Listening Guide 11.1

“Little Old Log Cabin in the Lane” 2 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Fiddle, based on the verse (16 measures)


0:21
Verse 1
Vocal (32 measures)

1:00
Chorus 1
Vocal (16 measures)

1:19
Instr. verse 1
Fiddle (16 measures)

1:37
Verse 2
Vocal (32 measures)

2:14
Chorus 2
Vocal (16 measures)

2:32
Ending
Fiddle, partial verse (8 measures)

2:42
End
Analysis of “Little Old Log Cabin in the Lane” (SCCCM, 1/2)

This is not a traditional folk song but a popular song composed by Will Hays in 1871, demonstrating once again that popular music was well known to southern musicians and performed by them in these early years. The lyric is typical minstrel fare: Sung by a blackface character, it is nostalgic and sentimental. The decaying plantation is a metaphor for the singer’s own aging and loneliness.

Now I’m getting old and feeble, and I cannot work no more.

That rusty bladed hoe I’ve laid to rest.

Old Massus and old Missus they are sleeping side by side.

Their spirits now are roaming with the blest.

Things have changed about the place now, and the darkies they have gone.

You’ll never hear them singing in the cane.

But the only friend that’s left here is that good old dog of mine,

And the little old log cabin in the lane.

Chorus:

The chimney’s falling down, and the roof’s all caved in

Lets in the sunshine and the rain;

But the angel’s watching over me when I lay down to sleep

In my little old log cabin in the lane.

Now the footpath is growed up that led us ‘round the hill,

The fences all gone to decay.

The pond it’s done dried up where we once did go to mill.

Things have turned its course another way.

Well, I ain’t got long to stay here; what little time I’ve got

I’ll try to rest contented while I remain,

Until death shall call this dog and me to find a better home

Than our little old log cabin in the lane.

Fiddlin’ John Carson’s vocal style is typical of traditional country performers; he sings in a formal, church-delivered manner and does not act out the lyric or display emotion in his rendering. (Peer did not approve of Carson’s singing, but Brockman assured him that it was the style accepted by his audience.)

Instead of playing a more subordinate accompaniment on his fiddle, Carson plays the melody as he sings it. He uses the melody of the verse as an instrumental introduction, as an interlude between verses and as an ending. He does not play a rhythmic accompaniment on the fiddle, and the only harmony is provided by the droning of open strings. The final fiddle passage ends rather abruptly in mid-verse; Carson, accustomed to playing longer stretches than a 78 rpm recording allows, was apparently surprised by the producer’s cue to stop.

Soon after John Carson’s initial success, other companies began seeking country performers to record for commercial release. From the beginning, these musicians were aware of their race record status and the stereotyped perception of white southerners; and they accommodated the minstrel-show slant in marketing their product. They took on colorful names like Gid Tanner and His Skillet Lickers, Doc Bates and His Possum Hunters, the Fruit Jar Drinkers, and the Gully Jumpers. They sometimes dressed in straw hats and ragged clothes—rube costumes as they called them—and performed cornball vaudeville acts called rural dramas.
At first, promoters had a hard time finding a name for the music, calling it old time music, hill country tunes, and the like. The name that became most common typified the hick image that was most often imposed upon it: hillbilly music.

Gid Tanner (1885–1960) is a good example of these early country entertainers. Tanner was a hoedown fiddler and often performed with Riley Puckett, a blind guitarist and singer. They were popular entertainers on WSB in Atlanta and began recording for Columbia in 1924. By 1926 they added another fiddle and a banjo to form the Skillet Lickers. They not only recorded traditional fiddle tunes, ballads, and breakdowns but also ragtime, blues, and Tin Pan Alley songs.

