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Abstract

This essay analyzes the song lyrics of a gospel singer, Blind Willy Johnson (1897-1945), and a
blues singer, Robert Johnson (1911-38). B. W. Johnson and R. Johnson share similar feelings of
alienation that are frequently expressed in slave songs of the United States. Though their sufferings
are similar, they seek relief in two different ways. B. W. Johnson sings of his faith in Christ and he
remains hopeful. Many of his songs are mixtures of Black Spirituals, Traditional Ballads, and
Christian Hymns. He has created an imaginary world in his lyrics, using Christian motives that are
popular in African American oral tradition, such as the sufferings of Jesus on the cross, death and
resurrection, and the anxiety of the last judgment. He prefers to use apocalyptic images such as
blood, darkness and fire as did the original creators of Black Spirituals. He often identifies his
suffering with that of Christ, and at the same time, sings of joy and praise to God. His songs are
most attractive when he sings of his fear and uneasiness with constrained expressions. R. Johnson,
on the contrary, sharply voices his sensitive feelings with a variety of implicitly sexual metaphors.
In songs he creates an intolerably depressed world from which he does not see any escape. He
looks for relief from emotional sufferings in love relationships with women, but never finds comfort.
His fear and anxiety are symbolically expressed as a hell hound and a ghost. He calls himself a
sinner and finally chooses Satan as his guide. The structure of his witty metaphor is rooted in slave
talk with which slaves only implied but never explicitly stated their point. His music often shows his
irritability and instability. His songs appeal to contemporary people who no longer have strong faith

in God and suffer from a sense of loss, alienation and oppression.
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Said again, Jesus Christ to Mary,
How it’s been a many to part
Put the receiver in my hand
And religion in my heart
I can ring Him up easy
Ah, oh well, ring Him up easy
Go make up my
(“Jesus Make Up My Dying Bed”)
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But before I'd let that steam drill beat me down,

I'd die with a hammer in my hand!
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Late that Friday evenin’
People mass and moan
Jesus said to hear them
Lifeboat’s comin’

Carry my brother home
Dyin’ will be easy

Ah, dyin’ will be easy

Jesus, go make up my
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Church, I'm fully saved today
And I'm in this narrow way
Ain’t no evil can be tried, can be tried

I'm wanted from my Savior

I know his blood make me whole
Well, his blood can make me whole
Well, his blood make me whole

I'm walkin’ by my Savior’s side
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Dark was the night, and cold the ground
On which the Lord was laid;
His sweat like drops of blood ran down;

In agony he prayed.

“Father, remove this bitter cup,
If such Thy sacred will;

If not, content to drink it up
Thy pleasure I fulfill.”
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Go to the garden, sinner, see
Those precious drops that flow;
The heavy load He bore for thee;
For thee he lies so low.

(Words by Thomas Haweis, http://www.cptryon.org/xpipassio/hymns/dark.html)
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O, my mudder is gone! my mudder is gone!
My mudder is gone into heaven, my Lord!

I can’t stay behind!
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O, my fader is gone! my fader is gone!
My fader is gone into heaven, my Lord!
I can’t stay behind! (“I can’t stay behind” Slave Songs of the United States [1867], No.8)
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My mother she’s in glory
Thank God I'm on my way
Father he’s gone, too

And sister she could not stay

I'm trustin’ Him every day

Lord, I just can’t keep from cryin’
Sometimes (“Lord, I Just Can’t Keep From Crying”)
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Nobody on earth

Can take a mother’s place

‘When mother is dead, Lord

Nobody on earth takes mother’s place
When mother is dead

Your wife, your husband
May be good to you

‘When mother is dead, Lord
They be good to you
Mother’s dead

Nobody treats you like a mother will, man
‘When mother is dead, Lord

Motherless children have a hard time
‘When mother is dead, Lord
Motherless children have a hard time
When mother is dead
They don’t have anywhere to go
Wanderin’ around from door to door
Have a hard time
(“Mother’s [Motherless] Children have a Hard Time”)
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Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,
Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,
Along ways from home.
(The Second Book of American Negro Spirituals[1926],

“Sometimes I feel like a motherless child”)
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Motherless children

Have a real hard time
Motherless children

Have a such a real hard time
So long so long so long

(“Sometimes I feel like a motherless child,” http://ingeb.org/spiritua/sometime.html)
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Praise God I'm satisfied
That he bled and died
Well, I'm glad to know
That He loves me so
He was crucified
God I'm satisfied
(“Praise God I'm Satisfied”)
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“God Moves on the Water”)
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I'm a drunken hearted man, my life seem so misery (x2)

And if I could change my way of livin’, t'would mean so much to me

I been dogged and I been driven, eve’ since I left my mother’s home (x2)

And I can’t see the reason why, that I can’t leave these no-good womens alone.

My father died and left me, my poor mother done the best that she could. (x2)

Every man likes that game you call love, but it don’t mean no man no good.
(“Drunken Hearted Man, take 1)
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You better come on, in my kitchen

it’s goin’ to be rainin’ outdoors

Nnn, the woman that I love, I crave to see

She’s up the country, won’t write to me

My mama dead, papa well’s to be
Ain’t got nobody, to love and care for me
(“Come On In My Kitchen, take 2)

Rk, ALDEH,
b9 R

ho~, EOUFE B, STl
Ha~ffoT, Fihd <Nk,

BRIBILAZZ, BRLBIATL,
BREDEDIEo b,
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MALuanN—F - Tary i, W R 2FPRELALLETETY)ORECHCEROD, I
FHFROBAZBIZD [RICPLITFTTKNDA] Znkdolzds, fZAZF LT/, Ll
R. JVa vV ITiZETEL00%\0,

Wik, 4 2RV ICKEOREERD I XL A T ALE) A T2 [ZIFIC
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FoTLEI,

I really love that woman, nnn, wonder why we can’t agree.

But when you watch your close friend, baby,
Then your enemies can’t do you no harm.

When you got a good friend that will stay right by your side,
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When you got a good friend that will stay right by your side,
Give her all of your spare time, try to love and treat her right.
(When You Got A Good Friend, take 2)

HVOPITA LT X, A,
O, BRATITAPICRDLALES D,

VWRGEIZRE L LTS, XM E—,
BIZRoNBIEH VAL,
ZFIEICW TNV WIGER NS,
ZIRICWTLND VWIGEN WD,
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1 got to keep movin’, I've got to keep movin’,

Blues fallin’ down like hail, blues fallin’ down like hail.

CodkLlTwbhZiw, Lok lLTwbNZV,
TN—=APED I ) IS TL B, TV—ADPTD L) IZHE->TL %o

BMoRWR Yary idlob LTWAI ENTETICHXES, 7 Ti2ix, EHI=2%
HHLWFDORIEFBEHER TVD L) BRDT 5. FHUE, BTl CHEE) A ln) BA

And the days keeps on worryin’ me, there’s a hellhound on my trail
Hellhound on my trail, hellhound on my trail.
If today was Christmas Eve, if today was Christmas Eve,

And tomorrow was Christmas Day,
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All T need’s my little sweet woman, and to keep my company, hey hey hey hey.
(“Hellhound on my Trail”)

2 LWV IUEZ TR LAT, W T L RB T,
AU TN PN SN
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2N TR IS LAARDL D, HRAVIFERD D X912, BERMICHMIL TRV EZR
DTERV, ZRTHRMIZESTL %,

I keep drinkin’ malted milk, trying to drive my blues away, (x2)

Baby, you just as welcome to my lovin’, as the flowers is in May.
Baby, fix me one more drink, and hug your daddy one more time,

My doorknob keeps on turnin’, it must be spooks around my bed. (x2)
("Malted Milk”)

FEHEINTRRARITTEH L, TV —X2BVRALHELTE, (M)
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WCHZRTHUMDIIRIES ) o WRKIINY FTOWRLBEDIE, ZOXPXT M) ARDIE,
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Beatrice, she got a phonograph,
and it won’t say a lonesome word. (x2)

What evil have I done, what evil has the poor girl heard,

And you've taken my lovin’, and give it to your other man.
Now, we play it on the sofa, now,
we played it ‘side the wall.
My needles have got rusty, baby, they will not play at all.
(“Phonograph Blues”)
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OO EZEDREbRVAL, (ZM)
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BoTHiEhR, BOEZLIL-EWT, MOBIZR 720X,
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And your milk is turnin’ blue

Your calf is hungry,
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Now I feel like milkin’ and my cow won’t come.
("Milkcow’s Calf Blues”)
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I'm a drunken hearted man, and sin was the cause of it all.
And the day that you get weak for no-good women,
that’s the day that you bound to fall.
(“Drunken Hearted Man”)

BOLIEH E, FRRS BTN TOERK, ThT,
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Early this mornin’, when you knocked upon my door, (x2)
And I said, “ Hello, Satan, I believe it’s time to go.”
Me and the Devil was walkin’ side by side. (x2)

And I'm goin’ to beat my woman, until I get satisfied.

IR, FT7 27272 Roh w5, ()
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You may bury my body down by the highway side.

(Spoken: Baby, I don’t care where you bury my body
when I'm dead and gone.)

You may bury my body, ooh, down by the highway side.

So my old evil spirit can catch a Greyhound bus and ride.

(“Me and the Devil Blues, take 1)
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When the train rolled up to the station,
Ilooked her in the eye.

When the train rolled up to the station,
and I looked her in the eye.

Well, I was lonesome, I felt so lonesome,
And I could not help but cry.

All my love’s in vain.
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Blind Willie Johnson. The Complete Blind Willie Johnson. Columbia/Legacy, ¢.1993 Sony Music
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Entertainment.
Blind Willie Johnson. Dark Was the Night. SME Records, ¢.1998 Sony Music Entertainment.
Robert Johnson, The Complete Recordings. Columbia, ¢.1990 CBS Records.

BEXH
Charters, Samuel. The Blues Makers. Da Capo, 1991.
Guralnick, Peter. Searching for Robert Johnson. 1982. Plume Book, 1998.
LaVere, Stephen. The “Introduction” to The Complete Blind Willie Johnson (Cited above).
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