Listening Guide 14.1

“It’s Mighty Dark for Me to Travel” 2 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Instr. verse
Mandolin (17 measures: 16 1 1 extension)


0:13
Chorus
Vocal duet (16 measures)


0:27
Instr. verse 1
Fiddle (17 measures: 16 1 1 extension)


0:40
Verse 1
Vocal (16 measures)


0:52
Chorus
Vocal duet (16 measures)


1:06
Instr. verse 2
Banjo (17 measures: 16 1 1 extension)


1:19
Verse 2
Vocal (16 measures)


1:30
Chorus
Vocal duet (16 measures)


1:44
Instr. verse 3
Mandolin (17 measures: 16 1 1 extension)


1:57
Verse 3
Vocal (16 measures)


2:09
Chorus
Vocal duet (16 measures)


2:23
Instr. verse 4
Fiddle (17 measures: 16 1 1 extension)


2:35
Chorus
Vocal duet (16 measures)


2:50
End
Analysis of “It’s Mighty Dark to Travel” (SCCCM, 13/2, CD 2/9)

This recording was made in 1947 with the star-studded group that defined bluegrass: Monroe, Flatt, Scruggs, Wise, and Howard Watts on bass. The 
song was composed by Monroe; it was filled with the imagery of wandering and loneliness that he favored. Both verse and chorus are 16 measures long, and both use the same chord sequence. They are distinguished only by the lyric.

The arrangement equitably features alternation of vocals and instrumentals. Monroe plays an introductory verse on his mandolin. Notice that rather than merely trilling a note to keep the sound going, Monroe picks the note he wants to sustain in strict sixteenth note rhythm, contributing to the composite pulse of the band.

The vocalists enter singing the chorus. Lester Flatt is singing the lead below Bill Monroe’s “high lonesome” tenor harmony. The fiddle follows with a paraphrase of the chorus melody, concluding the introductory segment of the arrangement (instrumental/vocal/instrumental).

Lester Flatt now sings the first verse. Notice that any vocal entrance following an instrumental is delayed by one measure. This was a technique developed by Flatt to add space between the conclusion of the instrumental solo and the resumption of the vocal. Since many bluegrass pieces employ very fast tempos, this delaying technique (in this case, adding a seventeenth bar to the instrumental chorus) was used for a number of aesthetic and logistical reasons. An aesthetic reason would be to “let the smoke clear” from the instrumental display and give the listener time to make the transition back to the vocal. A logistical reason would be to give the instrumentalist time to back away from the microphone and the singer(s) time to move in. (Keep in mind that many bluegrass bands had only one microphone to work with; they developed smooth choreography and musical devices such as this delay to get in and out of the microphone area.) This technique is not necessary and is not used going from the vocal verse to the vocal chorus. Notice that the only time that Monroe sings harmony with Flatt is when the chorus is sung.

The first verse/chorus combination is followed by Earl Scruggs’s banjo solo. He picks out his improvised melody on the lower strings while playing harmony and maintaining a sixteenth note patter on the upper strings. Most banjoists before Scruggs used a “frailing” or “claw hammer” technique, brushing down the strings with the backs of the fingers followed by picking a note with the thumb. Scruggs uses an energetic three-finger picking technique in his right hand, allowing him to pick faster and to play more complex melodies and rhythms. From his performance, it is easy to recognize what a crucial addition the banjo was to the bluegrass string band texture.

Flatt and Monroe follow with a second verse/chorus combination. Monroe then plays the chorus melody on the mandolin, as he did in the introduction; this acts as an interlude to the second half of the arrangement. A third verse/chorus combination is sung, followed by “Chubby” Wise’s improvised fiddle solo. Wise uses rapid single-line figures and slides into blue notes, taken from blues and jazz, as well as employing double notes and more traditional fiddle devices. After the fiddle solo, Flatt and Monroe sing the chorus alone, as they did in the introduction. This concludes the piece.

