Why the Blues?
“In the swift whirl of time music is a constant, reminding us of what
we were and that toward which we aspire.”
- R ALPH E LLISON , LIVING WITH MUSIC ( MODE RN LIB R ARY, 2002)

Through the arts, we can learn about ourselves and about others. The arts can connect us with the past and the
future and perhaps, most importantly, expand our understanding of the present.
Blues music, a unique American art form, can teach us much about American history and culture. It also offers
powerful lessons about the strength of the human spirit and the importance of creative and artistic expression.
Below are a few suggested activities for students who have attended the Blues SchoolHouse program.

WRITING BLUES SONGS
EXERCISE 1: Ask students to identify topics or themes of early blues songs (1900-1930s). Ask them if singers
today sing about these same topics. Discuss things that have remained the same and things that have changed. Ask
each student to identify a topic for a blues song that would address an important issue in their life if they lived during
the years of the early blues (1900-1930). Ask them to also identify a topic for a blues song that would address an
important issue in their life today. Have students share topics and explain their choice of topics in a class discussion.
EXERCISE 2: Have students use themes from Exercise 1 to write a blues song or poem (students should write at
least three verses). Provide them with the following background information and A Sampling of Blues Lyrics, which
can be found in the Blues Song Resource below.
Early blues did not have a standard form and involved a large degree of improvisation (creating spontaneously or on
the spot). Over time, although blues continued to display variety and improvisation, certain standard forms
developed and became popular. The 12-bar blues is one of the best known of these blues forms. A bar, also known
as a measure, is a way of describing the length and structure of music.
Often, a measure has four “beats,” although this can vary with different time signatures. A 12-bar blues pattern
would be composed of 12 bars, or measures, of music. In 12-bar blues, each verse of the song has three lines and each
line lasts through 4 bars of music. The theme of the song is expressed in the first line and repeated in the second
line. The third line finishes the verse and either ends the song or sets up the next verse. The third line frequently
rhymes with the first and second lines. Following is an example of a verse in a 12-bar blues song:
1-2-3-4, 2-2-3-4, 3-2-3-4, 4-2-3-4
Woke up this morning, feeling mighty sad
1-2-3-4, 2-2-3-4, 3-2-3-4, 4-2-3-4
Woke up this morning, feeling mighty sad
1-2-3-4, 2-2-3-4, 3-2-3-4, 4-2-3-4
Went to the Blues SchoolHouse and now I’m oh so glad
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KEY CONTRIBUTORS, INNOVATORS & HOW ROCK N’ ROLL WAS BORN
(Please note: There are many musicians, performers and songwriters who contributed to the development of urban blues
and rhythm and blues. We touch upon a very small number of them in our program.)
EXERCISE 3: Ask students to conduct research on Muddy Waters, Chuck Berry and Richard Penniman and write a
story or report about “How rock and roll music was born.” Students’ reports/stories should include a consideration of
how country music played a role in the development of rock and roll music and also an explanation of the meaning of
the term “cover” within the music industry and what importance this term had to the birth and growth of rock and
roll music.

CONTINUING THE BLUES JOURNEY
EXERCISE 4: Pose the following question to students. If the blues was a book on American history, with each
chapter representing a key period in the development of blues music, what would be the title of the book and the
titles of the chapters? Have students work individually or in groups to create book and chapter titles. When they
have completed the assignment, students should share and explain their selections in a classroom discussion.
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BLUES SONG RESOURCE
A SAMPLING OF BLUES LYRICS
Blues music is a powerful means of self-expression that has given people a voice to tell their stories, preserve their
cultural traditions and express their feelings about things happening in everyday life. The lyrics of blues songs
capture glimpses of life, both the good times and the bad times. Blues songs have many themes; they can be about
relationships, work, hard luck, traveling and natural disasters. Whatever the theme, blues lyrics tell stories with a lot
of feeling and emotion.
We have adapted the lyrics of a few verses from a number of well-known blues songs. Before writing your blues song,
take a minute to read, recite and think about these lyrics.
1. ADAPTED FROM “BACKWATER BLUES” BY BESSIE SMITH
Through her song, Bessie Smith (known as the “Empress of the Blues’, tells a story about the devastating flood of
1927 in Mississippi. Many people lost their homes and farms in this flood. Today, more than 70 years later, the story
is still preserved in “Backwater Blues.”
It rained five days and the clouds turned black as night
Yes, it rained five days and the clouds turned dark as night
Trouble’s takin’ place, Lord, in the lowland at night
There was thunder and lightning and the wind began to blow
There was thunder and lightning and the wind began to blow
There were thousands and thousands of poor people at that time didn’t have no place to go
2. ADAPTED FROM “CROSSROADS BLUES” BY ROBERT JOHNSON
Robert Johnson, a famous delta bluesman who has influenced generations of guitar players, sings about life’s difficult
choices in his famous “Crossroads Blues.”
I went to the crossroads, fell down on my knees
I went to the crossroads, fell down on my knees
Asked the Lord above, have mercy now, save poor Bob if you please
Standin’ at the crossroads, tried to flag a ride
Whee-hee, I tried to flag a ride
Didn’t nobody seem to know me, everybody pass me by
Standin’ at the crossroads, risin’ sun goin’ down
Standin’ at the crossroads baby, the risin’ sun goin’ down
I believe to my soul now, po’ Bob is sinkin’ down
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3. ADAPTED FROM “ST. LOUIS BLUES” BY W.C. HANDY
The “Father of the Blues,” W.C. Handy was one of the first to publish a blues song. His song “St. Louis Blues” deals
with the trials of love.
I hate to see that evening sun go down,
I hate to see that evening sun go down,
‘Cause my lovin’ baby done left this town.
If I feel tomorrow, like I feel today,
If I feel tomorrow, like I feel today,
I’m gonna pack my trunk and make my getaway.
4. ADAPTED FROM “HOUND DOG” BY JERRY LEIBER AND MIKE STOLLER
First recorded by Big Mama Thornton and later by Elvis Presley, “Hound Dog” is another blues song (one of
many) that deals with relationships between men and women.
You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, been snoopin’ ‘round my door
You ain’t nothin’ but a hound dog, been snoopin’ ‘round my door
You can wag your tail, but I ain’t gon’ feed you no more
You told me you was high classed, but I could see through that
Yes you told me you was high classed, but I could see through that
And daddy I know, you ain’t no real cool cat
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BLUES GLOSSARY
The terms selected for use in this glossary are relevant to the content of the Blues SchoolHouse program and are not
intended to be a comprehensive listing of blues terms.
12-bar blues - A common form of the blues, the 12-bar blues uses three chords arranged in three 4-bar phrases. A
verse in a 12-bar blues pattern usually takes the form of three lines: the second line repeats the first and the third
line rhymes with the first and second.
bar - A slang musical term used to mathematically describe the timing of a piece of music. A bar of music is made up
of “beats” and the number of beats varies according to the time signature in which the music was written. A bar of
music also means the same thing as a “measure” of music.
blue notes – A characteristic of blues music, blue notes are slightly flattened or played lower than their true pitch.
The principal blue notes are the flatted third and flatted seventh notes of the scale.
boogie-woogie - An up-tempo style of piano playing where the left hand pounds variations of four or eight bass notes
per bar while the right hand riffs on the treble keys.
call-and-response (singing) - A music form in which one person (or group) sings and another person (or group)
responds. Often, it takes the form of a leader, who has freedom to improvise, alternating with a chorus. Call and
response can also include instruments and is a common feature of African music cultures and African American music.
diatonic scale - A Western musical scale consisting of seven tones that are related by a combination of five wholesteps and two half-steps without flats or sharps.
diddley bow - A one-stringed African bow instrument played in the rural South. Diddley bows were commonly made
on the sides of sharecropping cabins by stretching bailing wire between nails.
double entendre - The practice of singing verses that have multiple meanings.
field hollers - Forerunners of the blues, these songs had no instruments, frequently included yells and cries and were
sung during tasked labor.
Great Migration - The mass movement of African Americans from the rural South to urban locations in the North
and West. The migration took place from 1910-1960.
griot (also jeli or jali) - In African culture, a griot is a man or woman storyteller who conveys the history and current
events of a community through stories and song.
Jim Crow - A term used to refer to the system of laws and customs enforcing racial segregation and discrimination
throughout the United States and particularly in the South from the late 1800s through the 1960s.
jug band - A band consisting of two or more musicians playing a combination of the following instruments: jug,
washtub bass, guitar, harmonica, banjo, mandolin, washboard and kazoo. The origins of jug bands are generally
attributed to the Louisville, Kentucky region and the success of the Louisville Jug Band. Also called spasm or skiffle bands.
juke joint (also jook joint) - A place where African Americans gather for music, dancing and socializing.
measure - A musical term used to mathematically describe the timing of a piece of music. A measure of music is
made up of “beats” and the number of beats varies according to the time signature in which the music was written. A
measure of music also means the same thing as a “bar” of music.
Middle Passage - The route that slave ships sailed between Africa and the Americas. The second or middle segment
in the triangular slave trade between Europe, Africa and the Americas.
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BLUES GLOSSARY
Mississippi Delta - A flat plain stretching about 300 miles south from Memphis, Tennessee to Vicksburg,
Mississippi. It was here that the Delta blues was born in the early 20th century.
oral tradition - The practice of passing on information and cultural practices by word of mouth.
pentatonic scale - The five note scale found in the blues. It is made up of three whole-steps and two step-and-a-half
intervals. The black keys on a modern piano or organ keyboard produce a pentatonic scale. There are both major and
minor pentatonic scales with the minor pentatonic scale more prevalent in blues.
Piedmont region - An area extending from Virginia through the Carolinas to Georgia. A style of country blues
developed in this area.
polyrhythm - A musical trait common in African music traditions that features different rhythms or patterns of
rhythms occurring at the same time within a piece of music
race records - A term for records made by African Americans from the 1920s to the 1940s.
rags - Short African American folk tunes as used in ragtime
royalties - Money earned from the sales of phonograph records and music publishing. More often than not, royalties
were not paid to blues men and women.
rhythm and blues - An African American music style that developed in the 1940s, which combined elements of
jazz, blues, boogie-woogie and gospel.
sharecropping - A system in which landowners lease the use of their farmland to tenants, or sharecroppers, in
exchange for a percentage of the crop yield from that land.
spirituals - African American religious folk music.
toasting (also dozens, signifying, trading twelves) - A form of verbal play where rhymed insults or bragging are
exchanged among two or more people.
T.O.B.A. - Stands for Theatre Owners Booking Association. A Black vaudeville circuit started in 1920 by Sherman
Dudley and several other theatre owners, both Black & white. It grew out of the earlier Black vaudeville circuit he
started in 1909, the S.H. Dudley circuit.
turnaround - As used in a blues tune, when you get to the 11th bar in a 12-bar blues, you start a musical transition
that turns around and you go back to the beginning of the 12-bar blues.
Underground Railroad - A secret and extensive network of places, people and modes of transportation that helped
slaves escape from the South and travel to freedom in the North or Canada.
Vaudeville - Similar to the English music hall tradition, vaudeville was a series of unrelated entertainment acts
performing on stage together. American vaudeville ran from 1881-1932. The Theater Owners Booking Association or
T.O.B.A. was the major Black vaudeville circuit.
W.C. Handy - Known as “Father of the Blues,” W.C. Handy was the first to publish a song that used the word
“blues” in the title with “Memphis Blues” in 1912.
work songs - A type of song sung during work and typically used to set a pace for work activities. Work songs
generally include call and response singing and improvised verses.
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