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Country Western and Urban Folk Music

Chapter Overview

The ballads and instrumental music of remote hill people began to enter the realm of popular music early in the twentieth century.  The soloist Jimmie Rodgers and the singing Carter Family brought hillbilly music to a growing audience.   Since then, country musicians have reflected a wide variety of influences, each with a distinctive flavor but generally sharing an unaffected, down-to-earth manner of delivery.  Despite country music’s honky-tonk settings and the difficulties of a rough road life, women have made strong and numerous contributions to the field.
Listening Examples

33. Jimmie Rodgers: “Blue Yodel No. 9”

34. A.P. Carter: “Chinese Breakdown”

35. Anonymous: “The Ballad of Casey Jones”

36. Earl Scruggs: “Earl’s Breakdown”

37. Bob Wills: “New San Antonio Rose”

Optional Listening Examples

Jimmie Rodgers:  “Daddy and Home”
Bill Monroe:  “It’s Mighty Dark to Travel”
Suggestions for Further Listening

The Smithsonian Collection of Classic Country Music

The Unbroken Circle:  the Musical Heritage of the Carter Family (Dualtone, 2004)

“O Brother, Where Art Thou” (2000) (soundtrack to the film)

Albums by Hot Club of Cowtown (western swing)


Mark O’Connor (fiddle)


Bela Fleck (banjo)


Jerry Douglas (Dobro)


Alison Kraus and Union Station

Suggestion for Viewing


DVD:  “O Brother, Where Art Thou?” (2000)
Suggestion for Reading


Mark Zwonitzer with Charles Hirschberg, Will You Miss Me When I’m Gone:  the Carter Family and Their Legacy in American Music (Simon & Schuster, 2002).
Terms to Review

drone

hillbilly music

Grand Ole Opry

yodel

backbeat

gospel

bluegrass

acoustic (instrument)
Dobro

rockabilly

Nashville sound

Cover recording (cover)

country-western

western swing

honky-tonk

Key Figures
 Jimmie Rodgers

The Carter Family

Johnny Cash

Bill Monroe

Lester Flatt

Earl Scruggs

Chet Atkins
Bob Wills

Hank Williams

Visuals

Five-string banjo

Jimmie Rodgers and the Carter Family

Bill Monroe and his Blue Grass Boys

Bob Wills
Critical Thinking

What do you think has caused many country musicians to seek to “return to the roots” of country music?

Do you prefer traditional country or modern interpretations?  Why?

Do you prefer acoustic (bluegrass) music or electrified (honky-tonk) style?  Why?

Why does country seem to lend itself particularly well to describing life’s most elemental feelings and experiences?  Is it the instrumentation?  Regional accent?  Rhythm?  Delivery style?  Other?

Further Topics for Essay or Discussion

1. Why do you suppose many old English, Scotch, or Irish ballads were better preserved in the hill country of America than in the country that produced them?

2. In what ways did Jimmie Rodgers and The Carter Family represent different country traditions?

3. Discuss the manner in which country musicians have absorbed various foreign or exotic influences.
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