Listening Guide 13.1

“Lovesick Blues” 4 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


:00
Intro
Electric guitar, Rodgers’s yodel melody (4 measures)


:07
A
Vocal (32 measures: 2 1 [1]* 1 2 1 4 1 4 1 3 1 [1] 1 2 1 6 1 4 1 4)

1:07
B
Vocal (16 measures: 8 1 8)

1:37
A9
Vocal (32 measures: 2 1 [1] 1 2 1 4 1 4 1 3 1 [1] 1 2 1 6 1 4 1 4)

2:37
End

*Brackets indicate measures with only two beats. The two measures of 2/4 included in this section of the form result in a total of 32 measures of 4/4.
Analysis of “Lovesick Blues” (SCCCM, 10/9, CD 2/17)

“Lovesick Blues” is not a Hank Williams composition but an old Tin Pan Alley vaudeville blues tune from the 1920s. The lengthy form of the song and the complexity of its chords make it an unusual part of Williams’s repertoire. Made in 1948, this was Williams’s first successful recording for the new MGM label, and it earned him his invitation to perform on the Grand Ole Opry the next year.

The backup band is a large honky tonk group that includes electric lead guitar, acoustic rhythm guitar, electric steel guitar, piano, bass, and drums.1 “Lovesick Blues” requires several listenings to hear the role each instrument plays in the accompaniment.

The rhythm guitar, true to its name, provides the chords and a swing rhythm pattern similar to what the drummer is playing with his brushes on the snare. The piano adds further dimension to the rhythm by playing a simple “oom-pah” bass note/chord pattern. The electric lead guitar, steel guitar, and piano provide filler lines between the vocal phrases and sustaining notes to fatten up the overall texture of the background. Dividing these duties among the different instruments at different times in the song adds variety to the sound of the accompaniment and propels the arrangement forward. The skill and sensitivity of these musicians become more apparent when we realize that their interaction is, for the most part, improvised and was designed during the course of the performance. Their sensitivity to each other’s playing, as well as their collective function as accompanists for Williams, comes from years of practice and experience.

Hank Williams’s vocal is exuberant and exhibits a number of clever and expressive vocal techniques. The most prominent is the yodel, the technique of quickly flipping between falsetto and chest voice. Williams got the yodeling idea not from Jimmie Rodgers, as one might expect, but from an earlier version of “Lovesick Blues” recorded by fellow Alabaman Rex Griffin. Williams aptly applies the yodel to the word “cry,” since the yodel has a crying effect; and its use on each syllable of “lo-o-onesome” is the high point of the entire performance. In any event, the speed and ease with which Williams flips notes within the yodel is nothing less than amazing.

Another vocal propensity in “Lovesick Blues” is sliding from one pitch to another. The slide on the word “just” in “just wouldn’t stay” gives the maximum emphasis to just the right part of the phrase. In fact, Williams’s use of slides generally seems to give strength to the notes rather than giving them a sagging, drawling quality.

