than seven words. Daphne Brooks wrote, “Tower Records Friday night, black girl, bibliophile.” Dean Blackwood, “Still thinks Tusk is better than Rumours.” (laughter/applause) And finally Jack White: “Son, altar boy, busboy, upholsterer, drummer, father.” Please welcome to the LIVE stage Daphne Brooks, Dean Blackwood, and Jack White.

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: All right. Thank you so much. It might get loud. Let’s get that pun out of the way. (laughter) It’s great to be here tonight with the both of you, and I’m moderating and also chatting with you all about this—

JACK WHITE: Did they put you in the middle to keep us from fighting?

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Yeah, exactly. This is such a monumental moment and occasion to really mark this extraordinary archive that we now have available to us. It’s just incredible the collection that the Blackwood brothers and Jack White have put together, a labor of love. So we thought we would start by having Dean just kind of walk us through that early history of Paramount to give everyone a sense of what this record label was, where it came from, and its kind of its curiosities, its cabinet of wonders, as we might call it.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Everybody hear me? Red leader to gray leader, the mole is in the hole. So thanks Daphne. So Paramount Records, why do we care? Paramount was founded in 1917 in Grafton, Wisconsin, not exactly a hotbed of music or the arts. They spent roughly the first five years of their existence steadily, diligently going out of business. They were convinced they merely needed to put things on record. Their goal was really not about music but to sell these more expensive phonograph cabinets. They had been under contract to Thomas Edison, whose factory burned down in 1917, and so that’s where they learned that people got in the business of selling records really to sell these expensive pieces of furniture, the phonograph cabinet. And so they were convinced that you could put virtually anything on record, and they were wrong about that, as they found for the first five years. 

They had a lot of luck along the way, they kind of stumbled and bumbled into the coming, a juggernaut really in the race records field. “Race records” were—was the name for music by black performers sold to black audiences during the time frame. From the point at which they embarked on race records as a strategy in 1922 to 1926, they basically were the kingpins of the race records field. And along the way they managed to gather up this incredible, incredibly rich treasure trove of great performers. Really an unprecedented of great performers under one roof, like nothing that had ever been seen. So you had people like from the jazz world like Jelly Roll Morton, King Oliver, and early performances by Louis Armstrong. Before he was leading his own band, he was a member of Fletcher Henderson Band and King Oliver’s band. 

You had Ethel Waters, Alberta Hunter, Ma Rainey, and then beginning in 1926, there was a whole new phenomenon of the solo guitar bluesman brought on by Blind Lemon Jefferson and in his wake a whole host, really a whole field was opened up to solo blues performers on guitar, people like Blind Blake, who also recorded for Paramount, and then later beginning in 1929 you had really the bedrock of all the Mississippi Delta blues artists—Charley Patton, Son House, Tommy Johnson, Buddy Boy Hawkins, Bo Weavil Jackson, and I mentioned Son House, so it started to just seem an embarrassment of riches that all these things were housed under this one roof and Paramount initially was missing the boat. There was no mistaking that. 

There were labels beginning in 1920 that had started to put out records in the race records series. Mamie Smith was really the first commercially successful blues records.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Right, that’s 1920, Crazy Blues.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Nineteen twenty. Paramount was still sticking to its guns that it didn’t really matter if you had name artists, didn’t matter if you had quality records. They produced what were recognized even at the time as being the poorest quality records. They were poorly recorded, poorly produced, poorly pressed. And so the ones that—I would encourage people to check out the array of actual 78s that are back in the back of the room after the presentation. Because it’s—you will probably never see this many Paramount records together again in one place but also in this condition. I mean, they are gleaming and usually when you find these things if you find them at all, they’re beat to hell and practically gray, and these things have—are just shimmering back there in the back of the room so definitely take a chance to look at it. It’s pretty extraordinary.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: So Dean can you give us a sense of a track that maybe marks that kind of transition for Paramount? They were doing these kind of quirky oddball novelty songs, right? And then you have the race records explosion with Mamie Smith becoming the first African American to record a blues song, 1920, “Crazy Blues.” What is a track that we can cue up to give a sense of Paramount getting the right idea?

DEAN BLACKWOOD: I think Jelly Roll Morton’s great because he’s representative of a—at the time he recorded this particular track, so for those cueing it up there in the control booth, it’s number 17. By the time he recorded this in 1924, he had already been playing this music, he had already been in Chicago, which was the base of recording operations for Paramount for much of its life. Jelly Roll Morton had already been there since 1912 and been playing really the same type of music and really lording over Chicago nightlife. He was the “King of the Stroll,” as it was called.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: The Chicago Stroll.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: The Chicago Stroll. And he I think this is a—this gives you a good feel for what was happening. There was something happening, changes were going on in the world. Paramount was missing out. This is an example of something they did catch on record but not until 1924. So let’s this is—

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Track 17.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Yes, Track 17, Mr. Jelly Lord, from 1924, from Jelly Roll Morton’s Steamboat Four.

[Jelly Roll Morton’s Steamboat Four, “Mr. Jelly Lord” plays]

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: I mean, give it up for Jelly Roll Morton, right?

(applause)

DEAN BLACKWOOD: One of the keys to Paramount being able to finally access this world was this figure Mayo Williams, a really fascinating guy. He was a Chicago Southside bootlegger, didn’t really have other than that other than having connections to clubs during Prohibition where he was bootlegging gin, he didn’t really have any experience in the music business. He was a graduate of Brown University, he had played in the early days of the NFL, interestingly. He had ended up in Chicago working bootlegging gin. He was friends with Paul Robeson. He was really—he had a more cultivated palate. His mom had instilled in him an appreciation for the blues, but his own personal tastes were more towards opera, black opera, and European-influenced singing like that of Paul Robeson. But he was pretty much the key to Paramount being able to access the black entertainment world in Chicago.

JACK WHITE: He was their link to black artists at the time. Mayo Williams was extremely important, probably one of the most important producers in American history, but he was able to have the talent to be able to persuade people. His nickname was Ink, which when I first read that I thought it was sort of like the Ink Spots or something, some sort of racial joke or something, but they nicknamed him Ink because he could get them to sign contracts.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: That’s right. That’s transforming that stereotype into a sign of power.

JACK WHITE: So he was extremely important. I don’t think any of the people who worked at Paramount would have known who to record at all, and wouldn’t have been able to have access to people like Jelly Roll and Papa Charlie and all that without him.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: And it’s a particular kind of cosmopolitan mobility that Mayo Williams had to be able to move through all these circles, right, and you know, participate in creating this archive. This is really—we listen to Jelly Roll Morton, this is capturing a moment in history, right? The Great Migration, right? This movement of thousands of people from the South fleeing white supremacist terrorism, domestic terrorism, fleeing poverty, and making themselves anew. You know, Toni Morrison’s novel Jazz is all about trying to capture the ways in which this music archives a people in transition and transformation.

JACK WHITE: That track, “Mr. Jelly Lord,” right there, you can see a moment in American history. This is post World War I, this is, this song just screams freedom to me. There’s not a word said in the entire song. Imagine to be able to impact people with an instrumental nowadays. In a way this is sort of the dubstep of its time, you can actually connect with people and play this instrumental where they’re ignoring time signatures, it’s completely free, this is not John Philip Sousa, or orchestral music, or opera. I can imagine parents not liking their kids listening to this for the freedom that’s displayed in the musicianship in it. It didn’t need to say a word. The title is arbitrary, you know, it’s just total freedom, I think.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: That’s the sign of modernity, the fancy words that we use in my day job, but the ways that we kind of can understand time and space just totally being effed with, I wouldn’t say that in my day job, but I’ll say it at night. (laughter) This is really about a music that is producing a modern sensibility and also manifesting that modern sensibility. This is what we think about all the time, like black folks being modern, right? This music being modern. 

So, you know, I don’t know if we want to kind of move through and give people a sense of the diversity of what Paramount was able to present to the world? I know you each had—all three of us had ideas about things that we wanted to play—not enough time—but maybe I don’t know if we want to start with William and Versey Smith or if we want to move into the blues singers, the women blues singers, the jazzers. Any which way you want to go is fine with me.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Go ahead, Jack.

JACK WHITE: Go ahead, Dean.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Yeah, these guys really did manage to capture sort of the leading lights in any kind of music that you can think of. Without being—we shouldn’t confuse them with somebody with some kind of protagonists in a, you know, social activism story or something like that. They were just trying to move units. They wanted to sell stuff.

JACK WHITE: They were recording anything they could get their hands for two seconds. Paramount did not care about social impact or what these songs meant to anybody. They wanted to sell record players and record cabinets. If they could sell ten copies and move onto the next person, that was fine with them. I would have loved to hear the meetings where they discussed who’s up next. “No, he’s not good enough,” I doubt that was ever said. Did the Three Stooges ever turn down a script? I don’t think Paramount ever turned down a musician, but they accidentally captured the perfect moment in American history. 

There were people, like the Library of Congress going out and doing field recordings and doing that amazing work at the same time. You have that story of America, there’s certain people who were realizing, “this is really important, we should do this right now before this doesn’t exist anymore,” but then you have this, the capitalist side of America which just wants to make a dollar, and they’re accidentally capturing culture, accidentally capturing history, even Mayo Williams is a brilliant producer to himself, he’s probably also, he was also involved in getting publishing from these artists, too, so he was manipulating, too, the artists themselves probably felt they were manipulating these people, like “What, I can just sing a song and you’re going to pay me twenty dollars?” Everyone thinks they’re manipulating each other and accidentally capturing this great moment in time. You should probably just pick a track.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: We’re really talking about an American hustle.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: That’s right. An American hustle. I mean, Mayo’s famous line was “You’ve got to screw the artist before he screws you,” as you know, Jack.

JACK WHITE: Oh, yeah.

(laughter)

DEAN BLACKWOOD: What do you think about, I was thinking maybe some of the—because one of the things they captured was sort of the last gasps of the kind of post-vaudeville age, the people who mostly played in tent shows, you know, the Silas Green and the other tent shows. So it would be kind of cool to play the Ukulele Mays and Danny Small, number 24, it’s “Sweet Georgia Brown,” which probably people have heard a million times but not quite like this. From 1925, Danny Small and Ukulele Mays with “Sweet Georgia Brown.”

[Danny Small and Ukelele Mays, “Sweet Georgia Brown” plays]

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Yeah. I’m really glad we could bring the vaudeville into this. Not only to hear those kinds of tracks, but it’s worth noting within the cabinet, there are a couple of, for lack of a better word, they were actually called “coon shouters,” white women who came out of vaudeville and who were trafficking in blues musicking. And I think that that’s an important part of the Paramount story, this kind of site of interracial encounter, racial mimicry, ethnic impersonation, we know that’s the foundation of American popular music culture, but one of the key, you know, notes in this kind of narrative about cultural appropriation and blackface, is that black folks were listening to white folks who were listening to them, so you get a white coon shouter like Flo Bert who is on here, we don’t have time, I think, to play her track, but worth checking out, “Don’t Take Away Those Blues,” by Flo Bert, and you think about the ways that somebody like Alberta Hunter or Ethel Waters were listening to these white women who were listening to them. So this is a tradition that’s much longer than Amy Winehouse, and I think that Paramount really gives us that and I think it’s a complicated and really fascinating and provocative history to keep tracking.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Yes, Scott touches on that some of that in the narrative about people like Al Jolson or Bix Beiderbecke you know sitting in on these shows and sort of feeling like they were gathering blackness to themselves and a lot of cultural interchange during that time.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: But that blackface legacy is something that African Americans claimed as their own too, as problematic as it was, and transformed it into innovation. Hence we come to the women blues singers. Maybe we could think a little bit about some of those figures. I know you all pulled up a few. I don’t know if we want to listen to a particular track. Maybe Ethel Waters.

JACK WHITE: Ethel Waters, “I Ain’t Gonna Marry, I Ain’t Gonna Settle Down,” is a good track to listen to. That’s number 14 on the hit parade.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Okay. Let’s do it.

[Ethel Waters, “I Ain’t Gonna Marry, I Ain’t Gonna Settle Down” plays]

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Mama Stringbean! Why that track?

JACK WHITE: That track is I think really important. Because again we have to remember this is a bold statement. This woman’s not going to marry or settle down. To put that on record and sing it out loud. That’s a lot of freedom. This is 1923 and I used to always say how important I always thought that Loretta Lynn’s “Don’t Come Home Drinking with Loving on Your Mind” was in the sixties. This is forty years before that, singing basically the same things, she’s singing lines like, you know, “caught you making love to my best friend.” These are pretty bold statements, a very feminist approach, and this was totally allowed to happen, this was allowed to be recorded, allowed to be put on record and sold by men. Whatever the purpose they had, to move units or whatever it is, a great bold feminist statement comes out of it, which is so beautiful.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: When we had talked about this before the program, you were talking about how amazing it is to think about this moment when, you know, African Americans fighting Jim Crow, black folks in cinema reduced to being objects, being servants, right, and yet in sound they’re able to do so much.

JACK WHITE: Yeah, I was thinking about we spoke on the phone about that. It’s strange, in Hollywood the black characters, they were told to be this certain stereotypical character and given these ridiculous lines to say but on record it was, “Okay, do whatever you want, and we’re going to drop the needle and press ‘record,’” and that’s an amazing totally different scenario than what it was on film, and I think music always sneaks by the cracks that way from the first recordings to nowadays, it’s more freer, people have a chance at moments to express themselves and speak for everybody else in the process. And this is, you know, the first moments of this. I mean, I don’t know where we can go back and find the first moments where a woman was saying such a bold statement, but this is one of the first if not—

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Absolutely. I mean, this whole genre that’s, you know, that Paramount really gives us a beautiful snapshot of, takes us to the place where you can see black women operating in the public sphere, being agents, and being able to define their own destiny, but also there are tracks like the great Gertrude Ma Rainey, Queen of the Blues, Mother of the Blues, her “Shave ’Em Dry Blues” right? You have a whole range of songs that are about critiquing life in Jim Crow culture, so there’s a way that right Chuck D. says famously how “hip hop is the CNN of black America,” he probably wouldn’t say CNN now, right? But we can think about how these women were kind of the agents for their communities, right, both in terms of defining their private lives but also critiquing the world which they were battling on an everyday basis. So, Jack, Dean, I don’t know if you wanted to think more about anything related to our blueswomen.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Yeah—Just the kind of and they’re almost unwilling egalitarians, you know. They had no intention other than to sell stuff. They just didn’t really have a great sense about what would sell to their audience and in the end they removed a lot of the impediments to stuff getting recorded, and that gave them some advantage it turned out in the marketplace, although not without serious intent behind it.

JACK WHITE: The sound quality.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Because they eventually developed a strategy where they would use, once they started recording artists that were from outside Chicago, they would use local scouts, so say in Mississippi or Alabama, Louisiana, there were record store owners, or Dallas, for that matter, where, they basically found Blind Lemon Jefferson through a local record store owner in Dallas. They were forced to set up these networks in the field because they didn’t have access to major distribution because they were still viewed—they weren’t tied to some of the major labels and their distribution networks. So they had to get records out any way they could. And that involved carting them around to these small towns in the South where they could sell race records and it also involved cultivating these relationships with people like this store owner in Dallas or later in Mississippi, it was really their—you know, they had unique access to—that’s why they ended up with the lion’s share of Mississippi Delta blues guys that mattered, the Charley Pattons, and the Tommie Johnsons, Son House.

JACK WHITE: Those were artists that were, you know—the bigger labels, the Edisons, the Columbias, could afford the most popular artists of the day, they could pay big money for that and they didn’t have the money to pay for it so they were taking anybody they could get and getting some of the artists who were ignored by those bigger companies, which were actually more important, really.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: And they were all about expediency, and one of the things they eliminated—like, you know, if you wanted to get recorded by Okeh or Columbia and you had somebody you were a scout in a town, you had to do a test-pressing and send that along and they’d have to review it by committee and agree they should pay for a train ticket to be sent to so-and-so. Well, Paramount dispensed with all that. It was good enough if you recommended somebody, so that was one less step for you to get your commission on referring the artist. Well, you’re going to end up with a lot more artists sent kind of in the first instance to Paramount over the other labels, that’s why you have all these leading lights in particular genres, like Mississippi Delta blues, ending up solely recording for Paramount.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: So you mentioned, you mentioned Blind Lemon, you mentioned Charley Patton, perhaps we should—

DEAN BLACKWOOD: It would be good to dip into the solo guitar bluesmen.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Dip into that. Before we do that, I have to do this as a black feminist music critic, let me just say that the blueswomen right alongside these men, right, and they were lost to history during the blues revival in the sixties, but we have to think about how they’re running alongside each other and really, you know, you get somebody like Louis Armstrong who’s performing with a wide range of black women musicians, and you just wanna really think about the kind of gender balance right that is emerging in this kind of new medium of the blues on vinyl. So, with that, my little public service announcement. Let us move into the guitars.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: I think Volume 2 will feature a lot of the blueswomen who accompanied themselves on guitar and piano that we don’t see represented in this first volume. I’m kind of torn between like Bo Weavil Jackson, Ed Bell, maybe Ed Bell is lesser heard.

JACK WHITE: I have a soft spot for Buddy Boy Hopkins.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Let’s do number 31, “Shaggy Dog Blues” from Buddy Boy Hopkins, 1927.

[Buddy Boy Hopkins, “Shaggy Dog Blues” plays]

JACK WHITE: Buddy Boy Hopkins. 

(applause)

You ever get a chance, there’s two other songs by Buddy Boy Hopkins you ever get a chance to listen to sometime is “A Rag Blues” and “Voice-Throwin’ Blues,” which I first heard that Dean put out in his Charley Patton box set a decade ago which first turned me on to Buddy Boy Hopkins. I love that guy, he seems like he would be a roommate of Kokomo Arnold’s or something or lost to history or something. 

This—you might—when you listen to these Paramount recordings, you might think, “Well, when I listen to Robert Johnson or Muddy Waters, they’re so much clearer, I can hear everything,” and you’re not mistaken, these Paramount recordings are way worse than the other record labels’ recordings, they were using only 20 percent shellac when they were supposed to be using 30 percent shellac and they were making it at the times, you know, when it was the wrong temperature on a day, or wintertime in Wisconsin, and they didn’t care. It was whatever the cheapest way they could make these records and record them and put them out. 

But for some reason it sort of obfuscates, it covers up this—it makes it more romantic to me because the first couple of times I listened to Charley Patton’s recordings from Paramount, I don’t feel anything, I don’t understand what he’s saying, he just sounds like he’s growling, I don’t hear it, and then about the third time I listened to it it just penetrated me. You know, Robert Johnson is instantaneous, but Charley Patton it seemed like third or fourth time it took for me to listen to it and it penetrated me, and then it stays with you even longer, it seems. You know, but I think that’s a sort of accidental beauty of Paramount, too, is their disregard for quality in sound.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: I love that point, because it’s also underscoring the ways that we need to pay attention to the form as much as the content, right? And the feeling that’s bound up in the form and can I get a witness, maybe we should be discussing a little bit of gospel.

JACK WHITE: We should play “Ain’t It a Shame” by the Four Harmony Kings if we can, this is blowing my mind when I first heard it, I know you sent it to me specifically.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Do you want to say anything about it or should we just let it rip?

JACK WHITE: I hadn’t really heard, I didn’t know that much about this song, and now I realize there was several versions and it’s become covered a lot through history. Maybe Dean knows a little more about it.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: It just—it’s a pretty funny song, maybe we should talk about it a little bit after people hear the lyrics.

JACK WHITE: There’s two songs that I think are important in the sort of gospel/Christian range of this record company is Ain’t It a Shame by the “Four Harmony Kings” and what was the song, “I Want Jesus To Talk With Me” by Homer Quincy Smith, both of these songs. “Ain’t It a Shame” is almost a comical look at gospel, the preacher breaks in in the middle and says you know, “You all ain’t supposed to sing on Sunday,” on the middle of the record where they’re singing. The other song, “I Want Jesus to Talk with Me,” it’s so evil sounding and so spooky and strange. Some of these recordings I don’t understand why they were—“great, that was great!”

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Why were they made?

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: The sacred and the profane.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Right. It was a I think Fahey said something along the—John Fahey was my partner in the label, founding Revenant early on, and he always said, “Well, a lot of these, I can’t tell if I’m hearing the furious beating of an angel’s wings or the cloven hoof keeping time.” It really is this sort of ecstasticism that goes beyond, someone sort of anguished in a way, it’s hard to relate to sometimes, but it doesn’t keep them from being particularly beautiful. Should we play Homer Quincy Smith, maybe?

JACK WHITE: Homer, the dark side of the gospel.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Homer Quincy Smith, “I Want Jesus to Talk to Me,” 1926.

[Homer Quincy Smith, “I Want Jesus to Talk to Me” plays]

(applause)

JACK WHITE: It’s stunningly beautiful, that song is, and how it eerie it becomes, you’re not in the same place when it ends, than when it began, but at the same time if I walked into the parlor and saw Grandma listening to this, “What the hell are you doing?”

(laughter)

DEAN BLACKWOOD: What do you do with that? We should go with something a little lighter, maybe. You want to do “Ain’t It a Shame?”

JACK WHITE: “Ain’t It a Shame?” by the Four Harmony Kings, this is a beautiful track and very funny too.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Number 39, please.

[Four Harmony Kings, “Ain’t It a Shame” plays]

(applause)

DEAN BLACKWOOD: You’ve got all week to do your lying.

JACK WHITE: Pardon?

DEAN BLACKWOOD: You’ve got all week to do your lying, Jack.

JACK WHITE: I didn’t hear you say that.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: You’ve got all week to lie.

JACK WHITE: You’ve got all week to lie. You don’t lie on Sunday.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: But, you know, you mentioned with the other track, and you really hear it through all the tracks, the transformations that you can hear the performers going through in the moment. And again, I want to underscore, that’s such a powerful tool for people who were told that they could only be one thing, that they could only be in one place, right? This kind of stasis versus movement. Right? So you get this dynamic relationship between the soloist and the ensemble. The ensemble pushing the soloist along. You’ve got the attention to the body that’s been wounded as well as the spirit. You’ve got the magic of this kind of performative exchange that allows, you know, a people, a public, to do things that they can’t do, right? In the public sphere in this performative space.

And that’s a real gift of this collection that we have, to really be able to capture a people surviving. Twelve Years a Slave is a brilliant film, it chronicles one man, but we know that it’s an entire ensemble of people that survived together. This is really a gift, and I want to thank you, Dean and Scott and Jack, for giving us this gift of this music. I think if I’m the timekeeper, talk about time and space, that we should now be transitioning into our throwdown. I think that that’s happening.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Is it throwdown time?

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Is it throwdown time? Is it time to throw down?

DEAN BLACKWOOD: Is it ever not time?

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: In order to do that, in order to do that we need to invite to the stage Scott Blackwood and Greil Marcus, who we’re so thrilled to have with us.

(applause)

JACK WHITE: Do I stay here, or is this like Johnny Carson, I move down?

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: So I’m not sure the order that we should go in here. We’re being deeply improvisational, as we are wont to do, but the idea, I think, originally was to come up with tracks that we felt were the absolute end of the world tracks that we wanted to share with everyone, and I think we all had different ways of interpreting that. So anyone who would like to start. Perhaps we should start with you, Scott, and work our way around.

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: Start with me?

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: I think that’s perfect, actually.

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: Okay, so the throwdown. Well, after listening to many, many songs, some hundreds of time, Papa Charlie Jackson is someone who is kind of an undersung in the world I think. He is the first self-accompanied bluesman to do his own material on record, his own material, of course because of the Delta bluesmen that came later, is kind of overwhelmed in that sense, but he played the guitar banjo, and as Dean and others have mentioned, he was—Mayo Williams discovered him in the Maxwell Street Market, Chicago’s famous Maxwell Street, which was primarily a Jewish area. So Mayo was taking a walk at lunch, he says, and came across him.

And he could play everything, and this was really important. He had been in minstrel shows and vaudeville all his life, born in New Orleans, and had come up to Chicago and he—because he could play everything, he’s not a traditionalist, or I guess purists wouldn’t call him a bluesman in that traditional vein, but I think “Coffee Pot Blues,” which was a murder ballad, and the movie The Third Man’s famous line is you know, “death is at the bottom of everything,” but Papa Charlie made death funny, if anyone ever did, and also he had this up-tempo sound that everyone loved, so they danced to “Coffee Pot Blues,” which we’re going to play in a second, maybe, and it’s also, it’s an infectious song. 

And there’s a couple of things that you’d want to know about the song, lyrically anyway, combined with this up-tempo, you have talk of murder, very important, and as a fiction writer, also, I’m very interested in murder. But there’s a couple of lines in there you have to listen for about fifteen chickens, prattling dog, and in a twist on the old kind of backdoor man idea in here that somehow Papa makes death funny. So maybe if we could cue up what I think is my favorite song, and Greil has a murder ballad, too, I believe. Papa Charlie Jackson, “Coffee Pot Blues,” from 1925.

[Papa Charlie Jackson, “Coffee Pot Blues” plays]

(applause)

JACK WHITE: Could you show that advertisement? Could you bring that advertisement back up on the screen?

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: Could you cue up the visual of the ad, please, that was just playing?

JACK WHITE: They don’t have a rewind button. I just wanted to point out a couple of interesting things. First of all these ads, when you see them, I think what’s interesting about them is they were speaking to people who would buy these records by mail order without ever hearing them, based on the title of the song, “‘Coffee Pot Blues,’ oh that sounds interesting.” So that’s funny, and you gotta remember too, this is—the instrument he plays is a guitar banjo and that’s a very strange instrument to play, so basically the photograph is showing that this is a novel musician. Also the words, “hear him sing and play.” So a singing with not some orchestra behind him or big band behind him or anything like that, that actually he’s accompanying himself, those are all really novel things.

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: Yeah, in these ads, you’ll see a lot of them, they’re represented in the big red large-format art book but also on this device we called the Jobber-Luxe has all the ads. These ran in the Chicago Defender newspaper, which was the black audience newspaper, the premier one, a huge circulation during the day. And Paramount ran ads from 1922 to 1930 in this paper and featured in Volume 1 are the first, from 1922 to 1927, some two hundred something ads. They’re really striking, there’s nothing else like them, you may recognize—if you think you recognize the style it’s because it’s been sort of appropriated over and over again. I know it’s been acknowledged as a key influence on Robert Crumb’s work. I think what he says is he essentially lifted, lifted this style directly from these ads. And they still don’t know who the artists, the actual illustrators who were behind these ads.

JACK WHITE: I love these order form section in the corner, where it has the catalog numbers, you’re supposed to memorize these or something. “I’ll take 11457, check.”

(laughter)

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: They’re not even featured in the advertisement. You should know.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Those are really powerful historical objects to remind us as black folks as consumers, you know. How were they being targeted? What did they desire, what were they looking for? How could they find themselves in these ads? So many beautiful ways to think about the project.

SCOTT BLACKWOOD: The Chicago Defender was distributed by Pullman porters coming out of Chicago when it was the great depot, at one point, so it was going to the entire country, along with paramount records, which were slipped to porters on the side to transport. So it was like an early Internet going out.

JACK WHITE: Records are distributed by YouTube now.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: I think I’m next in the throwdown, so the awkward moment where the moderator turns into something else, transformation. I wanted to talk about the great Ethel Waters, I think of her as one of our representatives of avant-garde sound, not just avant-garde black womanhood, but avant-garde black sound. That song I didn’t get to play, “That Da Da Strain,” I was excited to play it earlier for Greil Marcus in the room, and all that amazing work that he’s done on Dadaism in his classic Lipstick Traces. So I’m just going to throw out there that you all should look at Ethel Waters and “That Da Da Strain,” because she was doing some black Dadaism in 1922. 

The song I’m going to talk about, though, is “Sunshine of Your Smile” from 1921, and it’s a weird-ass song and an odd choice if ever there was one for a throwdown, to lay it on the line, but don’t sleep on Ethel, she upsets everything that you know or you may think you know about blueswomen, our presumptions about the range, the stylistic depth, and sonic complexity of black women vocalists of the 1920s. She was said to have had this sweet bell-like clarity of tone which you’re going to hear in a second here in a very weird register, and in this particular song we can think of her as delivering a kind of vernacular aria I like to think of that’s disturbing in terms of its candor, it’s piercing, it’s kind of a melancholic parlor drama, if you will. 

She had been born to a teen mother who survived a sexual assault by a neighbor. She’d grown up in poverty in Pennsylvania, Chester, Pennsylvania, but she was raised in an integrated working-class neighborhood in the North, and you want to keep in mind the diversity, the heterogeneity of black voices that are on this label and that are represented during this musical era. She encapsulates the racial and cultural heterogeneity of the blues, you think you know the blues, you think it sounds one way, but I really think this song underscores the blues as a kind of structure of feeling that’s much broader than the kind of narrow descriptions that we have of the earthy, grainy voices of contralto-singing blueswomen, that’s I think a stereotype that Ethel Waters really bucks. 

You know, if the blues is inherently a kind of expression that sounds one way and says something else, we can hear and we should really listen for the ways that Ethel Waters on “Sunshine” is looking towards this kind of halcyon beauty of a lover, perhaps a loved one, a beloved child, perhaps, but in this kind of expression of adoration and desire, she’s articulating longing and the possibility of a people in spite of mournfulness, so this is our modern woman of a modern era, I’m here to represent, so I’ve gotta say this. 

She’s the one that sounds out Ralph Ellison’s famous observation that “the blues is an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness, to finger its jagged grain, and to transcend it, not by the consolation of philosophy but by squeezing from it a near-tragic, near-comic lyricism. As a form”—this is still Ellison, the great Ellison. “The blues is an autobiographical chronicle of personal catastrophe expressed lyrically.” 

So we’re going to listen to Ethel Waters. She takes us to the point of catastrophe and then surprisingly, startlingly in those final moments, she swerves and she swings us up towards the heavens, towards the future of black avant-garde sound and sonic American vitality. So let’s give it up for Ethel with “Sunshine of Your Smile.”

[Ethel Waters, “Sunshine of Your Smile” plays]

(applause)

DEAN BLACKWOOD: That’s definitely not like any other Ethel Waters song. Maybe not surprisingly, that weird-ass song was never issued. It was on—it was a Black Swan test pressing. Black Swan was a label that formed in Harlem and was eventually absorbed into Paramount when it couldn’t pay its—it had Paramount press its records, and it couldn’t pay its bills, so that’s how Paramount ended up with Ethel Waters, and that was one of the things that ended up on the cutting-room floor, perhaps not surprisingly, since it’s hard to imagine what the audience was for that exactly.

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Next we have the great Greil Marcus.

GREIL MARCUS: Well, I was first told that as a throwdown, we were going to throw down our bets as “this is the greatest record, that record you played nothing, listen to this,” but there isn’t anything greater than Homer Quincy Smith singing “I Want Jesus to Talk with Me.” So I can’t play that game. I want to play for you tonight a record by Long “Cleve” Reed and Papa Harvey Hull. About him almost nothing is known. Papa Harvey Hull may have been born in Mississippi in the 1880s, that’s it. They existed, they put their names on records, they vanished, and that’s all we know. 

The record I’m going to play is called “Original Stack O’Lee Blues” from 1927 and it was on the Black Patti label, which was a label that Mayo Williams, who we’ve been talking about set up on his own under the nose of Paramount Records, set it up in Chicago and it’s included in the Paramount set because it’s Mayo Williams’s work, and Mayo Williams was—up until 1927, he was the visionary of the company, and so this record, like other records on his Black Patti label reflected that vision. There were all kinds of different performers, including there was a string of instrumental records by an organ player called Ralph Waldo Emerson, we don’t know anything about him either. Not likely the one we usually think of and it was—

I don’t know if we have a picture of a Black Patti label to show but it’s an extraordinary picture of a peacock which represented Black Paddy which was Sissieretta Jones, a great black opera singer of that time. And there was a long history behind her and a great climb to prestige and respectability and she is Mayo Williams’s partner in this record label and they’re using her name to sell these records. This is from the ad launching the Black Patti label in the Chicago Defender: “All the world knows Black Patti, our own beloved Sissieretta Jones, the biggest and brightest star in the firmament of song. Her lustrous career is a great chapter in the history of music. The crowned heads of Europe applauded her. People crowded to hear her. Her name means everything that is best in musical art. Knowing that these new wonderful records are the best that art can produce or money can buy, she not only says they are good, she puts her name on them to prove it.” 

This is pure branding. Black Patti says it’s good, if it’s got her name on it, you know it must be good. Even if you don’t know who Black Patti is, and almost everybody in the black community would have, but if you don’t know, you feel ignorant and stupid for not knowing, but if you buy these records, you’ll be in the know. 

So here is one of the earliest versions of the Stagger Lee song. I’m sure everybody here knows Lloyd Price’s 1959 hit “Stagger Lee.” The song goes back to 1895 in St. Louis when a man named Stag Lee, Stag Lee Shelton, shot a man named Billy Lyons, and the song immediately spread all over the country, to the point where the origin of the song was lost, was forgotten. And everybody said, “Oh, yeah, I knew Stagger Lee, he lived right here in Memphis.” “Well, I heard of Stagger Lee, yeah, yeah, he was all over New Orleans, I don’t know where he is now.” Everybody used to talk about him, Stagger Lee appeared everywhere. 

And when Long “Cleve” Reed and Papa Harvey Hull take up the song, it’s 1927 and I think the first person to record a vocal version of the song was probably Ma Rainey in about 1925 or ’26 and this is a version that somehow is much closer to the actual event, but it’s also completely confused, because in the Stagger Lee song, Stag Lee, he’s the bad guy, he kills poor Billy Lyons. It was a political dispute. Billy Lyons was an enforcer for the St. Louis Republican Party. Stag Lee was the leader of a breakaway faction of black Democrats. The idea being, “These Republicans, they take us for granted. We form a group, we can deliver the black vote, we’re going to get something from the Democrats, we’re never going to get anything from the Republicans.” Of course all black people were voting Republican; it was the party of Lincoln. This was a chance to get a wedge in. 

So they’re in a saloon and they’re arguing and they’re fighting, and Billy Lyons grabs Stag Lee’s white Stetson hat and throws it on the floor and that’s it and Stag Lee pulls out his gun and shoots Billy Lyons, he picks up his hat, and he walks out the door, and this song starts out—and I want to take you through the lyrics, because these records were made so badly that there’s no way you’re going to hear a song explain itself hearing it just once. Somebody said these records exist, or they play, on a bed of static. And that’s true. 

And, you know, I remember reading an article where somebody said, “These records are so terrible they sound like they were made of dirt. Well, it turns out they were made of dirt. They were made from the clay of the Milwaukee River that ran right through Grafton, Wisconsin, where the pressing plant was. River clay, that’s what these records were made of. And don’t forget too that Paramount Records is selling records, this is their business model, to black people, and the attitude is, “They’ll buy anything. We don’t have to give them anything good, and also, this music is just junk. You know, this isn’t opera, this isn’t classical music, this isn’t Mozart, this isn’t Caruso, this is not even Al Jolson, this is just stuff. We put it out there, it’s made of dirt, it sounds like dirt, it is dirt,” and as Jack said, they are accidentally or, with Mayo Williams’s vision behind the accidents, they are capturing not just some of the greatest music that this country ever produced, but they are capturing the soul of this country. 

So here is Long “Cleve” Reed and Papa Harvey Hull, singing about Stagger Lee and Billy. It starts out Billy, Stag Lee, let’s not do it just yet, Stagger Lee says to Billy, “How come nobody’s arresting me?” Now, that’s not how this song goes. It’s Billy saying, “How come nobody’s arresting you?” Or it’s the sad narrator saying, “Nobody ever arrests Stagger Lee, it’s so terrible.” And then Stagger Lee starts pleading for his life to Billy. No, that’s not right. Billy pleads for his life with Stagger Lee. So it goes back and forth and there’s a lot of confusion. And of course the story is set, not in St. Louis where it happened, in Chicago. Chicago, where people can say, “Oh, yes, Stagger Lee, Stagger Lee, Chicago boy, terrible guy.” But it’s more than that, they’re recording in Chicago, they’re playing in Chicago, it’s their home base. It’s like, “Hello, Chicago!” This is the audience that’s going to buy the record. 

And there’s a really odd verse in this song to listen for. I don’t think it appears in any other version of “Stagger Lee,” and this is the narrator. This is not Stagger Lee, this is not Billy Lyons, this is the person telling the story. “Standing on the corner, well I didn’t mean no harm, well, a policeman caught me, well, he grabbed me by my arm.” This is just a guy standing on the corner telling us this story, and a white cop comes up and rousts him. So we have a little realism, we have a little ordinary life in the middle of this mythic story. And also this is as pretty a record as you’ll ever hear.

[Long “Cleve” Reed and Papa Harvey Hull, “Original Stack-O-Lee Blues” plays]

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: So next we have Dean Blackwood.

DEAN BLACKWOOD: So one of our main goals with this project and you see all the stuff back there, you can after the program and as Jack has said that’s just all the witchcraft to pull you into the story, it’s really about telling one of these epic curious tales. Paramount, its own tale sort of mirrored, as Daphne has talked about, America’s embrace of—reluctant embrace of modernity and its conflicts and its joys. And so what you see represented across the set is a more representative America I think than you were seeing from some other labels recording at the time, partly because of their, you know, inordinate cheapness and their expediency, you know, with which they wanted to do things, and we shouldn’t impute heroic motives to them or anything but they did end up capturing America in all its multitudes. 

And so one of the things we wanted to make sure we shone a light on was, you know, those who haven’t been treated as well historically, so while the set does include a lot by people you know—Blind Lemon Jefferson, Blind Blake, and Ma Rainey, and Alberta Hunter and Ethel Waters, we wanted to make sure it gave equal play to folks you may not have heard of or who only recorded one or two tracks, not one or two records, but one or two tracks, and that’s all that’s known of them but also those who kind of operated on the periphery maybe they—

Like this guy that I’m interested in especially is Jimmy O’Brien, he was thought of it seems like, not that much is known about him but he seems to have been thought of as sort of a poor man’s Johnny Dodd, he was replaced in the great Lovie Austin, Lovie Austin was the bandleader in Chicago, we haven’t actually mentioned her, but she’s a great figure, she was the in-house bandleader for Paramount and its recording operations in Chicago. And she had a great band, a really crack band, and it originally had this guy Jimmy O’Brien in it as a clarinet player. He was deep into his drink and really not functional enough for Lovey, so he was eventually replaced, to add insult to injury by Johnny Dodds.

But he did manage to record some twenty-five records for Paramount under his own name and with his own band and there’s really, I feel like there’s nothing else like these, not just within Paramount, but anywhere in recordings during this period. It’s sort of jazz and sort of washboard band, it’s got this real incredibly hot music, but it’s got this ragged quality to it that you really don’t find in anything else. Jack and I were talking about the sound a little bit. This guy—I’m not really—it’s hard to pinpoint, but it’s like it’s all being squeezed through this pinhole. You know, and everything’s—now people would talk about sonically, it’s a super dry sound, the percussion sounds like it’s somebody playing on a box top, but it’s—may have been, right. So this guy it feels really special and sort of tragic, he apparently flamed out and died in his thirties, but we have this great music, so this is one of my favorite—probably my single favorite track in all eight hundred tracks in the set. This is “My Man Rocks Me,” there’s a lot of different versions of this song, there’s nothing that sounds quite like this, this is from 1925 and it’s by Jimmy O’Brien’s Famous Original Washboard Band.

[Jimmy O’Brien’s Famous Original Washboard Band, “My Man Rocks Me”]

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: Okay, so closing us out for the night, Jack White.

JACK WHITE: This song is called “Mama’s Angel Child” by this singer Sweet Papa Stovepipe, I think this was the only record that he ever made that we know. Is that true, Dean? Was there a b-side of this?

DEAN BLACKWOOD: I think there might be four total tracks.

JACK WHITE: I’ve heard this one and the flip side to this. I picked this one because this is sort of what I want to happen for you, if you listen to a pile of music, not just this grouping of music, whatever it is, but if it’s a set, if it’s an album, whatever, I’d hope for you to have this moment that I had with this song, because this sort of drew me in and said we have to do this because this is the diamond in the rough for me personally. It’s just one of those tracks that when you hear it I felt like I wish I had written that, I wish—or he’s speaking for me, or he’s speaking for everybody. 

And I think it’s because he—the song’s called “Mama’s Angel Child,” but he keeps saying this phrase, “I’m my mama’s baby child.” And just instantaneously, the fact that that’s the title, the title’s been changed, maybe it’s a misprint, I don’t know, but the fact that he keeps saying, “I’m my mama’s baby child,” makes me feel like he’s about to break down crying every time he says that, and that ultimately he’s never going to get back to that moment when he was loved so purely as that. And everything else in this story, he can tell you anything—“I climbed this mountain or I dated this person, I killed this other man or whatever, say whatever you want, I’m still going to say the phrase, ‘I’m my mama’s baby child,’” and to me I think that’s probably the most beautiful thing I could find in all of these recordings, the hundreds and hundreds of recordings through paramount, the novelty songs, the gospel songs, this track to me was the most beautiful. So let’s hear this “Mama’s Angel Child,” Sweet Papa Stovepipe.

[Sweet Papa Stovepipe, “Mama’s Angel Child” plays]

(applause)

DAPHNE A. BROOKS: So thank you all for reminding us that this music lives in the bones, it lives in the soil, of America, of who we are, so thank you for gifting us with this and thank you to the New York Public Library.
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