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PREFACE
Although his music touched me deeply, I never knew John Fahey as a person. I 

made tentative plans to meet with him regarding my research, but those plans never came 
to fruition. I would like to think that he would have approved of what I have said about him 
and American culture, but I will never know. In some ways I think that this may be a good 
thing, since this research goes beyond both John Fahey the person and John Fahey the 
artist. Its essence lies in defining an aspect of American culture often overlooked. This 
definition cannot be confined to a rigid set of academic criteria, but rather needs to be 
explored for what it represents conceptually. The American culture that John Fahey 
represents is that of the individual, and John Fahey in many ways represents the potential 
for the individual in everyone.

Those who know of Fahey will undoubtedly miss some of what has been omitted 
from this research, particularly in the transcription sections. Admittedly, I had a much more 
ambitious set of examples to illustrate, but time and space only permitted what has been 
included here. The task of examining Fahey’s music in the manner in which I have chosen has 
been difficult, and many of my own favorites have been left out. I believe that for the careful 
reader who is relatively unfamiliar with Fahey’s music, there is much to be learned, and the 
transcriptions will be sufficient for substantiating the theories that have been laid out. For 
those who know Fahey well I can only encourage you to look past the individual examples, 
and find ways to cross reference the included transcriptions with those that have not been 
used. It is my belief that you will find that a great variety of Fahey’s music is represented.

So much has been said about Fahey’s disdain for adulation, but for those who have 
been changed by him know that his influence can a have a powerful effect. For me, I learned 
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from John Fahey that my own experiences make me who I am, and collectively this is what 
ties us all together. Thank you, John Fahey.

Nick Schillace
Detroit, Michigan
September 21, 2002
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CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION

John Fahey (1939-2001) represents the archetype of the American voice in 
music.  In a country with no inherent shared tradition, he was able to assemble from 
his own influences a style that is at once uniquely his own, as well as one that speaks 
for every individual who sets out to establish an identity amidst the shared dilemma 
of disparate culture found in the United States. Fahey’s contributions are extensive, 
from legitimizing the steel-string guitar as a concert instrument to serving as a model 
for independent record producer/owners. He not only contributed to the body of 
American music by releasing his own recordings, but also those of other like minded 
musicians, helping create a distinct style of American music that continues to this day. 
But more than anything else, John Fahey’s career represents a process in 
formulating a cultivated voice out of an idiosyncratic vernacular, culled from personal 
influences and circumstances, many of which are particular to twentieth-century 
America. 

 The two main components of John Fahey’s style, European concert music 
and what is commonly thought of as American “folk” forms, came to him through the 
same avenue: recordings. Having been born shortly before World War II, he did not 
have the luxury of formal musical training, nor was he exposed to folk culture in a 
traditional way.

I had a big background in classical music [via recordings] . . . I started trying to 
compose. I was playing the guitar but I heard an orchestra in my head. So, I 
was really composing for full orchestra. . . I was trying to put together some 
dissonant music . . . but played in the fingerpicking pattern which I still use 
[prewar folk and blues]. So I was trying to put those two things together into a 
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coherent  musical language which people would understand.1 

Fahey referred to his style of music as “American Primitive,” simply meaning 
that it was of self-taught origin.2  His exposure to music came not only from his early 
childhood, but from his peers, local groups, the radio, and most importantly 
recordings. Fahey, like many other post-war suburban teens, became enamored by 
the sounds that could be found on old 78 rpm recordings from the late 1920s and 
early 1930s. Seeking out the nearly lost discs on record collecting trips that included 
canvassing neighborhoods door to door, the music, mostly race and old-time 
recordings, became the unlikely soundtrack for groups of people that were never 
intended to hear them.3  These early musical experiences were used by Fahey to 
form a cultivated style that represented the cumulative effect of his influences. The 
majority of these influences were derived from recordings. This  experience is 
shared by a large portion of Americans, who by virtue of their own musical exposure 
continue to form their own unique and sophisticated musical languages through 
recorded mediums.

The relationship between music and technology since the mid-twentieth 
century has been discussed by musicologists Elliot Schwartz and Daniel Godfrey in 
their book Music Since 1945: Issues, Materials and Literature.4 Among other criteria, 

they conclude that both the advent of the LP (long playing) record and the magnetic 
tape machine not only changed the way music has been composed, performed, 
and archived, but it has ultimately changed the way music is listened to, 
fundamentally changing the way music is experienced.5 They refer to this 
phenomena as “The Loudspeaker Revolution,” yet its origins date back well before 
1945. Both the LP and magnetic tape evolved out of earlier forms of recording 

1 John Fahey, John Fahey in Concert, prod. by Terry Robb and Jesse Block, 72 min., 
Vestapol, 1996, videocassette.

2 The term “American Primitive” was both accepted and disregarded by Fahey on different 
occasions. For this reason it was originally to be left from this study, but serves to clarify  the 
subject well.

3 See Chapter 2.
4 Elliot Schwartz and Daniel Godfrey, Music Since 1945: Issues, Materials, and Literature 

(Belmont: Wadsworth, 1993).
5 Ibid., 26-28.
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practices that began late in the nineteenth century, gathering momentum in the first 
decades of the twentieth century. 

The post-war years can be seen as a period in which the effects of recorded 
sound can be viewed more unilaterally. Not only was technology affecting 
contemporary music,  but one of the first instances of retroactive listening occurred, in 
which older music that was more or less obsolete was being experienced for the first 
time by an entirely new generation through recordings. This music not only included 
the “folk” styles being gathered by record collectors, but also what could be 
considered “popular” and concert forms. For Fahey and others like him, recordings 
served as a means of learning music, forming a folk-like connection to popular culture. 
This process, which will be investigated through John Fahey’s life and music, will 
provide the foundation necessary to understand how the overall voice of American 
music in the twentieth century can potentially be defined. 

At the center of the discussion about Fahey’s contribution to an American 
identity is the relationship between “vernacular,” assumed for the moment to be 
defined as folk, and “cultivated” music. Ethnomusicologist Bruno Nettl wrote about 
the use of folk materials and the relationship to cultivated music in his book Folk Music 

in the United States.6 With regard to Europeans, he states that at one time 

composers drew equally from both the concert and their inherent folk traditions in an 
unconscious way.7  This assumes a very intimate relationship with both folk and 
cultivated music that is tied into a culture and experienced from a very young age. 
Only through this type of relationship is one able to fully synthesize the subtleties of 
a tradition into a more sophisticated language. Nettl believes that there is a “common 
musical heritage and experience and the sharing of a common culture” that 
composers of a single country held amongst themselves, and that “today . . . the 
cultivated music in a country derives from the same undifferentiated tradition as the 
folk music.”8    

6 Bruno Nettl, Folk Music in the United States: An Introduction  (Detroit: Wayne State 
University Press, 1976).

7 Ibid., 157-8.
8 Ibid., 158.
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Applying this theory to a definition of American music is not easy. The 
assumption that a cultivated music and a folk music of a single country both have 
similar origin, sharing in what Nettl calls an “undifferentiated tradition” is difficult given 
the history of the United States. This would explain the general focus on European 
tradition in the United States. The problem with assuming this tradition is that, by 
virtue of its relationship with the United States, it is a transplanted tradition. The 
assumption is also that the United States remains an extension of this tradition and 
must continue to operate accordingly. This undermines the very dogma of the United 
States: the amalgam of disparate cultures. Anthropologist Allan P. Merriam, writing 
on music and the United States in 1955, concluded: “The music of Charles Ives or 
Aaron Copland has a distinctive touch, but in last analysis the form and the concept 
are European derived even though they may have been extended somewhat.” 
Merriam believed that the music of the United States was influenced by several 
musical traditions, including European concert, European folk, popular, and African-
American folk.9

Just as an inherited European concert tradition is inadequate in establishing a 
foundation for American music, so are some fundamental ideas surrounding folk 
music. Folk music in the United States has not been defined by the traditional 
definition of oral dissemination, but rather has been defined mainly through scholars 
and collectors, such as the Englishman Francis James Child, Cecil Sharp, and later 
the Lomax family, who documented the music first by score, and later by 
recordings.10  The exposure to this music by the majority of Americans since the 
1920s, and especially after World War II, has not been through a community, but 
rather through books, recordings, and radio broadcasts. This relationship with mass 
media, and subsequently popular culture, is the main idea behind understanding the 
way in which musical identity has been developed in the United States. As 
musicologist Richard Crawford wrote, it is not whether or not American music is better 
or worse than European, rather “American music is shown to have values different 

9 Alan P. Merriam, “Music in the United States,” American Anthropologist  57 (December 
1955) : 1173-4.

10 See Chapter 2.
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from, rather than inferior to, European music –– values in which the center of gravity is 
found in popular, rather than so-called serious, music forms.”11 This not only 
undermines oral dissemination, but puts a multitude of musical styles available within 
the same means, blurring distinctions between forms and traditions. 

Considering a definition for American music before the twentieth century takes 
for granted the relative youth of the United States and does not take into account the 
idea that the culture of the United States has been in a developmental stage since its 
inception. Until the twentieth century the United States had not identified completely 
what its cultural roots would be. Musical styles previously held as European concert 
and American folk are a part of this definition, as are jazz and popular forms, but the 
actual way in which this music has functioned during the twentieth century is what is 
most important. It has not been by normally assumed means, and this change in the 
receiving of information has sometimes placed authenticity in question. More simply 
put, since popular music is commonly accepted as inferior, it has been largely left out 
of discussions concerning influences on the music of the United States. If 
consideration would be given, it would become apparent that it is not the music itself, 
but the popular music experience that has had greatest impact. Musicologist Simon 
Frith considered this as well: “The question we should be asking is not what does 
popular music reveal about ‘the people’ but how does it construct them.”12  

In order to define the musical identity of the United States, two things must be 
determined: first, how has the folk, or vernacular, of the country been defined and 
interpreted by the influence of technological developments throughout the twentieth 
century; and second, how has this effected what is thought of as a cultivated music. If 
these criteria can be addressed, examined, and defined, a more coherent model of 
American music, one that manifested itself during the twentieth century, can be used 
to better understand the culture of the United States. 

In the case of folk music, understanding the subjective way in which it has 
11 Richard Crawford, American Studies and American Musicology  (New York: Institute for 

Studies in American Music, 1975) , 3.
12 Simon Frith, “Towards an Aesthetic of Popular Music,” in Music and Society: The 

Politics of Composition, Performance and Reception, eds. Richard Leppert and  Susan McClary  
(Cambridge: Cambridge University ) , 133.
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been defined needs to be addressed. Cultivated music, instead of being a 
synonymous style in tandem with folk, will be approached in a functionalist manner, 
one that views it as something that has resulted from the American tradition thus far, 
and one that is best represented through process, not style. This approach will 
confront the idea of popular music and will contribute to a better understanding of the 
effect it has, and continues to have, on culture in the United States. Furthermore, 
divisions between art, folk, and popular music can be examined, and a more 
cohesive interpretation of musicology can be realized, aiding in further cultural studies 
not fraught with categorical divisions. 

The two most important terms to define in order to better understand this 
research are vernacular and cultivated. Traditional definitions of vernacular define it 
more or less as community based:

Vernacular music is accessible to the majority of people because of their 
familiarity with its forms and functions and because they are able to acquire 
knowledge of it through everyday practice  . . . One acquires a vernacular 
music as one would a language, naturally and through communication with 
others.13 

The idea that vernacular is available to the majority and is easily learned 
connects it with folk music. The problem with making this connection is that certain 
criteria used to define folk music conflict with certain ideas involving vernacular. The 
definition set out in 1955 by the International Folk Music Council held that “folk music 
was the product of a musical tradition that has been evolved through the process of 
oral transmission . . . [and] the definition [does] not cover composed popular music 
that [has] been taken over ready-made by a community.”14  

Even though specific musical genres are not listed to describe vernacular 
styles, the overwhelming acceptance is of traditional folk and popular music. Popular 
music in general has been difficult to define in exact terms, but one aspect almost 
unanimously accepted is that its means of dissemination is by mass media. This is 
an obvious conflict with the folk definition and is why folk, popular, and vernacular 

13 Philip V. Bohlman, “Vernacular Music,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and 
Musicians, ed. Stanely Sadie (London: Macmillan, 2000), 484-485.

14 Carole Pegg, “Folk Music,” in The New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. 
Stanely Sadie (London: Macmillan, 2000), 63-67.
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styles often conflict and become stratified, as well as distinguished, by style, 
preventing the music from being defined by experience instead of type; popular 
music is this, and folk music is not that.

Historian Benjamin Filene has taken issue with these definitions as well:
Given the explosion of mass media, rigid definitions of folk music become 
especially illusory when applied to the twentieth century. Since the turn of the 
century, even seemingly isolated musicians have spent their afternoons 
listening to phonographs and dreaming of recording contracts.15 

Filene’s solution is to define vernacular in close relation to more commonly 
held definitions, citing “songs employing a musical language that is current, familiar, 
and manipulatable by ordinary people . . . under this definition vernacular not only 
includes Appalachian mountain music or blues but also [popular] music.”16 Filene 
attempts to represent the effects of mass dissemination by combining folk and 
popular music, but he also points out that fine art or classical music is not a part of this 
definition. 

The definition used in this research makes absolutely no distinction, taking 
Filene’s inclusions and exclusions, treating not the music, but the experience of the 
exposure to the music, as the vernacular. One underlining argument being made 
here is that the idea of an oral experience in music, as defined by folk, is no longer 
possible in a pure, uninfluenced way. The new folk experience is one that offers any 
music to the listener, and at early exposure this is usually without bias. Radio, 
records, and other types of mass communication have replaced the oral folk 
community experience. Therefore, any type of music can be heard in this manner, 
whether folk, popular, jazz, global, or European concert and experimental forms. 
When a person is exposed to music by these means, and it occurs early in musical 
development and ultimately is used to form a musical vocabulary, it is a vernacular 
experience, and these musical styles become a part of the underlying language of a 
cultivated style.

Understanding vernacular is the first step towards understanding what is 

15 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory and American Roots Music 
(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2000), 3.

16 Ibid., 4.
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meant by a cultivated style. To interpret Nettl, he assumed that what he referred to 
as folk and cultivated styles coexisted together as separate and distinct styles. 
Richard Crawford, referencing American musicologist H. Wiley Hitchcock, maintains a 
similar definition, defining “’vernacular’ [as]–– music which one has ‘grown into’ 
naturally without effort or selfconciousness––– to be replaced by the ‘cultivated’––– 
music consciously sought after and studied for the spiritual edification it offers.”17  

This relationship provided two unique musical experiences, each one 
functioning in its own way. The relationship being examined in this research puts 
vernacular as the starting point for a cultivated style. The cultivated style is one that is 
formed from a musical vocabulary built on the foundation of vernacular musical 
experiences. The cultivated style can vary from individual to individual, but must 
have a clear sophistication regardless of its idiosyncratic nature. In other words, there 
must be a clear development of these influences and they should be noticeable with 
some degree of analysis.  Again, the cultivated style may change and will logically 
vary, but the process remains the same. It will be clear by examining John Fahey 
that his example illustrates this theory well.

American Primitive, a term used and defined earlier, should be briefly 
acknowledged again here. Fahey went back and forth with this term, and when 
interviewed in 1969 on Guitar Guitar, claimed that someone else had described his 
music by that definition, adding “primitive means self-taught; I didn’t have any 
teachers. If I had to call it anything I’d call it that [American Primitive], [but] I wouldn’t 
worry about calling it anything.”18  The term was also included in a Takoma Records 
press release/biography on John Fahey written by Barry Hansen. This time, three 
years after that interview, it is defined more in context with its intended definition, and 
in this case accepted by Fahey:

When asked to describe the guitar style that has caused all this activity in and 
around Fahey, John replies that he plays in the ‘American Primitive’ manner. 
The term–– first used in the field of art history to describe painters who 
shunned the European-Oriented art school tradition and depicted the 

17 Crawford, 7.
18 John Fahey and Elizabeth Cotten, Rare Interviews and Performances from 1969, prod. 

by Laura Weber, 60 min. Vestapol, 1994, videocassette.
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American scene through their own instincts–– fits Fahey to a T.19 

American Primitive is an accepted way of defining Fahey’s cultivated style, 
and as has been illustrated by other musicians, first on the Takoma imprint, and today 
in a much broader sense, clear examples of this style continue to exist. The goal of 
this research is not to defend this style, rather to accept it and use it accordingly, 
examining the philosophy behind it.

In order to understand the full scope of the material for this research, this study 
is organized into five main chapters and two appendix sections. The information 
presented here constitutes the first introductory and background chapter. The second 
chapter considers the tradition of folk song collecting in the United States and its 
relationship to the phonograph industry. The difficulty surrounding folk music 
definitions is the focus, as well as how after World War II record collectors began to 
redefine folk music by seeking out these recordings, mostly through 78 rpm records. 
This process, known as record collecting, is shown as a fundamental technique of 
vernacular building, which is tied to the field of popular music, and includes the 
experience of radio and other means of mass dissemination. The aim of this section 
is to show how popular music culture, through the process of seeking out and 
listening to recordings, became a part of collecting equal to the actual recording 
process in preserving folk music after World War II. This section concludes near the 
period of the folk revival, the late 1950s to early 1960s, when this was an active part 
of cultural practice in the United States. During this period John Fahey had 
established the primary elements of his vernacular mainly through this process, and 
had begun his professional career. Since this section “sets the stage” for examining 
Fahey’s life, very little direct reference is made to him. 

The third chapter serves as general background on and a brief biography of 
John Fahey.  Five periods of his life are discussed, roughly covering five decades. It 
starts with an overview and discussion of his early life, then moves through sections 
examining his life during the 1960s until his death in 2001. The two most important 
sections are the first two, since these are the periods in which his vernacular style was 

19 Barry Hansen, Takoma  Records press release, 1972.
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developed and what would become his cultivated style was most thoroughly 
manifested. Since Fahey’s style continued to grow and incorporated new variations 
on his cultivated technique, particularly in the early 1970s and in the later years of his 
life, it is necessary to show these developments as well. 

The fourth chapter is devoted to transcriptions of Fahey’s music and illustrates 
how he turned his vernacular into a cultivated style. It  discusses this process and 
ways to approach defining it. Specific examples of John Fahey’s vernacular are 
presented through transcription. These examples deal primarily with excerpts Fahey 
took from records and represent vernacular influences that can be traced to 
statements made by him. Some generalizations and simplification are used, but the 
focus remains on his own statements as well as examples that can be clearly found 
in his own music.

Another example of Fahey’s vernacular, what he refers to as “classical” music, 
but what this research will refer to as European art or concert music, is discussed in 
prose form by a much more general aesthetic. The aim is to connect this influence 
equally with the other examples of Fahey’s vernacular, and to break down the 
subjectivity between the styles in order to provide a foundation for the process that 
is illustrated in this research. 

Transcriptions of Fahey’s music will be used to illustrate a very general 
overview of his cultivated style and its relationship to his vernacular. The pieces that 
have been chosen emphasize his solo compositions, and include compositions 
from both his early career as well as from his later period. 

Two compact discs containing audio examples of the music transcribed have 
been included. For the most part, specific excerpts have not been noted, rather it is 
assumed that the reader will utilize the recordings to better understand the music in a 
general way. It is suggested that the reader listen to each audio example at least 
one time before studying the transcriptions. It cannot be overstated that the music 
transcribed was never meant to be notated. Music of this nature does not translate to 
paper as well as material composed straight to the staff. In order to fully understand 
how this music can influence an individual, it must be experienced in the same 
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manner– by listening. 
The final chapter offers brief conclusions about the material presented, 

thoughts on further research, and consideration of Fahey’s continuing influence. 
Appendix 1 is a discography of Fahey’s recordings up to the completion of this 
research. Appendix 2 is a transcription of the memorial held shortly after his death in 
Salem, Oregon. The transcription includes all scheduled speakers, as well as 
selected persons who were allowed to speak after the formal service. Appendix 3 
is a song list of the audio examples included on the accompanying compact discs. 
The order of the songs correspond to the order of the transcriptions found in Chapter 
4.

The materials used vary greatly due to the broad nature of the theories being 
addressed. Aspects covering American music in general, over sixty years of folk 
collecting, background and historical relevance on radio and the record industry, as 
well as popular music and its relationship to society are all part of the research. To list 
all relative publications at this point would prove too much to be useful. Many 
standard texts on these subjects have been used and should be familiar, but due to 
the nature of this work, many contrasting materials needed to be reviewed, and 
therefore cohesive listing in this manner is difficult.  A complete list of texts both 
directly cited and used as models of influence are listed in the bibliography, and of 
course when needed, will be referenced in the research itself.

Information regarding John Fahey may, however, need some attention. 
Despite Fahey’s prolific career and public persona, he remained mostly in the 
underground for the majority of his life. Articles and interviews have come mainly 
from the popular press, and for the most part are helpful in gaining consistent 
bibliographical information when used together. Several articles are more useful than 
others, including articles by Byron Coley, Michael Brooks, Mark Humphrey, Dale 
Miller and Edwin Pouncey.20  These more substantial articles are joined with several 
shorter pieces that are referenced when needed. 

20 Michael Brooks, “John Fahey: Turtle Blues,” Guitar Player , March 1972, 20; Mark 
Humphrey, “John Fahey”, Acoustic Guitar  August 1980, 22;  Mark Humphrey, “An Existential 
Guitarist Packs His Bags,”  Reader 15 May 1981, 4;  Dale Miller, “Reinventing the Steel,” Acoustic 
Guitar  January/February 1992; Edwin Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” Wire  August 1998.
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These and many more articles are archived or originally published online. 
Three excellent databases for obtaining these materials are johnfahey.com, Perfect 
Sound Forever at furious.com/perfect/index.html and Clicks and Klangs at clicks-and-
klangs.com. It should be noted that careful consideration has been taken when 
utilizing online material, but it should also be recognized that all articles used have 
come from reputable sources and used in conjunction with other sources to provide 
more thorough accounts. If online sources were omitted, many professional and valid 
original and reprinted articles would not have been be available.

In addition to written interviews, some video recordings are also used. The 
1969 performance and interview on a shortly lived television show Guitar Guitar  and 

a live concert recording with interview segments recorded in 1996.21   Two 
transcription books, The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977 and The Guitar of John 
Fahey  are not only useful for gaining perspectives on the music, but as is the case 
with Best of. . .  include writing from and about Fahey, as well as his own selected 

discography of influential recordings.22  
The liner notes to many Fahey albums provide a good amount of insight and 

information. Not just the original notes, but the reissue notes to the albums that 
became available in the 1990s are very thorough and well documented accounts of 
the periods surrounding the original recordings. One notable example of these 
reissue notes are to The Legend of Blind Joe Death  compiled by Glenn Jones. 
Fahey’s own writings, such as the notes to The Voice of the Turtle , have proved 

useful at understanding some aspects of the music and its influences.23  Liner notes to 
other recordings such as the  notes to the Harry Smith Anthology of American Folk  
volumes I-IV, with contribution from Fahey, show not just the influence these 

21 John Fahey and Elizabeth Cotten,  Rare Interviews . . . ; John Fahey, John Fahey  in 
Concert.

22 John Lescroat ed., The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977 (New York: Guitar Player 
Books, 1978); Stefan Grossman ed., The Guitar of John Fahey  (Pacific:Mel Bay 1995). 

23 John Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, Takoma TAKCD-8901-2, (1954, 
1964,1963, 1967) 1996; John Fahey, The Voice of the Turtle, Takoma TAKCD-6501-2 (c-1019), 
(1968) 1996.  
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recordings have had on Fahey, but also the culture at large through the recordings.24  
Other than liner notes, Fahey’s own writing serves as an important source of 

information. Two published books, the 1970 book Charley Patton and the 2000 
semi-autobiographical How Bluegrass Destroyed My Life  are invaluable aids not 
only because of their content, but also because they provide other angles 
necessary to a complete understanding of his life and music.25  Other shorter articles 
by Fahey are also used.

The transcriptions are primarily original and not copied from published 
material. This includes not only examples of Fahey’s vernacular, including concert 
traditions, but Fahey’s own music as well. 

In addition to material already published, original interviews have been 
necessary in order to fill in some missing information that pertains to this research. 
Interviews with people who knew Fahey either personally or professionally are 
used. These include interviews with Barry Hansen, George Winston, Dick 
Spottswood, and Ed Denson. 

A special resource, including twenty bootlegged recordings, numerous 
articles, photographs, and personal artifacts of John Fahey’s were loaned by 
George Winston and were invaluable in helping to clarify aspects illustrated in both 
the text and the transcriptions. One disclaimer that should be made with regard to 
these materials is that many of the articles sent were copies from the original, and 
therefore were often incomplete, making thorough annotation difficult, if not 
impossible. Despite attempts to find original sources for many of the articles, some 
remain incomplete. The incomplete sources mainly lack page numbers and 
particulars relating to publishing, but the vast majority include the author, title, and 
name of publication. It would have been far more inappropriate to leave these 
sources out of the research; therefore, when necessary, these sources are listed as 
“incomplete” in both footnotes and bibliography.  

24 Harry Smith ed., Anthology of American Folk Music, Volumes One, Two and Three, 
Folkways SFW 40090, (1952) 1997, compact discs;  Harry Smith ed., Anthology of American Folk 
Music, Volume Four, Revenant RVN 211,  compact discs.

25 John Fahey, Charley Patton (London:Studio Vista, 1970); John Fahey, How Bluegrass 
Destroyed My Life (Chicago:Drag City Press, 2000).
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This study focuses on the musical identity of the twentieth century in the 
United States as illustrated through John Fahey and only deals with ideas defined 
therein. If argument is made for theories held previously about this period, they will 
be moot since the nature of this study involves specific influences that are inherent to 
the twentieth century. A thorough examination of the record industry and related 
issues surrounding radio cannot be fully detailed, and the main concern is the 
influence of recordings and the way interpretations changed with regard to recordings 
during the twentieth century. Complete evaluation of the assumptions about folk 
music, particularly those that came about during the folk revival of the 1950s and 60s 
are not fully addressed. In addition, the background on John Fahey is not meant to 
serve as a full and complete biography, therefore certain personal aspects of 
Fahey’s life are mentioned with very little detail. Furthermore, the examples of 
Fahey’s music are selective, and not meant to be completely representative in 
every aspect of his style, but rather a broad overview that is used to substantiate 
the theory addressed in this research.  

These are logical dilemmas, and American studies in general tend to be 
difficult to mount. Richard Crawford wrote: 

The scholar of American music has no established value-system (even his 
monuments sometimes speak in riddles), his archive is a kind of 
junkheap––– the gems are buried in a rubble of sheet music, newspaper 
clippings, song collections, manuscripts by unknowns––– and the best maps 
are on the other side of the tracks. What the scholar of American music is left 
with, then, is a huge mass of music and materials––– mostly unassimilated, a 
few excellent tools for handling it, and a belief which he hopes is not an 
illusion.26 

Despite the fact that Crawford wrote this statement nearly thirty years before 
this study, it is still quite accurate. Added to this, the major obstacle of this research 
has been John Fahey’s death before this study could be completed. That being the 
case, some assumptions had to be made with regard to certain influences, and to 
what extent Fahey utilized these influences. This effects the influence of concert 
music claimed by Fahey, further complicated by the fact that he admitted to have 
very limited skills at reading notated music. Therefore, great effort will be made to 

26 Crawford, 3.
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correlate Fahey’s compositions with the influences that he claims to make up the 
compositions.27

Regardless of these issues, this research proves itself to be a very 
necessary tool for further cultural studies in the United States, and serves as a much 
needed work in propelling Fahey’s legacy further into American musical history. It is 
assumed that there has been a consistent breakdown between methodologies 
concerning folk, popular and concert music, and that the separation has created 
problems with maintaining focus when dealing with subjects. It is believed with 
every bit of idealism that this research will  move in a direction toward solving this 
problem, and that the musical life of John Fahey will be recognized more clearly for 
what it is: a twentieth-century American musical voice and a prototype of American 
music.

27 Fahey claimed not to be able to read music, but also admitted to having enlisted Al 
Wilson to help with music theory when writing his thesis on Charley Patton. The melodic examples 
notated in Fahey’s thesis had to have come more or less from him since it was a major portion of 
the work. It may have been impossible for Fahey to notate what Barry Hansen called “mind 
compositions,” but it this researchers opinion that Fahey could deal with melodic fragments at the 
very  least.
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CHAPTER 2
   TOWARDS AN AMERICAN IDENTITY: THE TWENTIETH CENTURY

“As a result of studying folklore I decided that it doesn’t exist.” John Fahey.1  

Defining Folk Music Through Collectors
Any discussion about the origin of folklore and folk song opinion in the United 

States invariably begins with Harvard scholar Francis James Child (1825-1896). 
Somewhat an unlikely candidate for American folk song authority, the English born 
Child devoted the majority of his life to assembling a complete collection of what he 
called “the genuine ballads of the people.”2 Specifically, Child wanted his collection 
to “include every obtainable version of every extant English or Scottish ballad, with 
the fullest possible discussion of related songs or stories in the ‘popular’ literature of 
all nations.”3 The multi-volume canon, the last of which was finished by his friend and 
colleague George Lyman Kittredge and issued posthumously in 1898, would go on 
to have a tremendous effect on American folk song collectors in the early part of the 
twentieth century. Historian Benjamin Filene claims that 

Child’s slice of folk song came to be seen as the touchstone against which all 
folk songs were judged . . . . At the turn of the twentieth century, when 

American scholars began to become interested in the songs 
Americans sang, their frame of reference was almost completely determined by 
the canon Child had established.4 

Child was known as a literary folklorist, one who treated folk song as popular 
1 Tim Ferris, “Why Fahey Wants to Kill Everybody,” Rolling Stone, 24 December 1970.
2 Sigrid Rieuwerts, “’The Genuine Ballads of the People’: F.J. Child and the Ballad 

Cause,” Journal of American Folklore 114 (1998).
3 George Lyman Kittredge, “Francis James Child,” in The English and Scottish Popular 

Ballads Volume One ed. Francis James Child (New York: Dover, 1965), xxvii.
4 Benjamin Filene, Romancing the Folk: Public Memory and American Roots Music 

(Chapel Hill: University of North Carolina, 2000),15.
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poetry and analyzed songs as series of texts largely divorced from their tunes.5  This 
is quite significant, given the impossibility of making musical judgments based on 
text-only examples. Musical aesthetic was not important to Child as such, but it was 
to those who would follow his influence. Therefore, it is interesting to note his 
emphasis on text and avoidance of analyzing melody. Even more surprising, was 
the fact that Child relied almost exclusively on printed manuscripts and texts for his 
collecting, and went so far as to distrust oral sources entirely. His reasons were the 
same as later collectors: that an industrialized society, in this case one that had access 
to printed manuscripts, could disrupt tradition. As told by Kittredge in a short 
biography on Child in the preface to The English and Scottish Popular Ballads, this 
made the art of ballad collecting an extremely difficult one and identified the need of 
collectors to recognize in text  the difference between a traditional oral voice and one 
that has lost its authenticity under modern influences. Kittredge wrote of Child that “a 
forged or retouched piece could not deceive him for a moment; he detected the 
slightest jar in the genuine ballad tone.”6 Furthermore, in no way did the garlands or 

broadsides, songs penned by professional ballad-makers, figure into Child’s canon.7  
These were the types of songs that could infiltrate a traditional repertoire and fool the 
folklorist. This is why Child was therefore reluctant to bother with oral sources, and 
according to the author Rosemary Levy Zumwalt, Child clearly “viewed collecting 
from oral sources as a salvage operation.”8

In light of this, Child pursued manuscripts mercilessly, and made every 
attempt to include every variation that he could find of the ballads he collected, 
ending up with 1300 total.9  In this way it can be interpreted that Child intended to 
ensure that his collection was left without any omissions, but it also makes the opinion 
held by Child suspect. What cannot be overlooked is that Child felt that the tradition 
of ballad singing  had all but vanished, and that at best all that was left to do was to  

5 Ibid., 12.
6 Kittredge, xxx.
7 Rieuwerts, 10.
8 Rosemary Levy Zumwalt, American Folklore Scholarship: A Dialogue of Dissent 

(Bloomington: Indiana  University, 1988), 48.
9 Filene, 14.
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assemble documented sources into a comprehensive collection. If Child truly had an 
ear, or more specifically an eye, for traditional and untainted ballad poetry, his 
collection would be by his own definitions more or less complete. But as Filene 
points out “Child was by no means an unbiased analyst, even within the narrow 
segment of folk song that he admitted into view.” Child acknowledged that he made 
improvements to some ballads in earlier editions, and was not fond of “off color” 
material. He did not necessarily omit such material, but he also did not seek it out.10  
Most importantly, as has been stated, Child felt no need to investigate active 
singers of ballads; his assumption of the ballad as “a lost art” was central to his work. 

The fact that Child was working under his own idealistic motives should not 
necessarily be viewed negatively. Admittedly, it is rare to find any scholar that does 
not operate under a very idiosyncratic set of guidelines, and what Child was 
attempting had no model preceding it. Child’s collection serves as an invaluable 
source of folk-based text, but it remains quite different when compared to the type 
of collecting that followed.

The Appalachian region of North America became a wealth spring of folk 
song collecting in the early twentieth century. Focusing primarily on immigrants 
thought to have come from the same traditions that hosted Child’s ballad canon, folk 
song collectors were preoccupied with uncovering instances of Child ballads that 
were still being sung in the mountain communities. “It became habitual to note 
parenthetically where such finds belonged in Child’s canon of 305 ballads- as in 
‘Lord Thomas and Fair Annet’ (Child, No. 73).”11 

Of the many folklorists who were to follow in Child’s path, fellow Englishman 
Cecil James Sharp (1859-1924) became one of the most influential. Sharp became 
interested in the music of the Appalachian Mountains after an invitation in 1916 for 
him and his assistant Maud Karpeles to collect folk songs in North Carolina. The 
request was made by Olive Dame Campbell, who had already collected nearly 
eighty songs from the area.12  Sharp believed that folk song was a tradition still 

10 Ibid., 15.
11 Ibid., 16.
12 Ibid., 20.
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practiced, and that the type of folk ballad known to England could be found in most 
parts of the world, so long as the tightening grip of industrialization had not taken 
hold.13 Of course, not just any community could bear the fruit of the English ballad, 
only “one or other of those English communities that lie scattered in various parts of 
the world.”14 Sharp felt that this type of community was to be found in the 
Appalachian region, and along with Karpeles, spent forty six weeks in North 
Carolina, Tennessee, Kentucky, and Virginia between the years of 1916 and 1917 
collecting these songs.15 The most notable result of this research was English Folk 

Songs from the Southern Appalachians, first printed in 1917 with co-author credit 
going to Campbell, later revised by Karpeles into a two volume set.

Not only was the very idea of a living tradition separate from Child’s theory, 
but as a trained musician, Sharp shifted the emphasis of his collecting from text only 
to include melody. Sharp believed that the melodies themselves held merit: “Such 
airs . . . make really beautiful music and are fully capable of standing alone, divorced 
from their texts and of being played or sung as absolute music.”16 This profound 
change in attitude should not be overlooked. Melodic connotations alone put heavy 
parameters on the music Sharp would collect, but since he was collecting from and 
trusted oral sources, an entire mythology surrounding the transplanted English 
peasant influenced his judgment, and played a major role in defining the type of 
song he would collect and how he would collect it.

Even though Sharp dabbled with mechanical means of documenting melody, 
his principle technique was to transcribe the melodies by hand as they were being 
sung, while his assistant would take down the texts. Sharp realized early that the 
songs he sought could not only be found in the older generation, but the younger as 
well.17 He expanded the definition of song type that was defined by Child to include 

13 Cecil J. Sharp, English Folk Song: Some Conclusions, 4th ed. (Belmont: Wadsworth, 
1965), xiv.

14 Cecil J. Sharp and Olive Dame Campbell, English Folk Songs from the Southern 
Appalachians, 2d ed. ed. Maud Karpeles (London: Oxford University, 1952), xxi.

15 Sharp, English Folk Songs: Some Conclusions, xii.
16 Sharp, English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, xxix .
17 Ibid., xxv.
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general songs, hymns, nursery songs, jigs, and play-party songs.18 Sharp 
designated what authenticated a folk song in part by contrasting it against popular 
songs.19 He believed in the strict German origin of the definition of folk song, defining 
it as unwritten and living only in the minds of and memories of those who sing it,and 
deplored any inclusion of popular song.20  Sharp felt that

This is to destroy the value of a very useful expression, and to rob scientists 
of a word of great value. For the English language already possessed in the 
phrase ‘popular song,’ a description which covered the wider field. There 
was, therefore, no need to do violence to the restricted and strictly scientific 
meaning of ‘folk song’ by stretching it beyond its natural significance.21 

Earlier in 1907, Sharp published the first major set of guidelines and 
definitions in English Folk Songs: Some Conclusions; this work would remain 

influential for nearly half a century, and provided Sharp with a treatise to work from.22 
Sharp learned how to get his singers to sing what he wanted. He asked for particular 
types of songs, and even went so far as singing some examples himself, being 
careful that they would not “misunderstand the requirements.”23 But if Sharp was strict 
about what he wanted sung, he was just as particular about who sang it. According to 
Filene, Sharp constructed a romantic vision of what he saw to be a transplanted 
English peasant culture alive and well in the Appalachian Mountains: 

The key to Sharp’s attraction to the Appalachian mountaineers’ culture was 
that they fit (or could be constructed to fit) his conception of old-time England. 
In his depictions of mountain people he encountered, Sharp reinforced myths 
about the Britishness of America’s folk song heritage.24 

Sharp felt that the English culture in the mountains was not so much 
transplanted as “in a time warp.”25 His reference to mountaineers as “primitive,” “living 
in constant touch with nature,” and the practitioners of folk as belonging to “the lower 

18 Ibid., v-xi.
19 Popular as used by Sharp differed from that used by  Child. Sharp’s definition was closer 

to the one held today.
20 Sharp, English Folk Songs: Some Conclusions, 42.
21 Sharp, English Folk Songs: Some Conclusions, 2.
22 Frank Howes, “Sharp, Cecil James, “ in New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, 

ed. Stanely Sadie (London: Macmillan, 2000), 219-220.
23Sharp, English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, xxvi. 
24 Filene, 23.
25 Ibid., 23.
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and unlettered classes,” only furthered the myth of the type of person that could 
legitimately create folk song in Sharp’s mind.26  When combined with the belief that 
the mountaineer community dated back to an even earlier time than contemporary 
England, it pushed a fear of modernization even deeper in Sharp, and he often met 
with disappointment at the corruption of the evolving world and its effect on potential 
traditional singers.27  

Sharp’s concentrated efforts and strict criteria for folk song and singers was not  
unusual for the day. Filene states that “Sharp’s vision of mountain culture may seem 
romanticized, but his views are very much in tune with the conception of mountain 
culture that had been forming by the early folk song collectors since the turn of the 
century.”28 Filene also raises the issue that this definition of folk song played into a 
larger issue of race during this period in the United States:

Mostly white Anglo-Saxon Protestants, the song collectors asserted that the 
mountain culture was America’s authentic folk inheritance and at the same time 
stressed that the mountaineers were British. In effect, therefore, the collectors 
established their heritage as the true American culture.29 

One very important key word in the above statement is “inheritance.” During 
this time in the twentieth century, many definitions of American culture were being 
formed. Recognizing how they came into being and why, will help clarify their overall 
legitimacy. So far, the collectors being discussed approached folksong as derived 
from English sources. Even in Sharp’s somewhat advanced theory, he limited his 
opinions and criteria to these ideas. Like Child, Sharp made important contributions, 
most notably in emphasizing melody, collecting orally, and considering the tradition 
to still be active. According to Filene, Sharp’s attitude was not all that unusual for the 
time he lived. And if his elitist and class defined society is considered for a moment, it 
sheds light on a main issue of this research. Sharp recognized folk song for what he 
thought it was, and saw national art music as something completely different, 
although related. His advice to composers in the 1917 preface to English Folk 

26 Sharp,  English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, xxiv;  Ibid., xxiii; Sharp, 
English Folk Songs: Some Conclusions, 1. 

27 Filene references such disappointments written by Sharp in letters, pages 24-27.  
28 Filene, 24.
29 Ibid., 25.
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Songs from the Southern Appalachians was to pay close attention to the tunes that 
were assembled before them:

It is my sober belief that if a young composer were to master the contents of 
this book, study and assimilate each tune with its variants, he would acquire 
just the kind of education that he needs, and one far better suited to his 
requirements than he would obtain from the ordinary conservatoire [sic] or 
college of music.30  

He believed that the voice of a nation was to be found in the music of its folk: 
“This national type [of music] is always to be found in its purest, as well as in its most 
stable and permanent form, in the folk-arts of a nation.”31 He even went so far as to 
state that without a national folk music, the more cultivated music of a country will be 
vapid and left without integrity: “If they have none [national folk music], then we can 
be sure that the educated music of that country will be an artificial product, an alien 
importation, and comparatively worthless.”32  

Since he did not look to new instances of more distinctly American folk song 
practices when collecting, Sharp helped perpetuate what became the standard 
opinion of folk song up until the late 1910s as “an extremely old song, usually a 
ballad, that had originated from Great Britain and was currently sung by rural, isolated 
mountain people who were white, Anglo-Saxon Protestants.”33  If there was to be 
any link to the folk and art music practices in the United States during this period or 
after, any person that maintained Sharp’s opinion would have to make the correlation 
in this same manner. Fortunately, the practices of an American collector, with ties that 
dated back to Child, would shift some of these criteria into different directions, and 
provide an alternate opinion separate, yet not entirely removed from, Child and 
Sharp.

John Avery Lomax (1867-1948) published a book of songs in 1910 entitled 
Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads.34  Whereas this work would not 

30 Sharp, English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, xxxv. 
31 Ibid., xxxv.
32 Sharp, Folk Songs: Some Conclusions, 1.
33 Filene, 26.
34 John A. Lomax and Alan Lomax, Cowboy Songs and Other Frontier Ballads, revised 

edition ( New York: Macmillan, 1938).
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represent the full impact of his contribution to the field of folk music, and admittedly 
could not completely overturn the influence of Sharp and Child, its place as a 
representation of early American folk song opinion is equally important. The fact that 
Lomax was born in the United States was perhaps his greatest influence on 
considering folk songs in a different manner. His early childhood experiences of 
listening to and collecting the “songs cowboys sang as they traveled past his father’s 
two-room house on the Chisolm Trail,” would effect his judgment from an early age, 
and perhaps speaks of a folk experience more authentic than any yet discussed.35 

Lomax was encouraged to seek out these songs in 1906 after bringing his 
interest in them to the attention of Kittredge while pursuing graduate studies at 
Harvard.  It is certainly ironic that Child’s old pupil would end up encouraging a path 
of collecting that would indirectly undermine Child’s work, but the support for Lomax 
was not minor. Even after Lomax had completed his year at Harvard, Kittredge 
along with Barrett Wendell, “helped him win a prestigious postgraduate fellowship, 
newly endowed to Harvard.” The Sheldon Fellowship, intended for the investigation 
of American Ballads, helped support Lomax’s research over a three year period.36 

By examining not only a native, but a relatively new style of song, Lomax 
changed  the attitude that a folk song had to be old and British.37 Like Sharp, he also 
pursued oral sources, writing in the Collector’s Note to Cowboy Songs that “the 
songs of this collection . . . as a rule have been taken down form singing or 
recitation.”38 However close to Sharp this attitude may have been, Sharp, well aware 
of Lomax’s work, did not see it as an authentic representation of folk music. Sharp 
admitted to the “supreme cultural value of an inherited tradition” but wrote in his own 
introduction in 1917: 

Another, though negative, instance of the truth of the same principle may be 
seen in the contents of a book which Professor Lomax has recently compiled, 
concerning the songs of the Southern Highlanders. The comparison is a fair 
one, for the cowboys live a communal life almost as isolated and shut 
35 Filene, 32.
36 Ibid., 32. Additional biographical information taken from Nolan Porterfield and Darius L. 

Thieme, “Lomax,” in New Grove Dictionary of Music and Musicians, ed. Stanely Sadie (London: 
Macmillan, 2000), 84-86. 

37 Filene, 32-33.
38 Lomax, Cowboy Songs, xxx.
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off from the world as that of the mountaineers, and feel, accordingly, the same 
compelling desire to express themselves in song. They are not, or at any 
rate they would not I imagine, consider themselves, in any way inferior to their 
neighbors; they are, I take it, less illiterate, while the life they lead is more vivid 
and exciting and far richer by incident. Why, then, is it that their songs 
compare so unfavorably with those of the mountain singers? It can only be 
because the cowboy has been despoiled of his inheritance of traditional 
song; he has nothing behind him.39 

Lomax did however share a lot in common with Sharp in the way he 
romanticized his subjects, and due most likely to his time spent at Harvard, 
maintained a respect for the Child inheritance. Lomax saw the cowboy as a great 
romantic figure in equal standing to the mountaineer. To Lomax, the cowboy was a 
brave, tragic, heroic figure that lived in primitive and isolated conditions similar to that 
of the mountain pioneer.40 These men maintained a tradition of “Anglo-Saxon ballad 
spirit that was active in secluded districts in England and Scotland . . .This spirit is 
manifested both in the preservation of the English ballad and in the creation of local 
songs.”41   

Sharp may have reacted more to the nature of collecting and editing that 
Lomax employed. Specifically, his editing practice was not very academic, but his 
intention was not to publish an academic text. Mostly by consolidating verses into a 
single song example, Lomax admittedly “violated the ethics of ballad gatherers,” 
but he was also quick to admit that his collection was “meant to be popular.”42 Like 
Sharp, Lomax wanted to increase distribution of the songs he collected, even going 
so far as to include harmonizations and piano accompaniments in his 1910 edition 
(the accompaniments were later edited out).43 Even more striking was Lomax’s 
inclusion of performance suggestions such as “with gusto,” “with spirit,” and “in ballad 
style.”44  

By writing down and publishing songs, Child, Sharp, and Lomax were fixing 
a standard that could be followed by others. It should be further emphasized that this 

39 Sharp, English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians, xxxvi.
40 Lomax, Cowboy Songs, xxv-xxvii.
41 Ibid., xxv.
42 Ibid., xxix.
43 Ibid., xi.
44 Ibid., 163, 176, 197.
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was their own standard. In “The Magic that Can Set You Free: The Ideology of Folk 
and the Myth of the Rock Community,” Frith argues that “the first folk collectors 
discovered and selected those songs that supported the arguments with which they 
began.”45 As mentioned, these men saw their subjects as isolated from the changing 
world, and therefore recognized the threat of an increasingly modern society, and 
with good reason. The influence of the emerging record industry would have a 
colossal effect on the perception of folk song, and would inevitably create an entirely 
new type of musical experience for Americans . This industry, which experienced 
fundamental growth during the same time period that has been discussed, would 
eventually overtake public interest. 

The Influence of Commercial Recordings
The origins of recorded sound date back to 1877 in Menlo Park, New Jersey, 

and  the invention that Thomas Edison called the phonograph.46 Edison’s “talking 
machine” would undergo many modifications before it would ultimately take hold of 
the public at large. A recent book by musicologist William Howland Kenney traces 
the phonograph’s more widespread notice to 1890, and what Edison called the 
“automatic phonograph.” For a nickel, the automatic phonograph provided people 
with the experience of listening to a two minute commercially recorded performance 
through ear tubes.47 

Musicologist David Laing refers to the 1890s as music recording’s “formative 
years.”48 This was the “decade in which the phonograph industry began its transition 

into the recorded music business.”49 And with any business, advertising took a key 
role in distinguishing the image of the product. Throughout the 1890s, as 
phonograph technology and recording techniques advanced, the major record 

45 Simon Frith, “The Magic that Can Set You Free: the Ideology of Folk and the Myth of the 
Rock Community,”  Popular Music 1 (1981) : 159.

46 Andre Millard, America on Record  (London: Cambridge University, 1995) , 1.
47 William Howland Kenney, Recorded Music in American Life: The Phonograph and 

Popular Memory, 1890-1945 (Oxford: Oxford University, 1999) , 24.
48 David Laing, “A Voice Without a Face: Popular Music and the Phonograph in the 

1890s,” Popular Music 10 (January 1991) : 1.
49 Ibid., 1.
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companies campaigned to put the phonograph in the homes of American families. 
The phonograph was touted as an instrument that was simple to operate and 
possessing limitless musical selections.50 Early record industry pioneer Eldridge 
Johnson even went so far as to instruct prospective retailers on the proper language 
to use when selling the phonograph, referring to their shops as “stores,” themselves 
as “merchants” and future record collections as “libraries.” As for the phonograph, it 
was considered to be an “instrument of the highest type,” offering “the most 
enchanting selections of the worlds greatest singers.”51  

Despite these efforts, the phonograph did not experience unilateral 
acceptance as a source of high culture. Early on, Edison had sold his patents to the 
North American Phonograph Company, which along with the subsidiary Pacific 
Phonograph Company, as well as the Columbia Phonograph Company and the 
Ohio Phonograph Company, helped transform the automatic phonograph into a 
form of popular entertainment. Initially setting the machines up in public and 
semipublic places, the companies eventually built what they called “phonograph 
parlors,” also know as “penny arcades” and “nickelodeons,” small urban theaters 
which offered customers “a variety of musical distractions.”52 

This unforeseen detour essentially put the phonograph into the popular 
domain very early on, an unfortunate side effect according to the very businessmen 
who had created the market. According to Kenney, “Powerful leaders in the 
phonograph business did not want the talking machine to be what, by 1890, it had 
already become – a medium of popular culture.”53 This was also due to the fact that 
the technology of the time was very limited, and the decisions about what to record 
were left to what might sound best. Kenney states that: 

The early recording machines could not adequately record either the high or 
the low ends of the vocal range . . . the first companies simply recorded 
and subsequently sold whatever recordings they had the technology to 
make . . . raucous “vaudeville trash” that was thought to merit little if any 
50 Roland Gelatt, The Fabulous Phonograph: 1877-1977,  (New York: MacMillan, 1977) , 
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audio fidelity. 54 

 Opera was the first attribute of the “serious” aim of the industry, and labels 
like Victor’s “Red Seal” featured well respected opera singers such as Enrico 
Caruso, the first recording star.55 Kenney examined the marketing aims of the 
industry: 

Victor’s first double-page spread appeared in the Saturday evening post on 
November 19, 1904. It paraded three photos of its high-priced operatic stars 
but only one photo of its popular stars. This famous ad marked a beginning 
to a continuous, long-term advertising campaign designed to change the way 
the public thought about the phonograph.56  

The problem was that “a significant portion of what passed for ‘opera’ records 
actually presented folk, semi-popular, and popular songs interpreted in operatic 
style by famous opera stars who lent their cultural prestige to non-operatic music.”57 
Despite attempts to elevate the phonograph industry out of “low brow” identity, the 
emphasis on bringing the phonograph into the home had an effect on the music that 
it recorded, “The policy of making the talking machine a fixture in every home 
naturally pushed them to record the entertainment of the masses rather than the 
culture of the elite.”58 

By the early 1900s, the phonograph had begun to find its way deeper into 
the American experience. Aided in part by advancements such as Eldridge 
Johnson’s “Victrola,” the phonograph and the phonograph industry had found a 
market and was addressing it. The Victrola, a record player designed to reside in 
middle-class American homes like any another piece of furniture, was made of solid 
mahogany and gold plated parts, had a more presentable aesthetic, and “was the 
phonographic answer to the parlor piano.”59  

Despite the industry’s growth, there was still a strong voice of dissent against 
what some thought the phonograph represented. John Philip Sousa, a band leader 
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that had experienced significant success in the late nineteenth century, and whose 
recordings were among the first to receive large sales, saw the phonograph and its 
“canned music” as a great threat to the overall musical culture of America.60 Sousa 
saw the phonograph as something that would “sing for us or play for us a piano, in 
substitute for human skill, intelligence, and soul.”61  He also foresaw “a marked 
deterioration in American music and musical taste, an interruption in the musical 
development of the country.”62 

Negative connotations would continue to surround the relationship between 
the phonograph and popular music. But despite any opposition, significant 
improvements were made in phonograph technology between 1900 and 1920, 
including mass duplication from master cylinders, which greatly increased the 
selections offered by phonograph companies. The phonograph had taken hold, and 
after World War I there was a marked increase in phonograph and record sales, 
which reached a peak in 1921.63  But It was the year 1920, and an Okeh recording 
by singer Mamie Smith, that would bring a new market into play. Initially referred to 
as “race” recordings, and later including “hillbilly” recordings, the record industry would 
begin blurring the line between what could be considered folk and popular music. 
Otto Heinemann, a German record industry pioneer who founded the Okeh record 
label in 1918, had every intention of focusing his efforts on making popular 
recordings.64 But it was one of his talent scouts, Ralph Peer, who recorded Mamie 
Smith’s “Crazy Blues,” who would have the greatest impact on American 
perceptions about vernacular and folk styles. The “accidental” success of Smith’s 
recording marks, according to Filene, “the first real breakthrough in generating popular 
interest in indigenous American vernacular music.” The most notable aspect of this 
phenomena was that this interest was “spurred not by folklorists or ballad enthusiasts 
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but by commercial entrepreneurs.”65  
The ramifications of the commercial aspect of race and hillbilly recordings 

would greatly encourage what was expected from musicians, as well as what would 
inevitably get recorded.66 It was not the “classic” blues of singers such as Mamie 
Smith that would have the greatest impact, but the “country” or “early downhome” 
blues.67 This style of blues, which has been called Mississippi Delta, Piedmont, 
Texas and Ragtime blues, predominately featured male singers, who accompanied 
themselves on acoustic guitars, sometimes playing with the aid of a knife or 
bottleneck. The period between 1920 and 1945, was a “robust business in 
recording Black musicians and vocalists.”68  Kenney designates this entire period the 
race record era, but it was during the period between 1920-1932 that the style of 
music most important to this study enjoyed peak success.69 

The initial success of Blind Lemon Jefferson served as the prototype for what 
race record producers were after. Jefferson recorded his first selections in 1924 for 
Columbia’s race series when he was sixteen years old.70 The year before, while 
Peer was in Atlanta, he had recorded the music of a white country musician named 
Fiddlin’ John Carson. In a circumstance that was similar to that of Mamie Smith’s 
“Crazy Blues,” Carson’s initial record, sold only in Atlanta, and with no real advertising 
sold out its first five hundred copies within the first month. Later, in 1925, after 
recording Al Hopkin’s string band, Peer dubbed them the “’Hill Billies,’ a term that 
eventually grew to apply to the whole genre of rural white commercial music.”71  

Hillbilly, also know as old-time or old-time country, was by all respect the 
65 Filene, 34.
66  Race and hillbilly should be considered synonyms with blues and old-time music.
67 Jeff Todd Titon, Early Downhome Blues, 2nd edition  (Chapel Hill: University of North 
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precursor to many different styles of “country” music, most notably bluegrass. The 
major difference between blues and old-time music, albeit mostly engineered by 
record producers, was that unlike the solo singer/guitar player model of the country 
blues musician, old-time musicians most often played in small ensembles that 
included fiddle, banjo,and string bass in any variable gathering. That is not to say that 
there were not examples of solo guitar players in old-time music, both instrumental 
and as vocal accompaniment. In fact there were many. And just the same, blues 
guitar players routinely played in groups.  Blues and old-time guitar players shared 
both aesthetic and technical similarities.72 So, by 1925, the record industry had 
created two very distinct, and seemingly unrelated markets for music that was utterly 
foreign to them. “By 1927 companies were releasing ten race records each week,” 
and between the years 1925 and 1932, “as many as 65 million old-time song or 
tune performances flooded into the culture.”73  The benefit of this was that since the 
early record producers had very little understanding of the music they recorded, they 
simply recorded what they could, eventually adopting the policy of recording what 
sold.74  But after they caught on to what was selling, marketing and commercial 
techniques took control. 

It was clear that these styles lie in American vernacular traditions, and the 
record companies marketed them as such. However, many of the musicians that 
recorded during this period were traditional musicians who clearly had no experience 
recording, and did not live in the areas in which the record companies were 
established. Likewise, their target audience consisted mainly of cultural groups not 
routinely marketed to by the industry. Therefore, it was up to the record companies 
to come up with a suitable strategy to get recordings made. In the case of old-time 
music, radio played a role in introducing talent. At the time, radio consisted almost 
entirely of live performances, and many regional stars were likewise targeted by the 
record industries.75  But by and large, in order to get the music recorded, “company 
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talent scouts . . . planned yearly or biyearly trips into the region. Notices were placed 
in the local newspapers alerting readers to the time and place of auditions, usually in 
a store or in a hotel in the various southern cities.”76 According to Kenney, “the 
American recording companies helped pry folk musicians from their traditional 
surroundings by refusing to record in people’s homes, where music might remain too 
much within its customary ceremonial and ritual context.”77  But that is not to say these 
producers did not play into the public’s vision of this type of music. “Pioneer record 
producers like Peer liked to call their work in the South ‘recording expeditions,’ 
leaving a false impression of camping through the mountains in search of pure-
hearted rustic musicmakers.”78  

The reactions of folk musicians to the machinery these producers used to 
record them were at the very least those of bewilderment. The experience was not 
lessened by the crude “recording studios” that the producers would mock up: 

The rural American’s awe before urban technology was encouraged by the 
carefully insulated, soundproofed (and searingly hot) rooms in which the 
recording activity took place. Peer and his engineers sought out small unused 
warehouses and other retail spaces available for rent . . .all of that, not to 
mention the mutely staring recording horn that had already terrified so many 
foreign, concert, ethnic, and popular singers, must have made Peer’s traveling 
studio a humbling experience for its rural initiates. 79  

Two other criteria would have a major effect on this music: limitations on who 
could record what, and copyright laws. Despite the fact that many of the country 
blues artists being recorded were songsters, musicians with a much wider popular 
repertoire than strictly blues, white record producers adopted a “blues only” policy 
when recording blacks. “From the time of Mamie Smith’s 1920 recording, white 
record entrepreneurs wanted African Americans to sing the blues. They insisted on 
that genre to the nearly total exclusion of the popular songs that appealed to large 
numbers of whites and at least some blacks.”80 Due in part to the desire to keep race 
and hillbilly records in separate markets, what inevitably would affect the material 
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recorded was this fact combined with the focus on gaining copyright control by record 
producers. If singers were singing popular songs, then the record companies would 
have to pay royalties to other companies. Kenney states that:

Due to the nature of copyright law in the record business [producers] insisted 
that aspiring American blues . . . singers record titles, melodic lines, and lyrics 
that had not been recorded before, so that the company would not have to 
pay 2¢ per side in royalties to a competitor, and in addition, might well reap 
its own windfall in future royalties . . . . Many artists with extensive repertoires 
sang a lot of traditional material and their own versions of the popular songs of 
the day. If they didn’t have enough of the more original-sounding blues 
numbers, the white talent scout would either send the aspiring artist away or 
help him flesh out melodic fragments and/or lyrics and tune titles.81 

Even more difficult for the rural musicians to cope with, was the meager time 
allotted them per recording. The 78 rpm record offered one three and a half minute 
musical performance per side. The process of recording was not easy, and multiple 
takes not usually available. In the case of blues artists, many of the performance 
opportunities came from dances, where a performer would be expected to play for 
much longer periods of time. Musicologist Ralph Eastman wrote that: 

Traditionally . . . the primary source of employment for bluesmen came from 
providing the musical accompaniments for dancers at roadhouses, juke joints, 
parties, and picnics. These dances were often extended revels in striking 
contrast to the . . . performances occasioned by the playing time of a 78 rpm 
phonograph record . . . No wonder Depression-era bluesman were confused 
by white talent scouts and record-company representatives who expected 
them to have four “original” songs between three and four minutes duration in 
order to be considered for commercial recording.82   

This information led Eastman to the conclusion that “at best, early recordings . . . 
managed to capture only frozen moments from a blues performance.”83 

One interpretation would be to pass off the recordings by these blues and 
old-time musicians as unauthentic representations of folk music. In truth, the academic 
folklorists of this period remained as true to their own origins as they could, but as has 
been suggested, the legitimacy to an authentic claim from that camp is also suspect 
to subjectivity. But when comparing early folk song collectors with early record 

81 Ibid., 132.
82 Ralph Eastman, “Country Blues Performance and the Oral Tradition,” Black Music 

Research Journal  2 (Fall 1988) : 165, 171.
83 Ibid., 171.

32



producers, similarities can be found. First and foremost, both groups set out with 
individual motivations and more or less preconceived ideas about what they wanted 
to document. Sharp was careful that his instructions as to what he wanted to be sung 
were not “misunderstood,” just as Peer’s insistence on short, original sounding 
material was made clear. There is little evidence to support the idea that Sharp or 
even Lomax’s subjects had no exposure with popular song at all. And even if they 
did, the insistence on what was to be sung would interfere with what was given to 
the collectors. Musicologists Anne and Norm Cohen state that “it is often the case 
that performers respond to what is requested of them. Folksong collectors, basically 
antique hunters, have their antennae tuned for the old and the arcane.”84  Any one of 
Sharp or Lomax’s subjects could have hypothetically held a large cache of popular 
song styles in their mental song repositories, but the collectors would never have 
known. 

One problem with making clear distinctions lies in what ended up being a 
relatively immovable aesthetic of folk song created by early collectors. The fear of 
industrialization was not only due to the changes that would be made to traditional 
culture, but also that the culture somehow maintained a higher level of integrity, 
despite its simple and illiterate stereotypes. This was based on rhetoric that placed 
happiness in the simple “American village.” This required the folk-like existence to 
be simple, substantial, [and] untainted.85 But industrial influence was a logical by-
product of the way the United States was changing in the early twentieth century, 
and “Southern workers could no more escape their industrial present than they could 
their country past.”86 

The Lomaxes and Mass Media
During the 1930s John Lomax, along with his son Alan, enjoyed a second 

career as an authority on American folk and vernacular music. The men utilized 
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recording technology, as well as popular means of dissemination to create an image 
of what they felt “pure” American folk music was. In a 1937 article on field recording, 
John Lomax stressed the importance of records when documenting folk music:

Portable recording machines are necessary for a folk song collector who 
wishes to secure music in its native habitat, where there is the least likelihood 
of the inclusion of . . . influences, and where the singers feel at ease in their 
own homes or amid scenes familiar to them for a lifetime. Unless collecting 
work can be quickly done, it is my opinion that the influence of good roads 
and the radio combined will very soon put an end both to the creation and to 
the artless singing of American folk songs.87  

It is apparent that Lomax still maintained the opinion that the less traditional 
music was influenced by modern society the better, and that the imminent threat of 
industrialization needed to be beaten back. With this in mind, John and Alan Lomax 
took their much celebrated 350 pound trunk-mounted recording machine to “self 
contained homogeneous communities cut off from the corrupting influence of popular 
culture.”88

 The Lomaxes most famous “discovery” was Huddie Ledbetter, also known 
as Lead Belly. The men recorded Lead Belly in 1932 at Angola Prison in Louisiana 
and felt that they had found “a living link to traditions that were slipping away, a 
storehouse of old-time songs greater than they had thought possible to find in the 
twentieth century.”89 It is important to realize that by recording folk as a “living, oral 
tradition” the Lomaxes successfully broke away from the ever present influence of 
Child and Sharp once and for all.

The Lomaxes promoted Lead Belly as a “pure” and authentic folk singer. By 
dressing him in prison garb or sharecropper clothes and utilizing a primitive persona, 
they created an image of not only what American folk music sounded like, but also 
what it looked like, delivered to popular audiences through concerts, radio and 
recordings. Filene interprets this as a pivotal moment in folk song opinion in the 
United States:

In a pioneering move, the Lomaxes began to promote not just the songs 
87 John A. Lomax, “Field Experiences with the Recording Machines,” Southern Folklore 
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they gathered but the singers who sang them. In doing so they produced a 
web of criteria for determining what a “true” folk singer looked and sounded 
like and a set of assumptions about the importance of being a “true” folk 
singer. In short, they created a “cult of authenticity,” a thicket of expectations 
and valuations that American roots musicians and their audiences have been 
negotiating ever since.90   

John Lomax used his honorary position as curator of the Archive of American 
Folk-Song at the Library of Congress to legitimize as well as archive his work.91  He 
also secured government funds in 1941 in the form of the Radio Research Project. 
The project consisted of ten volumes of music recorded by the Lomaxes between 
1934 and 1941, with voice over lecture by the elder Lomax. The separate volumes 
consisted of themes such as spirituals, blues and hollers, convict songs, and even a 
complete volume dedicated to the song about the boll weevil. They were sent to 
radio stations for air play, and certainly played into the mythology surrounding folk 
music. Each volume began with an announcer stating:

For more than thirty years, Mr. Lomax has been gathering the songs of the 
American people. Songs not written down or learned from books, but folk 
songs of the people, sung by the people, and made into recordings on the 
very scene. To collect these songs, Mr. Lomax has ridden night herd with 
cowboys, visited ballad singers far back in the Ozark mountains, gone to 
dances in the country, spoken to tenant farmers in the deep south, and yes, 
he has gone into crowded cell blocks and penitentiaries in many parts of the 
United States.92  

By manipulating the public’s perceptions of folk music that was created in part 
by the commercial recordings from the 1920s, the Lomaxes at one time freed 
perceptions previously held by academic folk collectors, while at the same time 
initiating some of their own. Whether this is good or bad is not the issue. The 
important aspect of the Lomaxes work during the 1930s and 1940s was that they 
overcame the early attitudes and influences of the early folk song collectors while at 
the same time remaining somewhat connected to them. They combined this with the 
technology afforded by the record industry, and targeted some of the same markets 
that this industry had originally created. “In effect they spread their vision of American 
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music by integrating folk into mass culture.”93 No longer could folk and commercial 
music remain separate; they would forever be linked.

Making a Popular Connection to the Vernacular Experience 
One argument that has been made is that the earlier blues and old-time 

recordings featured a higher level of folk authenticity, or more specifically less 
change.94 Titon considers the dilemma that industrialization poses when faced with 
tradition and perceptions:  

At every stage in America’s history, the idea that the best possible life is the 
one closest to the rhythms of the natural world has competed with the idea 
that the fruits of man’s greatest achievement- civilization- are to be enjoyed in 
the large cities, where art and technology have not merely replaced nature, 
but have improved it.95  

Despite this proverbial “pickle,” change is an accepted fact of life. To make 
things simpler, change can be interpreted as having either a positive, negative, or 
neutral effect. It is clear that change in industrial terms was viewed by folk song 
collectors as having a negative effect on tradition. The threat of printed manuscripts 
tainted traditional repertoire, and as more exposure to recorded sound occurred, 
harm was done. This did not stop the collectors from printing their songs in widely 
available folios or releasing them on record, but it seems that to them the effect this 
would have on traditional style would not make a noticeable impact. It may be that 
some collectors were idealistic enough to imagine a world where the pure forms of 
song they collected could be redistributed without any of what they saw as negative 
change. On the contrary, the early pioneers of the phonograph industry viewed 
change as something good. Change enabled them to develop new means of 
recording a variety of different musical styles, music that may never have been 
experienced by certain social groups. Furthermore, this change in availability 
provided a means of identity formation that was an integral part of the American 
experience during the twentieth century. 
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How then, is a neutral reaction to change defined? The reality is that change is 
widely accepted as part of the folk process, even by Sharp, albeit within the general 
form.96 The folk music discussed thus far, whether it be the “pure” forms presented 
by academic collectors, or the industry product of record producers, was from a 
predominately oral tradition, due mainly to the lack of musical notation. David Evans 
wrote that “the very nature of oral tradition is such as to produce variation . . . altered 
versions continue in oral tradition and undergo further alteration and recreation by 
others.”97 In the introduction to Media Sense: The Folklore-Popular Culture 

Continuum, editors Peter Narvaez and Martin Laba wrote that “folklorists have 
abundantly documented the fact that any kind of folklore performance, whether it be a 
ballad, folktale, or gesture, exhibits variation and change- hallmarks of the folk 
process.”98 

The question may be to what extent is change allowed and by what 
influence, but at this point it should be accepted that change by any means is a 
logical occurrence, and subjectivity should be avoided. Change is a process 
analogous to evolution. The phonograph industry made no slight impact on the 
American public in the United States. Anne and Norm Cohen state: “Thus the mere 
fact of recordings forced the previously slow rate of musical change to accelerate 
markedly.”99 An absolutely unavoidable part of American life for the last two-thirds of 
the twentieth century, the phonograph had already influenced many of the artists that 
were making records during the twenties. Despite a boom had by radio in the early 
1920s, one that even slowed up the phonograph industry, the phonograph held a 
greater influence on certain populations, particularly rural blacks, who did not get 
targeted by early radio programmers. Kenney wrote on the importance of the 
phonograph in these communities:

A 1927 study of the homes of both whites and blacks in Greene County and 
Macon County, Georgia, revealed that none contained a radio . . . practically 
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no blues or other African American programming got on radio in the 1920s. 
Because of the relatively greater dedication of the record industry to 
developing a market among African Americans, 19 percent had purchased 
phonographs [by 1925].100 

The importance of the phonograph in the home spread music throughout rural 
communities. Due to spring-wound motors and portable phonographs like the 
Artophone Talking Machine, records could be shared outside as well as inside the 
home. Titon interviewed Mississippi bluesman Fred McDowell who said: 

We had those wind up victrolas, wasn’t no electricity then, y’understand. We 
would maybe stop by after work at someone’s house who had one . . . 
wouldn’t be no dancin’, just a small bunch of us gathered around listening in 
the shack. Those people who had a victrola had somethin’ y’understand.101 

Baby Doo Caston, another interview subject of Titon’s, claimed that “many 
people who did not have phonographs bought records anyway and played them 
on other people’s machines.”102 If in no other way, the fixed medium of the 
phonograph gave prospective blues and old-time musicians a template to work 
from if they desired to become recording artists. As mentioned, most of these 
musicians were musically illiterate, that is to say they could not read printed music, not 
that they did not understand it.  With the phonograph, it was natural that an oral 
tradition would take from a record, much the same as from a person. Muddy Waters, 
a successful blues artist after World War II, developed his musicianship not long after 
this initial period, and claimed that his primary source of technique was to learn it by 
ear from the record.103 Eastman states that “as records could be played repeatedly 
and studied closely, all of this exchange of information was accomplished ‘by ear,’ in 
the manner of the oral tradition.”104 

The medium was accidentally created and elastic, it then turned strict, and 
eventually this strictness was turned back into more product. The style created by 
the early record producers for both blues and old-time music shared traits that were 
immediately identifiable with more “authentic” versions of folk music presented by 
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the Lomaxes. By appealing to their target market, they attempted to represent 
distinct and familiar music forms, but since they were motivated by copyright control 
and limitations of the 78 rpm record, what they created were musical styles that 
sounded both “new and familiar.”105  

The first wave of commercial folk music ended around the time of the 
depression,   and as the industry picked back up very few trips were made down 
south. Instead, the record companies simply sent for the musicians they wanted to 
record, or found them already living in many of the northern cities. The commercial folk 
music of the 1930s and 1940s differed significantly from that of the 1920s. 
However, it is worth mentioning that even though many of these recordings were 
lost or destroyed, enough survived to make for a very large representative cross 
section of music from the period. The phonograph industry made significant 
progress in integrating the phonograph into American life, and during the 1930s and 
1940s combined radios and phonographs into a single set, called “plug-ins,” similar 
to contemporary entertainment systems. Additionally, starting around 1935, radio 
broadcasters began switching to records as the primary source of music. This 
consumer breakthrough, when combined with the conglomeration of radio and 
phonograph industries, made mass dissemination of recorded music an everyday 
American experience.106 

After World War II, an interest in the first wave of commercial folk music was 
renewed. According to Kenney, of all the historical events of the twentieth century 
“none were more powerful than the wrenching historical changes of urbanization, 
domestic and international migrations, and social dislocations that resulted from World 
War II . . . almost all citizens found in recorded music a vehicle for carrying musical 
memories through time and into the present.”107 When the record industry started 
back up after the war, the real influence of old recordings and the American public’s 
relationship with records manifested. The date most often referenced is 1945, and 
any consideration of music made since this time is linked in one way or another to 
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recorded music.
Beginning in the late 1940s, the early sounds of the acoustic folk music 

recorded in the 1920s and 1930s had all but vanished. But in 1952, an experimental 
film maker named Harry Smith assembled a collection of out of print 78 recordings 
that “defined a corpus of music . . . that is still very valid today.”108   The American 

Anthology of Folk Music was released by Moses Asch’s Folkways Records, and 
has had a greater impact on the public opinion on American folk music than any other 
collection since, recently being reissued on compact disc.109  What made Smith’s 
collection so distinctive at the time, was that all the recordings that made up the three 
volumes were taken from commercial recordings made between 1927 and 1932. 
This music, despite being about twenty years old, was very different from the type 
of music that was being recorded at the time. In an Interview with author and record 
collector Dick Spottswood, a formidable influence during John Fahey’s youth, this 
point was immediately raised. Spottswood remarked on experiencing this material: 
“A 1928 record would have been twenty-four years old in 1952? That’s nothing. 
[But] in 1952 that stuff not only sounded like it came from a different time, it sounded 
like it came from a different planet.”110 

Smith fully synthesized the popular with the folk, and the academic with the 
street. The first volume, entitled Ballads, consisted of commercially recorded Child 
Ballads.  In his foreword to the 1952 edition, he credits the modern era of folk 
recording to have begun with Ralph Peer and Okeh records, and like the Lomaxes, 
he assumes that only recorded sources are justifiable means of documentation:

Only through recordings is it possible to learn of those developments that 
have been so characteristic of American music, but which are unknowable 
through written transcription alone. Then too, records of the type found in the 
present set played a large part in stimulating these historic changes by 
making easily available to each other the rhythmically and verbally specialized 
musics of groups living in mutual social and cultural isolation.111  

108 Dick Spottswood, interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
109 Harry Smith, ed., The Anthology of American Folk Music volumes one, two and three, 

Smithsonian Folkways Recordings, 1997, compact disc.
110 Dick Spottswood, Interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
111 Harry Smith, ed., forward to Anthology of American Folk Music, no page number given.
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Smith, like those before him, established criteria that authenticated his 
opinions. Aided by the increased length of the 33 1/3 rpm long play record, know as 
the LP, which had become available in 1948, he was able to assemble a large 
retrospective in order to illustrate this opinion:

The eighty four recordings in this set were made between 1927, when 
electronic recording made possible accurate music reproduction, and 1932, 
when the depression had halted music sales. During this five year period 
American music still retained some of the regional qualities evident in the days 
before the phonograph, radio and talking picture had tended to integrate 
local types.112 

Many developments in American music have been credited to Smith’s 
Anthology, most notably the folk revival of the 1950s and 1960s. While the revival 
does play a small role in this study, it is not necessarily due to any continuity begun 
by Smith. Instead, the importance of Smith’s influence here lies in generating an 
interest in these old recordings that were not readily available to one very significant 
audience for his Anthology: white middle class youth. 

Spottswood tells a familiar story: “I had a paper route back then, and I saved 
up my money from the paper route, and bought those records as soon as they 
came out. They came out in three sets of two records, so I would buy one, then 
save up my money until I had enough for the second one, and that’s how I acquired 
them.”113 Smith utilized the matrix numbers issued to the recordings, along with the 
record companies that released them, in his annotations. This “clue” would encourage 
people interested in what they heard in his collection to seek out more of these 
recordings. Jon Pankake recalled in the liner notes to the reissue this revelation:

Harry Smith’s discographical footnotes to the Anthology indicated that the 
recordings of his collection were but a small part of a larger world of 
commercially recorded music, the dimensions and contents of which were 
impossible to ascertain in 1959 but which I also set out to explore.114 
 

Persons exposed to this music began to experience, according to Spottswood: 

Nostalgia for a past that hadn’t even passed that much . . . but our initial 
112 Ibid., no page number given.
113 Dick Spottswood, interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
114 Jon Pankake, “The Brotherhood of the Anthology,” from the liner notes to the 

Anthology of American Folk Music volumes one, two and three ,ed. by  Harry Smith, Smithsonian 
Folkways Recordings, 1997, 26.
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cultured, urban experience of all of that . . . all the people who were 
encountering this stuff in the mid 1950s, we were hearing stuff that packed an 
enormous wallop and at the same time was so remote from anything else 
that was in our immediate surroundings.115  

 
Samuel Charters wrote in the introduction to The Blind Willie Johnson 

Anthology that “the few records we knew about, the handful of names that we knew, 
were like a faint, distant light through a mist, and we had no idea what the light 
meant.”116  The problem with seeking out these recordings was that even though 
many still existed, they had long since left circulation. Records, it should be 
remembered, are a business; if the records stopped selling, like many of the old 
78s did, there was little incentive to keep them in print. Spottswood said at the time 
of the Anthology that “[this] music was dead and forgotten in the record company 
vaults, and most of it had never come North or come to town in the 20s and 30s in 
the first place.”117 The war efforts also depleted the numbers available, and many 
records remain exceedingly rare. Author Eddie Dean wrote:

Long before the advent of vinyl, records were made of shellac. During World 
War II, millions of 78s were melted down for raw materials needed in the war 
effort. In those early days of the recording industry, there were no master 
tapes stored in record label vaults, only metal discs, most of which were 
likewise destroyed during the war years– which made the 78s craved by 
[collectors] all the more rare. Sometimes, only a single copy survived, a lone 
slab of shellac to prevent a song from disappearing into the black hole of 
silence.118 

  Contributing to the problem was that these recordings experienced limited, 
regional release. During the 1920s and early 1930s, these regional areas consisted 
of a social class that for the most part was very different than that of most record 
collectors. There were many solutions to this dilemma, one was mail order record 
auctions, still active today, in which old 78 recordings could be bought, sold and 
traded. Many people, after the music itself, could get taped copies of the records, in 

115 Dick Spottswood, interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
116 Samuel Charters, introduction to The Complete Blind Willie Johnson, Columbia/Legacy  

C2K 52835, 1993, compact disc.
117 Ibid.
118 Eddie Dean, “ Desperate Man Blues, “ in Da Capo Best Music Writing 2000, ed. by 

Peter Guralnick (United States: Da Capo, 200), 178. 
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which these could be traded as well. 
Joe Bussard, an early record collector who likewise had a big influence on 

John Fahey, still offers for a small fee custom tapes dubbed from his vast collection 
of 78s stored meticulously in his basement.119  Bussard’s initial interest in collecting, 
while predating Smith’s Anthology somewhat, is typical. After hearing Jimmie 
Rogers on the radio in 1947, he went to a local record store to buy some of Rogers’ 
music. He found out, like so many others, that Rogers music was unavailable, and 
that he needed to seek it out for himself. Bussard drew a logical conclusion,  “I figured 
somebody’s got some. So I started going around to old houses. I knocked on this 
door, and this woman came, and I said, ‘You got any old records?’ She said, ‘Yeah, I 
got a big box of ‘em, just take ‘em.”120  Bussard had begun a life long passion 
“canvassing” for records door to door, in search of lost music archived on the old 
78s.121  

The process of seeking out these old recordings carried many similarities to 
that of the folk song collectors. The music could only be found in particular areas, and 
had to be coaxed out of those who had it. In the case of blues recordings, in order to 
find these records, collectors had to canvass in black neighborhoods. Musicologists 
Robert C. Kloosterman and Chris Quispel recognize this as an important move in 
the redistribution of these recordings, writing that “the few whites who had in some 
way or another become interested in black music, had to go to black neighborhoods 
to buy their records.”122  Most importantly, many of the records pressed in those 
early days had deteriorated, and finding high quality examples could prove difficult. 
Shellac is not particularly sturdy, and these records only carry 75-125 decent plays.123 
Bussard, like folk song collectors and record producers, also worked from a very 
narrow field of opinion about the value of the music he holds dear. Bussard broadly 

119  Bussard is now online at vintage78s.com.
120 Marshall Wyatt, “A Visit with Joseph E. Bussard, Jr. ,” http:// 

www.oldtimeherald.org/pages/6-7/6-7/buss.html
121 The term canvassing refers to the process of setting out to find or buy old records. 

Between the years of 1950 and 1960, the most fruitful way of doing so was by going door to door. 
122 Robert C. Kloosterman and Chris Quispel, “Not Just the Same Old Show on my Radio: 

An analysis of the Role Radio and the Diffusion of Black Music Among Whites in the South of the 
United States of America, 1920-1960, “ Popular Music 9 (1990) : 158.

123 Millard, 202.
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claims that “jazz ended in 1934! It was all over by ‘34! The same with country! The 
real old-time country music was over by 1934!” In perhaps the greatest subjective 
claim thus far he states that “1929 was the high point of Western Civilization!”124 

No matter how opinionated Bussard may be, his intentions, much like early 
folk song collectors, has always been to bring the music he loves so dearly out into 
the public. Bussard says that “our greatest works of American music are on these 
78s, and they’re ignored by just about everybody.”125 His taping services are a 
natural extension of his desire to disseminate this music further, in hopes that some 
of the attributes he finds in them may be reinvigorated. At the very least, 
contributions by collectors such as Bussard, who routinely and enthusiastically makes 
available his library for anthologies, collections, and reissues, have preserved an era 
of music that could have easily slipped away. Spottswood  notes that “there are 
surviving examples of American music . . . that would not exist today had Joe not 
gone out and scoured for them.”126 

 Collectors like Spottswood and Bussard still maintain their own theories 
about what constitutes the best in these recordings, the period covered by the 
Anthology being a widely held time frame. Spottswood simplifies any arguments 
by adopting the popular theory that all of this music, or any music, exists on a scale 
of industrial influence.127  For example, the earlier folk music recorded by the record 
companies may have been influenced by popular culture, but significantly less than 
what was recorded in the 1930s and 1940s. The record producers  took existing 
ephemeral forms of traditional music and created fixed standards which enabled an 
aesthetic of folk song to be referenced and changed over time, but remained, at 
least on the surface, similar to the earlier recordings. On differences between 
collectors and producers, Spottswood says that “the difference between Lomax 
and people like Ralph Peer is that Lomax recorded music that was a degree or two 
more primitive, otherwise there wasn’t too much difference.” Legitimacy is not an 

124 Wyatt.
125 Ted Anthony, “Life at 78 rpm,”

http://www.capecodonline.com/cctimes/archives/2001/jun/18/lifeat18.html
126 Eddie Dean, 181.
127 Dick Spottswood, interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
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issue to Spottswood, who views things in a more post-modern way, remarking that 
“authenticity just means music at a certain point of the evolutionary scale.”128   

It should be restated that the actual music is not what is of concern, but the 
process in which it is experienced. This research attempts no definition at defining 
what constitutes folk music per se, rather the process in which Americans have 
experienced and utilized music, defined as their vernacular. This in turn, will help 
understand what constitutes the cultivated music of the United States. The argument 
that has been examined so far is how the music is represented and what 
distinguishes one opinion from another. The ultimate conclusion reached is that each 
is as subjective as the next, and any definition of folk music is slippery at best. And 
according to Spottswood:

A lot of sins have been committed in the name of folk music, and so today, 
you can’t use the word folk music anymore. Because, are you are talking 
about Lomax’s prison songs, or are you talking about the Kingston Trio? It’s 
all called folk music, so the word has become meaningless.129  

 
And therein lies the focus. The essence does not lie in the music, but the 

actual recordings. Spottswood makes it clear that despite any argument about 
authenticity in the case of the Lomaxes, what really matters are the recordings they 
left.130 Ralph Peer failed to see what others saw in the value in his own contributions, 
“his records were to him but industrial product in a far more dramatic and exciting 
world of making money in the phonograph business.”131 The music that collectors 
were after may be held by a majority as having some intrinsic folk-like qualities, but 
the fact that these recordings were being dug up and reinterpreted by a new 
audience is where their actual function lies. Listening to records is part of a larger 
cultural experience, Kenney writes that: 

Group sensibilities in which listeners shared, debated, analyzed, and fought, 
often passionately, on their personal paths of empathy and appreciation for 
what they heard in grooves of 78 rpm recordings . . . Many Americans found 
ways of expressing important dimensions of their personal lives through their 

128 Ibid.
129 Ibid.
130 Ibid.
131 Kenney, 139.
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involvement with recorded sound.132 

Kenney has examined this subject with more sympathy and in greater detail 
than most, and treats recorded sound as having value and meaning as objects 
themselves. When writing about cultural significance in the United States, he notes 
that: 

Recorded sound has received little consideration. The phonographs’ 
repetitive function acted as a major aid to memory by resounding the patterns 
of sensibility embedded in commercialized musical formulas of the past . . . 
the phonograph and recorded sound . . . served as instruments in a ongoing 
process of individual and group recognition in which images of the past and 
the present could be mixed in an apparently timeless suspension.133 

There has already been material presented examining the effects of records 
on traditional music, but the influence of records has had no less of an impact on other 
social groups during the twentieth century. Kenney examines the responses from a 
1921 Edison survey taken by phonograph customers that clearly shows that very 
early in the twentieth century, records had become integral to many Americans who 
“took the occasion of the survey to explain how and why they simply would not 
have been able to live without their record players and their records.”134 Records 
gave Americans musical experiences that before could only have been 
experienced by people of different social classes and regions. What is the 
difference between art and folk music if all you had ever heard was popular or 
regional styles?  When Sousa attacked the phonograph in the early part of the 
century, he felt that passively listening to phonograph recordings would diminish the 
music made by amateurs.135  What he did not consider, was that recorded sound 
could bring people certain styles of music they never would have experienced 
otherwise. In retaliation to Sousa’s remarks, music critic Henry T. Finck likened 
recordings to a railway through the Alps, “being able to climb mountains easily, I 
[Finck] have little use for them; but I am glad they make the glories of the Alps 

132 ibid., xv.
133 Ibid., xix.
134 Ibid., 5.
135 Gelatt, 147; Kenney, 59.
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accessible to thousands who could never know them without the aid of the railway.”136 
Looking past what others saw as a soiling done by popular music’s cross 

fertilization, it is obvious that new experiences involving music have been forming 
since the phonograph industry began. Ed Denson, friend and early business partner 
to Fahey says that “there is a moment when you are open to music and whatever 
music you perceive in that moment is the music you like best for the rest of your 
life.”137 With records, the type of music experienced at this moment is as infinite as 
music itself. This claim illustrates where the folk and commercial world truly meet, 
combining to create the vernacular process. Narvaez reminds us that in very simple 
terms, popular culture is mass media, in this case represented by recordings, and 
folklore performance is small.138 But when contained on record, and reinterpreted by a 
new audience, the experience changes. The goal is insuring that the original 
motivation remains intact behind the recordings, but of course this is impossible.   

Historically, the problem with making correlations between popular music and 
any other type of music, is that popular music carries a stigma that is often very 
negative. “Popular culture has been conceptualized as a negative and social and 
ideological influence.”139  Frith makes a correlation between this attitude and 
academics, who elevate both serious and folk music by virtue of its romanticized and 
supposedly “authentic” creation, whereas popular music, often tied to sales and 
marketing, fails to have the same value.140  The idea that popular music is somehow 
less valid than other types of music goes beyond academics, and can be seen in 
the reactions by early record industry pioneers, folk song collectors, and even record 
collectors that seek out only older recordings. But definitions aside, when the music is 
brought into individual situations, whatever it may be called is irrelevant; the 
experience defines the musics’ value. Laba’s research shows that: 

136 Gelatt, 148.
137 Ed Denson, interview with Nick Schillace, 14 April 2002.
138 Narvaez, 1.
139 Martin Laba, “Popular Culture and Folklore: The Social Dimension,” in Media Sense: 

The Folklore-Popular Culture Continuum, Peter Narvaez and Martin Laba eds. (Bowling Green: 
Bowling Green University, 1983) ,  9.

140 Simon Frith, “The Good, the Bad, and the Indifferent: Defending Popular Culture from 
the Populists,” Diacritics 21 (Winter 1991) : 106-7.
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A social reference group will demand or evolve its own adaptive patterns of 
response for usual interfactional situations encountered in relation to popular 
culture, and folklore defines those patterns as they become ‘traditional.’. . The 
essential connection between folklore and popular culture is the social sphere 
. . . the social practice of folkloric communication is structured by the symbolic 
forms in popular culture and serves as a means by which individuals and 
groups ritualize, organize and make sense of those forms of their day-to-day 
experience.141 

Record collectors, essential to this study, obtained old recordings that had 
always been artifacts of popular culture. Any recording by default is part of mass 
media and therefore subject to a popular music definition. Repetitive listens and 
dissemination may solidify how “popular” a recording becomes, but any recording 
has the potential, even if only for a single individual. Whether or not the producers 
were lucky enough to capture these “moments in time” makes no difference. They 
were commercial ventures. When they were “rediscovered” by people in the late 
40s and 50s, they were obsolete commercial ventures. The performers had fallen 
by the wayside, like so many other musical casualties that get pushed aside as new 
and more exciting styles overtake public interest. When they were picked back up 
again, they received new interest because they were taken out of context, and 
reinterpreted as somehow more authentic by those who became moved by them. 
To these people, the music became their vernacular, the very foundation in which 
they based their opinions. It is not so much the music itself, as it is the position in 
which the music was placed. It is practically irrelevant that this music has been tied to 
the challenge of defining folk music. To place it in that context illustrates the complex 
nature of making value judgments based on subjective definitions. To accept this 
music, or any other as the true folk music of the United States would be to eschew all 
that would come after.  

But what of John Fahey? He is after all the subject of this thesis, more 
specifically, Fahey as a representation of cultivated music in the United States during 
the twentieth century. Fahey grew up suburban middle class, and was tied directly to 
the first wave of 78 collecting that would not only affect his music, but also lead him to 
take up many of the same considerations about folk music presented here. While his 

141Laba,17.
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individual experiences are unique, the general community he experienced was 
typical of the post-war years, and in many ways continues to this day. Frith points 
out that in suburban culture: 

Music is a source of both an emotionally intensified sense of self (as artists 
are heard to articulate their listeners’ own private fears and feelings) and 
collective excitement, an illicit, immediate sense of solidarity and danger, an 
unbourgeois innocence of caution, an uncalculated directness and honesty.142   

Frith assumes that popular music serves as a factor in constructing the 
identities of listeners.143 When combined with Narvaez and Laba’s idea that “the 
variables of artistic communication within the folklore-popular continuum can only be 
interpreted on the basis of case studies,” investigating Fahey’s vernacular-cultivated 
connection becomes a logical pathway towards understanding American music.144

142 Frith,” The Magic that Can Set You Free,”, 167.
143  Frith, “Towards an Aesthetic of Popular Music,” in Music and Society: The Politics of 

Composition, Performance, and Reception, ed. Richard Leppert and Susan Mclary (Cmabridge: 
Cambridge University, 1987), 144.

144 Narvaez and Laba, 5.
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CHAPTER 3
JOHN FAHEY: BACKGROUND AND BRIEF BIOGRAPHY

“Because of Dick Spottswood and Don Owens and Bill Monroe, I became a 
professional guitar player and composer.” John Fahey.1 

John Fahey was born on February 28, 1939, in Takoma Park, located in Cecil 
County Maryland.2 His early musical life was typical of a suburban middle class child 
in the United States. Both his mother and father were amateur musicians; his father 
played popular songs on the Irish harp and the piano, and his mother played 
popular and semi-classical songs on the piano. Fahey remembers that, “my father 
liked schmaltz, but my mother played Rachmaninoff preludes and things. I started 
hearing that stuff really young, right out of the womb.”3 Fahey admitted on at least 
one occasion to taking piano lessons himself, but did not maintain an interest, saying 
that the piano “didn’t sound enough like a full orchestra.”4 A similar fate awaited the 
clarinet, an instrument he took up in junior high school in another attempt to connect 
with the concert music he was becoming interested in: 

I [Fahey] had been playing clarinet in a school band and was interested in 
orchestras and symphonic music, but I couldn’t maintain an interest playing the 
clarinet. I’ve always wanted to improvise and write things more than I 
1 John Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life , Chicago: Drag City , 2000 , 265. 

The author is aware that this semi-autobiographical work mixes truth and fiction quite liberally and 
notes that the book itself is listed as fiction. For that reason great care has been taken when 
referencing any facts. Dick Spottswood, in interviews with the author, confirmed the parts used 
within this research to be more or less true.

2 John Fahey, “John Fahey,” Takoma Records press release. The three page release is 
anonymous, but it is presumed that Fahey is the author. 

3  Suzie Boss, “Madman of Music,” Oregon Magazine  December 1984, (reprint online) 
http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/mom.html.

4 Ferris, “Why Fahey Wants to Kill Everybody,” Rolling Stone, 24 December 1970. 
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wanted to play.”5 

In 1948, the same year Fahey’s Cub Scout troop tap danced to “When You 
Wore A Tulip” at a local Presbyterian church,he had an early and profound musical 
experience.6 While watching the 1940 remake of the Thief of Bagdad in a Takoma 

Park movie theater, he became entranced not only by the vivid Technicolor imagery 
and Arabian fantasy-type plot, but also by the exquisite Miklos Rozsa score. Fahey 
said, “What I liked about it most was the music. I got interested in music overnight.”7 
This fact has been periodically retold, but it is an understated component of Fahey’s 
early vernacular. Barry Hansen revealed in an interview that as late as the early 
1960s, Fahey maintained an appreciation for the score: 

He [Fahey] was very fond of Miklos Rosza's music for the 1940 British film 
The Thief Of Bagdad. When it played in a revival house in our neighborhood, 
he borrowed the UCLA Folklore Department's brand-new Nagra portable 
tape machine (without permission, probably) and asked me to sneak it into 
the theater and record the soundtrack, which I did.8 

This connection to concert music is very important, especially given the 
difficulty in making direct connections to this early aspect of Fahey’s influences. Fahey 
mentions that the change in format by many Washington D.C. area radio stations 
included the broadcasting of concert music, specifically Russian Romantic 
composers.9 He also noted that he had a large collection of “classical” records he 

bought from paper route earnings.10 However, outside of Fahey’s own admission 
that “classical music was what I was raised on,” this is one of the only clear and 
traceable experiences.11  

In addition to Fahey’s affinity for concert music, an early interest in bluegrass 
and hillbilly music was also nurtured by family outings to New River Ranch, Rising 

5 Michael Brooks, “John Fahey: Turtle Blues,” Guitar Player, March 1972, 20.
6 John Stropes and Peter Lang eds.  eds. 20th Century Masters of Fingerstyle Guitar. 
(Milwaukee: Stropes Edition, 1982), 38.
7 Ferris.
8 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace , 17 April 2002.
9 John Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life , 250. 
10 John Fahey Takoma press release.
11 “Syncopated Classics from the Underground,” Melody Maker, September 1969. 
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Sun, Maryland, “an outdoor entertainment establishment where the family spent 
many Sundays.”12 It was here that Fahey witnessed live performances by artists 
such as the Stanely Brothers. These disparate influences made up the thoughts and 
sounds flowing through Fahey’s subconscious when he purchased his first guitar, a 
$17 model from Sears & Roebuck.

Fahey was thirteen  or fourteen when he first started playing the guitar, and it 
is clear that by 1954 he had begun fully exploring the possibilities of the instrument. 
Initially, Fahey was drawn to the guitar for the same reasons that so many other 
adolescent boys are: 

When I was about [13 or 14] some friends of mine started getting guitars. It 
was sort of the thing in the neighborhood to get a guitar and play country-
western music . . . . I started playing mainly as a social thing, to pick up girls in 
the park.13  

The first song Fahey claims to have leaned was Eddie Arnold’s “I Really 
Don’t Want to Know Why,” most likely through a chord or songbook.14 He also tried 
to play some Hank Williams selections, and “all the music he had heard in church, on 
the radio, and in his parents living room.”15  Unlike his friends, Fahey was not satisfied 
simply singing and strumming the guitar:

As soon as I got the guitar, I started composing. These other guys would 
show me chords, but I wanted to compose, because I had all this classical 
music background. I didn’t read it, but I had it in my head.16 

He may have had the inspiration, but he lacked some of the facility, and his 
path to competency on the guitar was slow. Fahey wrote in 1977 that he, “Learned 
to play the guitar [by] spending incredible amounts of time, because I was a slower 
learner than everybody else, practicing very simple things. The only reason I am still 

12 Ibid.
13 Ferris, “Why Fahey Wants to Kill Everybody,”;  Mark Humphrey, “John Fahey,” Acoustic 

Guitar, August 1980, 2; Dale Miller, “Reinventing the Steel,” Acoustic Guitar, January/February 
1992, 46.

14 Brooks, 20; Edwin Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” Wire , August 1998, (reprint online) 
http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.

15 Miller, 46.
16 Humphrey, “John Fahey,”, 22.
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playing, and some others are not, is because I wouldn’t give up.”17 After his family 
moved to the Washington D.C. suburbs in 1954, Fahey had little else to do than 
hone his skills: 

My musical background and the guitar kept me from going crazy. I didn’t know 
anyone where we moved and so I had nothing to do most of the time, 
except learn and practice the guitar. This was the period when I began writing 
songs.18 

During one practice session in 1954, while he was stealing snatches of song 
ideas from the radio, Fahey was struck by another early musical epiphany. A local 
radio station, WARL, had switched formats, and a disc jockey named Don Owens 
had begun playing country music on the morning show. One morning he made an 
announcement, paraphrased by Fahey: 

Well, friends, this is a very old record, and it has a lot of scratches on it, and it’s 
hard to hear but it’s such a good record that I’m gonna play it anyway. Bill 
Monroe and the Bluegrass Boys doing Jimmie Rodgers' ‘Blue Yodel 

Number Seven.’”19 

Fahey recounted the impact that this event had on his life in several 
interviews, and it has become a classic anecdote. In 2000, he took the time to 
expand on the impact of this first hearing in his own prose:

It reached out and grabbed [me] and it has never let go. I went limp. I almost 
fell off the sofa. My mouth fell open. My eyes widened and 

expanded. I found myself hyperventilating . . . I screamed for help but 
nobody was around and nobody came . . . . Nothing has ever been 
the same since . . . . Isn’t it weird how somebody like a DJ that you don’t 
even know and have never even seen can do some apparently trivial 
thing- at least that’s what you think at the time- and it changes your entire life for 
the rest of your life?20 

When Fahey attempted to get a copy of the record, he was met with 
disappointment.  Like so many other prewar relics, the record was out of print. Under 
the supposed advice of a record shop owner, he sought out a collector who might 
have a copy. After asking around, he met Dick Spottswood, a teenager who at the 

17 John Fahey, introduction to The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, ed. John Lescroat 
(New York: Guitar Player books, 1978), 9. 

18 Anonymous, Takoma Records Press Release, date unknown.
19 John Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life, 252.
20 Ibid., 252-253.
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time was already one of the most respected experts on country and blues 78s in 
the world.21  Spottswood not only had the Bill Monroe record, but several others, 
and helped turn Fahey on to a whole world of music. It was through Spottswood that 
Fahey learned that these elusive recordings could be had by canvassing. Fahey 
wrote: 

Dick Spottswood [taught] me how to find old pre-WWII records. His method 
was to canvass old sections of the South. We would go door to door and ask 
whoever answered if they had any old records. Then we’d buy them. If 
they’d sell them. We found a lot of old records that way.22 

Spottswood said that the canvassing trips included thrift and junk shops as 
well, and most excursions were unplanned and spontaneous. Fahey’s strongest 
asset at the time was that “he was the one with the car.”23 It was through Spottswood 
that Fahey would discover the great fingerpickers of the 1920s and 1930s. Fahey 
said, “He [Spottswood] played me some Sam McGee and Frank Hutchinson and 
that blew my mind; they were fingerpicking, so then I had to learn to fingerpick.”24 
Spottswood also knew a lot about guitar tunings and related information, and Fahey 
was able to pick these things up. Fahey said, ”He [Spottswood] didn’t play guitar 
but somehow he knew there were different tunings, and he even knew the names of 
them and how you tuned them . . . . He taught me more than anyone else did.”25  

Fahey picked up some fingerpicking technique from a Pete Seeger instruction 
record, but for the most part was left to his own devices.26 This is the major difference 
between Fahey and collectors such as Spottswood. For Fahey, the old 78s 
became a source not only of inspiration, but also of technique, and the players on 
the discs became his teachers: “Some of the records I found, guitar picking records 
by [musicians] like Sylvester Weaver, weren’t too complicated, so I tried to play off 
some of these with a basic three-finger picking style.”27 As mentioned, Sam 

21 Miller, 46.
22 John Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life, 265.
23 Dick Spottswood, interview by Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
24 “John Fahey: Of Turtles, Bluesmen, Slide Guitars, Bitter Beer and Religion,” Unhinged, 
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McGee’s early 78s were also of great importance to Fahey who said, “He [Sam 
McGee] was the guy I tried to copy the most, and I couldn’t get it. He was so clean 
and fast, so good all around. I really tried hard for years to play exactly like him, and I 
never got very close.”28 Fahey was never very discouraged by his ill-
approximations. When asked in 1972 if he could read tablature he replied:  “No, I 
would rather just sit down and get it off the record. And if I don’t get it exactly right, I 
don’t care. I want my own interpretation anyway.”29  

Initially, Fahey wanted nothing to do with black music, collecting hillbilly and 
bluegrass records exclusively, leaving blues, gospel, and jazz sides for 
Spottswood. Fahey admitted to having to deal with personal issues regarding race, 
admitting that, “Where I was brought up was very prejudiced towards Negroes. I 
was taught to hate and fear them. I didn’t like black music very much. I wouldn’t even 
listen to it.”30 Fahey did his best to avoid black artists, though certainly some slipped 
by, like Sylvester Weaver. Nonetheless, during a canvassing excursion with 
Spottswood in 1956, Fahey found a copy of “Praise God I’m Satisfied” by the 
gospel street evangelist Blind Willie Johnson. What followed is another famous 
Fahey anecdote, and yet another major epiphany for the young guitarist.  Fahey 
retold the story in 1998:

Dick Spottswood and I sat in a store where they were selling up old 78s. 
They weren’t cataloged or anything, they were just lying around. We were 
going through them and I was not picking up any records by Negroes for 
myself because all I wanted was bluegrass. I found several black records and 
gave them to Spottswood. Then we went over to this other collector’s house 
and he put on the Blind Willie Johnson. I started to feel nauseated so I made 
him take it off, but it kept going through my head so I had to hear it again. 
When he played it the second time I started to cry, it was suddenly very 
beautiful. It was some kind of hysterical conversion experience where in fact I 
had liked that music all the time, but didn’t want to. So, I allowed myself to like 
it.31 

Fahey’s newfound conversion only served to exasperate his collecting 
tendencies, and he began to solidify the influences that he needed to make his own 
music. The blues provided an emotional experience that Fahey was searching for. In 

28 Mark Humphrey, “John Fahey,”, 22.
29 Brooks, 42.
30 Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
31 Ibid.
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a 1972 interview he said: 
I wanted to hear some music that sounded the way I felt at the time, and I 
couldn’t  produce it on the guitar. And I also couldn’t find it in classical music, 
which I liked the most. I found it, to some extent, in hillbilly music, but the more 
I got into the blues, the more I wanted to hear it.”32 

Unlike Spottswood, who said in interviews with the author that the D.C. area 
had slim 78 offerings, Fahey thought the contrary: 

Prior to ‘55, Washington, D.C., was  a city of Southern culture, like Richmond. 
So was Baltimore . . . . Canvassing in and around Washington and Baltimore, 
as far North as Havre de Grace and even Philadelphia, I found hundreds of 
hillbilly and race records.”33 

Fahey took his canvassing trips further, explaining that “before I got out of 
high school I was going into Virginia . . . .Gradually we worked our way south, going 
mostly into the Negro sections of towns. Hit a lot of Tennessee and North 
Carolina.”34 

Fahey made one discovery much closer to home, a copy of Charley Patton’s 
“High Water Everywhere Parts One and Two.” The record, well worn and nearly 
inaudible, immediately struck Fahey:

It looked as though somebody had sanded it, you could hardly find a groove. 
I couldn’t hear all of the guitar. I could hear a guy singing, maybe, and I heard 
that BOMPH! BOMPH! I thought, ‘What the hell is that? It sounded to me like 
the guy was playing a stretched inner tube or something. So I called up 
Spottswood and asked him if he’d heard of Charley Patton. He said, ‘Yeah, I 
have a few.” So I went over to his place with my tape recorder, recorded all 
the Charley Patton records he had and became a real Patton freak.35  

Patton would continue to preoccupy Fahey for the majority of his life and 
would prove a major influence, due mainly to the highly emotional content of his 
music. Fahey said of Patton, “There are licks that Charley Patton used to play that 
sound like gunshots– really hostile!”36 

Fahey claimed to have known Elizabeth “Libba” Cotten during this period as 
32 Brooks, 21.
33 Eddie Dean, “In Memory of Blind Thomas of Old Takoma John Fahey: 1939-2001,”  
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35 Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
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well.37  An influential folk singer and guitar player with ties to the Seeger family, 
Cotten apparently unlocked the secrets of playing slide in open G. Fahey revealed 
that she had quite an impact on him: 

I started hearing things in open G, but I couldn’t work it out. Elizabeth Cotten 
knew it . . . . I used to know most of Cotten’s songs, speaking of her . . . . We 
used to take her to parties and stuff. I was influenced by her.38 

Fahey was open to all the music he heard, and he attempted to absorb 
whatever he came across, saying, “There were a lot of isolated people who just 
made one record, and they helped me develop my style. I also got a lot of 
harmonic ideas from listening to classical music.”39   

Fahey graduated from high school and entered college in 1956, first attending 
the University of Maryland and then quickly transferring to American University.40  He 
studied philosophy and religion and continued to live at home, all the while remaining 
immersed in the music he was collecting. Through Spottswood, he met other like- 
minded teens, a group Fahey referred to as the Episcopal Youth Group, and was 
able to form a loose sort of collective. “[The group] would meet at the local 
Episcopal church to discuss malaise in the Eisenhower era, and also to play and 
record weird ensemble music.”41  Fahey simply referred to the group by saying, 

“We were all trying to keep from going crazy.”42 One individual, a woman named Pat 
Sullivan who also played the guitar, encouraged Fahey’s playing: 

I [Fahey] was a very slow learner and frequently became despondent. Pat 
was always a little behind me but not very far, and once and awhile she’d get 
ahead of me. She was the only person who understood what I was doing . . . 
I would never have become a good guitarist or anything in particular if it 
hadn’t been for her.43 
37 Brooks; “John Fahey: Of Turtles, Bluesmen, Slide Guitars, Bitter Beer and Religion,” 
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Fahey continued to improve his guitar playing and became proficient at 
approximating the sounds of the old recordings. He became so adept that after 
becoming acquainted with Joe Bussard, the two decided to make some 78 rpm 
recordings of Fahey playing blues and related material, cut in Bussard’s basement 
studio. Bussard released the recordings on his Fonotone label, and listed Fahey 
under the pseudonym “Blind Thomas,” listing the recordings in his catalog of 
available selections as “authentic Negro folk music.”44 Bussard explained that “it was 
done as kind of a joke. John sang in this terrible harsh voice. It wasn’t bad . . . the 
damn things sold.”45  Fahey made several recordings for Bussard starting in 1958, 
many of which were early versions of songs he would go on to record at later dates. 

Of course, becoming an “authentic” blues singer was never Fahey’s goal. 
During this same period, between 1956 and 1959, Fahey worked the midnight shift 
at Martin’s Esso gas station in Langley Park, MD.46 It was during the late night hours 
that Fahey really began to fuse his love of concert music with the syncopated 
fingerpicking styles of blues and hillbilly pickers. One night, a friend from high school 
came in and heard Fahey playing. She said he should make his own record, and it 
seemed like a good idea to him. The only problem was that Fahey’s music was 
more than just unusual for the time. The steel-string guitar had a long way to go 
before it was accepted as any type of solo concert instrument, and Fahey’s 
instrumental style was far out of the mainstream. Spottswood retells the 
predicament: 

He [Fahey] was not someone who was going with what was perceived as 
the mainstream at the time. Don’t forget those were the days when rhythm 
and blues were all of a sudden being marketed to the white audiences called 
by a new name, rock ‘n’ roll, and John certainly wasn’t interested in doing any 
of that. He wasn’t interested in following classical guitar playing of the Andres 
Segovia persuasion. He wasn’t learning guitar with the purpose of playing in 
any of the folk revival groups that weren’t all that numerous in those days 
anyway. He wasn’t learning how to play hot country electric takeoff guitar. So 
he wasn’t doing any of those things that people made a living at on that 
instrument in those days.47 

44 Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.  
45 Miller, 47.
46 Coley, ” http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.
47 Miller, 46-47.
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This was a problem that Fahey was well aware of, and he knew that it was 
pointless to try and find someone interested in putting out his music. He was 
undeterred however, and given the ease of recording due to magnetic tape and the 
multitude of independent record pressing facilities that sprang up in the late fifties, 
Fahey decided to go at it alone. With the help of a $300 loan from an Episcopal 
minister, Fahey, along with Pat Sullivan (or Anthony Lea, depending on the source) 
manning the tape recorder, recorded an albums worth of material during Fahey’s late 
night shifts at the service station.48 Fahey had RCA Custom recorders print 100 
copies, a small number of which were broken in shipping. Fahey had black and white 
covers printed; one side of the album cover was attributed to Fahey, the other was 
attributed to his fictitious mentor Blind Joe Death, an old bluesman from Takoma 
park. Not fully over his Blind Thomas prank, Fahey wanted to further challenge the 
myth that whites could not play the blues: “I had several friends helping me. I 
couldn’t find the right name. So one night Greg Elbers and I were sitting in a pool hall, 
drinking beer and throwing names at each other, and suddenly he said, ‘Blind Joe 
Death.’”49  Fahey christened his label Takoma records, appropriately named after his 
home town. 

Dale Miller wrote that Blind Joe Death was “incredibly avant-garde for 

1958.”50 Fahey could do little else but sell the records out of his car and at his work, 

and give them away to friends, saying that “the first record took years to sell.”51  He 
mischievously slipped some into thrift stores and Salvation Army bins, hoping to 
fool someone into “rediscovering” some lost blues guitar player. But despite some 
fairly straight forward renditions of country and blues tunes like “St. Louis Blues” and 
“John Henry,”  along with some like-sounding originals such as “Poor Boy Long 
Ways from Home,” some of the more extended compositions such as “Desperate 
Man Blues,” “Suns Gonna Shine on My Backdoor Someday,” and especially “The 
Transcendental Waterfall”, a lengthy piece that mixed classical and blues themes 

48 Ibid., 47; John Fahey, Takoma press release.
49 Miller, 47.
50 Ibid.,47.
51 Coley, http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.
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with equal parts space and dissonance, were certainly too esoteric for most. Fahey 
tried sending a copy to the blues historian Sam Charters, who was unable to 
comprehend its value. Fahey: 

Even Sam Charters didn’t understand. I still have a letter from 1959, where I 
sent Charters a copy of my first record and he wrote me back to tell me how 
terrible I was and how Jack Elliot and so on were much better than me. He 
completely misunderstood what I was trying to do. But that was okay. I 
understood what I was trying to do.52  

Fahey believed the instrument he played, the steel string acoustic guitar, 
could stand on its own. The fact that no none else had thought of it mattered little to 
him. ED Denson said of Fahey: 

He was in the Vanguard . . . . He had found the beauty in the guitar 
accompaniment [of old-time and blues recordings] as music itself rather than 
background music for singing, and had developed that in new directions. That 
was the real genius of the Blind Joe LP.53 

 Fahey was well aware of the rarity of his attempts: “When I started out, 
nobody was interested in guitar solos– in taking old blues pieces and trying to 
recreate them. I thought there was enough in the guitar that deserved concert 
attention.”54 This attempt was noble enough for the time, but by combining his efforts 
on the guitar with his own record label, Fahey defined what an underground musician 
could do: create an entire market that revolved around an individuals own output, and 
take responsibility for releasing it. 

Fahey graduated from American University in 1962 with a Bachelor of Art in 
philosophy and religion. After a brief stint in Hawaii as a teaching assistant in a 
philosophy department, a fact Fahey tried to avoid mentioning, he moved to 
Berkeley, California, with several other friends from the Washington D.C. area, 
including the now married ED Denson and Pat Sullivan. The move was an attempt to 
infiltrate and supersede the newly emerging folk scene. Fahey said, “[I left 
Washington in] 1962. The music scene was so bad that several of us decided to 
come out to Berkeley and take over the folk music scene . . . we made quite an 

52 Grossman, “Searching for Blind Joe Death: The  Resurrection of John Fahey,” 52.
53 John Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, Liner  Notes, 2.
54 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 22.
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impact, which was impossible in D.C.”55  
Fahey enrolled at the University of California, Berkeley in a doctoral program 

in philosophy. He continued to focus on his playing and composing, again enlisting 
the aid of Pat Sullivan, now Pat Denson:

I had all these pieces in my head, you know, and she seemed to be able to 
hear them, I swear. She was more certain of me and my talent than I was. We 
had two guitars and were doing these incredible things and learning stuff 
everyday just by listening to each other. I mean we’d play for eight hours and 
think nothing of it, day after day.56  

The result was Fahey’s second album, Death Chants, Breakdowns, and 

Military Waltzes.57 The record showed an even more synthesized voice and is 

evidence of Fahey’s continuing progression towards a more cultivated style. Two of 
the tracks had been recorded in 1962 in Maryland. According to journalist Byron 
Coley, “The material on Death Chants bridges both coasts and connects the first two 

eras of Fahey’s career.”58  Many of the songs illustrate a bright lyricism that came to 
represent Fahey’s music, no matter how dark the theme. Pieces like “Sunflower 
River Blues,” “When the Springtime Comes Again,” and “Spanish Dance,” are all 
evidence of Fahey’s concentration on melody. Although most of the songs are 
below the five-minute mark, attempts at fusing several themes into a longer 
arrangement, like on “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” 
provide insight into what Fahey would eventually accomplish through his composing. 
Also included was a booklet of fictitious prose, his first of many, highlighting the finer 
points of his mentor Blind Joe Death’s history and their relationship. An excerpt 
reads: “Fahey made his first guitar from a baby’s coffin and led the old blind Negro 
through the back alley and whorehouses of Takoma Park in return for lessons.”59 

Fahey pressed 300 copies of Death Chants. Unbeknownst to him, his friend 
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Norman Pierce operated a national record distribution company from the basement 
of his record store. Pierce purchased ten, then later fifty, copies of Death Chants and 

helped not only in to further Fahey’s career, but also to promote Takoma records.60  
The record sold very well in Massachusetts, aided in part by Peter Stampfel’s 
praise and reprinting of the liner notes in his “Boston Broadside” column. In Southern 
California, Barry Hansen provided equal praise in the University of California, Los 
Angeles’  Daily Bruin; he also played the record on the air and between sets at a 

local folk venue, The Ash Grove.61  
 Another almost equally important event happened to Fahey in 1963. The 

folk revival of the 1960s was expanding upon the initial canvassing expeditions for 
78s by actually seeking out the performers themselves. The nature of the recordings 
gave the illusion of a very distant past, and many assumed that the musicians 
themselves were long dead. In fact, many of the musicians had simply retired when 
new styles of music became popular and were still alive. When Mississippi John 
Hurt was “rediscovered” by Thomas Hoskins, a whole new world opened up. Paul 
Bryant wrote that:

Earlier that year [1963] a collector, Tom Hoskins, was listening to “Avalon 
Blues” by Mississippi John Hurt: “Avalon’s my home town, always on my 
mind.’” He then got in an automobile and drove there, to Avalon, Mississippi, 
and asked around for John Hurt. He found him, still alive, still playing, aged 
71, having been forgotten for thirty years. It was so simple, and all the blues 
collectors went nuts.62  

Fahey took a similar approach when he decided to seek out Booker T. 
“Bukka” White:

Booker had made a record called “Aberdeen, Mississippi” in 1940, so I 
[Fahey]wrote a letter addressed to “Booker White, Old Blues Singer, 

Aberdeen, Mississippi c/o General Delivery.” Booker was living in 
Memphis at the time, but one of his relatives worked at the Aberdeen post 
office, so he got in touch with Booker and Booker wrote me.63 

60 Anonymous, Takoma Press Release, date unknown.
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The friendship that resulted between Fahey and White was very important to 
Fahey, and White’s “rediscovery” would lead to two of the biggest “rediscoveries” 
of the sixties: Son House and Skip James. Takoma put out some recordings by 
White, but Fahey would continue to outsell him, a surprise to both Denson and 
Fahey, both of which assumed it would be White that would officially put Takoma on 
the map.64   

Despite Fahey’s success, Berkeley remained closed to him. Fahey wrote in 
2000 that “Berkeley is the worst possible place in the world to meet people who 
will love you and appreciate you.”65  Fahey had begun to play at the folk clubs and 
coffee shops, but the shows were seldom, and he was unpaid. Fahey’s 
unhappiness came from a falseness that he saw in the Berkeley crowd and the 
general hypocrisy of the folk revival.  Fahey had experienced this music in a far 
different way. He had seen some of the cultural areas on his collecting junkets, and 
was unable to romanticize things in the way others did. He had discovered the 
ephemeral nature of music and would not be bothered by preconceptions made by 
other people. Its example had given life to his own creativity, and he was not 
interested in the sterile and rigid interpretations of the folk revival. His music shared a 
very general aesthetic to what was being called folk music, but to that it was the end. 
Fahey was well aware of the situation:

I was never that much involved in the folk scene of the sixties; in fact, I didn’t 
like most of it . . . . I don’t think of myself in that bag [urban folk scene] because 
what folk musician ever played a twenty minute suite or symphony . . . . I use 
a lot of materials and techniques from hillbilly and blues music, but my overall 
approach is that I’m playing a concert of suites or symphonies.66 

Fahey never subscribed to the creed of the “folkies,” and their many political 
visions sought through banal music fell on Fahey’s deaf ears. It was not that Fahey 
was against just causes; it was just the nature of the movement. Fahey saw things in 
a different light: “I remember when you’d go into a folk store, there’d always be a big 
sign up, ‘Should Pete Seeger Go To Jail? I’d always say, ‘Absolutely, because he 

64 Miller, 47.
65 Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life, 215.
66 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 23.

63



sings such lousy music.”67  
Fahey never had a problem expressing himself, whether through music, 

prose, or dialogue. His attendance at concerts in Berkeley often resulted in his 
heckling the performers, the audience, or both. On one such occasion, considered 
the epitome of this behavior, Fahey lectured bluegrass artist J.E. Maynard outloud 
on the “aesthetic evils of tailoring his music to the marketplace.”68 The audience 
heckled Fahey back, and as he left, he was approached by a man. Fahey retold the 
story to Byron Coley:

So everybody’s saying “Shut up, Fahey. Sit down. They did a fine job.” I left 
and I saw this ferrit-like fellow following me. He said, “Say, I don’t know who 
you are, but you’re the only one who knows what was going on today, 
besides me.” The little guy turned out to be D.K. Wilgus, head of the folklore 
department at UCLA.69  

Fahey was never successful while enrolled in the philosophy program at UC 
Berkeley, and since the social environment was equally counterproductive, he 
seized the opportunity to move south. Denson assumed control of the business 
end of Takoma, and Fahey began the fall of 1964 as a graduate student in folklore at 
UCLA, a program that was only a year old. 

 Fahey had a big summer in 1964 before arriving in Los Angeles. In July of 
that year, Fahey, along with blues aficionados Bill Barth and Henry Vestine, 
successfully tracked down blues guitarist Skip James in a Tunica County hospital in 
Mississippi. The men had a significantly tougher time finding James than Booker 
White, and James was equally less friendly. Working off an initial tip from White, 
Fahey tracked James through relatives and another lost blues singer, Isham Bracey. 
Fahey said, “I knew where Isham Bracey was; he lived in Jackson [Mississippi]. I 
went to his house and he said he knew where James had some relatives.”70  When 
they found James, he was less than modest. Fahey said that “he [James] was 
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condescending and a real jerk.”71 
Personalities aside, Fahey had one very specific motivation for seeking out 

James. Fahey had met with some frustration trying to decipher some of James’ 
earlier recordings, due to the esoteric (at the time) tuning he used. Fahey said that 
“he [James] did show me what tuning he was in, which was open D minor. He also 
showed me basic chords and some stuff he never recorded.”72 In return, James 
enjoyed a second career, one of arguable height, before succumbing to cancer in 
1969.

The tuning would be of great use to Fahey, who would use it to record the 
opening track to his third album, Dance of Death and Other Plantation Favorites,the 

same summer.73 “Wine and Roses” (later remade as “Red Pony” and “The 
Approaching of the Disco Void”) finds Fahey at his finest, and in general, the album 
was in all respects a major summation for Fahey and a true representation of his early 
development. Fahey made the standard nods to his influences, Sam McGee on 
“The Last Steam Engine Train,” and Booker White on “Poor Boy,” a White original 
with enough additions by Fahey to garner co-authorship. Like  “Wine and Roses,” 
the track “Dance of Death” is an almost equally impressive cut for its darkness and 
thematic development. It comes in at over seven minutes and is the second longest 
track on the album, next to “What the Sun Said,” a ten minute piece of edits that for 
its consideration, is somewhat less developed.    

The session was recorded in Silver Springs, Maryland on an East Coast tour. 
The sojourn was the result of the attention he was getting from the distribution and 
press of his first two albums. This was Fahey’s first break as a performer, and 
arguably the start of his professional performance career. When asked when he got 
his first break, he told Michael Brooks, “In Boston I got an offer to play for $200 a 
week at the Odyssey. . . . I stayed around Boston that summer of ‘64 playing most 
of the places there.”74 
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It was in either the summer of 1964 or during his return trip in 1965 that he met 
a man at Club 47 who would prove indispensable to him in the coming years, Alan 
“Blind Owl” Wilson: 

He [Wilson] came to see me. I had two records out at the time, so he asked 
me for a guitar lesson, right? So he comes over to my house and he’s got 
books, you know, everything I’d written and transcribed and he can play 
everything except for a few short passages the he wanted to make sure he 
had right. The guy blew my mind, you know, he knew so much about music.75 

Wilson became a much needed tutor for Fahey, who after beginning studies 
at UCLA, had decided to write a thesis on the bluesman that had impacted him the 
most: Charley Patton. At the time, many books had begun to be written on blues 
musicians and the blues in general. Most took a romanticized approach to the history, 
the same attitude that had turned Fahey away from the folk revival in general. He had 
strong feelings regarding this approach: 

This music was thoroughly non-reflective. Nobody at the time [the music was 
recorded] thought anyone was saying or doing anything particularly 
important. And yet every writer on black and white folk music treats it as if it 
had great poetic, psychological, metaphysical, sociological, historical, 
documentary, and political significance. These writers separate the words 
and/or the music of a tradition from its environment, its setting, its context, 
and then print expensive books elucidating, and to a certain extent 
exemplifying, the authors’ preconceptions and misconceptions 

regarding the social strata that they [the musicians] do not understand, 
and that they have nothing in common with.76 

Fahey’s goal was to “write an empirical thesis on a blues singer or the blues 
[and] de-romanticize wherever it was called for.”77 The major obstacle for Fahey was 
that he was required to include musical transcriptions and analysis in his thesis. His 
lack of formal musical training, and his inability to read and write music had caught up 
with him. Wilson, who had wanted to leave Boston when Fahey first met him, was 
brought out to California by Fahey during the summer of 1965, and served as the 
surrogate to the written world of music that Fahey needed. Barry Hansen, who 
became close friends with the men during this period and who was also enrolled in 

75 “John Fahey: Of Turtles, Bluesmen, Slide Guitars, Bitter Beer and Religion,” Unhinged, 
Incomplete source reprinted online, http://www.Hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/ofturtles2.html.

76 Fahey, The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, 9. 
77 Brooks, 20.
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the folklore program the same time as Fahey, remembers Wilson:
Alan was not academic at all -- he was a working-class kid and had little if any 
college education -- but he was fiendishly intelligent and could not only 
reproduce Patton's music on guitar but explain to you on many levels how it 
worked. I still consider Alan the most brilliant musical thinker I've ever known.78 

In 1998 Fahey said that, “Al Wilson taught me enough about music theory to 
write my masters thesis on Charley Patton. He was a good teacher.” Hansen said 
that even though Fahey probably learned a lot from his classes at UCLA,  he 
probably learned a lot more from Wilson.79  In return, Fahey introduced Wilson to 
Vestine, and the two would go on to form Canned Heat, an influential 60s blues 
band.80 

Fahey found a sympathetic place at UCLA, which was one of the few 
academic institutions at the time that viewed folk music as a living tradition. There was 
still a strong dichotomy in academia between folk music collected in the field and 
commercially recorded folk music found on the old 78s. UCLA had developed the 
John Edwards Memorial Foundation which specialized in documenting commercial 
recordings of folk music exclusively. It served as a complement to the department 
that Fahey studied in, and the two were located across the hall from each other.81  
This was the type of environment that enabled Fahey to pursue his work in the 
manner he needed. He not only made inroads to Patton’s music for himself, but he 
also was able to strike some blows against preconceptions held by “folkies” and the 
like. Fahey made the argument that the music that these musicians were playing was 
derived from dance music, and that the twelve-bar blues was an “intellectual 
construction.” He said that after analyzing Patton’s music, he found that his stanzas did 
not average out to twelve. “Patton . . . would add beats . . . six bars, thirteen, thirteen 
point five, almost fourteen, never twelve.”82  Fahey expanded on the idea  
concluding that “by the time you get white kids playing that stuff . . . We’ve heard it 
but we didn’t grow up on it, so it’s natural for us to intellectualize it and come out with a 

78 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 7 April 2002.
79 Ibid.
80 Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
81 Barry Hansen, interview by  Nick Schillace, 14 April 2002.
82 Penman, incomplete source.
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thing called the twelve bar blues. For me that’s what I constantly try and escape, that 
precision.”83  

Fahey’s own popularity continued to grow. In time, even the Berkeley crowd 
warmed: 

I came down here [L.A.] and a couple of months after school started I got this 
big offer to play at the Jabberwock in Berkeley. I had played at the same 
damn place when I lived up there and nobody would come to see me. Then 
I went up there and the place was mobbed.84   

In 1964 Fahey also released the second edition of Blind Joe Death, and in 
1965/66 released two new albums, The Great San Bernardino Birthday Party and 
Other Excursions (Vol. IV) for Takoma, and The Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death, 

originally released on Riverboat Records out of Boston, later reissued by Takoma.85 
The two records share a culmination of various recording sessions and locales, and 
many of Fahey’s cohorts from past and present make appearances both in the 
music as well as the liner notes. Sessions from the East, recorded in 1962 and 1965 
were included, as well as sessions from California, held both in Los Angeles and 
Berkeley, between 1965 and 1966. The production and editing on Vol. IV was 
done by Fahey, Denson, and Hansen, with recording help from Chris Strachwitz of 
Arhoolie records; on Transfiguration, Barry and Brian Hansen aided Fahey. Fahey 
recast his adventures in his trademark semi-fictitous manner in the notes to Vol. IV,  
and for Transfiguration he wrote an equally fanciful text involving a graduate student’s 

attempt at recovering information on Fahey in 2010.86 
Although the music on the two records differs significantly, the dichotomy 

found therein is common to Fahey’s music, particularly during the mid to late 1960s. 
Still developing experimental and extended techniques more common to twentieth-
century concert music than folk and blues, Fahey took the opportunity with Vol. IV to 

83 Ibid., incomplete source.
84 Brooks, 20.
85 John Fahey, The Great San Bernardino Birthday Party and Other Excursions (Vol. IV), 

Takoma TAKCD-6508-2 9TAK-1008), 1997 (1966), compact disc; John Fahey, The 
Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death, Takoma TAKCD-6504-2 (Tak-7015), 1997 (1965/66, 1968), 
compact disc.

86 See liner notes to reissues for both recordings for this and future reference.

68



indulge in this manner not only compositionally, but also in the studio. The title track, 
based on an adventure that Hansen, Fahey, and Wilson had in the fall of 1965, is a 
nearly twenty-minute suite of various fingerpicked themes and dissonant sonorities, 
spliced together by Barry Hansen under Fahey’s guidance.87  Fahey recorded the 
music for the second track, “Knott’s Berry Farm Molly,” and then flipped the reel for a 
backwards effect. These two tracks helped integrate Fahey into the emerging 
psychedelic rock movement, but his efforts owed more to Charles Ives than the 
Beatles. Hansen recalled that, “During the 1960s [Fahey’s] favorite composer was 
definitely Charles Ives. He had several reel-to-reel tapes of Ives (dubbed from 
records) that he played often.”88 Also joining Fahey were two former Episcopal 
youth group members, Anthony “Flea” Lea playing organ on “Will the Circle be 
Unbroken” and Nancy McLean playing flute on the stark version of the folk standard 
“900 Miles.” Both tracks were recorded in 1962 in Washington D.C. The sound of 
these haunting duets owe as much to the fidelity of the recordings as they do to the 
outside approach of the arrangements.

In the mid-1960s Fahey had also become more interested in Indian music, 
perhaps inspired by his studies in ethnomusicology while at UCLA, yet more likely 
through the influence of Alan Wilson.89  Fahey and Wilson shared a beach cottage in 
Venice for a few short months, living next door to Hansen, who ended up rooming 
with Wilson. Hansen remembers that: 

Alan Wilson was very much interested in Indian music. He would listen to it 
every day when he was staying with me. I imagine he tried to get John to 
listen to it too. I don't remember John expressing any enthusiasm for it at the 
time, but that might have been how the seed was planted . . . . Alan definitely 
had his own veena . He bought it just before he moved in with me, and 
spent hours figuring out how to tune it (a major undertaking) and play it 

(generally while I was off at UCLA).90 

Wilson accompanied Fahey on veena on another folk standard, “Sail Away 
Ladies.” Wilson’s lines, more “bluesy” than Indian, provided another layer to the rich 

87 Barry Hansen, interview with Nick Schillace, 9 May 2002.
88 Barry Hansen, Interview with Nick Schillace, 17 April 2002.
89 Brooks, 42.
90 Barry Hansen, interview with Nick Schillace, 17 May 2002.
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experimental aesthetic that is Vol. IV. 
Transfiguration by all accounts was a much more accessible record that fell 

more in line with Fahey’s earlier recordings. The album is a plateau of sorts and not 
quite as developed as the first three records. But it does showcase more of Fahey’s 
traditional folk and blues influences as well as original compositions in this idiom. 
Original pieces such as “Beautiful Linda Getchell” (with banjo accompaniment by L. 
Mayne Smith), “Orinda-Moraga” and particularly “On the Sunny Side of the Ocean” 
are clear examples of Fahey’s control over his emerging style. George Winston, in 
the liner notes to the 1996 reissue, wrote on the many techniques that Fahey had 
developed on the guitar by this time, particularly by way of right hand picking 
patterns.91 Fahey also put to use many tunings, including open D (DADF#AD), 
open G (DGDGBD), open D modal (DADGAD), open G drone (DGDGGD), and 
a favorite of Fahey’s, open C (CGCGCE).92 Fahey references bluesman Jesse 
Fuller, Sam McGee, Uncle Dave Macon, Stephen Foster and of course Charley 
Patton in either homage or by covering their compositions outright. The album also 
showcases Fahey’s slide work on five tracks. “The Death of the Clayton Peacock” 
and “Hark From the Tomb” are both good examples of Fahey’s developing  
abilities at lap style playing.

Considering Fahey’s academic pursuits at the time, the assemblage of these 
two records is impressive, but the 1960s in general would be prolific for Fahey. He 
continued to canvass, in part to supplement his income, and also to aid in his studies. 
By the mid-1960s, however, collecting in mostly all black rural southern towns had 
become an entirely different endeavor. The Civil Rights Movement had drawn out 
many deep rooted racial tensions and brought them to the surface, and to young 
white collectors such as Fahey, the biggest threat came from other whites, not blacks. 
On more than one occasion, Fahey was jailed for collecting. “I [Fahey] got thrown in 
jail a couple of times in the South. White cops would often stop us if we were in 

91 George Winston, Liner notes to Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death, 1996. See for 
additional references.

92 The ordering of notes matches  the ordering of the strings on the guitar  low to high, 
sixth string to first string, or ceiling to floor in standard playing position.
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black neighborhoods and ask what we were doing.”93 Fahey was not much of a 
protester, even though he did feel compassion for the movement. He had fully 
grown out of his childhood prejudices, and came to realize the reality of the world. 
Fahey said that:

I kept expecting someone to get killed . . . I could feel the violence, the anger 
there. All these racist traditions were still enshrined in the law. I can’t imagine 
growing up Negro in those places, being treated so horribly, and surviving 
without getting violent.94 

D.K. Wilgus told Suzie Boss in 1984 that “John was the least political of all 
my students, the one who seemed least likely to get arrested down there.”95 
Collecting may have been Fahey’s way of silently protesting. By collecting in black 
neighborhoods, he may have helped to ease at least some tension between 
people, even if it was by no means his intentions. But either way, when Fahey’s 
prophecy came true, it was the beginning of the end for his collecting trips. In 1964, 
three Civil Rights workers were killed in Philadelphia, Mississippi.96 

Quite possibly, Fahey’s final trek canvassing was during Christmas break in 
1966, during which he was accompanied by Hansen. The tale is worth retelling 
because it shows how the collecting trips had changed since the 1950s, including 
door to door canvassing, juke box searches, and even recording musicians along the 
way. Hansen said that:

The trip was planned around four appointments made in advance (two 
fiddlers, two jukebox places), the rest of our time in the South was spent 
canvassing . . . . John picked out a few towns in advance, and we stopped in 
others on the spur of the moment.97  

By this time, the availability of old records was meager, and Hansen said that 
maybe one house in twenty had some old records. Since Fahey was researching 
Patton, he was looking for some of the records that he knew were out there but 
collectors had yet to find. They were unsuccessful by that account, but Hansen said 

93 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 23.
94 Boss, http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/mom.html.
95 Ibid.
96 Ibid.
97 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 17 April 2002.
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that Fahey made several hundred dollars from the canvassing results.98 
The sessions with the two fiddlers, Hubert Thomas and Virgil Willis Johnston, 

went well. Fahey accompanied both on guitar, doing his best to play authentically. 
These recordings were destined for UCLA’s collection, as well as for a later album 
by Fahey and other Takoma releases. It is interesting to consider that the examples 
would not only showcase traditional talent, but also that of a young man who had 
learned to play in what would be considered a less “traditional” manner. When asked 
about the fact that the expedition included such a mixture of new and old folk 
examples, both commercially recorded and those documented by folklorists, 
Hansen replied:

Yes, I do recognize that. Even in the day (1960s) all of us in the UCLA 
program talked a lot about how radio and records had become intertwined 
with the folk process, and how they were changing the folk process. We saw 
ourselves as trying to convince the rest of the academic folklore community 
that traditional music influenced by radio and records was not a different 
species from the supposedly pure traditional song that Child collected, but 
resistance to that in academia (though not at UCLA) –– the earlier idea was 
that what Child collected was noble and beautiful, but commercial elements 
could only pollute and disfigure traditional art, and that hillbilly music in particular 
was worthless trash. D. K. Wilgus spent much of his career fighting against 
that sort of attitude.99 

Fahey left academia behind after graduating from UCLA with a Master of Arts 
degree in 1967. He would take full control of Takoma that same year, which by then 
had turned into a larger company with national distribution. It not only housed Fahey, 
but had also begun releasing records by traditional musicians like White and James,  
as well as like minded guitar players like the late Robbie Basho, an equal but less 
prolific contemporary of Fahey’s. While still somewhat underground, Fahey was 
gaining in popularity through record sales and concert appearances. Having freed 
himself from the burdens of school, he added several releases to his catalog before 
the end of the decade. 

To begin anew, Fahey rerecorded his first two records in 1967, in part to offer 
them in stereo, but also to showcase the compositions that were included on the 
records under the full command of his matured technical ability. Also recorded mostly 

98 Ibid.
99 Ibid.
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in 1967, Days Have Gone By (Vol VI) attempted to further bridge the more 
traditional aspects of Fahey’s playing and composing with the more experimental. 
Hansen called Vol VI “a majestic parade of Fahey’s highways and byways.”100 For 

the most part, the compositions are entirely Fahey’s, save for “My Grandfather’s 
Clock,” improvised themes from “My Shepherd Will Supply My Needs,” and the 
hymn “We Would be Building,” based off of Finland’s national anthem, originally 
composed by Jean Sibelius, a favorite composer of Fahey's.101 

Two of the longer pieces, “A Raga Called Pat-Parts One and Two,” are 
extended forays that find Fahey’s guitar work juxtaposed against snippets of audio 
bites in more early attempts at musique concrete. Environmental sounds, trains 
(another Fahey preoccupation), animal noises, and other odd audio signals disrupt 
but simultaneously underpin the sounds of Fahey’s guitar. Fahey explained the 
underlying elements:

Sound effects come from a Folkways record entitled "Sounds of a Tropical 
Rain Forest" and from another record which contains the sound of a steam 
engine train traveling from Jackson, Mississippi to Houston, Texas. I forget 
the name of the album. I borrowed both from Barry Hansen. The peculiar 
effects on part two are done by putting the turntable in neutral and running it 
backwards and forwards at variable speeds onto channel two (this was 
before I went stereo) when the music was already on channel one. I did this 
on the equipment in the Folklore and Mythology Department recording lab at 
UCLA while I was still going to school and working in the lab also.102 

Fahey included “A Raga Called Pat-Parts Three and Four” on his next album 
The Voice of the Turtle,103  a nightmarish album for biographical exactness. If there is 

a pinnacle to Fahey’s ability to confuse facts, it is this recording. Hansen calls it “a 
culmination of Fahey’s literary and auditory pranks.”104 Not only does Fahey have 
great fun in giving false credit to the performances, but includes an accompanying 
booklet, “The John Fahey Picture Album,”  a densely written manuscript that 

100 Barry Hansen, Takoma Records Press Release, date unknown.
101 Dick Spottswood, interview with Nick Schillace, 3 May 2002.
102 Source from The International Fahey Committee, 

http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/v62.html.
103 John Fahey, The Voice of the Turtle, Takoma TAKCD-6501-2 (C-1019), 1996 (1968), 

compact disc.
 104 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 17 April 2002.
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attempts, if that is what it can be called, to explain the contents of the recordings.  
Much can be learned about Fahey’s past and future by examining the record. 

ED Denson says that  The Voice of the Turtle was particularly revealing.105 The 

opening track, “Bottleneck Blues,” a duet which is attributed to Fahey and Blind Joe 
Death,  is clearly a 78 recording made by Sylvester Weaver and Walter Beasly 
recorded in 1927.106 Two of the tracks, “Bill Cheatum” and “Lonesome Valley” are 
recordings of Fahey backing fiddlers Hubert Thomas and Virgil Willis Johnston 
respectively, made on the trip in 1966 with Hansen. Other Fahey cohorts appear; 
Nancy McLean can again be found playing flute on “Lewisdale Blues,” and Fahey 
plays in an ensemble featuring friends and fellow UCLA students Mark Levine and 
L. Mayne Smith. Most likely, several of the other tracks date back to earlier Fahey 
sessions ranging from the Fonotone and Episcopal dates to random recording 
episodes. Despite speculation, the real truth of the majority of the recordings remain 
a mystery.107 

The album itself begins and ends with a heavily reverberating and pulsating 
tone. The “Raga” installments further the earlier experiments, this time including 
samples of Tibetan Monks and the sounds of gongs. “The Story of Dorothy Gooch 
Part One” is another track that features studio trickery and sound experiment, with a 
detuned, echo-laden guitar figure that slowly is overtaken by a more traditional 
fingerpicked theme. 

Despite whatever was attempted by Fahey, one overwhelming audio 
aesthetic is the sound of old 78s from which Fahey assembled his techniques. Due 
in part to the poor fidelity of some of the recordings, but likely aided by the 
production techniques of the newer recordings, the album fits together quite well, 
despite the difference in style. Fahey’s original pieces and more direct quotations 
actually complement the Weaver/Beasley tracks and those by the old fiddlers. The 

105 ED Denson, interview by Nick Schillace, 20 May 2002.
106 Sylvester Weaver, Complete Recorded Works in Chronological Order, Vol. 2, 

Document DOCD-5113, 1992, compact disc.
107 The subject of the mysterious origin of The Voice of the Turtle is taken up on the John 

Fahey website, specifically http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/music1.html and 
http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/vot.html.
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same works in reverse. The revealing aspect of this is that Fahey juxtaposed the 
living and ephemeral aspects of the tradition that he learned from, with the 
contemporary world he lived in. And he did it successfully.

Fahey’s prolific recording activity in the late 1960s, combined with his ever 
increasing popularity, led to his being signed to Vanguard in 1967, for which he 
would release two albums,  Requia and Other Compositions for Solo Guitar and 

The Yellow Princess.108  As to why developed a relationship with Vanguard, Fahey 

said, “I signed for Vanguard because I thought the people who bought the record 
might say ‘I wonder if he’s got any more records out’ and so we’d sell some more on 
Takoma.”109  Fahey’s first release for Vanguard, Requia, was a mixed effort. Some, 

most notably Fahey, consider the second side’s “Requiem for Molly Parts One, 
Two, Three and Four,” extended works of collage and musique concrete, to be 
failures. Fahey said in 1969, “I cut an album called Requia which was horrible. It was 
cut in Los Angeles and put together in New York but they didn’t know what they 
were doing.”110 The “they” Fahey refers to was Sam Charters, the same critic who 
originally misunderstood Fahey’s initial attempts at composition back in 1958, only to 
come around for the production of Requia,as well as to write the liner notes to 
Takoma’s release of Transfiguration, which were not included until the 1997 reissue. 

Fahey made a habit of reflecting on his past work as inferior to whatever he 
was currently doing, but this 1969 sentiment was echoed by him in 1998, in a 
somewhat misleading comment: “That [Requia] was my first attempt at musique 
concrete, but it’s not very good and I don’t really like that one. It was a good learning 
experience though.”111 Of course, it was not his first attempt, and it would not be his 
last.

The Yellow Princess, Fahey’s other Vanguard release, was more accessible 
and featured not only more musique concrete, but also some classic Fahey 

108 John Fahey, Requia and Other Compositions for Solo Guitar, Vanguard, 79259-2, 
1967, compact disc; John Fahey, The Yellow Princess, Vanguard VMD-79293, 1990 (1969), 
compact disc.

109 C.P., “Profile: John Fahey,” incomplete source, 1969, 43.
110 Ibid.
111 Pouncey, “Blood on the Frets,” http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
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compositions in comfortable arrangements, and some ensemble playing that would 
foreshadow some of his work in the early 1970s. Hansen said that the album 
features “some of the most technically accomplished playing of Fahey’s career.”112 
The title track is a perfect example of how Fahey had come to arrange his various 
ideas into a developing theme fit into a compact composition. The piece was 
inspired by a passage from the French composer Camille Saint-Saens’ “The Yellow 
Princess Overture,” and is a clear example of borrowed themes from the concert 
tradition. It also makes extensive use of Fahey’s use of movable left hand fingerings, 
resulting in his trademark use of dissonance.

This time, Fahey enlisted Hansen’s help in the editing of “The Singing Bridge 
of Memphis, Tennessee.” Considered by Fahey a finer example of his collage 
work, the track features several audio snippets, including a recording of vehicles 
driving over a bridge in Tennessee, which Fahey had heard while canvassing for 
records years before, later returning to the sight to record the sound. Fahey also 
utilized some other musicians in the studio, rock musicians from the group Spirit, on 
the cuts “View (from the Top of the Riggs Road/B & O Trestle)” and “Dance of the 
Inhabitants of the Invisible City of Bladensburg.” 

Voice of the Turtle, released during the same period, was certainly on the 
experimental side. But Fahey, perhaps knowing full well what he was doing, 
released his most successful album to date on Takoma, the first installment of his 
holiday records, The New Possibility: John Fahey’s Guitar Soli Christmas Album.113  

The album is significant musically since, for the time, holiday music, like practically any 
other style of music, had never been played in a heavy syncopated, acoustic-steel 
string blues guitar fashion. But Fahey, in a shrewd business moment, knew the 
potential: “I was in the back of a record store one July, and I saw all these cartons of 
Bing Crosby’s White Christmas Album. The clerk said it always sells out. So I got 

the idea to do Christmas albums that would sell every year.”114 
112 Barry Hansen, Liner  notes to The Return of the Repressed: The John Fahey 

Anthology, Rhino R 2 71737, 1996, compact disc.
113 John Fahey, The New Possibility., Takoma TAKCD-8912-2, 1996 (C-1020, 1968), 

compact disc.
114 Boss, http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/mom.html.
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Fahey did not remain with Vanguard after the two albums, but his popularity 
continued to grow. He appeared on the 1969 television show Guitar Guitar with 
Laura Weber, who introduced him by saying, “[Our next guest] doesn’t really fit into 
a mold . . . . He isn’t of one, he’s of many styles of playing, and mostly his own style. 
He makes the instrument a very personal thing, and he broadens its dimensions 
quite a bit.”115   In 1969 he was also solicited by the Italian film maker Michelangelo 
Antonioni to take part in the scoring of Antonioni’s film, Zabriske Point. Fahey was 
reluctant at first, but could not resist the pressure coming from his new wife, Jan, nor 
the potential for a lucrative deal. Fahey flew to Italy to work on the music and meet 
with Antonioni, whose anti-American sentiment would be lost on him, recalling that  
”at that time I really didn’t have any great interest in going anywhere that was not in 
the USA. I was very patriotic, and as far as I was concerned everything important is 
right here.”116 

Fahey agreed to work on the music, but did not care much for the film. “I 
[expected] to see something intellectual and avant-garde, because he has this big 
reputation for this kind of thing. But that isn’t what he shows me . . . . No, you know 
what he shows me? A really terrible and long skin flick.”117 Fahey tried his best to 
write music for the scene, and after completion, he and Antonioni went to dinner to 
celebrate, only to have the evening end in a fist fight. Apparently, Fahey would not 
sit by and listen to Antonioni’s America bashing. 

Antonioni pulled the music Fahey had written while in Italy and replaced it with 
some by Jerry Garcia and/or Pink Floyd. Oddly enough, a bit of Fahey’s music still 
found its way into the film, a two minute excerpt from “Dance of Death.”

The decade of the 1960s was good to Fahey, but he never fully identified 
with the ideals of many of those who bought his music, and he never wanted to be 
associated exclusively with that period. In 1980, Fahey reflected on the decade:

A lot of people think of me in terms of the 60s, but that was not my favorite 
period. Not by a long shot. I didn’t want to go to the war, and I didn’t want to 
work, but those attitudes go way back before the hippy thing. I couldn’t see 
115 John Fahey, Guitar Guitar.
116 John Fahey, How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life, 166.
117 Ibid., 170.
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basing an entire ethic on drugs, V.D. and sleeping in the streets. The only 
good thing about the sixties is that they were closer to the twenties than the 
eighties are.118   

It appeared that by 1970 Fahey was poised for major success. His thesis on 
Patton had been published by Studio Vista in London, and he began an extensive 
touring schedule that would last well into the 1980s. Hansen wrote that by this date 
that at least “ten percent of the people who should know his music have already 
heard of him.”119 Takoma was doing exceptionally well, not only through Fahey’s 
output, but also by Leo Kottke, a guitarist who had sent a homemade demonstration 
tape to Takoma. Fahey knew immediately that Kottke was a major talent: “I played it 
[Kottke’s tape] and everybody else in the room said, ‘He just plays like you.’ And I 
said, ‘No, he doesn’t.’ It was quite different, more muscular.”120 Fahey’s influence had 
passed thoroughly through Kottke, but Kottke possessed his own voice, albeit in a 
similar style. The 1969 record that Takoma released by Kottke, Six and Twelve 
String Guitar, remains one of the best selling records by an acoustic steel string guitar 
player, and is testament to the style Fahey had helped create, as well as the 
influence Takoma was having.121 

Despite the opportunities that Fahey may have had, he was slow to 
embrace them. Peter Lang, another guitar player that Takoma put out in the early 
seventies, said, “Success and John did not agree. The opportunities were 
presented, but I don’t think he really seized them.” In the early 1970s Lorraine 
Alterman wrote, “John Fahey is one of the most creative talents that America has 
produced,” but when she mentioned to Fahey that people consider him a living 
legend, he responded, “I can’t help that. That’s their problem.”122 This rejection of 
adulation was consistent with Fahey. Leo Kottke summed up an attitude Fahey 
wrote about as late as 2000, “John was into and is into this sort of pugnacious 

118 Mark Humphrey, “An Existential Guitarist Packs His Bags,” Reader ,15 May 1981, 5.
119 Hansen, Takoma  Records press release.
120 Miller, 47.
121 Leo Kottke, Six and Twelve String Guitar, Takoma, TAKCD-6503-2, 1996 (1969), 

compact disc. 
122 Lorraine Alterman, “Legendary Master,” Melody Maker, 1973, reprint online 
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approach to anything that includes careerism. It’s not something that he was ever 
interested in.”123 Hansen suggests that at the time Fahey may have been trying to 
explore things outside of music, “It seemed he was becoming less interested in the 
nuts and bolts of advancing his career (which had built up some decent momentum 
in the late 1960s) and more interested in searching for fulfillment of some other 
kind.”124 

Fahey said in an interview in 1970, “I just want to make a whole bunch of 
money so I can pay my psychiatric bills.”125  Fahey went on to tell the interviewer that 
earlier in the year he had some sort of breakdown that resulted in his checking himself 
into a hospital in Santa Monica.  It is difficult to substantiate the incident, but some 
aspects are telling, and foreshadowing. The origin of his breakdown led in part to his 
increasing dependence on alcohol, something that would take an even greater hold 
on him in the future. Also, Fahey’s own attempts at confronting his inner demons kept 
him in close contact with therapy. Oddly enough, Fahey never indulged in the 
popular drugs of choice in the 1960s, staying away from marijuana and 
psychedelics. He did however find certain prescription medications and tranquilizers 
to his liking, and had no problem obtaining them. Hansen revealed that “in the sixties 
[Fahey] sought out doctors who didn't have scruples about prescribing exactly what 
John wanted.”126  These issues would culminate in the 1980s, but at the time they 
may have prevented Fahey from taking a clear path towards success, fame, and 
whatever else may be entitled to a person in his position.

Fahey still moved forward, and in 1971 released the album America, which 

continued to display Fahey’s control over his mature style.127 The original LP 
consisted of only half of the material originally intended for release, the rest being 
included on the 1998 reissue. A double record may have seemed too costly for the 
time, and even the title track was left out, having already been released on Death 
Chants. Two tracks in particular, “The Voice of the Turtle” and “Mark 1:15” are 

123 Ibid., 48.
124 Barry Hansen, interview with Nick Schillace, 13 June 2002.
125 Ferris, “Why Fahey Wants to Kill Everybody.”
126 Barry Hansen, interview with Nick Schillace, 18 June 2002.
127 John Fahey, America, Takoma TAKCD-8903(C-1030), 1998(1971), compact disc.
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paramount developments of Fahey’s long form. Fahey himself wrote in 1972 that 
“out of all the songs I ever wrote, I consider only two of them 'epic' or 'classic' or in 
the 'great’ category and they are both on this record. It's taken me more than five 
years to complete these.”128 Fahey, referring to the two songs previously 
mentioned, often reflected on his most recent recording as his best, but his 
consideration of these pieces should be noted in a separate context. Fahey was 
most assuredly referencing his own development, and that the nature of these 
pieces, the various thematic developments, was at a much stronger level than his 
previous efforts. The material was more focused, particularly on “Mark 1:15,” and the 
voice was less traditional in sound than influence. The themes transcended the blues 
and folk elements, and displayed a style that fully synthesized the many origins of 
Fahey’s influences.  

Other notable accomplishments by Fahey in the 1970s were the three 
albums attributed to John Fahey and his Orchestra. The first two records, Rivers and 
Religion and After the Ball were released by Reprise Records, the result of Fahey’s 

second courting by a major label.129  Released in 1972 and 1973 respectively, the 
recordings feature Fahey backed by traditional musicians, playing compositions 
influenced and arranged in a manner similar to early Dixieland jazz. In 1973 Fahey 
said, “I’ve wanted to do a lot of this blues and Dixieland stuff for years, but I never 
had the budget to do it. It’s just a whole lot of fun. I like the music.”130  In 1975 he 
released Old Fashioned Love on Takoma, an album of similar feel but that allotted 

an entire side to duets with guitarist Woody Mann, the real showcase of the record.131

The albums represent further experiment by Fahey, despite their traditional 
nature. Fahey rarely stood still musically during his career, and these records are a 
good example of this. But like all other attempts that Fahey made to branch out and 
rediscover aspects of his vernacular, whether traditional or experimental, the records 

128 John Fahey, Takoma Form Letter, 1972, 1.
129 John Fahey and His Orchestra, Of Rivers and Religion, Collectors’ Choice CCM-212-2, 

2001 (1972), compact disc; John Fahey and His Orchestra, After the Ball, Collectors’ Choice 
CCM-213-2, 2001 (1973), compact disc.

130 Alterman, http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/legendmaster.html.
131 John Fahey and His Orchestra, Old Fashioned Love, Takoma TAK- 7043, 1975, LP. 
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were not met with equal acclaim. Fahey was certainly hurt by this, saying, “I don’t 
understand why they [the albums] got bad reviews. It’s like every time I wanted to 
do something other than play guitar I got castigated.”132 

Fahey’s other major musical work of this period, and arguably his last original 
work of the decade in his solo style, was Fare Forward Voyager (Soldier’s 

Choice).133  The 1973 album is not only significant musically, but also illustrates 

another aspect of Fahey’s life at the time– Eastern religion. The album itself was 
dedicated to Fahey’s guru Swami Satchidananda of “Yogaville West” in Northern 
California. A somewhat difficult fact to confirm, but other unsubstantiated accounts of 
Fahey’s relationship to Hindu religion can also be found: Hansen wrote in the liner 
notes to The Return of the Repressed that during the 1970s Fahey “took an 
extended break from touring to experience life at a Hindu monastery in India;” and 
Mark Humphrey wrote in 1980 about  Fahey being attacked by monkeys on a 
sacred tour of India.134 Fahey treated the period with typical humor, “Probably the 
primary reason I got involved with them [Yoga Institute] was that I fell in love with 
Swami Satchidananda’s secretary, Shanti Norris.”135  

A dedication to Shanti Norris ended up on After the Ball, and the Hindu Chant  
“Jaya Shiva Shankarah” appeared on Old Fashioned Love. Fahey admittedly had 
trouble adapting the tunings and techniques of Indian music directly to his 
compositions, instead being interested in form and dynamics. The piece that 
illustrates this best is the title track, “Fare Forward Voyagers.” Coming in at almost 
twenty-four minutes and taking up an entire album side, it remains one of Fahey’s 
longest single compositions, and makes use of variable tempos and dynamics in an 
improvised fashion that is somewhat unusual for Fahey’s recorded work. Long after 
the album had been released, Fahey still considered it to be his greatest guitar 
record.136 

132 Pouncey, http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
133 John Fahey, Fare Forward Voyager (Soldier’s Choice), Takoma, C-1035, 1973, LP.
134 Hansen, Liner Notes to The Return of the Repressed, 12; Humphrey, “An Existential 

Guitarist Packs his Bags,” 5. 
135 Coley, http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.
136 http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/ffv2.html.
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Fahey served on the advisory board for Guitar Player  magazine for a short 
duration beginning in 1974, and wrote an article in 1976 that helps to explain why he 
gravitated toward Hindu religion, swamis, and meditation. The article, “Bola Sete, the 
Nature of Infinity, and John Fahey,” recounts Fahey’s first encounter with the Brazilian 
guitarist Djalma de Andrade, better known as Bola Sete, in 1972, and the impact it 
had on his life. Fahey said, “Few living people have had such an enormous influence 
on my life, my music, my soul, my religion- you name it- as Bola Sete.”137 

Fahey felt a kinship with the guitar player, and while uncomfortable with his 
feelings, he pursued Sete’s influence. The key to Sete’s control, according to his 
wife, was meditation. This led Fahey to follow the same path, and he “chased 
Swamis and yoga instructors all over the U.S. and Canada trying to learn about them 
and about what techniques were best for musicians.”138 Fahey eventually concluded 
that his own music, particularly his latest album at the time, Of Rivers and Religion, 
had suffered from the ill effects of his drug use. Fahey was shocked at how he had 
perceived himself:

I was into a heavy drug trip . . . . Even while I was recording the last Reprise 
record, I thought I was playing real fast. I never noticed how slow everything 
was until I got straight. Then I started meditating and doing Hatha Yoga. It’s 
probably the most important thing that ever happened to me.139 

Fahey showed his appreciation to Sete by producing and releasing a 
collection of his songs on Takoma that no other company was interested in. Ocean, 

released as a single LP in 1975 and reissued as a double album in 1999,140  is a 
highly influential guitar record, and Fahey admitted that it was the best record he ever 
produced.141 

If Fahey had positioned himself for a personal resurgence, quite the contrary 
was to actually occur. The remainder of the 1970s were slow at best. His output was 

137 John Fahey, “Bola Sete, the Nature of Infinity, and John Fahey,” Guitar Player, 
February1976, 10.

138 Ibid., 40.
139 Alterman, http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/legendmaster.html.
140 Djalma de Andrade, Ocean Memories, Samba Moon 0890524, 1999 (1975), compact 

disc.
141 Unhinged, Incomplete source reprinted online, 

http://www.Hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/ofturtles2.html.
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meager, releasing a second Christmas album in 1975, Christmas with John Fahey II, 
The Essential John Fahey, which consisted of previous recordings from the 
Vanguard catalog, Kottke/Lang/Fahey, a sampler of the three guitar players, and The 
Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, which also had a companion release of 

transcriptions, along with some insightful writing by Fahey.142 The weaker output may 
have been due in part to Fahey’s touring schedule, but it is more likely that the 
personal blows he was taking had greater effects. He divorced and remarried during 
the decade, and despite his attempts at a more focused life, he continued to drink, 
and more likely than not to abuse drugs. But perhaps the greatest injury to his life 
was the loss of Takoma records sometime in the mid to late 1970s. Despite having 
been a savvy producer and shrewd Artist and Repertoire man, Fahey had no real 
skill at running the business end of Takoma, and was forced to sell the label to 
Chrysalis.

Fahey closed the decade with the album John Fahey Visits Washington 

D.C., released in 1979.143  A consistent record, it is by no means a failure, but like its 

1980 follow ups, Yes! Jesus Loves Me and Live in Tasmania, it finds Fahey 

spending a lot of time in musical places where he had already been.144 The playing is 
more stylistically deliberate, but the results are somewhat less inspired. The album is 
for the most part reworkings of older tunes, such as “The Discovery of Sylvia Scott,” 
formerly “Old Southern Medley,” “The Grand Finale,” formerly “Dalhart, Texas, 
1967,” an unreleased track from the America sessions, and “Melody McBad,” a 

reworking of the unreleased track “Elder-Z-Travels.”145  As could be expected, Fahey 
pays tribute to his influences and inspirations, this time quoting Leo Kottke in “Ann 

142 John Fahey, Christmas with John Fahey Volume II with The New Possibility, Takoma 
TAKCD-8912-2, 1996 (C-1020, 1968/1975). compact disc;John Fahey, The Essential John 
Fahey,Vanguard VCD-55/56, 1999 (1974), compact disc; Leo Kottke, Peter Lang, John Fahey, 
Leo Kottke/Peter Lang/John Fahey. Takoma TAKCD-6502-2,1996 (C-1040, 1974), compact 
disc; John Fahey, The Best of John Fahey 1958-1977, Takoma TAKCD-1058 (C-1058, 1977), 
compact disc.

143 John Fahey, John Fahey Visits Washington D.C., Takoma  CDP72769, 1979, compact 
disc.

144 John Fahey, John Fahey Live in Tasmania, Takoma TAK 7089, 1980; Yes! Jesus 
Loves Me, Takoma TAK-7085, 1980, LP.

145 http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/dc2.html
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Arbor/Death by Reputation,” and Bola Sete in his version of “Guitar Lamento,” a 
tribute that alludes to future albums.

Yes! Jesus Loves Me is a similar homage to Fahey’s own past. The album 
consists of twenty hymns arranged for guitar, a somewhat overzealous expansion of 
his traditional inclusion of one or two hymns per album. The album is notable in this 
regard, but it also provides an opportunity to explore the religious aspect of Fahey’s 
life. When asked about Fahey’s relationship with religion, ED Denson replied: 

I never saw anything remotely approaching religious emotion in John. He had 
a very abstract understanding of modern theology– for all I know he agreed 
with it but I don’t recall ever seeing it have any effect in his life– except for 
appearances in liner notes.146 

There may have been a superficial relationship to religion expressed during 
the 1960s that Denson is referring to, but Fahey definitely had it in mind for the 
majority of his life. Even his flirtation with Eastern religion had to do with a 
longstanding interest in religious philosophy. 

During the late 1970s, he had begun to talk more at length about the 
relationship between the old blues performers and the religious conflict that playing 
the blues formed for them. Fahey told Mark Humphrey in 1980: 

The project I’m most excited about is a book I’m writing about the dichotomy 
of sacred music and the blues, and how some of the great bluesman 
resolved this conflict. I think that what makes the best blues 

performances so anguished, so intense, is the feeling these guys had that 
they were serving the Devil when they knew they should be serving God. 
They all basically believed the same thing, in fact many of them . . . had 
been preachers at one time.147 

There is no doubt that Fahey felt a connection to the blues musicians he 
admired, a point already addressed, and Humphrey reported that Fahey himself 
had spent time in a Catholic Monastery in Oklahoma, presumably in an attempt to 
become a a more religious person.148 Fahey himself claimed as much, “I nearly 

became a minister at one stage but I’m too unstable for that.”149  The book Fahey 
146 ED Denson, interview by Nick Schillace, 19 April 2002.
147 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 26.
148 Humphrey, “An Existential Guitarist Packs his Bags,” 5.
149 Sean Higgins, “John Fahey: From Barrelhouse to Bible,” International Musician and 

Recording World, September 1979, incomplete source.
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mentioned, which had the tentative title Black Diamond Express to Hell, was  never 
published.

Fahey’s other 1980 release, Live In Tasmania, was his first live album. Not 
only that, it was the only album at the time that was recorded live in Tasmania by a 
national artist. This was the very reason Fahey had decided to make it. Fahey told 
the audience during the concert:

I thought this would be a great place to record, Tasmania . . . my grandfather 
subscribed to The National Geographic  magazine . . .Tasmania . . . has this 
terribly esoteric connotation in the states . . . . In a way I’m disappointed, 
there’s no madmen hanging from the trees screaming.150  

This type of a rapport with the audience had become typical for Fahey, who 
had largely replaced his lengthy liner notes with audience correspondence during the 
1970s. The performance itself emits a high level of energy. The pieces Fahey 
performs are all retitled versions of older material, but one notable standout is “The 
Approaching of the Disco Void,” formerly “Wine and Roses,” which not only makes 
for good commentary on the music industry, but also showcases Fahey’s playing at 
a higher and more exuberant level, a likely artifact from his encounter with Bola 
Sete’s music.

In 1981 Fahey made a major change in his life. He and his wife Melody 
moved north to Oregon, ending Fahey’s almost twenty-year stay in Los Angeles. 
The move was bittersweet for Fahey, who told Mark Humphrey, “I’m not leaving 
because of the crime or fear of the Big Quake . . . I’m leaving because it’s so 
damned expensive to live here anymore.”151 They moved to Salem, the capitol of 
Oregon, a city that reminded Fahey of his home town of Takoma Park. Fahey’’s 
touring schedule still kept him on the road about half of the year, and perhaps the 
slower pace of Salem was something that the forty-two-year old was seeking at that 
stage of his life. After living awhile in Oregon, Melody Fahey told Suzie Boss, “He’s 
calmed down quite a bit. It’s hard to be impulsive in Salem.”152       

After moving to Salem, Fahey recorded his last record for Takoma,
150 John Fahey, Live In Tasmania, 1980. 
151 Humphrey, “An Existential Guitarist Packs his Bags,” 5.
152 Boss, http://www.hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/mom.html.
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Railroad I.153 It was a fitting end to that particular chapter of his career. Having taken his 

music further away from the blues forms he had originally utilized during the 1970s, 
on  Railroad I  he revisited not only some of these influences, but another Fahey 
preoccupation, locomotives. Imagery of railway travel is popular for many twentieth-
century American artists, and Fahey is no exception. When asked for his opinion on 
the matter, Barry Hansen replied: 

It goes back to our boyhood, when steam locomotives were the biggest, 
most awesome machines that were physically close to us, and trains were 
also the most common mode of long distance travel.  Also, trains played a 
huge role in African-American life during the first half of the century, including 
Charley Patton's time, so that probably reinforced John's interest.154  

Each piece on the album was accompanied by an allegory involving trains. 
Fahey even wrote about the train that made its way through his new hometown for 
“Afternoon Espee through Salem”:  

I live here by the mainline. Can't get away from it. I hear it all day and all night. 
A great chord, but what the hell is it? Not the same as the Great Canadian 
(minor) Triad. One of the tunes here I learned from Bukka White who was a 
good friend of mine and who was also obsessed with trains.155 

The pieces on the album do not simply revisit old themes, but make new 
interpretations using what at the time was Fahey’s slightly less subtle attack than in 
earlier years, perhaps due to the years of touring, or just an assuredness from 
playing in his style for so long. Either way, the album boasts a production that was 
superior to the other albums recorded during the same period, and represents an 
excellent snapshot of Fahey’s sound and influences, both past and present, during 
the early part of the decade.

In Oregon, Fahey met the guitarist Terry Robb, who helped him record and 
produce two complementary albums that once again showcased Fahey’s continuing 
absorption and regeneration of styles. Let Go, recorded in 1983, can be considered 

Fahey’s first real attempt at tackling the music of Bola Sete with concentrated effort.156  
153 John Fahey, Railroad I, Shanacie 99003, 1992 (1983), compact disc.
154 Barry Hansen, Interviewed by Nick Schillace, 20  June 2002. 
155 John Fahey, liner noted to Railroad.
156 John Fahey, Let Go, Varrik VR 008, 1997 (1983), compact disc.
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Perhaps for this reason, Terry Robb accompanies on second guitar for all but two 
tracks, with musicians Johnny Riggins and Ron “Dr.” Manfredo contributing on two 
tracks as well. Only three of the tracks can be traced to Sete, but nonetheless, the 
care and precision that the guitarists show in the arranging and performing of the 
pieces exhibit clear understanding of the idiom. “Black Mommy” stands out most 
and maintains the same mood and complexity as Sete’s recording. With additional 
textures and nuances, not to mention Charley Patton licks transplanted inside, Fahey 
once again showcases his ability to transcend homage and create images of 
compositions cast in his own vision.

Fahey even included a brief snippet of his trademark liner notes in the album 
jacket, in an attempt to play with the image that had been close to his heels since the 
60s. From the liner notes:

No folk music on this record- not even anything that sounds or suggests folk 
music. People think you [Fahey] play folk music . . . . And the people 

in the Volk Societies won’t hire me [Fahey] because they say I [Fahey] don’t 
play Volkmuzik . . . . It’s hard to break out of a bag I never intended to be 
in- never thought I was in . . . . I’m not a Volk. I’m from the suburbs.157 

The album also included examples of Fahey’s earlier influences, but more 
notable is the piece “Dvorak,” an arrangement of various themes from the 
composer’s Eighth and Ninth Symphonies. Fahey had originally recorded the piece 
for America, but this reworking with Robb on second guitar is still a fine example of 
Fahey’s continuing relationship with concert music.   

Fahey’s second album with Robb, Rain Forests, Oceans, and Other 
Themes, released in 1985, was a similar outing, yet featured a superior recording 
with more solo performances by Fahey. The compositions “Melody McBad” and 
“Rain Forest” are true to Fahey’s direction, and put together the influences that Let 
Go displayed separately in a clearer voice that was more Fahey than anyone else. 
Another composer gets treated to syncopated guitar– Igor Stravinsky. In a duet with 
Robb, the guitarists tackle the “Lullaby” and the “Finale” from Stravinsky’s ballet The 
Firebird. Aided by a basic recording setup and the acoustics of Cascade Recording 
Studios, formerly a small church, the guitarists capture the themes with surprising 

157 John Fahey, liner notes to Let Go.
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accuracy. Compositions by both Sete and his own Brazilian contemporary, Luis 
Bonfa, are included on the album, as well as the odd pairing of Jimi Hendrix and 
Furry Lewis on “May this be Love/Casey Jones.”

Between 1982 and 1991, Fahey also added several additions to his holiday 
catalog: beginning with Christmas Guitar Vol 1, a rerecording of The New Possibility, 
then followed by 1983’s Popular Songs for Christmas and the New Year, and 

1991’s The John Fahey Christmas Album.158  In addition to these works, he also 

released three albums with various approaches: I Remember Blind Joe Death 
(1987), God Time and Casualty(1989), and Old Girlfriends and Other Horrible 

Memories (1990).159  

Each of the non-holiday albums offers something worthwhile to Fahey’s 
output. Tinh Mahoney, who produced I Remember Blind Joe Death and who was a 
close friend of Fahey’s, said that the record was an attempt by Fahey to get in touch 
with his roots.160 Many of the pieces on the recording are traditional themes arranged 
by Fahey but he does not stop with the blues strains that densely cover the album. 
Two Sete compositions find their way onto the recording as well, along with works 
by George Gershwin and Elvis Presley. To consider any one influence the source of 
Fahey’s inspiration would be foolish, and this album, as a tribute and reconnection 
with his roots, does well in showcasing examples of popular Americana as well as 
the timeless and genre-less music of Sete that have always found their way into 
Fahey’s music. 

Fahey considered his playing on God, Time and Casualty to be some of his 
best: “I practiced a lot to save on studio time. I don’t think there’s one edit on the 

158 John Fahey, Christmas Guitar Volume I, Rounder 710 002, 1990 (1982), compact disc; 
John Fahey, Popular Songs For Christmas and the New Year, Rounder 710 012, 1990 (1983), 
compact disc; John Fahey, The John Fahey Christmas Album, Burnside 0004, 1991, compact 
disc.

159 John Fahey, I Remember Blind Joe Death, Varrik, VR-028, 1987, compact disc; John 
Fahey, God, Time and Casualty, Shanachie SH 97006, 1989, compact disc; John Fahey, Old 
Girlfriends and Other Horrible Memories, Varrik, VR- 031, 1992, compact disc.

160 Tinh Mahoney, recorded by Nick Schillace at the  memorial held for John Fahey, 3 
March 2001, Salem, Oregon.
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whole record.”161 It was more likely that the quality of playing was due to the amount 
of time Fahey had spent performing on stage up until 1989; his playing is fully 
matured, and he is in full command of his compositions. A final retitling of “Wine and 
Roses,” the track “The Red Pony” is as powerful as any other performance by 
Fahey. The piece had by this time become a concert standard for the guitarist, and 
the twenty five years of maturation show in his performance. The liner notes 
joked(?), “Whatever he does next, we may here have the ultimate– both in terms of 
best and final– statement of American Primitive Guitar. An album that was thirty 
years in the making.”162 

The “finality” of the American Primitive statement was due to an increasing 
disenchantment Fahey was having with his former self: the image of a fingerpicking 
and reluctant “folkie” whose long and spiraled compositions no longer satisfied his 
inner psyche. In fact, by the late 1980s/early 1990s, Fahey had come to regard his 
earlier work as false and dishonest. Perhaps for this reason, Old Girlfriends and Other 
Horrible Memories is a combination of older, retitled, and newly interpreted Fahey 
themes, along with old 1950s rock and roll classics arranged for fingerstyle guitar. The 
music is intriguing in much the same way his Christmas hymns and carols are, albeit a 
bit less so, and it is strangely evocative to hear pieces like “Blueberry Hill” and “Sea 
of Love” reworked into this format. He even revisited the same type of audio prank 
he had done with The Voice of the Turtle, by including an outtake by Al Wilson from 

his days with Canned Heat, “Fear and Loathing at Fourth and Butternut.”163 
But despite any lightheartedness and humor that could be found on the 

album, beneath it were much darker burdens that had caught up with Fahey. Even 
though the sound of the album was largely influenced by older ideas, some pieces 
show glimpses of where Fahey was headed. The tracks “In Darkest Night” and even 
“Fear and Loathing at Fourth and Butternut,” regardless of the performer, are darker 
and much barer than many of the other pieces. Hints of Sete’s influence are present 
on “In Darkest Night,” and Al Wilson’s ominous chromatic harmonica against a steady 

161 John Fahey, liner notes to God, Time, and Casualty.
162 Ibid.
163 http://www.johnfahey.com/pages/girl2.html
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drone pushes “Fear and Loathing” far from fifties pop. But even more intriguing is the 
sound of Fahey struggling with changes that were happening both mentally and 
physically, and the ramifications they would have on his life, both past, present and 
future.

Even though he had been fairly prolific during the eighties, Fahey’s life was 
besieged with personal, physical, and psychological problems that had origins in his 
childhood and had followed him all the way to Oregon. Beginning sometime in the 
late 1970s or early 1980s, Fahey contracted Epstein-Barr syndrome, which lasted 
until the mid 1980s. The illness itself was hard on Fahey, but his response to a 
decrease in energy was to increase his alcohol consumption. Fahey said, “I’d drink 
beer for the energy, and then the amount of beer I needed kept escalating. Then the 
virus went away, but I had become addicted to alcohol.”164 Along with the alcoholism, 
Fahey was also suffering from diabetes, a likely result of a poor and excessive diet. 
Moreover, his marriage ended in divorce.

Fahey also entered psychotherapy during the same period, perhaps to help 
confront his life. The rejection of his earlier material was due in part to conclusions he 
reached during his therapy sessions. He felt his older material was a mask that he 
used to hide what his true feelings were:

I was writing these things as an escape, as a possible way to make money. 
The sentiments expressed come out of a fucked up situation. I was creating 
for myself an imaginary, beautiful world and pretending that I lived there, but I 
didn’t feel beautiful. I was mad but I wasn’t aware of it. I was also very sad, 
afraid and lonely. By presenting this so-called beautiful facade I looked good 
to myself and my audience . . . .This went on for years. I always tried to put a 
peaceful element into the music, but it was false because I was not at peace. 
I didn’t know what I was doing and felt pretty phony. I didn’t understand any 
of this until I had psychoanalysis.165 

Fahey’s issues derived in part from abuse he suffered as a child. The therapy 
helped bring these repressed memories out into the open, and the result was a 
reflection that for some time made Fahey react negatively to his earlier work. It may 
seem sensational to take up this subject, but the way in which Fahey coped early on 
is directly connected to his development as a musician. Fahey pinpointed his 

164 Miller, 28.
165 Pouncey, http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
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relationship with the music that had impacted him:
The reason that I liked Charley Patton and those other Delta blues singers so 
much was because they were angry. Their music is ominous. Patton had a 
rheumatic heart and he knew that he was going to die young, which he did. In 
Son House you hear a lot of fear. In Skip James you hear a lot of sorrow, but 
also a lot of anger. When I first heard these guys I couldn’t identify the 
emotions because I didn’t acknowledge that I had them myself. I didn’t learn 
the names of these emotions until I was under pyschoanlaysis. I played 
some of the records to the doctor and he said, “These guys are angry as 
hell.”166 

Fahey’s road to recovery was slow. He lost his house in the divorce and 
began living in low rent motels. In 1994 his situation became so bleak that he ended 
up living at the Union Gospel Mission.167 Fahey told Byron Coley, “Life has been 
pretty grim. I’m not used to being poor. I’ve never been poor in my life. Although 
certain aspects of it are interesting and good for one’s humility, of which I don’t have 
any, it may help me be more humble, but so far I just get mad.168 

Fahey may have been living a life that by all accounts seemed destitute, but 
the experience may not have been as bad as some have reported. Accounts of 
Fahey pawning his guitar to pay his bills, canvassing for rare classical records to resell 
to dealers, and struggling to maintain a general existence was more likely due to the 
status of his career and his lack of interest in pursuing his music as he had in the past, 
something that many of his long time fans refused to relinquish. Even after he moved 
from the mission, he continued to live in the same motels, costing him far more than 
an apartment would, up to the end of his life. Dean Blackwood, a business associate 
of Fahey in his final years said:

It was the same life that John led before that- always hawking stuff, shopping 
in Salvation Armies and thrift stores looking for rare classical LPs, he knew the 
market . . . . He lived in a series of welfare-motels . . . and all of them were far 
more expensive than weekly rent on apartments. . . . He always had this 
publishing income and that never went away- he was never penniless. It’s 
just writerly license taken with that period. [He] might have been fallow 

creatively because he didn’t know anyone interested in what he was 

166 Ibid.
167 Keith Moerer, “The Return of the Original Thrift- Store Junkie, Indie Noise-Guitar God, 

Request, October 1996, 42.
168 Coley, http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.
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exploring [musically].169  

Fahey eventually overcame his alcoholism the old fashioned way, Alcoholics 
Anonymous. Fahey said, “I had tried to stop drinking in the past using ‘willpower,’  
but I spent too long in scientific philosophy to do that.”170  By the early 1990s, Fahey 
had found himself in much the same place that the blues singers he loved had been 
in the 1960s. The major difference was that Fahey was not waiting around to be 
rediscovered in order to resurrect the same career he had before. He was more 
interested in stretching out and exercising his experimental tendencies, the ones that 
he had flirted with somewhat before, but which gave him a more proper outlet for his 
mental state. The pawning of his guitars did not leave him without a creative outlet, 
he simply turned his energy to writing prose and painting, as well as to creating tape 
and sound collages with a boombox in his Oregon motel room. There came a 
turning point for Fahey when he played one of these tapes for a local record clerk, 
who then introduced him to similar music.171 This is when Fahey came to realize that 
there was a market for experimental music that was being created and utilized by 
bands such as Sonic Youth, who at the time Fahey knew little about. Fahey said, “I 
didn’t know there was an alternative movement going . . . I was aware that there had 
been an experimental movement in the sixties with John Cage and his followers, 
but I thought they had all gone. Until then I didn’t know what was going on.”172 

Around the same time that Fahey was experimenting with sound and finding 
a new movement to identify with, his older material was about to resurface in the 
form of a two disc anthology, assembled and annotated by his old friend and 
sometime producer, Barry Hansen. The Return of the Repressed was not simply a 
“best of” collection. At the time, it was the only source for many of the recordings that 
resided in the Fahey catalog which were out of print. 

 In 1996, he recorded three guitar tutorial videos in which he explained the 
fine points of several of his classic acoustic works, as well as a concert video of him 

169 Perfect Sound Forever, “Dean Blackwood Remembers John Fahey,” 
http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-dean.html.  Author unknown.

170 Coley, http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.
171 Moerer, 40-1.
172 Pouncey, http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
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performing in his old style. He also released two 78s of acoustic pieces on the 
Perfect label, a project led by Dean Blackwood.173  It was soon after meeting 
Blackwood that Fahey came into a small inheritance due to his father’s death, and 
decided to give the money to Blackwood to start a new record label, Revenant. 
Blackwood said about Revenant, “We wanted to put out what was missing as far as 
what record labels were offering, the artist’s vision preserved intact in its raw form.”174 

The albums released included early recordings from banjo player Dock 
Boggs and the Stanely Brothers, as well as more avant garde performers such as 
Captain Beefheart, Derek Bailey, and Ornette Coleman. In many ways, the idea of 
how wide ranging the term “American Primitive” can be, is manifest in the offerings 
by Revenant. Blackwood feels:

This was to be the undiluted stuff that folks were likely to have in their 
personal archives somewhere but which was unlikely to have ever seen 
"legitimate" release. Shelved together, the releases were to appear more like 
a set of substantial books from the same publisher. Weighty tomes, [Fahey] 
said.175 

By combining early pre-war acoustic with avant rock and jazz musicians, the 
musical aesthetic that Fahey belongs to, and very much helped create, is illustrated 
far beyond the output of any one person or style. Perhaps Revenant’s most 
ambitious contribution to this aesthetic was Screamin’ and Hollerin’ the Blues, the 
complete recordings of Charley Patton, that included several additional writings on 
the musician, as well as a reprint of Fahey’s earlier book, long out of print.176  Sadly, it 
was released posthumously, but it still stands as a major testament as to how far 
Fahey would go to ensure that the musical landscape as he sees it was thoroughly 
represented.

Fahey made it clear that despite any rediscovery, he would not fall into the 
derivative patterns of artists who find themselves on a renewed career path. He 

173 John Fahey, Double 78s, Perfect, 14404-A,B,C,D, 1997, 78 rpm phonodiscs.
174 Blackwood, http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-dean.html.
175 Dean Blackwood, “In Memorium: John Fahey, 1959-2001, http://www.clicks-and-

klangs.com/archive/006/faheyblackwood.htm.
176 Charley Patton, Screamin’ and Hollerin’ the Blues: The Worlds of Charley Patton,  

Revenant 212, 2001. compact disc.
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released several recordings in 1997, all of which seemed to be drastic departures 
from his Takoma days. The Takoma records themselves had begun to be reissued 
by Fantasy, which had acquired the rights to Fahey’s back catalog. But Fahey was 
set on the future. Beginning with The Mill Pond, he began mixing noise texture and 

guitar in new ways.177  It served as an appetizer to the full length album that followed, 

The City of Refuge.178  Put out on the Oregon label, Tim/Kerr Records, the album 

utilizes industrial noise with samples and distorted guitar. There were varied reactions 
to the album. Many of Fahey’s older fans did not see the similarity between the new 
material and the old, and even friends and fans such as Glenn Jones, whose own 
group Cul De Sac ventures into similar sonic territory, had little positive criticism.179  

The more negative reactions were likely due to Fahey’s admitted distancing 
from his earlier work. The experimental tendencies had always been there, but even 
earlier attempts proved less accepted than his more traditional work. But Fahey 
recognized his opportunity and seized the moment to exercise both his past and 
present in order to make way for his future. Fahey said in 1997, “I think this is a really 
exciting time for music, experimental music particularly. People are a lot more open 
and curious than they ever have been before.”180 He even included an ode to a style 
of music that credits its existence to him, “On the Death and Disembowelment of the 
New Age.” Fahey rarely spoke out too vehemently against the New Age genre, 
more often than not simply exhibiting bewilderment that he was considered a link to 
its formation. His influence is more by chance than directly musical, however, and 
many of the people who enjoy both New Age music and John Fahey’s music are 
most often selective listeners. Fahey was casting off the style of music that 
connected him loosely to the genre, and embracing the aspect of his music that 
would propel him away from whatever expectations would befall an artist 
experiencing a second wind. Even fans of Fahey who may have rejected more 

177 John Fahey, The Mill Pond, Little Brother, 1997, 45 rpm phonodiscs.
178 John Fahey, The City of Refuge, Tim/Kerr, 1997, compact disc.
179 Glenn Jones makes mention of this during his tribute at the memorial held for John 

Fahey on March 3, 2001, in Salem, Oregon. 
180 Matt Hanks, “Age Against the Machine,”  No Depression, May/June, 1997, reprinted 

online, http//:johnfahey.com/NoDepressionArticle.html.
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banal copies of his earlier work by other musicians, anticipated a closer return to 
Fahey’s less experimental past.  

Regardless, Fahey recorded an album with Cul De Sac the same year 
entitled The Epiphany of Glenn Jones.181 Glenn Jones was admittedly influenced 

early in his musical development by Vol. IV, and his musical career reflected it.182  

With Cul De Sac, Fahey was able to indulge even more in some of the collage 
textures, this time with the support of musicians comfortable with experimentation.  
The record makes good connections to Fahey’s earlier work, in an updated, post- 
rock fashion. Some of the tunes derive from pre-war blues musicians, such as 
Tommy and Robert Johnson numbers; others are new compositions by Fahey or in 
collaboration with Jones. Even a fresh twist is put on “The Red Pony,” appropriately 
retitled, “The New Red Pony.” Fahey’s dominance of the recording process is  
recounted in the liner notes by Jones, but the record belongs equally to Cul De Sac 
as it does to Fahey. It was Fahey’s insistence on the purity in what the musicians 
were doing that finally put them on equal ground.183 

Fahey recorded another album in 1997, Womblife, produced by Jim 

O’Rourke, whose Chicago band Gastor Del Sol would go on to tour with Fahey.184  
The album shares with Fahey’s music of this period a penchant for sound 
experiment and an emphasis on texture. Solo guitar, as opposed to the full band 
sound of the Cul De Sac record, was mixed with heavy reverberation (reverb) and 
audio signals, combined with drones and gamelan, a timbre that had found its way 
into several of Fahey’s albums throughout his career. The album helps fill out this 
experimental period; it is a sizable chunk of similar material that provides too much 
evidence to be passed off as anything but genuine attempts by Fahey to realize 
new directions.

It was also in 1997 that The Anthology of American Folk Music was reissued 
for the first time since 1952, to surprising success. Fahey had included the Anthology 

181 Cul De Sac, The Epiphany of Glenn Jones, Thristy Ear thi 57037-2, 1997, compact 
disc.

182 Glenn Jones, liner notes to The Epiphany of Glenn Jones.
183 Ibid.
184 John Fahey, Womblife, Table of the Elements TOE-CD-87, 1997, compact disc.
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at the top of the list of his “Selected Suggested Prejudiced Discography” in the 
book of transcriptions accompanying The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977.185 Fahey 

was as affected as any other by this landmark collection when it first came out, 
inspiring musical themes as well as song and album titles that followed Fahey 
throughout his entire career. For the reissue, Fahey added an essay to the booklet 
that accompanied the set. The liner notes, a collection of several essays by different 
authors, won him a collective Grammy Award, stolen while he was living out of his 
car.186  He wrote of Smith’s genius and of his relevance to collector’s such as himself:

Had he never done anything with his life but this anthology, Harry Smith 
would still have borne the mark of genius across his forehead. I’d match the 
Anthology up against any other single compendium of important information 
ever assembled. Dead Sea Scrolls? Nah. I’ll take the Anthology. Make no 
mistake: there was no ‘folk’ canon before Smith’s work. That he had compiled 
such a definitive document only became apparent much later, of course. We 
record- collecting types, sifting through many more records than he did, 
eventually reached the same conclusions: these were the true goods.187 

It is interesting to consider that a totem of the very rudiments of Fahey’s music 
had been reissued in its unchanged form for others to experience at the same raw 
level that Fahey had. At the same time Fahey’s own music was reaching out in new 
directions looking for a place to land. The music Fahey was making in the late 1990s 
was still definitively and unmistakably his own, but even his guitar style had changed 
significantly since his earlier years. No longer incorporating plastic fingerpicks, his 
guitar style became rawer and more bare, utilizing only the essence of what he 
needed to convey his music. Some who were close to Fahey feel that the change 
was due to a lack of facility brought on by his failing health, and that his music 
reflected this; Fahey simply couldn’t do justice to his older work with the state of his 
facility, whether he wanted to or not.188  But there was more to Fahey’s experiments 
than simply technical limitations. It was clear that much of what he was writing and 
releasing was due to pent up energy and a reflection on the state of his life. Fahey 
had acknowledged that any time he drifted too far from the type music he played on 

185 Fahey, in The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, ed. by John John Lescroat, 167.
186 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 10 June 2002.
187 John Fahey, liner notes to The Anthology of American Folk Music, 8.
188 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 13 June 2002.
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his first few records, people reacted negatively. Many of those people were no 
longer around, and the crowd he now found himself in was much more sympathetic. 
With his diminishing ability to perform his old material, he really had little choice and 
nothing to lose by putting his experimental indulgence right out into the open. 

In time, he made a logical transition to the electric guitar, utilizing not only its 
sustain and unaffected texture, but also through effects such as delay and reverb. In 
1998, he released a live record of solo electric guitar entitled Georgia Stomps, 

Atlanta Struts, and Other Contemporary Dance Favorites.189  The record did little 

more than showcase an all electric Fahey, although some pieces are notable for the 
transitional aspect of Fahey’s music. The texture of the electric guitar shares an 
ethereal nature that Fahey had once achieved with his heavy double thumbing 
acoustic style. Harmonics derived through dissonance were now aided with the 
random harmonics of a reverb drenched guitar. Three of the tunes are nearly twenty 
minutes long, and may have been a bit too long to be realized well, but the drawn 
out nature of his playing works to great effect on “House of the Rising 
Sun/Nightmare” and “Juana/Guitar Lamento.”

It was also during the later part of the decade that Fahey began playing with 
his own trio, consisting of fellow Oregon musicians Rob Scrivner on guitar and 
various sound generating devices and effects, and Tim Knight on lap steel, guitar, 
organ and bass, among other unique instruments. The music performed by the trio 
differs from the other music of the period;it finds Fahey blending more of his past 
and present together. Fahey used a more traditional guitar technique, bringing back 
old themes either fingerpicked or with the slide, and even read some old liner notes 
recounting the tale of Blind Joe Death.190  The effects processing either takes over 
the sound completely, or hangs onto the music like an additional element. 
Additionally, the juxtaposition of found sounds and free jazz aesthetics contrast 
against the familiarity of Fahey’s guitar and adds another dimension to this stage of 
Fahey’s music. 

189 John Fahey, Georgia Stomps, Atlanta Struts, and Other Contemporary Dance 
Favorites, Table of the Elements TOE-CD- 38, 1998.

190 John Fahey  Trio, Volume One, Jazzoo Records, no date given, compact disc.
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Aside from constituting unique musical moments, the music made by the 
group further illustrates the growth that Fahey was undergoing. No single recording 
had yet to show concrete metamorphosis. This is most likely due to Fahey’s need 
not only to be true to the music at the moment, but also to utilize the musicians he 
was working with either directly or through production. But taken collectively, the 
music made by Fahey starting in 1997 marks a new beginning to his career, and 
connects to the methods that date back to his youth.  Due to the fact that he was 
experiencing new found interest in his music, as he attempted to find a new direction, 
those who had stayed or become interested were witness to this journey. After 
spending significant time being relatively unproductive, Fahey would not pass up 
opportunities to record and tour. Therefore, more than any other time in Fahey’s life, 
his music during this period was a direct window into his process of self expression. 
The misunderstanding is that this stage of Fahey’s musical career was different than 
his earlier style, but that is not the case. Fahey resisted a preconceived form or style, 
instead utilizing his vernacular to continuously evolve his cultivated style. No album or 
composition by Fahey is devoid of this vernacular. He simply took it and used it to 
branch out more and more in an attempt to cultivate his own style. Fahey never saw 
his music as finite. 

Released in 2000,  Hitomi would be Fahey’s last official release before his 

death.191 An all electric recording, Hitomi was the only record from this period that 

Fahey produced himself.192 Nearly all the pieces are solo, with his trio joining on at 
least one track. Even the overdubs are kept to a minimum, instead putting Fahey’s 
guitar more or less out front and alone. The compositions are all new, and Fahey’s 
playing is at a comfortable and controlled place. The title track is a perfect example of 
how Fahey was able to take a more or less singular theme and stretch it out over an 
extended period and still end with a strong conclusion. Yet pieces with multiple 
developments such as “Hitomi Smiles,” which even hints briefly at the alternating 
bass technique he had more or less abandoned at this point, show that many of his 

191 John Fahey, Hitomi, LivHouse, 2000, compact disc.
192 Executive production is credited to Danny Letham, presumably since he was LivHouse 

records owner/operator. 
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techniques still could be found in the music. The effects used on the guitar are merely 
additions to the texture Fahey creates with his hands. Fahey’s vocabulary is not 
simply extended, but for the first time it appears reestablished. The trademark 
dissonances are there, less subtle than ever, but utilized in musical ways that Fahey 
only hinted at prior to the recording. Echoes of his covers of 1950s pop pieces can 
be heard on “East Meets West,” which also acknowledges Fahey’s continuing 
relationship with Asian culture, as does the Japanese calligraphy found on the inside 
cover. The album closes with multiple overlays of sounds and textures. If the last 
two tracks are taken together, a summation of Fahey’s group experiments and 
newfound solo technique are fittingly stationed next to each other. 

The real success of Hitomi lies in the summation of many of the experiments 
Fahey had worked through in the years prior to its release. The album finds him 
clearly facing forward. Dean Blackwood made some observations as to what Fahey 
was after during this period, and what his music was like like shortly before his death:

[Fahey] ended up at ease with his past. He was railing against it, and then he 
came to terms with it more recently and wanted to draw on all his musical 
influences and assert himself organically and not vent these pent-up 
experiments.The stuff he sent lately was to be distilled into one record and it 
was evidencing a new state of being more at ease with his musical history 
and embracing it all rather than rejecting one to benefit the other. It shows a 
real mastery of his craft . . . .What he continued to rail against was people who 
were stuck in the past.193 

  
During his resurgence, Fahey was encouraged to return to writing prose by 

Dean Blackwood, Jim O’Rourke, and many others after circulating numerous hand 
written stories recounting past tales of his life, real and imagined. What resulted was 
the quasi-autobiographical book How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My Life. True to 
Fahey’s legacy, the book is a free flowing mix of essays; some accounts have clear 
origins in the truth, but others more than likely take liberty with whatever facts may lie 
within the text. Hence the book is listed as fiction. Either way, famous anecdotes can 
be found between the pages, and some questions about Fahey’s life are 
answered, while new ones are manifested. 

It is a sad twist of fate that Hitomi, Fahey’s most unique and inspired work of 
193 http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-dean.html.
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his rejuvenated career, and his book of stories recounting much of his own past, 
would come out shortly before his death. Despite any attempts he had made to 
recover from his ailments and addictions, the damage was done. On February 22, 
2001, John Fahey died after slipping into a coma following major bypass surgery. 
The Song of Solomon 2:11-12  inscribed on the inside of the program from his 
funeral, was the same inscription used by Fahey for the album notes to The Voice of 
the Turtle, and would eventually find its way onto his tombstone:

For, lo, the winter is past,
The rain is over and gone;

The flowers appear on the earth;
The time of the singing of birds is come,

And the voice of the turtle 
Is heard in our land. 

At the memorial held for Fahey shortly after his death, his ex-wife Melody, 
who had been at his side as he passed, said that as they talked before his surgery, 
he was realistic about the fact that he might not recover. She said: 

[Fahey] had made peace with many of the demons of his past, and had done 
away with a lot of his anger. He told me that even though he wanted to live, 
he was satisfied with the music that he had composed.194   

194 Melody Fahey, Memorial held for John Fahey in Salem, Oregon, 3 March 2001, 
recorded by Nick Schillace.
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CHAPTER 4
THE MUSIC OF JOHN FAHEY

“What I am abdicating is subjectivity and playing by ear.” John Fahey.1 

From a Vernacular to a Cultivated Style
In order to illustrate how John Fahey serves as an example of twentieth-

century American music, it is important to understand the relationship between 
vernacular and cultivated music, and how this defines a culture. At this point, it has 
been established that vernacular is defined by the exposure that an individual has to 
music early in life, and the cultivated music is one that is derived from the use of this 
vernacular as a basis for an idiosyncratic style. Taking the place of any 
predetermined traditional folk culture, the vernacular of the United States has more to 
do with the experience, rather than the style, of the music. Any resulting cultivated 
style will be directly related to the music that is experienced, regardless of style or 
genre. In the case of Fahey, this process was established primarily through 
recordings, mainly pre-war 78s, although to a lesser extent through movies and 
radio. This vernacular, in turn, was used by Fahey as a vocabulary that he applied 
towards his own idiosyncratic style. 

It should be noted that the idea is not to uncover and expose every instance 
of vernacular occurrence in Fahey’s music. Although tracing the many quotations of a 
single influence, like Sam McGee or Charley Patton, either directly or indirectly, is a 
valuable means of understanding Fahey’s influences, this does not necessarily 
explain the process illustrated here. What needs to be established is how Fahey’s 
vernacular served his composing in a technical way. Fahey made a habit of quoting 

1 John Fahey, introduction to The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, ed. John Lescroat, 
New York: GPI, 1978. 13.
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his influences, but what is more important is the musical vocabulary that he 
established through these influences.  

Examples of John Fahey’s Vernacular
An examination of Fahey’s vernacular begins with Bill Monroe’s version of 

Jimmie Rodgers’ “Blue Yodel No. 7.” Below is a  simplified version of the 
introductory solo break played by Monroe on the mandolin: 

               “Blue Yodel No. 7,” Bill Monroe/Jimmie Rodgers.2

In this single break, many of the dominant features of old-time, blues, and 
bluegrass music can be examined. The tonality and the relationship to accidentals is 
fundamental, as well as the primary chords used. The most common accidentals are 
C-natural and G-natural, set against the I(A), IV(D) and V(E) chords– all major. These 
tones, the  flat 3rd and flat 7th, represent what are commonly called “blue notes,” 
and are often used to define a key trait of the blues. It is not the tones themselves, 
but the juxtaposition of the tones against diatonic chords that define their use in this 
context. The C-natural set against an A major triad in measures 4, 8 and 13 blurs the 
major harmony, and the G-natural in measure 8 suggests a dominant 7th sonority. 
When set against the IV chord, in this instance a D-major triad, the C-natural in 
measures 5 and 6 acts as a flat 7th and again suggests a dominant 7th sonority, this 
time D7. It is likely that the V chord has the addition of D, its flat 7th, by one of the 
other instruments; violin, guitar, or bass. This brings all primary chord sonorities to 

2 Bill Monroe and the Monroe Brothers, The Essential Bill Monroe and the Monroe 
Brothers, RCA 67450-2, 1997 (1941), compact disc. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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dominant– I7, IV7, V7.
The eighth-note rhythm is also important, but even more so is the occurrence 

of triplet rhythms found in measures 4, 11, and 12. Triplet rhythms in this manner are 
common, but the rhythm derived from triplets, also called “swing rhythm,” in which 
the three eighth notes of the triplet are replaced with a quarter note followed by an 
eighth note, is akin to the syncopated style of the music discussed here.3 

The melody carried by the mandolin utilizes the blue notes, but the mandolin 
does not have the ability to “bend,” “worry” or “slur” the notes as well as the voice, 
violin or guitar. This technique furthers to blur tonality by falling between major and 
minor tones, utilizing what has been called a neutral note, more common to non-
western scales. Below is a single melody line, sung by Monroe:

      “Blue Yodel Number 7,” Bill Monroe/Jimmie Rodgers.4

     

The main tones of the melody are A, C-natural, and G-natural. Again, the 
aforementioned blue notes. Set against an Amaj5  sonority played by the backing 
musicians, the dominant color is again displayed. However, Monroe’s vocal style is 
less strict than his mandolin, and when singing the C-naturals marked with parenthesis 
in particular, he exhibits the neutral tone more than when playing the mandolin. Also 
note the octave slide in the second to last measure. 

Fahey had been playing the guitar for a short while when he first heard the 
Monroe cut, but the experience eventually led him to fingerpicking styles as he 

3 Donald Grout, Masters of Instrumental Blues Guitar, New York: Oak Publications, 1967.
4Transcription by Nick Schillace.
5 Abbreviations are used for chord harmony.
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began collecting more and more. It was briefly mentioned that Fahey credited a Pete 
Seeger instruction record as a rudimentary learning tool for fingerpicking, and by 
emphasizing that influence, an overall understanding of how Fahey most likely got 
started on the guitar is achieved. Used for analysis is the record that is assumed to 
be the same used by Fahey, The Folksinger’s Guitar Guide.6   The record is 

accompanied by three booklets that follow verbatim the instruction given on the 
record. The second booklet explains various techniques ranging from right hand 
arpeggio patterns, bass runs, bass melody, slides, hammers, blues, finger and flat 
picks, and what Seeger calls a “stretch,” but what is commonly called “bending” on 
the guitar. This technique was discussed in the Monroe transcription. On the guitar, 
this technique is achieved by plucking a string stopped on a particular fret, and then 
pushing up or pulling down the note “into” a note anywhere from a quarter tone to 
two and a half steps higher.

Presumably Fahey had already learned the basics of fingering and strumming 
chords from friends by the time he heard the Seeger record. Fahey did specifically 
credit Seeger’s instruction record with getting him started fingerpicking: “I hate to 
admit it, but there was nobody around who played with their fingers, except Pete 
Seeger’s instruction record. I hate to admit that I bought a record by him, but  I did.”7 

Fahey credits “Railroad Bill” as being the first song he learned to fingerpick.8 The 
transcription in the booklet does not  name the tune; however, Seeger sings it on the 
record.9 The transcription taken from the Seeger booklet follows:

6 Pete Seeger, A Folksinger’s Guitar Guide, Folkways FI 8354, 1955, LP.
7 Unhinged, Incomplete source reprinted online, 

http://www.Hickorytech.net/~tlkremer/pages/ofturtles2.html.
8 Michael Brooks, “John Fahey: Turtle Blues,” Guitar Player,  March 1972 ,42.
9 Ibid., 5.  A special note  for the transcriptions: It has been stated that John Fahey could 

not read music. Two separate details aided him while working through this material. The first is that 
on the guitar, shapes come to represent chords, scales, etc. more often than the understanding 
of individual notes that may make them up. For example, after a fingering for a chord is memorized, 
it is the shape, not necessarily the notes, that often represents the sonority. In this example, 
Fahey most likely memorized the D major shape, and then followed the strumming instructions. 
The second is that throughout much of the literature for the guitar, tablature accompanies pitch 
notation. Seeger utilized this method in his instruction manual. This is not done simply for music 
illiteracy, but because the guitar is often tuned to different tunings. Tablature has been omitted 
from these transcriptions due to space limitations, but should still be considered.
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   “Railroad Bill” example, Pete Seeger.10 

The music is in two parts. The down stem notes outline the bass harmony 
and are played by the thumb. The up stemmed notes represent the melody. In this 
style of guitar one or two fingers, the index and middle, play the melody. When 
combined with the thumb, this is called two or three finger style. Seeger precedes 
the transcription with this statement, “Some folk musicians use their right middle 
finger, as well as index finger, for the melody notes.”11 In other words, he is not 
specific. However, Fahey stated in one interview, “I started out with two fingers 
[thumb and index], but I knew you had to use three [thumb, index, and middle] . . . I 
got so I could [play Railroad Bill] with three fingers.”12 

Again, through this single example, some different techniques can be 
illustrated. In the first  measure, two separate techniques are used that apply to the 
entire song, as well as a significant portion of the repertoire for this style of playing. 
First, the bass notes alternate between the root and the third and/or fifth of the chord, 
as opposed to monotonic bass style as in measure 12. In conjunction with this 
alternating bass, the melody is displaced on the up or weaker part of the beat. The 
result is a compound eighth-note rhythm in which heavy syncopation, or “swing” 
occurs. The significance of the alternating bass is that of the many other styles of 

10 Seeger, 15.
11 Seeger, 15.
12 Brooks, 42.
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fingerstyle guitar, the alternating bass is an idiosyncratic technique of American 
fingerstyle guitar that is not unilaterally shared by other styles. In this regard, it is 
fundamental to understanding American guitar styles since the resulting syncopation 
brings a uniqueness that is not found in other forms of music. A detailed history of 
American guitar is documented in the now out of print Twentieth-Century Masters of 

Fingerstyle Guitar, written by John Stropes and Peter Lang.13  

The overall tonality is C major, utilizing the I, IV and V chords. In addition, the 
III7 is used, not uncommon to this style, but often thought of as outside typical “folk” 
harmonies of straight I, IV, and V. The fact that it is not only major, but also dominant, 
furthers this point. The music is arranged in twelve measures, but is not a “twelve-bar 
blues.” However, it is assumed that this represents the basic arrangement, and that 
the player would make several passes through the same form, improvising or 
embellishing on the existing piece melodically, harmonically, or rhythmically.

Fahey worked to establish a foundation in this style via “Railroad Bill.” He 
stated, “I must have played ‘Railroad Bill’ hundreds and hundreds of times, because 
it really did take me a year to play with my thumb and fingers.”14 By incorporating 
these techniques, he was able to expand his repertoire: “After I had that song 
[Railroad Bill] down, it wasn't so hard to go onto others.”15 

Seeger’s booklet listed several chords in many keys, and it is likely that 
Fahey supplemented his earlier knowledge with new harmony. Seeger stated in his 
instruction, “Put the needle in the groove and play the record completely through. 
Later on you may spend a whole day mastering some fifteen-second segment.” 
After Fahey gained his technique, that is exactly what he did.

 Keeping with the old-time fingerpicking styles for the moment, another Fahey 
influence should be examined– Sam McGee. Fahey particularly admired McGee’s 
early recordings: “Sam McGee’s 78s (only his 78s) were a great inspiration to me 
because the compositions are excellent and the playing is impeccably clean and 

13 John Stropes and Peter Lang, Twentieth Century Masters of Fingerstyle Guitar, 
Milwaukee:Stropes Editions, 1982, 6-12.

14 Ibid., 42.
15 Ibid., 42.
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frequently hard-driving and extremely fast.”16 One of McGee’s most popular pieces 
is “Buckdancer’s Choice.” Fahey recorded his own version for Bussard’s Fonotone 
label in the late 50s/early 60s, and the tune provides more foundation for a 
sophisticated fingerpicking style. The piece is in C major, but sounds approximately 
a major third up due to the use of a capo. McGee plays at approximately 150 BPM 
alle breve time. He utilizes only the primary chords, C, F, and G7, and all the 
fingerings are based on the three common open chord shapes for the harmonies. It 
is arranged in three parts. The transcription below is of the first section and is based 
on the transcription done by Fly Brandenburg and Stephen Cicchetti in Old-Time 
Country Guitar of McGee’s 1926 recording:   

     “Buckdancer’s Choice,”Sam McGee.17

The alternating bass in this example exhibits more variation than in “Railroad 
Bill.” Due to the speed at which McGee plays, many of the bass notes become 
more like strums as the thumb brushes down across the held chord. At times, the 
melody is plucked by the follow through of the thumb.  Despite the speed and the 
use of strums, McGee maintains a clear melody plucked by his index and middle 
fingers. The first  measure illustrates a possible right hand fingering (p= thumb, i- 

16 John Fahey, The Best of John Fahey 1959-1977, introduction, 7.
17 Brandenburg and Cicchetti, 47; additional transcriptions made by Nick Schillace; Sam 

McGee, Complete Recorded Works 1926-1934, Document DOCD- 8036, 1998 (1926), compact 
disc.
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index, m= middle). He makes use of pull-offs in measures 1, 3 and 5, a technique 
that shares an opposite motion to a hammer-on. The pull-offs are illustrated with a 
“P” above the slur. The first note is plucked, in this case a D, and then released 
downward resulting in the sounding of the C, which is already held as part of the 
chord. The melody makes equal use of syncopation as well as melodic movement 
that falls on the beat. The second section is similar to the first:

                                                                            “Buckdancer’s Choice,” Sam McGee.18 

What is unique about this second section, is that the bass in the first two 
measures descends in a counter melody, C(E)B(D)A(F), as opposed to strictly 
alternating against the chords utilizing root/ or root/third movement. In order to achieve 
a descent of this length, a first inversion F triad is used to provide an A. The 
technique is repeated in measures 4 and 5.

McGee freely moves between the first two sections. Staying on the first one 
for several passes before ever going to the next. On the record there is a short 
break in which Dave Macon speaks in order to introduce McGee. McGee again with 
a third part of related, but slightly different, material. It has been transcribed below:

                                      

18 Brandenburg and Cicchetti, 47;  McGee.
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                                                                                                                                “Buckdancer’s Choice,” Sam McGee.19 

Brandenburg and Cicchetti write that the third section “illustrates [McGee’s] 
fondness for stringing together different musical themes in the same key.”20  This is an 
interesting addition to McGee’s approach, and one that Fahey would put to good 
use as well. The changing meter is different but not too unusual. The technique of 
adding partial and extra measures was common in both blues and old-time music. 
The first two parts follow a twelve bar form, and if the single beat measures were 
omitted at the start and finish of part three, it too would follow that form. 

McGee makes particularly good use of bent notes in measure 7. Again, the 
flat 3rd and flat 7th are the tones bent. Both the B-flat and E-flat are set against open 
strings, B and E respectively, so the tones aren’t actually bent into new ones, rather 
the two tones sound together. The B and B-flat confuse the third of the G triad, and 
the E-flat and E do the same against the C major triad. After introducing the third 
section, McGee passes through all three sections several times until he concludes.

McGee’s abilities and techniques far surpass a single transcription, but it 
should be clear that his particular style of playing is representative of old-time guitar 
playing that provided for a significant portion of Fahey’s vernacular. Fahey also 
began developing his slide guitar playing early on. He had credited Dick 
Spottswood with helping him discover open tunings, and he was also encouraged 
to pursue them after being unable to transcribe some Carter Family recordings of 
Hawaiian guitar.21  Fahey said, “I don’t think I had seen anyone play bottleneck 

19 Ibid.
20 Brandenburg and Cicchetti, 46.
21 Mark Humphrey, “John Fahey,”  Frets, August 1980, 23.
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before I started playing it. I got the idea from Sylvester Weaver records, Frank 
Hutchinson, [and] the Carter Family.”22 Without a visual aid, Fahey ended up playing 
slide on his lap, in Hawaiian steel guitar fashion, as opposed to an upright bottleneck 
position.  “I tried broken-off beer and wine bottle necks. I started playing in the lap 
and then tried playing upright, bottleneck style, and couldn’t get it.” He credits 
Sylvester Weaver’s “Guitar Rag” as the tune that got him into slide playing. Tuned 
to open D (DADF#AD), the piece is a classic example of Vestapol slide 
technique.23  Like “Buckdancer’s Choice,” it is in three parts. A transcription of the first 
section follows:
                                                                                                “Guitar Rag,” Sylvester Weaver24 

It has a sixteen-bar form, the pickup measure being omitted. A consistent 
alternating bass is plucked throughout the entire song. The notes that are marked are 
the only notes that are slid into. It is presumed that Weaver played lap style, and 

22 Ibid., 23.
23 Vestapol is another name for Open D tuning. It gets its name from an eighteenth-

century parlor song, Vestapol. It is one of the most common alternate tunings for the guitar.
24 Sylvester Weaver, Complete Recorded Works in Chronological Order Vol One: 2 

November 1923 to 31 August 31 1927, Document DOCD-5112,  1992 (1927), compact disc. 
Transcribed by  Nick Schillace.
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only the melody notes are stopped with the slide, with the exception of the F in 
measure 7 and the lead up in the bass in measure 16. The F in measure 7 is not 
marked as such, but it is an example of a neutral third, due to the nature in which the 
slide approaches and leaves the note. The hammer-on from A to B, first occurring in 
the omitted pick up measure but again throughout, is likely stopped with the slide, as 
is the pull off in measures 11 to 12. The example is good for a general sense of 
slide technique against a stagnant harmony, in this case the tonic. The bass notes do 
not need to be stopped, since the strings have been retuned. Therefore, the slide 
can move up and down the neck on the upper strings, while the bass notes continue 
to be plucked on the open strings. When the harmony switches, the slide technique 
does as well.  A transcription of the second section follows:
 “Guitar Rag,” Sylvester Weaver25 

Again, the form is sixteen bars. When the harmony changes to G, the 
subdominant IV, the bar used for the slide is laid completely across the strings. Fifth 
position is noted, and this refers to the position on the neck of the guitar at the 5th fret 

25 Weaver, Volume One, Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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when the bar covers all the strings. One consideration to acknowledge is that many 
residual notes, either from overtones or from accidentally striking strings, may ring out. 
If the guitar is tuned to a particular open chord, in this case D major, when the bar 
stops at a given position, it will have the same harmonic quality, in this case major. 
Therefore, in the first eight measures, the progression is V -V - I - I - II - II - V, all 
major harmonies. This is important to recognize because the guitar promotes the 
manipulation of shapes, and these shapes often delegate particular harmonic 
relationships. The stricter the tuning, the less freedom a player has, particularly when 
playing slide. The right hand plucks essentially the same patterns, as the bar moves 
up and down the neck.

In the final section, a short bridge, Weaver makes less subtle use of the slide:
“Guitar Rag,” Sylvester Weaver26 

Weaver brings the slide up to 12th position, which is simply the tonic an 

26 Ibid., Transcription by  Nick Schillace.
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octave higher.27 Grace notes have been used in addition to the slide markings in 
order to differentiate between a slide and an actual suggestion of an alternate 
harmony and melody. The flat 7th, C-natural, is used to approach the tonic in 
measures 1, 3, and 5, and the subdominant approaches the dominant in measure 7. 
Weaver clearly utilizes the flat 7 in measure 10, forgoing the use of a grace note.

“Guitar Rag” served as inspiration for Fahey’s “Steel Guitar Rag,” and it was 
certainly a good tune to break down the technique not only of slide playing, but also 
of open D. The musical examples examined so far have been related to the blues, 
or race, recordings of the 1920s and 1930s, but substantial differences exist 
between blues and other styles of the period. Fahey stayed away from what he 
referred to as “Negro music” and focused mainly on bluegrass and old-time 
musicians. The Blind Willie Johnson record he heard changed his attitude and 
opened a whole new world. Below is an excerpt of the guitar accompaniment from 
Johnson’s “Praise God I’m Satisfied”:

“Praise God I’m Satisfied,” Blind Willie Johnson28

Johnson is best know for his slide playing, played mostly in open D, about 
which Fahey says, “You can’t play like him– you can’t even come close, even when 
you know what tuning he’s in.”29 The above track is in standard tuning and played 
without the slide. Fahey believed that Johnson’s playing without the slide was an 

27 The complete octave of the guitar is from the open strings to the twelfth fret. However, 
two octaves can be achieved by playing across the strings, low to high, as opposed to lengthwise. 

28 Blind Willie Johnson, The Complete Blind Willie Johnson. Transcription by Nick 
Schillace.

29 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 23.
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excellent example of syncopation.30 It is difficult to get a feel for Johnson’s intricate 
syncopation through transcription alone, but seeing the compound eighth note 
rhythm illustrates the potential for syncopation. Johnson most likely used his thumb 
for down beats, and his index finger to brush up on the chord. His alternating bass is 
slightly busier than strict root/5th or root/root patterns, instead outlining the complete 
triad and propelling the music forward.

Even though Fahey emphasizes Johnson’s non-slide playing, looking at an 
excerpt from a song in which he does play slide will help show an alternative to 
Weaver’s smooth and precise playing, which translates to non-slide playing as well. 
The opening passage from “Nobody’s Fault but Mine” follows: 

                “Nobody’s Fault But Mine,” Blind Willie Johnson31  

The most noticeable aspect of Johnson’s slide technique is that he leaves 
more space in the guitar arrangement, omitting a strict alternating bass 
accompaniment. This sparse style is more common to blues than the old-time style. 
Also notice the amount of approach marked by grace notes. Here, Johnson is 
quicker with the slide, using a technique referred to as “slashing,” in which quick stabs 
are made with the slide. None of the stopped notes are fretted, no matter if they are 
slid into or not, and again, the flat third is a common note. The melody is outlined by 

30 John Fahey, Introduction to The Best of John Fahey:1959-1977, 19.
31 Blind Willie Johnson, The Complete Blind Willie Johnson. Transcription by  Nick 

Schillace.
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the slide, and after Johnson begins singing, he alternates the melody between his 
voice and the guitar, and alternates vocal verses with solo breaks. There is 
tremendous, yet subtle, variation.

In this example, Johnson borders on a monotonic drone style of bass 
playing. It is not quite monotonic since he does alternate the bass, but the harmony 
outlined by the bass never leaves D major. Even in measures 3 and 5 where there 
is a suggestion of the dominant chord, the bass remains on the root and 5th of D 
major. It may seem less precise, but Johnson’s playing is sophisticated beyond its 
idiosyncrasies. 

Fahey was drawn inexplicably to Johnson not for his guitar playing, but for 
the incredible level of emotion that he conveys on the recordings. Johnson is often 
confused with his blues contemporaries. He was a Texas street evangelist, and 
though he shares rudiments with country blues guitar players, he is better described 
as a gospel musician. However, it was the emotional content that pulled Fahey into 
the race recordings, and it was the blues from the Mississippi Delta that would 
continue to solidify his playing. 

Even though Blind Lemon Jefferson may be considered the prototype for 
the country blues musician, it is Charley Patton that is all but the unanimous 
figurehead for the stark and emotionally charged music referred to as the Delta blues, 
despite the more appropriate classification of him as a songster. Fahey’s discovery 
of Patton triggered a life long obsession. He wrote in his essay to the Revenant box 
set of Patton’s complete recorded work, ”Patton’s recordings have meant so much to 
me for so long it is almost as if he were a constant companion to me.”32 Below is an 
excerpt from “High Water Everywhere Part II,” the first recording that Fahey 
uncovered of Patton’s:  

                 

32 John Fahey, “Charley Reconsidered, Thirty -Five Years on,” in Charley Patton, 
Screamin’ and Hollerin’ the Blues, 53.
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                 “High Water Everywhere Part II,” Charley Patton33

“High Water Everywhere” is an example of a piece that was too long for a 
single 78 side, and therefore is in two parts, one on each side of the disc. Recorded 
in 1929, the song is topical in content, referring to the April 1927 flood of the 
Mississippi River that affected Mississippi, Arkansas, and Louisiana that “destroyed 
lives and properties in its wake.”34 It has been noted that one of the conclusions that 
Fahey drew from studying Patton’s music was that he rarely played a twelve-bar 
blues form with strict four-beat measures. Adding and subtracting beats, Patton 
created a rhythmic idiosyncrasy that followed the dynamics of his performance. The 
changing meters, 3/2 and 3/4, illustrates this technique. Although already seen in 
McGee’s music, Patton used changing meter to add to the emotional intensity of his 
voice, using the accompaniment to fuel his performance, rather than to contain it. 

The accompaniment shares similarities with other blues numbers and 
guitarists, but according to Stefan Grossman the verse transcribed has a variation 
only Patton plays.35  The guitar is in open G or Spanish tuning, a tuning that Patton 

33 Charley Patton, Screamin’ and Hollerin’ the Blues; Transcription from Stefan Grossman, 
Delta Blues, New York: Oak Publications, 1988 (1968), 28-3 0. Minor corrections made to the 
transcription by  Nick Schillace.

34 Dick Spottswood, “Going Away to a World Unknown: Song Notes and Transcriptions,” 
from Screamin’ and Hollerin’ the Blues, 63.

35 Stephan Grossman, Delta Blues, Oak Publication: New York, 1988, 28.
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used on over half of his forty-six sides, and he used a capo around the third or fourth 
fret.36 From a technical standpoint, Patton’s music presents significant challenges for 
guitar players. His grace note approach to the bass in the first several measures 
comes from driving down hard on the guitar strings, first striking the low open D on 
the sixth string, continuing on to the B-flat on the fifth string. This creates an unusual 
syncopation that is increased by the bending of the B-flat, which pulls the note on 
the up of the beat. Meanwhile, Patton strikes up in sixteenth- and eighth- note 
patterns, furthering syncopation. The liberal use of dotted eighth, and sixteenth note 
rhythms throughout the piece show a sophistication not common with 
contemporaries of Patton. Never does Patton alternate the bass, preferring mostly 
half-note rhythms when separating the bass from the harmony, then strumming or 
picking quicker rhythms against it.

Fahey said in 1996, “I never got Charley Patton’s right hand– he used a 
flatpick and his fingers– but I learned quite a bit from him about chords and harmony, 
especially dissonances.”37 Patton’s use of dissonance in this example is due to his 
particular manipulation of the flat 3rd and flat 7th, specifically the flat 3rd, B-flat. In the 
first 4 bars, the tonic chord G major is assumed. It has already been illustrated that 
the use of the flat or neutral 3rd in this style of music is common, but Patton uses the 
flat third as his primary bass tone, not for accent, but falling on the strong beats 1 and 
3 in the first 3 measures, and the relative beats in measure 4. Even though he 
accents the B-flat with the root of the chord, the clear sonority is the B-flat in the bass. 
Throughout the verse, the B-flat is prominent, making a clear dominant 7 out the 
subdominant C major, and being bent against the B natural in measures 7, 10 and 
11. This liberal and pointed use of the flat/neutral 3rd changes the sound of Patton’s 
music significantly.

36 Tunings on the guitar are usually classed more by interval than by actual pitch. For 
example, Vestapol tunings, such as open D and open E are generally considered the same since 
the order of intervals that make up the tunings are the same (DADF#AD and EBEG#BE). The 
same goes for Spanish tunings like open G and open A (DGDGBD and EAEAC#E). precise tuning 
and capoing are due mainly to the tone desired or the vocal range of the performers. Additionally 
the old recordings being discussed here rarely displayed exact tuning ranges as a result of 
recording technology and performance consistency.

37 Stefan Grossman, “Searching for Blind Joe Death,” Guitar Player,September 1996, 50.
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Fahey’s thesis on Patton involves song groupings, charts of tunings, and 
modal analysis. He transcribed the melody from each of Patton’s sides. He charted 
the tunes by modes, some of his own creation, and reached the conclusion that 
Patton’s sophistication for melody was derived from the different styles of music he 
performed. Fahey:

His [Charley Patton] stuff falls into two categories: when he’s singing traditional 
stuff, and his couple of songs which came from Tin Pan Alley or someplace. 
In some of his pop songs, you’ll find major 7ths . . . But when he is singing his 
old common stuff, he’ll either sing a major 6th or minor 7th, never a major 
seventh. He sings both minor 3rds and major 3rds, usually, so if you have 
minor and major 3rds and minor 7ths, you are kind of between the mixolydian 
and dorian modes.38 

The significance of this analysis is that Fahey came to recognize the melodic 
and harmonic implications of Patton’s music beyond commonly held criteria of blues 
as using pentatonic scale forms, blue notes, and primary chords. Despite the fact that 
Fahey came to analyze the music in this manner several years after he first heard it is 
of no consequence. In the same interview that the above quote was taken from, 
Fahey says that mixolydian is his favorite mode, and the first few measures of the 
Patton transcription show that the mode is represented clearly. In the second 
measure, Patton plays an E-natural in the upper part of the harmony, a major 6th. In 
the fourth measure, Patton plays the flat 7th as well as the major sixth, against the 
neutral third in the bass.

Patton’s influence supersedes many others since Fahey maintained a 
relationship with his music at crucial stages of his life: his early formidable years of 
playing, his graduate work, and as the greatest single collection he ever realized as a 
record producer in the final productive period of his life. Patton’s attraction was 
beyond musical notes. Like Johnson, Patton can only be experienced through 
sound. On “High Water Everywhere” Patton pulls, bangs, snaps, and hits the guitar 
in a manner that is as percussive as it is melodic. This is the emotional content, the 
anger as Fahey describes it, that was a significant draw for him. Regardless of any 
de-romanticizing that Fahey wanted to do, it is certain that he saw Patton as a 
genuine artist. Although the demons that Patton struggled with may not have been 

38 Brooks, 41.
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political, social, or universal, they were real nonetheless. They came out clearly in his 
music, going straight into Fahey and never leaving.

Johnson may be best described as a gospel musician, and Patton as a 
songster, but Skip James’ music undoubtedly belongs to the Delta blues tradition. 
He serves as yet another important figure in Fahey’s vernacular not only for this 
reason, but also because of the length Fahey went to to find out specific points 
about James’ playing. It is not the search itself, but the fact that Fahey was unable to 
pick out James’ tunes by ear from the record. This invariably led him to the musician 
himself. Recordings are a crucial link in this dynamic. 

James’ unusual tuning, open D minor, is actually rather simple when 
considering its relationship to standard tuning. The guitar is tuned EADGBE, low to 
high, in standard tuning. Open D minor is tuned DADFAD, low to high. At first glance 
the tunings seem quite different, but if the D minor tuning is raised a whole step, the 
new tuning is EGEGBE. When compared with standard tuning, the raised tuning, 
now open E minor, shares with standard tuning the top three strings. The top strings 
are most often used for melodies and fills, and therefore all the licks known in 
standard tuning would be the same in any open minor tuning, regardless of whether 
it is tuned a whole step high or low. Another logical conclusion to draw to open D 
minor is that it is simply open D major, with the F-sharp lowered to F-natural. James 
acquired the tuning from his childhood friend and musical partner Henry Stuckey, who 
had apparently learned it from soldiers while serving in World War I.39 

James used tunings other than open D minor, but the combination of open D 
minor with his near falsetto voice made him one of the most distinctive blues 
musicians. The eerie and bare quality of James’ music shares with Fahey’s own 
compositions a deliberateness that is sometimes lacking from guitar arrangements 
that use more complicated figures. Many themes from James’ music can be found in 
Fahey’s. Below is an  excerpt from James’ 1930 recording of “Devil Got My 
Woman,” James’ signature tune:

       
39 Stephan Calt, liner notes to Skip James, The Complete Early Recodings: 1930, Yazoo 

2009, 1994 (1930), compact disc.
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       “Devil Got My Woman,” Skip James.40 

This is the opening solo break without singing. It may seem logical to put in a 
major key signature, but it has been left out to illustrate the ambiguity of tonality which 
James uses. After the initial three-note lead in, James plays a four-measure 
descending figure heading towards the tonic in measure 5. This figure outlines a 
standard blues turnaround and is based on a dominant 7th shape on the guitar. For 
the remaining measures James stays on the tonic while playing the bass, plucking 
either an alternating or quasi-alternating bass. James never plays an F-sharp outright.  
He manipulates both the flat 3rd and flat 7th in all eight measures, but the lack of a 
definitive major 3rd prevents a major tonality from sounding. When combined with 
the natural resonance of the guitar and the neutral thirds when bending, the overall 
sound yielded is closer to minor. 

The first verse continues to confuse things by outlining a minor dominant in the 
first two measures:                    

    

40 Skip James, The Complete Early Recordings; Transcription based on Stefan 
Grossman’s from Delta Blues. Grossman transcribed the piece in open E minor and called it “cross-
note.” This same description is found in Calt’s liner notes. It is uncertain which came first. What is 
certain is that James clearly has the guitar tuned a whole step lower, and therefore the 
transcription has been transposed down to suit the recording.
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     “Devil Got My Woman,” Skip James.41 

Even though the flat 3rd is common when used against a dominant in this 
style of music, it is rarely played without the major third being present in the harmony 
of the dominant (V) chord. In addition, it is usually bent or slurred. In the above 
example neither is the case. James alternates between the minor dominant figure 
and the neutral tonic for a total of ten measures in the verse while he sings the 
melody. The song consists of the ten measures sung by James, followed by guitar 
breaks consisting of two bars. The subdominant is never played.

 Fahey and James may not have gotten along, but Fahey was drawn 
emotionally to James’ music in the same way he had been to Patton’s. Fahey said 
of James in 1996, “He’d had a hard life, so I can’t put him down for that. The way his 
family treated him– they did these horrible things to him. Now we know that if you do 
these things to a kid, he’s going to turn out badly.”42 Fahey’s own abuse may not 
have been a conscious motive for him to seek out these recordings when he was 
young, but the way he felt about his life in general was. Fahey came of age at 
precisely the right time to fall in with this music the way he did. However, it was 
certainly not his only choice. The music he chose found him, and the fact that it had 
been preserved on records for him to go out and find enabled him to construct a 
custom vernacular to suit his needs. Not every suburban contemporary of Fahey’s 
found the same solace or made the same gains from the music as he did, but it was 
exactly the right foundation for him to build upon. In retrospect, many other 
connections surfaced, revealing a connection that goes beyond superficial musical 
techniques.

Just like Delta blues, found primarily in the South, country blues, which is 
41Ibid
42 Keith Moerer, “The Return of the Original Thrift Store Junkie, Indie Noise-Guitar  God,” 

Request, October 1996,42.
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usually traced more towards the southeast in Virginia and North Carolina, has some 
distinctive qualities. The difference between Delta blues and country or Piedmont 
blues is that country blues relies more exclusively on the alternating bass style of the 
old-time guitar players like Sam McGee. Ragtime guitar also shares the more 
consistent alternating bass. Of course none of these styles was absolute. The 
players from the Mississippi Delta made regular use of alternating bass, but enough 
examples exist to show some stereotypical idiosyncrasies that deviate from the 
technique. Recordings had as much of an effect on musicians in the 1920s and 
1930s as they did after World War II. Many players in different regions were 
proficient in several styles, but different styles still exist. It is difficult to find an overall 
consensus on any of the styles. 

Good examples of country and ragtime guitar players are Elizabeth Cotten, 
Etta Baker, Blind Lemon Jefferson, Blind Blake, and Reverend Gary Davis. All of 
these players can be seen as influential on Fahey’s playing to various degrees, but 
one important example is Mississippi John Hurt. Like Patton, he is a figurehead of 
the light syncopated guitar accompaniment typified by county blues musicians. Hurt 
made some 78 recordings for Okeh in 1928, but stayed retired for over thirty years 
until he began a second career in the 1960s. Below is a transcription of Hurt’s 
song,”Spike Driver Blues:”

       “Spike Driver Blue’s,” Mississippi John Hurt.43 

The accompaniment is spartan and illustrates the subtle simplicity of Hurt’s 

43 Harry Smith, ed., The American Anthology of Folk Music Volume Three; Transcription 
by Nick Schillace. 
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style. Not all of Hurt’s guitar parts rely on a single open G chord like “Spike Driver’s 
Blues,” but even without a change in harmony, Hurt is able to offer a complete 
accompaniment. The difference between this style and a guitar player like McGee’s 
style is that the melody is kept simple, and the melody is picked out against the strict 
bass. Rarely are the chords brushed or strummed with the thumb going down or the 
fingers coming up. It is kept clean and uncomplicated.

The emphasis should be on the steady alternating bass, which deviates only 
slightly in measures 3-5, using a major 6th and perfect 5th to counter the melody. 
Again, the flat 3rd against the major third is utilized in measures 3 and 5, both 
sounding together due to the use of an open string for the B-natural. The flat seven is 
used in measures 7-9. 

Mississippi John Hurt, Blind Willie Johnson, and Charley Patton (as the 
Masked Marvel) are all artists featured on the Harry Smith Anthology. However, the 
final example of Fahey’s guitar vernacular comes from a group that appears four 
times on the Anthology, more than any other single artist or group: The Carter 
Family. The Carter Family consisted of A.P., Sarah, and Maybelle Carter, and 
recorded for three decades beginning in 1927. Happy Traum wrote in 1973, “Very 
few singing or instrumental groups in the history of folk and country music have had 
the impact or the influence that The Carter Family has had on American popular 
music.”44 Maybelle Carter’s guitar style was definitely not lost on Fahey, who said of 
her: 

I can think of no more valuable musical learning and listening experience than 
to listen often and repeatedly over the years (even after you think you are 
good) to the guitar phrasing of Maybelle Carter’s Spanish and Hawaiian 
guitar on the many, many recordings by the Carter family. It has been more 
than twenty-five years since I opened my uncle’s gramophone and heard my 
first Carter Family record. I have been listening to these records for all this 
time and I am still learning from them, and still enjoying them greatly. 
Maybelle Carter’s guitar style, for me, is a definition  of classical American 
musical economy.45 

Carter’s style is significantly different than the others presented here and 
bears including. Carter played the guitar by picking out the melody on the bass 

44 Happy Traum, Flatpick Country Guitar, New York: Oak Publications, 1973, 29.
45 John Fahey, introduction to The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977, 18.
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strings of the guitar, while accompanying with chords by brushing up with her index 
finger. Her style is linked to modern flatpicking, but she utilized a fingerstyle 
approach, using a thumb and fingerpick. A transcription to the first verse from “John 
Hardy” follows:

          “John Hardy,” The Carter Family.46 

46 Harry Smith, ed., American Anthology of Folk Music Volume One; Transcription from 
Traum, Flatpicking Guitar, 30-31.
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The transcription is self explanatory. The melody has been given to compare 
with the guitar figure. The guitar transcription is not in two parts, but the melody can 
be followed in the low bass notes. The upper note collections that repeat, like the 
GCE in measure 1 represent harmonic accompaniment. The melody is always 
played by the thumb alone, without any harmonic embellishment and played 
directly with the melody note. Slight rhythmic variations occur, like the A on beat two 
in measure 2 or the E and D on beat four in measure 8. 

It would be ridiculous to imply that all of Fahey’s guitar vernacular has been 
thoroughly introduced. Each and every one of the artists examined so far could 
further be studied in greater detail, and each opens up another unique thread of 
musicians to be followed within their own general style. Harry Smith’s Anthology 
alone includes over eighty-four tracks, most of which are by distinct groups and 
artists. Fahey’s cultivated style was not completely derived from these musicians 
alone, and it is difficult to place the influence of concert music in context with the other 
aspects of Fahey’s vernacular. In one regard, Fahey claimed an early and 
fundamental relationship with concert music, one that arguably predates his 
discovery of blues and old-time music. But his lack of a traditional background in 
concert music, one in the academic sense, makes it difficult to trace what would be 
considered a traditional foundation in this style. That is not to say that concert music is 
only a superficial influence. This research makes absolutely no attempt at 
substantiating the myth that an academic background is necessary for legitimacy in 
any style of music, concert or otherwise. On the contrary, it attempts to present an 
alternative to this belief, since the idea does not make significant amends to the 
changes in culture over time, or the challenge of defining a new culture like the United 
States, which is a fundamental point of  this research. 

The major problem is that in the tradition of concert music, musical literacy and 
repertoire are generally accepted as absolute prerequisites. This is because concert 
music is just that– music for a concert, as opposed to music for a phonograph 
recording. But the music Fahey took from records, the music from which he 
developed his technique, was largely a form of music that before the age of 
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copyright and folk collectors was rarely written down. Even after it became a habit to 
do so, the performers themselves were rarely literate in the traditional sense, 
revealed by Sharp’s account of the bewilderment of a traditional musician when 
shown a transcription of a song he had just sung, replying: “Well I hardly recognize 
it.47   

Also to consider is that much of this music was composed and manufactured 
specifically for recording. It has been shown that this fundamentally affected how it 
turned out. It was not until much later, when researchers started to look back, that it 
was clear that much of the music captured on 78s were audio “snapshots” of forms 
that far exceeded the limitations of disc. 

However separated by these criteria, the different types of music that formed 
Fahey’s vernacular share a fundamental similarity that transcends many of these 
differences; he came to them the same way, recordings, and took from them what he 
needed to make his own music. It is clear that Fahey’s fundamental technique, that is 
the actual way in which he physically plays his instrument, is derived straight from 
blues and old-time guitar players. There is relevance in this obvious correlation, since 
the guitar, more than any other instrument, has a multitude of techniques that are 
idiosyncratic to whatever culture and style of music the instrument may be found in. 
Fahey did not simply play solo or fingerstyle guitar. He certainly did not play 
“classical” concert guitar. His playing was linked specifically to the style of playing 
most commonly found in the United States during the early part of the twentieth 
century. Also, much of his harmonic, melodic, and formal influences are derived from 
these same sources.

 Fahey’s interest in concert music runs a larger gamut. Admittedly there is 
more history behind this style, and the general approach is to lump all the music 
together. Fahey made no special allegiance to any school, composer, or period. 
Romantic and twentieth-century composers have been suggested, but even within 
that spectrum the styles and techniques are so broad and varied, particularly during 
the twentieth century, that no clear emphasis can be examined.

47 Karpeles, Preface to English Folk Songs from the Southern Appalachians Volumes 
One and Two,London: Oxford, 1952, xviii.
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Instead of bringing new criteria into the foreground, it would be logical to 
address outside influences as they relate or differ when compared to the guitar-
derived influences discussed already. But this is also cloudy. Fahey said he learned 
a lot about harmony by listening to classical music.48 The assumption would be that 
the styles of music that Fahey listened to other than concert music strictly adhered to 
a basic harmonic formula. It has been illustrated that, at least subtly, this is simply not 
the case. Nearly all the musicians use basic primary harmonies, but as is the case 
with Patton, melodic and modal extensions color the basic triads beyond the typical 
major or dominant 7 usage. In the case of James, primary major harmony is 
eschewed, utilizing instead not only a minor tonic, but a minor dominant as well. 

Non-diatonic melody, or dissonance, is another possible addition, but again 
this is not exclusive to music outside of the vernacular discussed. Fahey’s particular 
use of dissonance was best described by Peter Lang when he said, “Fahey treated 
dissonance as most people treat melody.”49 Fahey achieved much of his dissonant 
playing by taking a guitar lick or fingering learned off an old record and moving it to 
different positions around the neck. This approach lends itself to the guitar, an 
instrument that uses shapes as a fundamental technique. It also promotes the use of 
the ear, since by moving shapes around the fingerboard, a player can compose 
without considering what the ramifications might be on paper.

Most of the music examined has been based on guitar accompaniments and 
not solo pieces, but the melody is generally outlined as well. The predominance of 
not just the flat 3rd and 7th, but of the neutral 3rd, bring a non-diatonic presence into 
the music as well as a non-Western influence. The non-Western influence, one 
utilizing quarter-tones, is furthered illustrated by the use of special techniques such as 
bends and the use of a slide, techniques commonly found in Indian, Japanese, 
Chinese, Korean, African and various other musical traditions. Special instrumental 
techniques are akin to developments in twentieth-century music, as well as an 
interest in non-Western music, specifically Eastern influences. It should also be 
mentioned that Fahey shared with twentieth-century concert composers an interest in 

48 Brooks, 41.
49 Dale Miller, “Reinventing the Steel,” Acoustic Guitar, January/February 1992, 48.
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manipulating the studio both for sounds, as with musique concrete, as well as for 
production, as with Takoma and Revenant.

Another possible difference would be the vast dynamic range and tempo 
fluctuations in concert music afforded through a composer or conductor, and the 
multitude of subtle tonal shifts provided by an orchestra of instruments. Fahey said, 
“I play like a romantic conductor, slowing things down, speeding them up– the use of 
dynamics.”50  Patton’s subtle shift in meter, as well as tempo and dynamic flexibility, 
are similar techniques. Johnson was able to create a multitude of textures with just his 
voice and slide guitar. Individually there may only be relative examples, but taken 
collectively, the amount of various techniques afforded by the musicians on the 78s 
is as staggering as any orchestra.

An assumption may be made that an underlying argument in this research is 
that all music, if distilled into basic conceptual forms, shares collective traits. There 
may be something to that conclusion, but when comparing the various aspects of 
Fahey’s vernacular, there is one major difference between the pre-war 78s and 
concert music. Fahey made it clear that he desired to elevate the steel string guitar to 
concert status. It was not that he simply wanted to perform in a concert setting. He 
wanted the music itself to posses the long thematic development more akin to 
orchestras. Even though the 78s defined the length of a performance within a much 
shorter time frame, Fahey knew that the difference between a musical concert, and a 
performer who played songs for a dance all night long, were fundamentally different. 
Fahey said, “See, the idea of a guy sitting down in 1929– your writers on blues 
never write about this– the basic idea of a guy or a band in the country sitting down 
or standing up on a stage in front of a concert audience just never happened.”51  

Symphonies, experienced through recordings, led Fahey to understand that 
the two styles were different in this manner. Fahey may have come to realize that the 
music he was learning to play from actually exceeded the short 78 side, but at the 

50 Sean Higgins,  “John Fahey: From Barrelhouse to Bible.” International Musician and 
Recording World , September 1979, incomplete source.

51 Ian Penman, “The Passage of Time in Open G and Other Stories,” New Musical 
Express, 1 September 1979, incomplete source.
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time it is hard to claim he did. The basic vocabulary was set in these short recordings, 
but Fahey’s ear told him that concert music went to a level that was longer, and due 
to the length, provided more opportunity for development, and therefore more 
introspective listening. By the time Fahey had begun listening to concert music, the 
LP was becoming the standard, and the longer sides provided for longer passages. 
However, the only way this affected the 78 recordings was that more of these were 
able to be assembled in a single collection, like in Harry Smith’s Anthology. Longer 
and multi-thematic development is the key to Fahey’s connection to concert music. 
With more development comes a more sophisticated use of non-diatonic harmony, 
dissonance, and thematic shifts. It is not simply the length of the compositions, 
something Fahey would work towards, but the overall sophistication of these 
developing traits. He wrote in 1977, “[A musician] must broaden [his/her] musical 
education, and spend many, many hours over a period of years, listening to and 
digesting symphonies.”52 A final quote from Fahey, taken with the information 
presented so far, will help make the vernacular study clear: ”I grew up on classical 
music and my basic format retains classical form. The material of the form imitates or 
extends American folk music.”53  

The Music of John Fahey
The early recodings Fahey made for Bussard are helpful for getting a glimpse 

of Fahey’s early technique. Even though some cuts were humorous, the rudimentary 
style in which Fahey plays is an excellent place to start. Fahey cut over forty sides 
for Bussard, and although it is assumed the Fonotone sessions predated other 
Fahey recordings, some may have been recorded later than the Blind Joe Death 
record. The cuts he did as Blind Thomas are certainly some of his earliest, and 
illustrate his early technique well. A telling statement made by Fahey while assuming 
the Blind Thomas guise reveals not only how Fahey perceived the music at the 
time, but also most likely how others who had fallen under its spell in the early to mid 
50s had, “This is Blind Thomas. I’m goin’ to play a little good music– pick the guitar 

52 Fahey, Introduction to The Best of John Fahey, 1959-1977, 15.
53 Ibid., 11-12.
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with my fingers. It’s good and you don’t hear it anymore around here much because 
it’s good. You don’t hear much that’s any good anymore.”54   Excerpts from the 
pieces Blind Thomas Blues No.1, No. 3, and No. 4 follow:

             “Blind Thomas Blues No.1, ”John Fahey.55 

“Blind Thomas Blues No.1” is played in open D without a slide. The sixteen 
bars are repeated with variations throughout the cut. The melody is a popular one for 
Vestapol tuning and Fahey would eventually perfect this theme as “Poor Boy Long 
Ways from Home.”56  While performing, Fahey makes use of bends, hammer-ons, 
and slides. The bends use the flat 3rd exclusively; E-sharp has been used to ease 
reading. The alternating bass is similar to Weaver’s, since the tuning is the same, and 

54 John Fahey [Blind Thomas], “Blind Thomas Blues Number 2,” Fonotone 507-B, circa 
1958, 78 transfer. Copies of several Fonotone recodings were provided by Barry Hansen on CD-
R. The copies included the catalog numbers but the dates are unclear. 

55  John Fahey [Blind Thomas], “Blind Thomas No.1,” Fonotone 507-A, circa 1958, 78 
transfer. Transcription by Nick Schillace.

56 John Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death. An astute reader may note a bit of 
contradiction, utilizing a piece that Fahey ended up reconstructing at a later date. This is the case, 
but the overall melody and structure of this piece does not owe its origins to Fahey himself, rather 
being somewhat of a standard.
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except for the transitions on beats 3 and 4 of measures 8 and 10, it remains rock 
solid. Fahey uses a twelve-string guitar on this and some of the other Fonotone 
recordings, an instrument he rarely used afterwards. Fahey speaks throughout, 
referring to all those who have the blues. He ends the piece by remarking, “We’re all 
in nothingness now.”

“Blind Thomas Blues No. 3” is in standard tuning, and it is closer to old-time 
fingerpickers like McGee. The piece is similar to “Goin’ Down the Road Feelin’ Bad,” 
and it is possible that Fahey heard Etta Baker’s only recording at the time on the 
collection Folk Songs and Instrumentals from the Southern Appalachians.57 Baker’s 

playing, like that of Hurt and McGee, featured yet another idiosyncratic twist on 
alternating bass syncopation, and ED Denson notes that Baker’s playing was a big 
influence on Fahey.58 The first section is transcribed below:

                                 “Blind Thomas Blues No.3,” John Fahey [Blind Thomas]59   

 

The progression is VI7-VI7-II7-II7-V7-V7-I-(I) in the key of C major. The 
dominant 7th chord qualities at this point should be no surprise, as well as the flat 
3rds and 7ths. The first inversion D7 chord in measures 3 and 4 is very common to 
guitar literature. The technique used to fret the D7 chord in this style is by wrapping 
the left hand thumb over the neck. This particularly way of playing is unacceptable in 
traditional “classical” guitar literature, but certain circumstances in American fingerstyle 

57 Various, Folk Songs and Instrumental Music of the Southern Mountains, Mercury 
97950,1956.

58 Miller, 42; interview with Nick Schillace 2 April 2002.
59 John Fahey [Blind Thomas], “Blind Thomas Blues No.3,” 635-A, circa 1958, 78 transfer; 

Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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guitar make any other option impossible. The descending bass in measure 8 is the 
same as the omitted pick up figure.

The second section features the same basic primary chord shapes as in 
“Buckdancer’s Choice.” The transcription follows:

         “Blind Thomas Blues No. 3,” John Fahey [Blind Thomas].60 

This melody is also similar to “Nobody’s Business but Mine,” but does not 
owe its origin to either exclusively. The technique of utilizing the fretting hand thumb 
is again illustrated in measures 3 and 4 with the F chord. In this case, a traditional use 
of a full bar chord would make the hammer-on from C to D difficult, and is a common 
melodic idea found in this style. Another technique unique to the guitar is the pull-off 
in measure 6 where the the F natural pulls off to the E, and the bass is struck 
simultaneous with the E, which is not plucked, in order to ensure a clean alternating 
bass and smooth melodic flow. This happens quite often in this style.

A final example from “Blind Thomas” links Fahey a little closer with blues 
styles that feature less alternating bass. As mentioned, Fahey covered several 
tunes from blues musicians and songsters, but “Blind Thomas Blues No. 4” features 
some passages that use some general figures, rather than direct quotations. 
The introductory passage follows:        

60 Ibid.

132



         “Blind Thomas Blues No. 4,” John Fahey [Blind Thomas].61 

This is Thomas’ “happy blues,” played in the key of E major, despite the 
accidentals. The entire piece is a bit of a hodgepodge of blues licks and changes. 
Near the end Fahey does utilize a more straightforward alternating bass pattern, but 
the introduction is more sparse and less continuous. The descending triplet run is 
typical both rhythmically as well as per the style. The flat 5th (B-flat) is slightly less 
common than the flat 3rd (G-natural) and flat 7th (D-natural), both clearly present, but 
in general is not unusual, especially in an E blues. It does add a quality that is 
somewhat darker in nature, and Fahey’s liberal use of it adds a sound that is lacking in 
blues that use less of the flat 5th. The chromatic lines, both ascending and 
descending, acknowledge an affinity for a more “outside” sound. Measures 5 and 6 
are highly syncopated, in a “bouncing” style that alludes to Patton, as do the triplet 
chord strums in measure 7. Note the descending melodic line in the upper voice on 
beats 2 and 3. The triplet rhythms, single line phrases, and ambiguity due to altered 
tones reflect the influence of James as well.

Fahey also displayed some early slide technique on these recordings. Frank 
Hutchinson was another important influence on Fahey. Hutchinson played lap slide 
the same way Fahey eventually would. A transcription of “Weissman Blues,” which 
utilizes the same melody and changes as Hutchinson’s “Worried Blues,” first 

61 John Fahey [Blind Thomas], “Blind Thomas Blues No. 4,” Fonotone 635-B, circa 1958, 
78 transfer Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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recorded in 1926, follows:62 

                                  “Weissman Blues,” John Fahey [Blind Thomas].63 

The piece is in open G. Some liberties were taken with the preciseness of 
the transcription, due to the looseness in which Fahey plays. Like slide in open D, 
the position of the guitar on the neck determines the harmony. In this example, 
Fahey maintains primary harmony exclusively and uses repeating right hand picking 
patterns throughout the changes. For example, the right hand pattern used in 
measure 1 is the same as in measures 3, 6, 8, 9, 11, and 13, with slight variation in 
measures 6, 8, 11, 13. Fahey improvises rhythmically several times through the 
changes, a technique he mentions as a fundamental aspect of his playing.64 Fahey 
increases and decreases the tempo, and implements less orthodox slides and fills, 
generating more sound out of the slide than specific  notes. A special technique he 
uses frequently is a quick descending fill beginning at the twelfth position and 
continuing down the neck. 

What this example illustrates best is Fahey’s early attempts at deconstructing 
and pushing the limits of this material. “Weissman Blues” is one of several Fonotone 

62 Frank Hutchinson,  Complete Recorded Works Volume One: 1926-1929, Document 
DOCD 8003, 1997 (1926), compact disc.

63 John Fahey [Blind Thomas], “ Weissman Blues,”  Fonotone 6148-A, circa 1958, CDR 
transfers; Transcription by Nick Schillace.

64 Higgins, incomplete source.
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pieces that Barry Hansen felt were particularly inventive. In a note accompanying the 
Fonotone transfers, Hansen confided that when assembling the Rhino Anthology, he 

wanted to include “Weissman Blues,” only to be outvoted.65 Many other of the 
Fonotone pieces show Fahey both mimicking, and manipulating his influences.  
“Paint Brush [Branch] Blues” is a slide piece in which Fahey bounces a paintbrush 
against the strings instead of plucking them, and “Wanda Russel Blues” seems to 
find Fahey utilizing a flatpick. This is quite possible given the fact that Patton used a 
flatpick, but no recordings other than possibly the Fonotone records feature Fahey 
using this technique.66 

Fahey’s playing on Blind Joe Death exhibited considerably greater control 
and precision than on the Fonotone recordings, even the original 1959 cuts. Some 
time after  the original Blind Joe Death sessions, Fahey settled on a right hand 
technique that he would use until the mid to late 1980s. Fahey:

I use a large size dobro thumbpick, and my fingerpicks are plastic imitation 
tortoiseshell . . . I pick with two fingers, index and middle. I sort of anchor my 
wrist on the face of the guitar. I hold the guitar steady with my left hand. I fret 
some with my thumb. Generally I pick fairly close to the bridge. 67 

Fahey’s later pieces differ from the Fonotone examples in two regards: 
added length, and a defined attempt at constructing a composition. The first track, 
“On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,” makes good use of familiar blues ideas in the style 
of Robert Johnson. Fahey’s arrangement is an early glimpse as to how he was 
beginning to shape his vernacular material. The opening section follows:

    

65 Barry Hansen, note accompanying Fonotone CDR transfers.
66 John Fahey, “Paint Brush [Branch] Blues,” Fonotone 611-A, circa 1958, CDR transfer. 

Barry Hansen noted that Fahey told him that that he piece should have been titled “Paint Branch 
Blues.”; “Wanda Russel’s Blues,” Fonotone 610-A, circa 1958, CDR transfer.

67 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 23.

135



     “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,” John Fahey.68 

The entire piece is in standard tuning, key of A. The first section is thirteen 
measures long. Fahey enters by sliding into the G-natural and C-sharp, the flat 7th 
and major 3rd respectively. These notes are slid together every time, although only 
the first instance is marked as such. Fahey bends into the flat 7th from F-sharp on 
beats 3 and 4. This is different than what has been examined so far. The primary 
use of bends has emphasized the flat 3rd and flat 7th in order to blur tonality and 
create neutral tones. By bending the major 6th into the flat 7th, Fahey creates more 
melodic movement that emphasizes melody rather than neutrality, and underscores 
the dominant 7th harmony. The second G-natural in measure 1 is held from the 
bend, not fretted on a separate fret. 

In measure 4, Fahey bends the B into C natural,  again choosing to bend into 
the blue note rather than to bend from it. On beat 3, Fahey bends and releases the 

68Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, 1967 version. Transcription by  Nick Schillace.
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B, notated as B.R., moving from B to C-natural (neutral) to B again, then descends 
to G-natural, the dominant 7 of the dominant chord D. Even though Fahey bends the 
F-natural against the D in the bass on beat 4 of measure 5, he releases the bend 
and plucks the F natural against the melody notes A and B, defining the D harmony 
as minor. In measures 10 and 11 Fahey makes melodic use of hammer-ons and 
bends moving from the E7 to D7 in first inversion before returning to the A.

Fahey repeats this first section once more, the second time with slight 
variations,  clearly maintaining the melody from the first time. He then plays a second 
section, this time twelve measures long and following a typical twelve-bar blues in 
A. It is transcribed below:

                “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,” John Fahey.69 

The use of the guitar is key to this passage. The notes in the melody are the 
same for each chord, the flat 3rd and 5th of each harmony, and they are treated to the 
same technique of bending. Fahey plays the two notes on the top strings of the 

69Ibid.
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guitar, moving the shape along the neck for each chord. As he changes the bass, he 
finds the next place on the neck to bend, utilizing the same “cell” of notes as is 
appropriate. Since both notes are held throughout the bend, they both sound. The 
flat 3rd of each chord provides much instability, bending and releasing but never fully 
reaching a major 3rd. After playing through one time, Fahey moves onto yet a third 
section, again a twelve-bar blues which uses some of the earlier material. It appears 
below:

    “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,” John Fahey.70 

The main idea to recognize is the development of the earlier idea. The D7 
and E7 phrases return from the  first section, but the melody is more developed 
overall, and even though Fahey uses familiar licks and chord shapes, the melody in 
each section is distinctive, even though varied. 

The complete form of the piece is AABCCB. Fahey uses the opening 
measure as a melodic link between the second C section and the final B. He tags 
the final two measures with this ending:

     

70 Ibid.
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     “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,” John Fahey.71 

Like McGee, Fahey used similar material to form a longer piece. However, it 
can be argued that Fahey’s sense of melody and form had less to do with variation 
than with developing a larger theme out of smaller ideas. Even though the primary 
tones used were the blue notes, Fahey used a different approach for bending 
notes, as well as bending and releasing the notes, in order to provide further melodic 
contour.

Blind Joe Death also showcased Fahey’s ability to take a familiar melody 
outside of traditional repertoire and arrange for the guitar. On arranging, Fahey said, ”It 
seems like once I learned to play in syncopation I put any song I was playing in 
through a filter, and if it worked with syncopation, I’d use it that way.”72  Throughout his 
career, Fahey would make good use of hymns, traditional and popular melodies, 
and on Blind Joe Death he performed his most popular hymn, “In Christ There is No 
East or West.” Besides being a departure from blues themes, this piece also 
utilizes other fingerstyle guitar techniques not used as often in the other styles. The 
piece has three distinctive sections. The first section, the introduction, is transcribed 
below: 

71 Ibid.
72 Miller, 43.
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          “In Christ There is No East or West,” John Fahey.73 

   Fahey makes use of a bass melody, playing in Carter style on beats 3 and 
4 of measure 1 and all of measure 2. The D7 on beat 4 of measure 2, marked with 
an articulation and P.B., designates the first instance in which Fahey makes use of a 
downstrum with the right hand thumb (future instances are simply marked P.B., or 
thumb (P) brush (B)). The introduction gives way to the second section, in which the 
melody of the hymn is introduced:

          “In Christ There is No East or West,” John Fahey.74  

Fahey plays the harmony together with the melody. The second beat of 

73 John Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, 1967 version. Transcription by Stan 
Ayeroff in The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977, 106-111.

74 Ibid.

140



measure 2 designates another chording technique, marked with an articulation and R, 
where the chord is rolled quickly with the thumb on the low strings and the index and 
middle on the upper two notes of the chord (future instances are simply marked R). 
The chords that are not marked as such are plucked with the same fingers, although 
they sound out together, as opposed to a quick succession. Except for the F-natural 
in the bass in measures 2 and 4, the melody and harmony are diatonic, omitting blue 
notes. It is likely that Fahey remembered this hymn from his days in church, and that 
he harmonized it from memory, instead of from sheet music.75  Note the use of the 
subdominant in second inversion in measure 16 beat 3. This type of cadence is 
common to hymns, and it affords an authentic quality to Fahey’s arrangement.

After Fahey plays the melody in this chordal fashion, he then goes into the 
third section, the last major variation. As might be expected, Fahey now treats the 
melody to syncopated alternating bass:

75 In the materials sent by George Winston, several facsimiles of hymns and other tunes 
that Fahey recorded were included. It is presumed that these came from Fahey, but when asked, 
Winston had no information. Fahey most likely acquired facility at reading melodies after his 
graduate studies, but Fahey and Winston did not meet until 1972, over a decade after first 
recording the piece. 
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               “In Christ there is No East or West,” John Fahey.76 

Other than the slight changes made to the melody due to the technique used, 
the syncopation and alternating bass are the most notable aspects of this section. 
One other right-hand technique is used as well. Similar to the rapid roll occurring on a 
single beat illustrated in the previous section, measure 7 illustrates a triplet roll, used 
often by Fahey. This is a rhythmic variation, therefore it owes its execution to the right 
hand. Fahey admitted to rhythmic, if not melodic, improvisation: 

I don’t improvise in terms of notes and arpeggios, but I sure as hell try to 
improvise rhythmically. . . especially the syncopation and dynamics . . . . 
Once you’ve got the chords you need for the left hand, the important thing is 
rhythm– variation of tempo, syncopation, and tone changes.77

Fahey arranges the piece as such: ABBCCCBA. Each repetition of a section 
brings new variation, mostly in the C section in which Fahey syncopates the melody 
in various ways. As with “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues,”this piece illustrates Fahey’s 
ability to work with familiar themes, using an arrangement that is clearly more a 

76 Transcription by Stan Ayeroff.
77 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 24.
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composition than simply a series of variations. Both introductions and end tags make 
defined bookends, furthering the sense of composition. With “In Christ there is No 
East or West,” Fahey also illustrates early on that he is not confined to the themes of 
pre-war music exclusively.

Fahey also defined his early compositional skills on Blind Joe Death. One of 
his more original works is “Desperate Man Blues,” a composition that even after 
Fahey had began to distance himself from his earlier work, he still had some affinity 
for.78 Despite claims that he adapted The Carter Family’s “John Hardy”  for the piece, 
the melody and form are purely his own. The basic form is in several parts, which 
Fahey repeats in its entirety a single time. Below is a transcription of the first twelve 
measures:

“Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.79 

The piece is in the key of G. Fahey makes creative use of an altered open G 
tuning, similar to the high dobro G tuning, tuned GGDGBD, the low two strings are 
tuned in unison.  Fahey knew that, in part, the potential of the guitar could be found in 
the exploitation of tunings: “It’s not an unlimited instrument [the guitar] but its limits are 

78 Byron Coley, The Persecutions and Resurrections of Blind Joe Death (Revised), 
http://www.furious.com/perfect/fahey/fahey-byron2.html.

79 John Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, 1967 version. Transcription by  Nick 
Schillace.
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very high, especially if you get into different tunings. You can do almost anything with 
it.”80 At first glance, the bass looks monotonic, as if Fahey plays it on what would be 
the fifth string alone. It is actually an alternating bass pattern, in which Fahey alternates 
between the sixth and fifth strings, providing better syncopation. It could be done on 
a single string, but the rhythm would certainly suffer. The depth of syncopation is 
increased by the muting of the bass strings, called “palm muting.” Fahey’s technique 
was to rest his right hand on the lower strings at all times, employing varying 
amounts of muting.

 He lays out the melody for this section starting on a subdominant C, using 
the major 6th and flat 7th as key tones. He passes through the same basic four-
measure idea three times, each with separate endings. However, they have all 
been included to illustrate his sense of melody as well as his development for a 
twelve-bar, non-blues arrangement. 

The next section is sixteen measures long, and again exploits the tuning:
                     “Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.81  

The eight measures shown are simply repeated to fill out the sixteen bars. 
The melody picks up the flat 3rd and still includes the E. In measure 4, the B-flat 
bass notes are achieved on consecutive strings again, 3rd fret, played by reaching 
over the neck of the guitar with the left hand thumb. In this measure the syncopation 
that Fahey achieves is strong, the B-flats playing off each other. Fahey changes the 
melody slightly in the last four bars and shifts the rhythm for added syncopation. This 

80 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 24.
81 Ibid.
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rhythmic figure reoccurs throughout.
Fahey repeats both the first and second sections before moving onto a third: 

                                                   “Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.82 

 The third section is also sixteen measures, the above transcription repeating 
once. This section is very similar to the first section. Fahey expands the melody, 
bringing the highest note up to G. This makes the section feel more like a 
development of the first, expanded by four measures. Like the first section, Fahey 
only uses the subdominant in second inversion, and the tonic. Fahey continues on to 
a fourth theme: 

82 Ibid.
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    “Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.83 

 

Fahey utilizes several unisons in both the melody and bass to maintain the 
level of syncopation. In the first two measures, the repeating D in the melody is 
played on adjacent strings one and two. This not only enables the syncopation to 
continue, but  allows the notes to ring out simultaneously. The bass in the first two 
measures is interesting since it utilizes the interval of a second and provides more of 
a linear harmony. The bass in measures 9, 10, 13, and 14 is also played on adjacent 
strings, five and four. The harmony suggests a dominant, but with the E instead of an 
F-sharp, the harmony is more of a suspension. Fahey does make good on the 
resolution, however, concluding on the tonic in both instances. This section is a further 
example of Fahey’s ability to expand four measures to eight, and eight to sixteen, in 
a manner more sophisticated than his technical vernacular.

The fourth section implies a bridge, but Fahey continues to expand the 
theme: 

83 Ibid.
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    “Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.84

This section moves towards a climax, beginning with a G sonority. Fahey 
switches the bass up, moving to octaves instead of unison. In the second measure 
when the bass switches to root and fifth, the melody is again played on opposite 
strings. It should be stated again that this technique not only provides for 
syncopation, but the particular variation that Fahey uses. Arguably these phrases 
could be executed on single strings, but the facility needed would be great, and the 
effect still would fall short. It is likely that Fahey began with the level of syncopation in 
mind and fingered the guitar to compensate.

Measures 13-16 signal for the first time a descending progression clearly 
moving towards greater resolution. The D triad becomes a dominant 7 in measure 
14, the first strong dominant sonority of the piece. It leads to the subdominant and 
then finally to the tonic. One last new section occurs. It  appears below:
   

84 Ibid.
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    “Desperate Man Blues,” John Fahey.85

This short section mimics a “turnaround” that is typical in blues styles. In the 
final two measures in a twelve-bar blues it is common to play a series of chords, 
often with chromatic notes, that leads toward the tonic. It usually culminates on the 
dominant, which does not happen here, but the descending D-C sharp-C natural -B 
definitely allude to the practice.

The form described so far is ABABCDEF. Fahey plays all the way through 
this arrangement two full times. After completing the second pass he returns to 
section E, or  five, which makes sense since it features the strongest resolution point 
in the entire piece.

“Desperate Man Blues” illustrates clear melodic development beyond a 
string of similar ideas. Fahey manipulates both the tuning and fingering of the guitar in 
order to provide the piece the proper means to unfold. Despite the majority of 
sixteen-bar sections, the source material does not contradict Fahey’s cultivated style. 
Even with limited harmonic movement, and simple melodic variations, Fahey’s 
originality and depth are revealed.

One final piece from Blind Joe Death , “Suns Gonna Shine in My Backdoor 
Someday,” is another early example of Fahey’s cultivated style. The title is from an 
old blues lyric, and like “Desperate Man Blues,” Fahey maintained an appreciation 
for the piece long after others had fallen from his favor. In 1996 he said:

All I have ever done with music was try and depict various emotions in an 
organized and coherent musical language, sometimes very dark emotions, 
85 Ibid.
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especially hate, fear, repulsion, grief, depression or feeling nothingness, etc., 
but also happiness, health, certain types of ecstasy, etc. I achieved this 
especially in the song, “Sun Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday,” a 
piece which is bi-tonal, a la Bartok, Ives and others, but it is also played in 
ragtime-guitar style, a la Mississippi John Hurt and others. I wish everything I 
did was as good as that one. It’s very fast, and dark too.86  

The piece is arranged similarly to “Desperate Man Blues,” with the basic form 
played once and then repeated multiple times. Transcribed below is the first section:

                      “Sun’s Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday,” John Fahey.87 

The E7 and G move back and forth during the sixteen measures. Fahey may 
have considered this section to be bitonal, and an argument could be made to 
substantiate that notion. It may be easier to look at the two chords as being related 
by two other criteria. First, the G-natural is the flat 3rd, and what Fahey has done is 
simply expand the blue note to a complete harmony. Second, the way the chords 
are fingered by the left hand allow Fahey to maintain the basic chord form, and then 
simply add and subtract the low G-natural in the bass for the respective chords. 

The next section makes a clearer departure from E major:

86 Fahey, liner notes to The Legend of Blind Joe Death, 6.
87 Fahey, The Legend of Blind Joe Death, 1967 version. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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“Sun’s Gonna Shine on My Back Door Someday,” John Fahey.88 

Fahey moves to F-sharp major, and remains there for eight measures. It is 
clear that the harmony is not borrowed from the relative minor, but is instead a 
defined modulation. Once again, the technique used to fret the low F-sharp is 
wrapping the left hand thumb over the neck of the guitar. By utilizing this technique, 
as opposed to a full bar chord, Fahey is able to alternate between F-sharp and E in 
his alternating bass pattern much more easily, which makes for a more developed 
bass line and provides more harmonic movement. The melody is based on the F-
sharp major triad, which Fahey treats to various syncopated variations. Note the roll 
on beat 3 of measure 4. This second section is short, but is used to set up the next 
section. The transcription follows:

  

88Ibid.
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“Sun’s Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday,” John Fahey.89 

In this section, Fahey develops a dissonant theme that is distinctive to his 
cultivated style. The bass line holds the key to understanding this use of dissonance. 
In the first four measures, the bass maintains the same progression that was used in 
the preceding section. The right hand has shifted to the lower four stings of the guitar, 
picking the F-sharp as well as the A-sharp as melody notes. Beginning in measure 
5, Fahey lifts the upper F-sharp from the chord position he is holding, replacing it with 
a D-natural. The measures that follow are approximations of the variations of 
syncopation between the melody and the bass, but the key pitch collections are F 
sharp-C sharp-D(A sharp) and E-C sharp-D(A sharp). The fundamental interval is of 
the second. This dissonance, what theorist Leon Dallin refers to as non-tertian 
harmony, does in fact connect Fahey to Bartok. Dallin analyzed Bartok’s 
Mikrokosmos No. 107, “Melody in the Mist,” as an example of non-tertian, secundal 

89 Ibid.
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harmony.90 
Fahey’s technique of dissonance use is his own, however, and what is 

fundamental is his dwelling on the dissonant sonority as opposed to passing through 
it. Even though he utilizes two separate pitch collections, they act together. Fahey 
spins the sonorities outward, providing a sound aesthetic that is only rooted in its 
own use. Its direction is simply to serve the moment, not necessarily to enable 
further harmonic development, or to act as a model of harmonic use. This is clearly 
evident by the next section:

   “Sun’s Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday,” John Fahey.91 

 

Fahey returns to the F-sharp major harmony, and develops the melody 
further with E and G-sharp.  What should be noticed is that Fahey began with an F-
sharp tonality, shifted to the more dissonant sonority that shared the same bass line, 
and then returned to the F-sharp again. All the movement revolved around the same 
general F-sharp tonality, although Fahey implemented notes to create sound 
changes, rather than defined movement or modulation. It cannot be overstated that 
this is a major trait of Fahey’s melodic and harmonic technique.

After the eight measures, Fahey moves to the final section of the basic form:

90 Leon Dallin, Techniques of Twentieth Century Composition: A Guide to the Materials of 
Modern Music, Boston: McGraw-Hill, 1974, 95. 

91 Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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               “Sun’s Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday,” John Fahey.92 

This entire section is based on a single shape that Fahey moves along the 
neck, another fundamental technique. The low A is an open string that acts as a 
drone. The first harmony is based on a D-major chord shape that Fahey expands to 
a dominant 7th as he takes the melody from A to C-natural. Fahey moves the shape 
down to what is essentially a B-major shape, again with the same melodic treatment 
which brings the harmony to a dominant 7th. Finally, the last sonority is an A major 
evolving to a dominant 7th, played twice as long as the others. The only chord that is 
slightly unusual with the A drone is the B, but it still sounds as a B-major triad. Fahey 
is working himself back into the opening section so he can repeat the form, therefore 
trying to get back to E major. If analyzed this way, the descending harmony would 
be bVII-V7-IV7, back to tonic. Fahey then repeats the entire form four times, 
returning to the E-major phrase from the first section to end the piece.

Of all the pieces analyzed so far, “Sun’s Gonna Shine in My Back Door 
Someday” is the best example of Fahey’s originality within his own style. All the 
pieces are working toward a complete technique, but this composition has an overall 
sound that is undeniably Fahey. Most importantly, each piece has illustrated Fahey’s 
use of mulit-thematic material utilized in different ways. 

“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border” from Death 
Chants, Breakdowns, and Military Waltzes is a definitive example of Fahey’s mulit-
thematic development, from any stage of his career. In an interview with Mark 

92Ibid.
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Humphrey Fahey described the source material for the piece:
The opening chords are from the last movement of Vaughn Williams’ “Sixth 
Symphony.” It goes from there to a Skip James motif. Following that, it 
moves to a Gregorian Chant, “Dies Irae.” It’s the most scary one in the 
Episcopal hymn books– it’s all about the Day of Judgment. Then it returns to 
the Vaughn Williams chords, followed by a blues run of undetermined origin, 
then back to Skip James, and so forth. Most of the pieces I write aren’t so 
derivative. If you're going to steal, you’ve got to steal from obscure sources 
or you’ll get caught.93 
 
The references that Fahey makes are not necessarily audible in the music, 

except for the James’ quotations. Fahey probably did find inspiration in Vaughn 
Williams and “Dies Irae,” but as was typical with many of Fahey’s “borrowings,” 
sometimes what he took was more of an aesthetic rather than actual themes. There 
are clearer examples of Fahey’s appropriation of concert themes, which will be 
examined in another transcription, but for this example, the material will be 
considered mainly of Fahey’s origin.

The piece is transcribed primarily with an E-major key signature, however, as 
is the case with James’ music, there is an ambiguity of major/minor tonality which is 
furthered by a modulation. The opening chords are transcribed below:

“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.94

 This opening phrase is based on a common blues turnaround of descending 
dominant 7th shapes similar to the one found in the James example. Fahey utilizes a 
technique of alternating the bass in which he strikes the low sixth string E on beats 1 
and 3, and then plucks the third string on beats 2 and 4. This provides for more 
melodic movement, since the bass becomes a part of the arpeggio, and descends 
chromatically from B to A as the shape moves down the neck. The last two 

93 Humphrey, “John Fahey,” 23.
94 Fahey, Death Chants, Breakdowns, and Military Waltzes, 1967 version. Transcription by 

Nick Schillace.
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measures complete the turnaround, descending chromatically to B7, which sets up 
the next section:

“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.95 

This section has an even more direct James influence. Fahey maintains a 
monotonic bass, and emphasizes the flat 3rd, flat 7th, and flat 5th in his melody and 
fills. In the passages that juxtapose triplet eighth notes against eighth-note pairs, the 
last eighth-note of each grouping line up under Fahey’s heavy syncopated rhythm. 
This section leads into the next:

95 Ibid.
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“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.96

Fahey omits any alternating or monotonic bass in this section, although the 
thumb does play in the right hand pattern. Even more noteworthy is that the entire 
section is based on the first beat in measure 1 in both the right and left hands. The 
G-natural and D-natural, the flat 3rd and flat 7th, are held by the left hand. The E is the 
open first string and rings throughout. The right hand pattern is i-p-m. Fahey takes the 
initial shape, a perfect fourth, and simply moves it along the neck of the guitar 
introducing new sonorities as he shifts. He makes two passes with variation and then 
moves to the next section:

“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.97

This section is made up of two new sonorities, Amaj7 and Amin7, both in 

96 Ibid.
97 Ibid.
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second inversion. Up until this section the overall tonality of the piece has been 
centered around E, and the introduction of the A harmonies is not completely 
unusual. If the neutrality of the E tonic is considered, introducing both major and minor 
A harmonies is fitting. Fahey still maintains the triplet rhythm, and the right hand 
returns to its alternation between the sixth and third string, moving to the fourth string 
octave instead of the sixth string on beat 3 of each measure. Fahey gradually slows 
the tempo and decreases the volume, strumming the Amin7 chords lightly, building 
the dynamic and leading into the next section:

“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.98

Fahey continues to introduce new material, remaining in the E tonality. Against 
a monotonic bass, Fahey plays the melody in the upper voice, eventually 
descending to a melody on the low strings. The last measure is an A harmony with a 
suspension, that sets up the next section:

98 Ibid.
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“Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.99

The key signature has been changed to acknowledge the modulation to G 
major. Fahey essentially plays the same theme as the preceding section only this 
time with G in the bass.  He ends the section by decreasing the dynamic level and 
strumming E-minor harmonies, making a clear statement about the overall tonality. 
Fahey then returns to some familiar source material:

99 Ibid.
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                “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.100

Fahey introduces some new material in the first four measures, but then 
returns to the earlier section, which featured the moving perfect fourths. This time, 
however, he begins to syncopate the material with an alternating bass, once again 
utilizing the third string on beats 2 and 4. He then moves back to the Amaj7/Amin7 
harmonies:

                 “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.

100 Ibid.
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Once again Fahey syncopates the material as opposed to playing the triplet 
rhythm from before. He plays through the above phrase three times, gradually 
bringing the dynamic level and tempo lower, which leads into a climatic passage:

                 “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.101

The phrasing in this section looks awkward on paper, but on the guitar it is 
very straightforward. As always, the down stemmed notes are played by the 
thumb, but not specifically on the downbeat as may have become expected. The 
sonorities themselves are less important as is their origin. The shapes used for both 
the harmonies in measures 1 and 2 and the change in 3 and 4, are based on the 
same Amaj7 shape used in the previous examples. What Fahey does is move the 
shape up the neck, first to the fifth position, fretting the FCG# and playing the low 
and high E on open strings. He then shifts up to seventh position, the resulting held 
tones being AEC. The shared C as well as the ringing open strings fit the two 
chords together, and Fahey makes the section dynamically aggressive, building 
towards more climax. He then moves back to the Amaj7/Amin7, not transcribed 
here, this time changing between each other by single measures, and varying the 
syncopation tremendously. He then returns to the section that originally preceded 
the Amaj7/Amin7, eventually modulating to the same G major section again, leading 
to a final coda-like section:

101 Ibid.
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           “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.102

Fahey clearly begins in A major, although the key signature has not been 
changed. He plays the exact same right hand arpeggio as the climactic section in 
which the Amaj7 shape was shifted up to fifth and seventh position. He then 
proceeds to use a technique in which he begins picking an arpeggio and then 
changes notes inside the shape he is holding. He begins by fretting AC#E, and 
ringing out the open E and A strings again. He then lifts the E he is holding, changing 
the sonority to ABC#E. the held notes are now AC# which Fahey then moves 
down the neck by half step, all the while playing the same right-hand arpeggio and 
open strings, switching from low A to low E periodically. He ends up on the 
dissonant yet open sounding sonority, EFAB, which leads into the very last section:

102 Ibid.

161



                “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” John Fahey.103

Again, the Amaj7/Amin7 harmonies are returned to. Fahey continues to play 
the same right hand arpeggio pattern, and the rhythm for the harmony is different 
because of this. He repeats the first four measures one time and then changes the 
chords by altering his fingering slightly. The resulting harmonies then take on more of 
an E tonality, becoming Emajor/add9 and Eminor/add9-b13. The Emin sonority is 
slowly and quietly strummed to finish.

As stated, “Stomping Tonight on the Alabama/Pennsylvania Border” is a 
definitive composition from Fahey’s catalog. Not only does he work through various 
themes, but also when he returns to previous material he presents it with different 
rhythmic twists. Fahey composes to the strengths of the guitar in this example, and 
his control is undeniable. Not only does he manipulate left-hand shapes to his 
advantage, but he also repeats right-hand arpeggios. He plays with tonality, alluding 
to both E major and E minor as well as to A major and A minor throughout and up 
until to the very final chords. His use of tempo fluctuations and intensity go beyond 
single measures of time signature changing. He clearly takes the listener through a 
series of cerebral destinations.

“The Red Pony” is a similar composition, yielding several themes and 

103 Ibid.
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covering a broad dynamic range. It is important because it is clearly in D minor, with 
little ambiguity. The piece remained with Fahey for almost his entire career, recorded 
initially in 1964, featured on a television program in 1969, on the Live in Tasmania 
album in 1981, on God, Time and Casualty in 1989, with Cul de Sac in 1997, and 
was a concert standard for many years. Granted, many themes were revisited by 
Fahey throughout his career, and this one took on many name changes as it crept in 
and out of his music. But this piece is an important example of the emotional 
intensity heard in the blues that Fahey had been interpreting, yet  at the same time, 
despite any technical similarities, it is wholly original. But perhaps most important is 
the way in which Fahey came to the tuning used for the piece– open D minor. The 
story has been told that Fahey actually sought out Skip James to ask what tuning he 
used, and even if there is a bit of romance to the story, it most likely contains some 
truth. This brought the influence of the recording out of its medium, challenging Fahey 
to look beyond the recording itself in order to learn what he wanted to know. The 
recording was the only connection that these two men would otherwise not have 
had, and yet it was insufficient as the only form of musical instruction.

The transcription is based on the version played by Fahey on the 1969 
television program, Guitar Guitar. The opening is transcribed below:

    “The Red Pony,” John Fahey.104 

104  John Fahey and Elizabeth Cotten , Rare Interviews and Performances from 1969, 
Produced by Laura Weber, 60 min Vestapol, 1994, videocassette.
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Fahey slowly unfolds the chords by strumming them downward with his 
thumb. Due to the shape held by the left hand, several notes are doubled at the 
open strings. After holding momentarily, he plays the descending D-minor melody 
three times. He ends the introduction by strumming the open strings and then 
playing harmonics at the twelfth fret. The first main theme follows:

“The Red Pony,” John Fahey.105 

The eight bars feature a consistent alternating bass on D. The melody 
consists of descending intervals, the inner voice of which moves chromatically in the 
first four bars, D-Db-C-B. This example is an approximation of Fahey’s use of 
melodic and harmonic intervals, but in the final four bars he generally plays 
harmonically as shown. Note the augmented fourth on beats 1 and 2 of measure 4, 
the dissonance of which gives way to more stable harmonies in the remaining 
measures, eventually resolving on a D sonority. Fahey repeats the section once 
before moving to the next:

105 Ibid.
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“The Red Pony,” John Fahey.106  

Fahey expands the melody in this section to twelve measures.The 
fundamental tones that make up the melody are D-F-A-C, or Dmin7. The only bend 
occurs in measure 3; all the other tones are stable and not considered neutral. D 
minor is clearly the tonality. Fahey plays through the passage one time He then 
returns to the first main theme and plays through one time leading into the bridge:

106Ibid.
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“The Red Pony,” John Fahey.107 

 

The bridge uses the chords which opened the piece. Fahey moves them 
down chromatically, and then back to where he began. Again, the syncopation is an 
amalgam of what Fahey uses, but what is consistent is the shifting dynamic level of 
the section, which builds to a peak before returning to the first main theme again 
(played twice) then to the second theme (played once) and then the main theme 
one final time on is played. This all leads Fahey to the climactic point of the  piece. 
Fahey begins the climax by playing the descending D-minor bass melody from the 
introduction three times leading to a series of arpeggios played in a rather 
unorthodox manner:

107 Ibid.
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“The Red Pony,” John Fahey.108 

In order to play the arpeggios, Fahey reaches his left hand thumb completely 
over the neck of the guitar, covering all but the highest E string. He then picks out the 
pattern and shifts his thumb off one string every two measures. Beginning in 
measures 3 and 4, the top strings D and A ring out as Fahey plays the held notes. 
The last four measures that feature A and B-flat in the bass, Fahey is only fretting the 
low B-flat, the rest of the strings are ringing free. He strikes the low D and the D-minor 
triad in the measure of 2/4 hard, easing the dynamics as he plays harmonics at the 
seventh and twelfth position, finally coming to rest on the D-minor chord.

Fahey’s acquisition of James’ tuning enabled him to compose “The Red 
Pony.” The piece further illustrates the multi-thematic nature of Fahey’s cultivated 
style, while expanding the perception of how much a record can influence an 
individual, and in what ways. The melodic development of the piece may seem 
more restrained than in “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” 
but this restrained nature was a large part of Fahey’s cultivated style, and when 
absorbed, the melodic energy is no less developed.

It would be difficult to undergo any study of Fahey’s cultivated style without 

108Ibid.
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examining his slide style, albeit briefly. In many ways, Fahey’s slide work is an 
extension of his regular fingerpicking style, and he composes for each style in similar, 
yet idiosyncratic, ways. The opportunity can also be used to illustrate how Fahey 
took songs, and instead of quoting the material or covering the songs outright, he 
used the song as a basis for further development. The following example is of the 
song “Poor Boy,” originally composed by Booker White. White played the piece in 
open G with slide. Fahey took the piece, transposed it to D, and added a bridge. 
When the piece was recorded, co-authorship went to both Fahey and White. The 
first section is transcribed below, derived from the source material. The guitar is tuned 
to open D major:

      “Poor Boy,” John Fahey and Booker White.109 

After examining the Sylvester Weaver track, this transcription should be 

109 Fahey, The Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death. Transcription by  Nick Schillace.
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straightforward. The sixteen measures follow primary harmony played in positions. 
The tonic is open, the IV is at 5th position, and the V is at 7th position. The section 
composed by Fahey follows:
     “Poor Boy,” John Fahey and Booker White.110

Fahey makes interesting use of the flat 6th harmony in measures 4 and 12, 
and overall the section maintains a very straight forward approach to this type of 
slide playing. What is most important, is that when juxtaposed against White’s 
melody, Fahey’s additional melody expands the piece significantly, providing 
growth for the source melody. Fahey arranges the piece AABAABA.

110 Ibid.
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On the version used for this transcription, the start of the song is interrupted 
by the barking of a dog. This provides what may seem an unlikely segue into the 
next section to examine– Fahey’s use of musique concrete. Barry Hansen said that 
Fahey was left alone at the house of a friend to record several tracks for The 
Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death. Only the family dog was there while Fahey was 
recording, whose barking, along with Fahey’s hushing, created a false start for “Poor 
Boy.” Hansen said it was his idea not to edit the barking out, and like so many of 
Fahey’s other experimental strategies, it was the producer who ultimately 
assembled his tapes, usually per Fahey’s instructions.

It may seem a stretch to classify the barking as musique concrete, and it was 
by no means highly experimental. But musique concrete is not defined rigidly: 

Its basic idea is to replace the traditional material of music with recorded 
sounds obtained from many different sources . . . As a rule this material is 
subjected to various modifications: a recorded sound may be played 
backwards, have its attack or resonance cut off, be reverberated in echo 
chambers, be varied in pitch by changing the speed of the record or 
playback, be modulated in various ways, etc.111 

Fundamentally, musique concrete maintains an origin in the studio, and even 
though a certain element of manipulation is expected, it is not always necessary. 
Many of Fahey’s  pieces had been edited from multiple takes in order to assemble 
the best possible performance, hence the power of the studio. The opening track of 
Vol. IV is more notable for this process than what Fahey actually plays on the guitar. 
The studio, as part of the “Loudspeaker Revolution,” not only provided for significant 
alterations of sound, but also allowed the very simple process of documenting 
sound, more or less a phenomena of the twentieth century. So, whereas the barking 
of a dog may not be as “sophisticated” as other tape and frequency manipulation, it 
should not be considered outside the power of the studio. The decision to leave it in 
or eliminate it had to be made after all. 

Artists such as Fahey owe the very existence of their career to the studio, 
from start to finish. Without the records to form a vernacular base, they would be 
without a basic technique. Without the technology of the studio, Fahey would have 

111 WIlli Apel, Harvard Dictionary of Music, Cambridge: Belknap, 1972, 560.

170
‘

‘



been unable to begin his career, the first several years of which were based more 
on his recordings than on performance. His first big break was in Boston, all the way 
across the country from where he lived at the time, and was due largely to a short run 
of only 300 LPs. It should be mentioned that musique concrete is also known for 
doing away with scores, and therefore live performance, and it would make sense 
that a recording, no matter how avant garde, could precede the performance.112 

It is important to this study to establish recordings and the recording process 
in a larger sphere, and to attempt to raise the perception of how fundamentally 
important they have been to the development of music in the twentieth century. 
With that being said, it should be acknowledged that Fahey did indulge in many 
traditional examples of musique concrete. Since it is difficult to transcribe these 
examples, they will be discussed broadly, primarily through prose.

The most common technique of experimentation for Fahey was to take a 
more or less straightforward guitar progression, and either layer sounds on top of it, 
or simply manipulate the source recording. “Knott’s Berry Farm Molly” from Vol.IV is 
an early example of this. A transcription of the basic progression introduced by 
Fahey follows:

112 Ibid., 60.
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               “Knott’s Berry Farm Molly,” John Fahey.113 

The guitar part does feature an interesting bend on the D-sharp, or sharp 5th, 
in measures 1-4, but otherwise follows a typical sixteen-measure blues 
progression. The section is played two times, after which a backwards guitar part is 
faded in, and the regular guitar part is left out. After approximately the same time 
frame, the original guitar part, played backwards, is cross faded back into the original 
regular part. Fahey eventually adds a new guitar part, omitted from the transcriptions, 
eventually returning to the backwards passage, treated to a bit more echo. Fahey 
then returns to the original section, with some slight variation and expansion of the 
theme, which closes the piece.

113 Fahey,  The Great San Bernardino Birthday Party and Other Excursions (Vol.VI). 
Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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In “Knott’s Berry Farm,” Fahey switches between the regular and backwards 
parts, at other times he juxtaposes the two. On “The Story of Dorothy Gooch Part I,” 
Fahey introduces the piece by playing a hymn-like melody that leads to a low, 
heavily reverb soaked tone, perhaps from a guitar, or possibly a piano, that is joined 
by a more traditional sounding guitar melody on top, as the low tone is struck as a 
drone. An excerpt appears below; the time on the CD is approximately :53-1:23:

            “The Story of Dorothy Gooch Part I,” John Fahey.114  

The lower voice is approximate in both notes and rhythm, but this 
transcription gives a general idea of the way the two parts work together. The regular 
guitar ends at the fermata, and the effected signal goes on and introduces a straight 
A-minor blues, based on an earlier piece by Fahey, “Some Summer Day.”

Fahey also worked multi-movement compositions when using musique 
concrete. “A Raga Called Pat Parts One-Four” and “A Requiem for Molly parts One-
Four” feature extensive collage work, not simply manipulation of a sound source. 
Environmental sounds, train whistles, speeches, frequency and turntable 
manipulations, sound effects records, gamelan and gongs, Tibetan Monk chants, and 
even snippets from the music of Charles Ives can be lifted from both four-part 
works. The individual movements ranged from two and a half to nine minutes, and 
featured Fahey’s guitar themes mixed amongst the collages. Of the suites, the 
“Ragas” are more interesting, mostly since Fahey largely disassociated himself from 
the “Requiems.” The first two “Raga” installments were on Days Have Gone By, 

114 Fahey, The Voice of the Turtle. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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and not only feature the musique concrete, but a tuning that Fahey made his own, a 
variation on open C (CGCGCC).  An approximation of an excerpt from the main 
theme is transcribed below; the time on the CD track is about 2:33- 2:50:

                          “A Raga Called Pat Part One,” John Fahey.115 

The piece begins with train whistles and thunderstorm sounds. The guitar is 
treated to heavy reverb and echo, and when this passage begins, the collage work 
subsides. This sets the mood for the four movements. When Fahey used C 
tunings, like on the tracks “Sunflower River Blues,” “The Portland Cement Factory at 
Monolith, California,” his work on Fare Forward Voyagers (Soldier’s Choice), as well 
as the “Raga” installments, he was able to distance himself from some of the 
standard phrases that his vernacular had embedded in him. He still bent and utilized 
blue notes, but in this example, the primary pitch collection is C-Db-E-Ab-G-B. The 
interval most emphasized is the minor 2nd between the root and flat 2nd, and it was 
most likely the case that, to Fahey’s ear, the sound of this interval was close to 
achieving the eastern type of scale sounds he heard in his head.

The other two parts of the “Ragas” are found on The Voice of the Turtle.  But 

115 Fahey, Days Have Gone By. Transcription by  Nick Schillace.
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more important to the discussion on musique concrete is the album itself. The entire 
record can be considered a complex work of studio composition. Whether all the 
riddles behind that record become solved is irrelevant. On multiple levels, The 
Voice of the Turtle can illustrate the sophisticated use of the record as creative 
medium far beyond the manipulation of sound waves in a “music laboratory.” The 
record includes collage type pieces discussed so far, old 78 recordings, new 
recordings made to approximate the sound of 78 recordings, and field recordings of 
Fahey and old-time fiddlers. The entire work is intended to be experienced in its 
entirety, and the lengthy liner notes detailing the facade are part of the experience as 
well. After all, the notes were included in the record sleeve along with the album, and 
despite the “put-on” nature of it all, they act as pseudo-performance notes to 
accompany the work. In many ways The Voice of the Turtle, with all the extraneous 
inclusions and studio techniques, and particularly the 78 examples, serves as an 
excellent example of the potential influence of recorded medium and what can be 
done with it as an art form. 

The influence of blues and old-time music in Fahey’s cultivated style has 
been illustrated primarily by technical example. The influence of concert music has 
been tied more to form– the multi-thematic compositional style of Fahey’s music. 
While both effect Fahey’s vocabulary, the blues and old-time material is much more 
prominent and more easily traced. Fahey did borrow from concert composers in the 
same way, utilizing themes and melodies, not simply form. “The Yellow Princess” is 
one such piece. The title is taken from the French composer Camille Saint-Saens’ La 
Princess Jaune, Op. 30 (The Yellow Princess). Fahey explains the connection in the 
liner notes to the album of the same name: 

I once managed to copy the main theme of a passage from “The Yellow 
Princess Overture,” by Camille Saint-Saens. This is a stabilized 
improvisation upon that passage. I began it in 1954 and completed it in 
December, 1966, Bastrop, La.116 

The record did not come out until 1968, but Barry Hansen confirms Bastrop, 
Louisiana as a destination on the canvassing trip the two took during Christmas break 

116 Fahey, liner notes to The Yellow Princess.
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1966.117  If Fahey did complete the piece at this date, Hansen was probably witness 
to the process. Hansen discussed Fahey’s composition process during that journey. 
Hansen: 

Lying on a bed in his underwear after dinner, guitar in lap, he’d start out by 
going over a traditional tune, and then let his fingers “free- associate” (his own 
word for it) until they formed new licks and phrases to his liking. Having got the 
basis of something, he’d add more and more to it until he had a 
composition with a beginning, middle, and end.118   

By the time Fahey recorded the album The Yellow Princess, his control over 
his cultivated style had reached a definite peak. Constructing muti-thematic pieces 
had become natural for Fahey, and his playing had been strengthened by his 
numerous albums and increasing tour schedule. Hansen wrote, “The title track was 
the first to be recorded, and he [Fahey] nailed it on the first take.”119 

The theme from the overture does not appear until after Fahey modulates 
after a bridge section. However, the piece is worth examining in its full form. Due to 
Fahey’s increased facility, it is clear by listening to the recording that he was much 
looser with his syncopation on “Yellow Princess” than on earlier pieces. There is 
more control, but his improvisational approach to rhythmic variation makes exact 
transcription difficult. Therefore, many of the sections have been distilled and 
abbreviated to fundamental elements. The introduction follows: 

117 Barry Hansen, interview by Nick Schillace, 6 April 2002.
118 Hansen, liner notes to The Return of The Repressed, 9.
119 Ibid., 20.
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   “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.120 

 The piece is in standard tuning. The introduction is a series of three-note 
shapes moved down the neck, beginning in 12th position. Fahey once again makes 
use of a familiar rhythm and picking pattern. The inner voices of the triads switch, all 
on the second, third and fourth strings, and the high and low E strings are utilized 
throughout the passage. Each chord is played twice. The first harmony is E major. 
The notes held down are EG#B. The E on beat 3, down beat, is held and played 

120 Fahey, The Yellow Princess. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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by the thumb. The up beat is the open first string plucked by the fingers, as are the 
other Es in the measure, both low and high. The harmony remains in the same 
voices throughout the passage, and if followed, the outlying progression is:  E- 
Emaj7- E7- C#min7- F#min7- D9- B7sus11-E. Admittedly there may be some 
other interpretations for one or two of the chords, but distilled the progression is I- VI- 
II- bVII- V- I, and not too unusual. Measures 19 to the end feature unison bends, 
where the D-sharp and E are bent together until the D-sharp sounds in unison with 
the E, followed by a slow run in the bass. Fahey strums some open E chords, then 
uses a transitional technique where he strums all the strings open (EADGBE), which 
leads to the first main theme:
       “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.121

Fahey uses a major to dominant 7th chord shape to descend the neck. 
Beginning first with Emaj then followed by E7, the shapes only differing by the 
changing of one finger, Fahey moves to C#maj to C#7, then finally to Amaj to A7. 
The bass begins alternating between E and E, switching to A and G-sharp, then A 
and E. Fahey resolves the progression on E major in measures 7 and 8. Continuing 
on, Fahey then shifts between two harmonies, C#DG#B and Bmin, again shifting a 
held shape, then resolving on Emaj again for the remaining four measures:

121 Ibid.
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     “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.122

Fahey then begins a transitional section, based on an Emaj triad with an 
added flat 3rd. The juxtaposition of the flat 3rd against the major 3rd is important 
given the discussion thus far. It has been transcribed below:

                       “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.123

 The E and G-sharp  in the bass are fretted by the left hand, a major 3rd 
shape. The G-natural and B in the upper voice are open strings. Fahey plays 
through the basic idea several times before shifting the shape up, and then moving 
between two new harmonies, transcribed below:

122 Ibid.
123 Ibid.
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      “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.124

Now the harmonies are Gmaj and Amaj. The Gmaj is important because this 
developmental section is progressing towards a modulation, which is in G major. 
After repeating the Gmaj and Amaj a few times, Fahey eventually works into a 
transitional section, the first part of which his transcribed below:

   “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.125 

The above section has been simplified to make analysis easier. The upper 
voice in the first two measures continues throughout, but has been omitted for the 
sake of clarity. The primary moving voice has been double stemmed in the 
remaining measures to make it easier to follow. The D-natural on beats 2 and 4 is 
played on the open fourth string, Beats 1 and 3 are fretted.The moving voice 
outlines a G-major pentatonic scale (G-A-B-D-E), and Fahey ascends and 
descends through the scale, eventually moving back through earlier material from the 
transitional section, with recognizable variation:

124 Ibid.
125 Ibid.
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                “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.126 

The upper voice is omitted here, but actually still continues. Fahey uses the 
dissonance between the D-natural and D-sharp to acknowledge the coming 
modulation, switching between it and the Emaj harmony. Beginning in measure 10, 
he hammers on the E and B with open strings, adding to the tension, before 
descending back down the neck, leading into G major and the Saint-Saens theme:

126 Ibid.
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      “The Yellow Princess,” John Fahey.127

 

The theme from the overture is transcribed in the upper voice. Fahey’s 
quotation is near exact, even the original version is in G major.128  It is interesting that 
both The Thief of Bagdad and The Yellow Princess feature non-western musical 

themes. The Yellow Princess is an operetta, originally composed in 1871.129 The 

story  involves a Dutchman’s romantic fantasy involving Japan, and the musical 
themes use the pentatonic scale to mimic some of the musical sounds of Japanese 
music. Derivative examples of “Eastern” music are audible, and it is very possible 
that like the Arabic fantasy score to the Thief of Bagdad, these were the sounds that 
drew Fahey to the works. Fahey plays through this theme and then expands it 
somewhat, eventually working himself back into the the same transitional section, this 
time utilizing the same material to return to E major. He ends the piece by playing 
through the original main theme in E major before ending the piece.

Fahey’s concert influences are not as easily traced as his other vernacular. In 
127 Ibid.
128 Camille Saint-Saens, La Princess Jaune/Suite Algerienne, Chandos CHAN9837, 

2000, compact disc.
129 Ibid, liner notes, 4.
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other instances he quotes Dvorak, Sibelius, Ives, and Stravinsky,130 and he mentions 
several others. The significance not only lies in the clarity of the theme found in “The 
Yellow Princess,” but its relationship to The Thief of Bagdad, and its example of 
Fahey’s mature cultivated style. Also important is the overall context in which the 
material influences the entire composition. It encourages the modulation, and the 
material used in the modulation is based on the scale used to outline the borrowed 
theme. Fahey also implements the theme more into his own original work, rather than 
basing the entire composition on the theme itself.

The majority of Fahey’s longer pieces are an average of five minutes in 
length. As early as his first record Fahey began experimenting with longer forms, 
usually themes improvised rhythmically with less defined transitions. “The 
Transcendental Waterfall” and “The Dance of Death” are both early attempts at 
extended forms, and both are worthy of study for this reason. Fahey also extended 
the length of many of his musique concrete pieces mainly through tape splicing and 
editing. “The Great San Bernardino Birthday Party” is just over nineteen minutes and 
has parts spliced together where Fahey was playing in different tunings, a difficult 
task to accomplish outside the studio. But Fahey’s desire to play longer concert 
suites of guitar music necessitated a need to expand his pieces into longer forms. 
Regarding performance, Fahey said, “I play long melodies for half an hour or at least 
fifteen minutes because you can’t really get going otherwise.”131 Bootleg tapes of 
Fahey concerts, lent by George Winston, reveal that Fahey would often take 
several pieces that shared tunings, and string them together.132 This technique 
worked both for the regular as well as for the slide pieces. It was an expansion of the 
multi-thematic works that were shorter. Working under the same theory, Fahey could 
take three pieces like “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border,” “In 
Christ There is No East or West,” and “Beverly,” and along with some other 

130 Fahey, “Dvorak,”  America and Let Go; Fahey,”We Would Be Building,”  Days Have 
Gone By; Fahey, “Requiem for  Molly,” Requiem; Fahey and Robb, “Lullaby and Finale from the 
Firebird,” Let Go.

131 Higgins, incomplete source.
132 George Winston private collection. George Winston lent twenty 60 to 120 minute 

cassette tapes of John Fahey  concerts dating from 1972 to 1986.
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borrowed themes of his own, could end up with a twenty minute piece of relative 
cohesion.133   

As Fahey’s control over his cultivated style grew, he was able to construct 
single works of substantially greater length. On the album America, released in 1971, 
Fahey recorded two songs that were near or over fifteen minutes in length, “Mark 
1:15” and “Voice of the Turtle.” These pieces essentially expanded Fahey’s use of 
related themes; however,  these works showed greater maturity than some of the 
earlier attempts at longer forms. In 1973, the apex of this muti-thematic long form 
was reached in the title track to Fare Forward Voyagers (Soldier’s Choice), coming in 
at over twenty-three minutes. Admittedly it is not the length of the track that matters, 
rather the quality of the music that resides inside, but “Fare Forward Voyagers” is a 
valid attempt at putting multiple themes together in several variations. Fahey also 
returns to many of the themes in different juxtapositions providing better 
development than if he had simply strung together several related ideas. 
Dynamically the piece is also significantly varied, providing for a musical experience 
that is as emotional as it is extended. 

It would be difficult to delve into these longer pieces sufficiently. It is assumed 
that the reader can understand how Fahey could develop his multi-thematic 
approach to even greater lengths given the examples provided so far. The 
relevance of these longer pieces should be understood, and therefore have been 
mentioned. However, discussing some later works of Fahey’s will allow for a better 
understanding of how his cultivated style worked over time.

Fahey’s cultivated style was established within the first decade of his career. 
Since he did not begin touring extensively until the mid to late 1960s, and was also 
preoccupied with graduate school, his creative energy fell primarily to recording. 
Even though he continued to record during the 1970s, his material was not 
significantly different than this earlier period. It was during the early 1970s that Fahey 
got interested in the music of Bola Sete, and during the 1980s this influence would 
manifest in his playing and influence the much of his output. But Fahey also grew 

133 Fahey, Concert at McCabe’s in Santa Monica, California. Recorded 10 October 1974 by 
George Winston.
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technically, aside from Sete’s influence, and his mature work of the 1980s came 
early, on the 1983 album Railroad I. Even though Railroad consisted primarily of 
earlier Fahey themes, it did so no less than other albums released during the 
decade. More importantly, it was a marked return for Fahey to some of his earlier 
techniques, and therefore represents a culmination of his early cultivated work, along 
with the proficiency that had come from years of touring.

“Frisco Leaving Birmingham” is a good example of how Fahey’s music had 
progressed during the 1970s. Fahey opens the tune with an Emaj harmony with an 
alternating bass: 

         “Frisco Leaving Birmingham,” John Fahey.134 

This eventually becomes part of a larger theme further into the piece, but 
initially gives way to a passage of strummed chords:

      “Frisco Leaving Birmingham,” John Fahey.135 

In the first measure, the notes that are fretted by the left hand are EG#B, the 
low E and the high E and B are open strings. If the notes in the held voice are 
followed throughout the measures, the fingering can be followed up the neck, 

134 Fahey, Railroad I. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
135 Ibid.
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moving through third, sixth and finally tenth position. Once again Fahey utilizes an 
initial shape to shift along the neck, creating various harmonies along the way. Even 
more important is the strumming, most likely an influence of Sete. Fahey wrote in 
1977: “In recent years, I have incorporated and plagiarized as much as I could of the 
solo guitar work of Bola Sete. Where previously I eschewed any classical, Spanish 
(except flamenco) or bossa nova influence, I now find myself working this material in 
wherever I can.”136 Like Fahey, Sete’s style transcends easy categorization. George 
Winston wrote in the liner notes to Ocean Memories, “His [Sete’s] music is a 
synthesis of several influences, including Brazilian folk music, bossa nova, Spanish 
music, classical guitar, jazz, and American folk. What evolved is a style that was 
uniquely his.”137 

Fahey used various strumming techniques throughout his career, but this one, 
somewhat distilled in the transcription, is more deliberate and vibrant than ones used 
earlier. The chords designated with x are transitional strums in which the notes are not 
played, but the right hand strikes the muted strings. It is an audible homage to some 
of the strumming techniques of Sete, whose album Ocean certainly was having an 
affect on Fahey. The next main theme shows the influence as well:

         “Frisco Leaving Birmingham,” John Fahey.138 

The descending melody line is reminiscent of Sete’s playing, yet still 
maintains Fahey’s voice. The mixture of both the G and G-sharp, as well as B and 
B-flat, stay consistent with much of Fahey’s neutrality in tonality, and the inclusion of 
the C-sharp against the D-natural, the major 6th and flat 7th, are also popular melodic 

136 Fahey, introduction to The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977, 16.
137 George Winston, liner notes to Ocean Memories.
138 Fahey, Railroad I. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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choices for Fahey. In this example the triplet rhythm, as well as the dotted eighth 
note and sixteenth note, are closer to the sound of the Brazilian rhythms that make 
up Sete’s playing, instead of triplets and syncopated eighth notes of the blues 
rhythms that are common to Fahey.   

Much of Railroad I was an attempt by Fahey to reconnect with some of the 
blues themes he had drifted from, and the remainder of “Frisco Leaving Birmingham” 
consists of variations on a twelve-bar blues. But on Fahey’s next few albums, 
Sete’s influence would continue to become integrated with his own playing. On the 
piece, “Melody McOcean,” Fahey’s multi-thematic compositional style connected 
with the maturity of these influences. In 1985, at a concert held at the American Music 
Hall, Fahey introduced a medley he was about to play: “The first half is real Brazilian . 
. . it’s a song by Bola Sete. And the second half is a song that is pseudo-brazillian 
[“Melody McOcean”], a song I wrote.”139 

There are five main themes in “Melody McOcean.” The introduction is 
transcribed below:

            “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.140 

Fahey plays three-note chords on the first string. He does not simply move 
shapes; his harmonic movement is clearly melodically driven. The chords change 
every two measures. The harmony for the first eight measures is Imin-IImaj-V7-I. 
This progression, while not uncommon in any style of music, is most often 
associated with jazz, but the inversions used create a denser and more melodic 

139 Fahey, American Music Hall concert, 29 July 1985. Recorded by  George Winston.
140 Fahey, Rain Forests, Oceans, and other Themes. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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texture than simple harmony. The next eight measures repeat the harmonic 
progression, but the inversions have change to continue the move down the neck. 
The introduction gives way to the first main theme:

        “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.141

The bass line uses a rhythm that is different from other examples. Fahey 
does not always use alternating and monotonic bass movement, but the rhythm in 
the first measure is a definite change. The melody exhibits more chromatic 
movement that is not related to shape shifting; rather Fahey is uses passing tones 
instead of focusing on the dissonance itself. The tonality is E minor, but Fahey 
switches between both G and G-sharp in measure four. After playing through a 
second time, Fahey begins to transition to the next theme by strumming between 
Emaj and Emin:

        “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.142

 

The melody for this theme is in the bass, and attention should be focused on 
the upper voices. The upper voice, G and B, is played in a quasi-bossa nova 
clave, or what Fahey calls “pseudo-brazillian.” The rhythm in the upper voice, 
although varied throughout the piece, maintains a basic core rhythm, much like a clave 
in bossa nova. The result is an underlying rhythm that is felt the entire time. The bass 

141Ibid.
142 Fahey, Rain Forests, Oceans, and other Themes. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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melody also plays a unique rhythm, and it is a main feature as well. The essence of 
what has happened to Fahey’s playing is that the syncopation he emphasized so 
much in the past  has not been altered to suit new influences. The heart of the music 
remains the same. After several passes through this theme, Fahey returns to the 
previous theme, eventually leading to a third theme:

            “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.143

This section is in the key of C major, although Fahey made no defined 
modulation, the last chord being played was Emaj. The progression passes through 
the primary harmony, the melody simply repeating in the upper voice. The rhythm in 
the bass maintains the rhythmic motif. Fahey passes through this a second time, and 
then moves to a transitional section:

           “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.144

The use of the dissonant 3rds foreshadows Fahey’s work in the late 1980s 
and early 1990s. The very sound is important enough, but the developing starkness 
in Fahey’s music is becoming evident. The transition jumps out and is bare. The lack 
of a bass completely destroys the constant movement that has been so common to 
the music. Note that much of the movement comes on the up beats. Even though 
this transition is short, repeated once more with variation, it is important nonetheless. 
Fahey returns to earlier themes, before working to a second transition:

           

143 Ibid.
144  Ibid.
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            “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.145

The first four measures are the transition, a bit of a variation on an earlier 
theme. Fahey still avoids a steady rhythm, opting instead for a minimal two-note 
technique. He pulls off and hammers on the G and G-sharp, signaling the coming 
modulation to E major and the fourth theme, transcribed in the last four measures. 
The fourth theme picks up momentum and the steady monotonic bass is brought to 
action, until the fourth measure, when the psuedo-brazilian rhythm returns. Fahey 
plays through the theme twice before returning to earlier themes, finally making it to a 
fifth theme:

           “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.146

In theme five Fahey again utilizes the upper accompanying rhythm with the 
bass rhythm already established. The melody remains in the bass and in E major. 
Fahey plays through two earlier themes and then makes an unusual compositional 
move by integrating an unknown hymn arrangement, in the key of C major, 
transcribed below:

145 Ibid.
146Ibid.
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           “Melody McOcean,” John Fahey.147 

Maybe it is not too unusual to find a hymn arrangement in any Fahey piece. 
One interpretation might lead to the conclusion that by inserting this passage, Fahey 
has made a statement about the flexibility of the contrasting styles and their ability to 
integrate. More likely, Fahey simply called upon the strengths of his cultivated style, 
and shows that as the style developed, it also maintained its core. Furthermore, the 
hymn was not simply tacked onto the ending, rather it was placed in such a way that 
Fahey was able to work his way back to a variation on the introduction, and finally to 
the introduction itself, bringing the piece to conclusion.

It would be unfair to say that the albums that Fahey recorded during the 
1980s were unimportant. However, in the early 1990s, after Fahey had confronted 
his past, his music changed as well. The music that Fahey began exploring in the 
mid to late 1990s is an example of how a cultivated style can maintain flexibility over 
time. The physical and emotional aspects of Fahey’s life, and the presumed effect 
that it had on his life has already been discussed. From a technical standpoint, it is 
worth reiterating that Fahey stopped using fingerpicks during the last decade of his 
career, and this no less affected his life. In an interview in 1997 Fahey told Stefan 
Grossman, 

After the Vietnam War, the company that made large-sized Dobro 
thumbpicks changed the dies, and I can’t use this new batch that they came 
out with. . . I had to change my style of playing, so I went back to just using 
what nature gave us. I personally am glad because I like the tone of my bare 
fingers better, but I can’t play quite as fast or noisy as I used to.148 
147 Ibid.
148 Grossman, “Searching  for Blind Joe Death,” 54.
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The result was a stripped down Fahey. Almost completely gone were the 
fast right hand arpeggios that allowed him to syncopate movable shapes through 
musical dissonance. The music also grew darker, in part because of his life in general, 
but also due to this change of technique. Beginning in 1992 with the album Old 
Girlfriends and Other Horrible Memories, hints of the direction Fahey was heading 
were audible. It would still be a few years before he would enjoy a second coming, 
but some of the images had already appeared. On the album, mixed in with the 
1950s rock tunes, the piece, “In Darkest Night: The Objectification and Recurrent 
Sightings of Bizarre and Cathected Screen Memories (From Below) Along the 
Sligo,” exhibit dark and minimal imagery that would transform Fahey’s music are 
present.

“In Darkest Night . . .” consists of three main themes. The first theme follows:
              

               “In Darkest Night,” John Fahey.149 

The entire theme is made up of fourths. The intervals are played as a single 
voice, most likely by the index and middle fingers without a bass accompaniment 
by the thumb. The tonality is close to E phrygian (E-F-G-A-B-C-E), a key favored 
by Sete, mostly for its flat 2nd. The two intervals make up the primary melodic 
motion as well, the reason for the B-flat. More important is the minimal approach that 
Fahey has used. The rhythms are more varied than transcribed here, but in general 
Fahey favors the upbeat, as if he is syncopating against a “ghost” accompaniment. 

149 Fahey, Old Girlfriends and Other Horrible Memories. Transcription and arrangement by 
Nick Schillace. In order to distill this piece down to a form in which it could be discussed, 
abbreviation and consolidation has been done. The integrity of the piece still remains.
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The sound of his bare fingerings adds an organic quality, and the tone is rounder and 
warmer. What Fahey has lost in terms of harmonics and overtones, he more than 
makes up for in the overall body of his tone. The second part of the first theme is 
similar to the first, transposed a fourth lower:

                                 “In Darkest Night,” John Fahey.150

The addition of the F-sharp maintains the fingerings and position that Fahey is 
using, and also ensures the consistency of the minor 2nd interval. Fahey plays 
through this theme several times before moving to the second:

                                  “In Darkest Night,” John Fahey.151

Fahey now adds a light bass accompaniment that he syncopates in various 
ways. The tonality has shifted and is better described as a pitch collection, F# -G-B-

150 Ibid.
151 Ibid.
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D-#E, since these are the notes that make up the fretted and open strings of the left-
hand shape Fahey holds throughout. The particular shape provides for bitonality– B 
major in the bass, and E minor in the treble. The rhythmic subtlety of the bass is 
offset by the pointed tones that are heard in the upper voice. At the risk of 
overstating the issue, this brief excerpt is perhaps the best example of Fahey’s 
distilled and cultivated style. It is not represented by any one criterion, but by a basic 
approach that defines elements of technique and note selection that could not be 
illustrated any more simply.

After moving between the first two themes a bit, Fahey comes to a third and 
final theme:

                                 “In Darkest Night,” John Fahey.152

Of all the transcriptions presented in this research, this by far was the most 
difficult to notate. Fahey developed a looser approach to his variations, presumably 

152 Fahey, Old Girlfriends and Other Horrible Memories. Transcription and arrangement by 
Nick Schillace. In order to distill this piece down to a form in which it could be discussed, 
abbreviation and consolidation has been done. The integrity of the piece still remains.
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due to an attempt at reconciling his new technique with his present desire to distance 
himself from his past. In this section, the theme is based on the thirds in the upper 
voice. Fahey moves up the neck until he reaches 12th position, at which point he 
plays a slow and awkward alternating bass, playing the open string D, and the 
octave at the twelfth fret. After cycling back through the other themes, Fahey 
eventually gets to a final brief passage that is more  a coda than a new theme:

                “In Darkest Night,” John Fahey.153

The passage is simply a blues turnaround in E, utilizing an E7 and eventually 
sliding up the neck to the final high E. One way to analyze this is to compare it with 
the use of the hymn found in “Melody McOcean.” Although it is similar, since this 
short phrase is at the end, and would normally be found at the end of a blues 
progression either setting up another pass or the end, it is probably the case that 
Fahey used this in the same way, as a conclusion. 

This style of playing became more prominent in Fahey’s work in the latter part 
of the decade. Both The Perfect 78s and The Mill Pond  showcase Fahey’s 
developing and minimal transition, but he also began filling some of the spaces left 
by his simplified technique with more collage and musique concrete.The albums 
Womblife and  The City of Refuge marked a turning point for Fahey. He began to 
exorcise his past by deconstructing not only his technique, but also by indulging the 
experimental tendencies he had always had. It is possible that Fahey realized his 
potential fate by getting a second chance at a music career. During the 1960s, he 
had seen that when a retired musician was “rediscovered;” chances were that the 
musician would spend the remainder of his/her career playing lukewarm versions of a 
past catalog. But Fahey was not only physically unable to do that, it seems he felt 
that his musical legacy reached beyond his earlier work. In a letter by Fahey, 

153 Ibid.
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reprinted in the liner notes to The City of Refuge, he reiterated his earlier sentiment 
about being connected to the 1960s. Fahey wrote, “I do hope that nobody will try 
to make me out to be a child of the 1960s. I was playing what I play before and after 
the 60s. This period had very little influence on me.”154  The track “Fanfare” is 
appropriately titled for an artist that needed to partially reinvent himself in order to get 
back on his feet. The piece is made up primarily of samples and industrial noises. 
“The rhythmic whir on “Fanfare” is Fahey’s own kitchen blender, and the song 
features samples from British art-rockers Stereolab and an Armenian composer.”155 
The guitar improvises variations on a few basic ideas. Fahey plays slide, and the 
guitar is either tuned to open B (spanish), or open A and capoed at the second fret. 
Some general themes have been transcribed below:

               “Fanfare,” John Fahey.156 

 

The guitar signal is distorted and overdriven. Fahey makes good use of such 
little material. The first excerpt is the main idea. The eighth notes are played on 
adjacent strings. Fahey slides up the sixth string to achieve the first B, then plays the 
fifth string open. The chords in the next two excerpts represent the basic harmonic 
movement, the Gmaj is an interesting choice, and is connected more to the Emaj 
than the Bmaj, although the third example shows the resolution to Bmaj by sliding 
from the Gmaj. The final example represents the technique of manipulating the 
strings with the slide itself. Fahey brings forth all sorts of screeches and howls by 
utilizing this approach, but since the guitar is tuned to an open chord, the underlying 
sonority is always consonant.

154 Fahey, liner notes to The City of Refuge.
155 Moerer, 97.
156 Fahey, City of Refuge. Transcription by Nick Schillace.
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Overall “Fanfare” is a mixture of guitar noise and collage layering. It might 
seem insufficient to only be provided with just the brief transcription, but it actually 
helps to recognize how Fahey was beginning to complete his transition by keeping 
things to a minimum. It is not clear whether or not he was playing an electric guitar or 
not. An acoustic guitar can be treated to any effect an electric guitar can. However, 
Fahey’s use of an effected signal helped to fill in the sound and it may have occurred 
to him that the key to coming to terms with his new style involved adopting the 
electric guitar. Fahey took to the electric guitar for the live Georgia Stomps, Atlanta 
Struts, and Other Contemporary Dance Favorites, but it was not until Hitomi, 
Fahey’s last official release during his lifetime, that he  finally connected with his new 
technique and found in the electric guitar an instrument sensitive to the subtleties he 
now demanded. 

Close to the end of his life Fahey told an interviewer: 
My unconscious knows every every note on the fretboard and every chord. 
I’ll start playing things that I don’t know how to play, so I’ve got more into 
improvisation. Sometimes I make so-called mistakes, but it’s a lot more fun 
than playing this standard three minute song over and over.157 

Fahey’s improvisation technique always emphasized rhythm and rhythmic 
variation, roughly maintaining primary themes. The title track to Hitomi is almost ten 
minutes long, but it consists of only one main theme, three secondary themes, an 
introduction and an end. “Hitomi” is an example of less a multi-thematic development 
than the development of  singular idea into a long form. The musical vocabulary is 
akin to what at this point would be expected from Fahey, and the physical technique 
he uses is a final distilled version of only the necessary elements needed to project 
the music. The introduction is transcribed below:

157 Pouncey, http//johnfahey.com/Blood.html.
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“Hitomi,” John Fahey.158 

Fahey plays in standard tuning, key of E minor. The basic harmonic 
movement in the first four measures is Cmaj to Emin, which is repeated in the 
following four measures. Instead of leaving the bass out or stripping the rhythm, the 
two parts work more in tandem, creating a more unified approach; the bass fills in 
when the melody is held and vice versa. The reverb and delay fill out the spaces 
and help sustain the notes, as well as provide for extra harmonics. The eight 
measures are the platform in which Fahey improvises upon for a short duration, 
before moving to the primary theme:

                   “Hitomi,” John Fahey.159

Even though four measures are transcribed, the first two are the most 
important. The slide to the B,  and the subsequent plucking of the adjacent open B 

158 Fahey, Hitomi. Transcription and arrangement by Nick Schillace. Like “Fanfare,”  Fahey  
tunes the guitar up one half step on “Hitomi.” In this example, it is likely that Fahey was used to the 
heavier tension that thicker strung steel string guitars provided, and by tuning the thinner electric 
strings up, he achieved the same “feel.” Even though the guitar is tuned up to F, standard tuning 
is used in the notation.

159 Fahey, Hitomi. Transcription and arrangement by Nick Schillace.
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string, followed by the A to G pull off, is the most used motive. The second two 
measures are almost secondary to the main theme, but have been included to 
provide a single example for approximately eight minutes of the piece. The second 
two measures add the B-flat, adding the flat 5th to the Emin triad and inversions. 
Fahey works between both halves of the theme, sometimes combining small 
elements of each, but rarely adding any outside material. He eventually works 
through the material and comes briefly to a secondary theme, which is closely related 
to the first:

“Hitomi,” John Fahey.160

Measures 1- 2 and 5- 6 are clearly part of the previous theme, but that plays 
into the way Fahey has developed the rest of it. He hasn’t made a drastic change, 
he has simply begun shifting away from the variation on the more singular idea. This 
brief development, played for a much shorter duration than the main theme, begins 
to bring the listener out of the material and readies him/her for the conclusion. In 
measures 7 and 8, Fahey adds the major 6th in the bass, part of the major 
subdominant harmony, Amaj, which gives way to a minor subdominant, Amin. This 
is very important since even the dominant harmony B has been left primarily without 
the 3rd, and therefore the sonority has sounded very open. This introduction of clear 
harmony has a noticeable impact on the attention of the ear, and has an anticipatory 
effect. The second theme is varied considerably less, and moves towards a third 
and final theme:

160 Ibid.
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“Hitomi,” John Fahey.161

 This theme features the most harmonic movement;  Emin-G-A-Amin. There 
is a feeling of coming resolution in this passage, the dissonance from the flat 5th is 
gone, and the clear harmonic movement propels the piece, particularly after so much 
improvisation upon a single theme. The material is fundamentally new as well; even 
though some of the ideas are similar to earlier ones, the lack of the initial main theme 
is a noticeable difference. This theme moves quickly to the final conclusion:

            “Hitomi,” John Fahey.162

The ending fades slowly, moving between the Emin and Amin harmony. The 
last two bars outline a dominant to tonic resolution, the C and D-sharp can be 
interpreted as a partial Bb9, the D-sharp resolving to the E two beats before the C 
moves to B. Fahey lightly rolls the implied Emin to close.

“Hitomi” is as representative of Fahey’s cultivated style as any other piece 
analyzed in this chapter. In some ways, it represents his style even better, since it is 
an example of the very rudiments of his technique. A cultivated style should have 
depth and roots, but it should also be flexible enough to maintain its integrity over a 

161 Ibid.
162 Ibid.
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long period of time. Reinvention should not surpass the core style of an artist. The 
cultivated style found in this last example can be traced not only to the earlier 
examples of Fahey’s music, but even further back to the examples of his vernacular. 
Fahey’s music is the product of a self-made style, as proven through the extent  to 
which he went to uncover the secrets that lied in the music with which he identified. 
The primary essence of his efforts can be found on the old recordings, made a 
decade before his birth and long since forgotten. Yet by the power and the archiving 
capabilities of recording, the music was able to be reborn in a completely different 
form, and therefore illustrates the real foundation of music in the United States during 
the twentieth century.
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CHAPTER 5
          CONCLUSION

A lot of ground has been covered here in the name of John Fahey and 
American music. Some perspective on the main idea that lies within this research 
may need to be reiterated. Despite all the various threads that have been 
introduced and crossed, the focus of this research has been to ascertain the voice of 
American music in the twentieth century, a single task that is not  simple to 
accomplish. The idea that a cultivated national voice in music is inextricably linked to 
the folk, or vernacular, of a country creates many problems if this is the approach 
used to define music in the United States. By examining the subjectivity surrounding 
folk definitions, it becomes clear that it is impossible to define a unified vernacular for 
the whole of the country. Instead, as was illustrated through Fahey’s example, a 
process that utilizes individual and separate vernacular is a better way to define a 
cultivated music. Fahey serves as a supreme example because he came of age 
during a time when the real effects of recorded sound were beginning to fully take 
hold– post World War II. And it is recorded sound that has played, and will continue 
to play, a formative role in shaping the opinions of the populace at large. In addition 
to Fahey’s place on the timeline, his extra efforts single him out as a person who, 
without any “formal” musical training, assembled disparate vernacular from the same 
medium, records, and came up with a unique and idiosyncratic cultivated style that by 
the example of process alone, speaks for countless Americans. The music of the 
United States cannot be defined unilaterally. It also cannot be passed off as an 
amalgam of styles, or worse yet as a “melting pot.” The music in the United States 
has no singular voice, sound, or style. It exists only in approach and process.

Each of the smaller threads encourages further research. Considering folk 
music in the United States, it has been established that subjectivity alone has 
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played a prominent role in defining what folk music in the United States is. The 
research and conclusions by collectors and scholars such as Child, Sharp, and the 
Lomaxes need to be newly examined and put into better context as to the role 
they have played in defining culture in the United States. None of these collectors 
did a disservice in attempting to establish their individual definitions, but as is often 
the case with scholarly research, too many contemporary factors were eschewed in 
order to formulate each of the researcher’s theories.  

At the center of the omission by most scholars is the importance of popular 
music and popular culture in general. As the twentieth century grew older, this 
influence became more and more important. Research involving the effects of 
popular culture have been increasing for some time, but as was suggested in 
chapter two, popular studies often remove the source from its environment and 
emphasize factors that have little to do with cultural ramifications. The stigma carried 
by the term “popular” needs to be addressed and eventually undermined in order 
to better understand how culture in the United States operates. Recognizing that 
popular music does not simply mean “pop” music icons or less sophisticated forms 
of jazz and concert music is key to this understanding. At the end of the twentieth 
century, the world of popular music has been redefined to include any source of 
recorded medium. It may be seen as negative to some, but the majority of music 
that is made post-twentieth century is intended to be recorded on some medium, 
most likely for commercial sale or broadcast. As was suggested in Chapter Two, 
once music is committed to recorded medium it can be interpreted as any other form 
or style, since the way in which the audience will experience it is the same.  Research 
that encourages unilateral acceptance of musical styles and redirects energy toward 
the effects that different vernacular experiences have on listeners will most assuredly 
help fill in many of the gaps that have occurred in music criticism, research, and 
academics.

The center of the vernacular argument supersedes the popular music debate. 
Even if some researchers find difficulty in undertaking the popular music defense, 
there is absolutely no way that the influence of recorded sound and technology can 
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be denied. This may seem redundant, but it can be treated separately. 
Contemporary aspects of music production are important, such as current musical 
releases and performances that are tied into technological advancements, but the 
retroactive listening that was illustrated by John Fahey and his contemporaries is 
even more important. The means in which music is archived has opened up a world 
in which maintaining traditions is nearly impossible on a large-scale level. Only by 
completely isolating an individual would it be possible to prevent cross-fertilization of 
styles. The reason that this is even more pertinent to American studies is due to the 
lack of a fundamental tradition in the United States. This is why the research 
presented here recognizes a period leading up to and including the early twentieth 
century as a time in which hard definitions could not be formed. Understanding this 
should help encourage more twentieth-century studies that view the first half of the 
century as one that was forming aspects of tradition, not defining them. This research 
is meant to generate more questions than answers with regard to the United States, 
but it also intends to present  a theory to apply to further research, as seen through 
John Fahey.

The influence and example of Fahey has yet to be fully explored. Just as this 
research had many different aspects, Fahey’s life can be examined in several ways. 
Beginning with his experience as a young collector, this area could be further 
explored to include more of his contemporaries in order to compare and contrast 
how the vernacular experience relates to contemporary peer groups. Fahey’s thesis 
on Charley Patton is something that is also fertile for examination and can also be 
tied back into the vernacular experience as it occurs over time. Perhaps the most 
under represented part of this research is Fahey’s contribution as the proprietor of, 
arguably, the first artist-owned record label and the influence that Takoma had not 
only on the musicians that recorded for the label, but also on the individuals that were 
influenced by Fahey to do the same, whether directly or indirectly. Fahey’s influence 
as a guitarist needs also to be expanded as well. His technique, often overlooked 
as simple, has a depth of virtuosity that can only be achieved by an idiosyncratic 
cultivated style. His approach used the instrument in a manner that made it appear 
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more accessible than other styles that have been applied to it, but the reality is that 
Fahey is one of the few prominent figures of the guitar that utilized the nature of the 
instrument as it was most easily exploited. So much of Fahey’s music and 
instrumental style was omitted from this research, and more study is encouraged. 

An artist can be viewed through the effect he or she has on others, and 
Fahey’s impact has been huge. Shortly after his death, the forum at johnfahey.com 
was flooded with tributes, dedications, and thanks in Fahey’s honor. The transcription 
of the memorial service found in Appendix Two reveals the many sides of Fahey, 
as well as the depth of his influence. A decade before Fahey’s death, Leo Kottke 
articulated the seed of this research succinctly when he said, “John is one of the 
heroes of whatever this country has for a culture . . . What John made available to 
everybody was a point of view that really didn’t exist before he came along.”1 
Overall, this research satisfies what it intended: to define a process of identity in the 
United States during the twentieth century through John Fahey’s example. John 
Fahey took what was made available to him during his formative years and 
established himself as an innovator beyond quotation. Whether his style is defined 
as American Primitive or something else is of no consequence. As a twentieth-
century figure he should be remembered as someone who represents the 
fundamental culture of the United States, who has spoken for countless individuals 
across the globe, and who will undoubtedly continue to do so.   

 

1 Miller, 42.
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APPENDIX 1

SELECTED DISCOGRAPHY1 

Fonotone Recordings 1958-1962.

The Legend of Blind Joe Death. Takoma TAKCD-8901-2,1997 (1959/TAK-1002, 
1964/TAK 1002, 1967). Compact Disc.

Death Chants, Breakdowns and Military Waltzes. Takoma TAKCD-8908-2, 1998 (C- 
1003,1963 / C-1003, 1967). Compact Disc.

The Dance of Death and Other Plantation Favorites. Takoma TAKCD- 8909-2, 
1999 (TAK-1004, 1964). Compact Disc.

The Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death. Takoma TAKCD-6504-2, 1997 (TAK-7015, 
1965). Compact Disc.

The Great San Bernardino Birthday Party and Other Excursions (Volume 4). Takoma 
TAKCD-6508-2, 2000 (TAK-1008, 1966). Compact Disc.

A Raga Called Pat EP.  SÅVEL SÅ 1518, Takoma/Eteenpäin Production, 1966 

Contemporary Guitar (Takoma Records sampler).  Takoma, C1006, 1967. LP.

Early Sessions. Takoma. LP. 1967.

Days Have Gone By(Volume 6). Takoma TAKCD-6509-2, 2001 (TAK-1014, 1967). 
Compact Disc.
1 Since many of John Fahey’s recordings have been issued and reissued at various times by 

different record labels, the  information is taken from information and albums that were available at the time 
of this writing. The discography is intended to list Fahey’s work, not to be complete in annotation for all 
issues, labels, and formats. When at all possible, the most current issues were used to provide 
bibliographical annotations. The dates given in parenthesis are the original release dates for the album or 
reissues. When available, the original catalog number is listed with the original date. Some of Fahey’s work 
is quite rare, and in those instances the annotation is incomplete due to an inability to obtain the source 
recording. Additionally, the archives’ at johnfahey.com list several random sessions and unreleased 
material discovered to exist from various periods from Fahey’s career. It was decided to omit this material 
from the list since to include it would invite the inclusion of bootleg recordings as well, and it is felt that for 
simplicities sake only “officially “ released material should be included. It is should however be 
acknowledged that more material exists.

This discography would not have existed if not for the work of the IFC (International Fahey 
Committee) and the extensive work that they have done on the website johnfahey.com. Many sources are 
taken straight from the site. For a complete listing see http://www.johnfahey.com/index1.html.
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Requia. Vanguard 79259-2, 1997 (1967). Compact Disc.

The Yellow Princess. Vanguard VMD-79293, 1990 (1969). Compact Disc.

The Voice of the Turtle. Takoma TAKCD-6501-2, 1996 ( C-1019, 1968). Compact Disc.

The New Possibility. Takoma TAKCD-8912-2, 1996 (C-1020, 1968/1975). Compact 
Disc. Reissued in 2000 together with Christmas with John Fahey Volume II.   

Memphis Swamp Jam (3 duets with Bill Barth)  Arhoolie, 1969.

America. Takoma TAKCD-8903-2, 1999 (C-1030, 1971). Compact Disc.

Of Rivers and Religion. Collector’s Choice Music CXCM-212-2, 2001 (Reprise MS-
2089,1972). Compact Disc. 

After the Ball. Collector’s Choice Music CCM-213-2, 2001 (Reprise MS-2145, 1973). 
Compact Disc.

Fare Forward Voyagers (Soldier's Choice). Takoma C-1035, 1973. LP.

Leo Kottke/Peter Lang/John Fahey. Takoma TAKCD-6502-2,1996 (C-1040, 
1974). Compact Disc.

The Essential John Fahey. Vanguard VCD-55/56, 1999 (1974), Compact Disc. This 
album was reissued in 1999 as The Best of the Vanguard Years with two extra 
tracks. Both of the albums are still available at the time of this writing in Compact Disc 
format.

Old Fashioned Love. Takoma TAK- 7043, 1975. LP.

Christmas with John Fahey Vol. 2 . 1975. Reissued with The New Possibility in 2000. 
See annotation.

The Best of John Fahey 1958-1977. Takoma TAKCD-1058 (C-1058, 1977). Compact 
Disc.

John Fahey Visits Washington D.C. Takoma CDP- 727769, 1987 (TAK-7069,1979). 
Compact Disc.

Yes! Jesus Loves Me. Takoma TAK-7085, 1980. LP.

Live in Tasmania. TAK 7089, 1980. LP.

Railroad I. Shanachie 99003, 1992 (TAK-7102, 1983). Compact Disc.

Christmas Guitar Volume I. Rounder 710 002, 1990 (1982). Compact Disc.

Let Go. Varrick CD VR- 008, 1997 (1983). Compact Disc. 
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Popular Songs For Christmas and the New Year. Rounder 710 012, 1990 (1983), 
Compact Disc.

Rain Forests, Oceans and Other Themes. Varrick CD VR- 019, 1988 (1985).

I Remember Blind Joe Death. Varrick CD VR- 028, 1987. Compact Disc. 

God, Time and Causality. Shanachie 970006, 1989. Compact Disc.

The John Fahey Christmas Album. Burnside 0004, 1991. Compact Disc.

Old Girlfriends and Other Horrible Memories. Varrick CD VR- 031, 1992. Compact Disc.

The Return of the Repressed. Rhino R2 71737, 1994. Compact Disc.

Double 78. Perfect 14404-A-D, 1996. 78 rpm.

The Mill Pond. Little Brother, 1997. 45 rpm.

City of Refuge. Timm/Kerr 644 830 127-2, 1997. Compact Disc.

Womblife. Table of the Elements Rb 37, 1997. Compact Disc.

The Epiphany of Glenn Jones (with Cul De Sac). Thirsty Ear thi 57037-2, 1997. Compact 
Disc.

KBOO Radio Live Session (with Trio). One Hit  0004, 1997. Compact Disc.

John Fahey Trio Volume One. Jazzoo. Information omitted from recording. Compact 
Disc.

John Fahey Trio Volume Two: Good Luck. One Hit 0002, 1998. Compact Disc.2 

Georgia Stomps, Atlanta Struts and Other Contemporary Dance Favorites. Table of the 
Elements Sr 38, 1998. Compact Disc.

The Best of the Vanguard Years. Vanguard 79523, 1999. Compact Disc.

Hitomi. LivHouse 70334 90001-2, 2000. Compact Disc.

Red Cross. Revenant. Compact Disc.3 

Transcriptions, Performance, and Instruction Materials
2 There is some confusion as to the preciseness of the Trio annotations. The Jazzoo record 

includes the same tracks as Volume two with several additional tracks. The art work appears to be the 
same, but at the time of this writing, only the Jazzoo recording was obtainable. Some discretion as to what 
Trio recordings are available in what format is advised.

3 Red Cross is the name of Fahey’s final studio album. It had not yet been released at the time of 
this research. It is not known to what extent Fahey had been involved with the organization of this album.

208



Rare Interviews and Performances from 1969. Produced by Laura Weber. 60 min 
Vestapol, 1994. Videocassette.Three guitar tutorial videos 1996

The Best of John Fahey: 1959-1977. New York: GPI, 1978.

John Fahey’s Guitar Christmas Book. Miami:Warner Brothers, 1981.

The Guitar of John Fahey. Pacific: Mel Bay, 1995.

John Fahey in Concert. Produced by Terry Robb and Jesse Block. 72 min. 
Vestapol, 1996. Videocassette.

The Guitar of John Fahey Volume One. 77 min. Vestapol, 1996. Videocassette.

The Guitar of John Fahey Volume Two. 64 min. Vestapol, 1996. Videocassette.

Christmas Songs and Holiday Melodies. 57 min. Vestapol, 1996. Videocassette.

Fingerstyle and Slide Guitar in Open Tunings Taught by John Fahey. Pacific:Mel Bay, 
2002. These lessons are CD transfers of an earlier set of six audio cassette lessons 
offered by Stefan Grossman’s Guitar Workshop in 1985.

American Primitive Guitar Taught by John Fahey. Pacific:Mel Bay, 2002. These lessons are 
CD transfers of an earlier set of six audio cassette lessons offered by Stefan 

Grossman’s Guitar Workshop in 1985.

Books

Charley Patton, London: Studio Vista, 1970.

How Bluegrass Destroyed My Life, Chicago: Drag City, 2000.
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APPENDIX 2
TRANSCRIPTION OF THE MEMORIAL HELD FOR JOHN FAHEY IN SALEM, 

OREGON ON MARCH 3, 2001 AT WILLAMETTE UNIVERSITY1 

John Doan (Introduction and Welcome). Master of Ceremonies and Associate 
Professor of Music at Willamette University.

“I’d like to welcome you all here to the Collins Center, and thank you for 
coming and being friends of John. I know that you wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t 
been touched by John in some way. For those of you who don’t know me, I’m John 
Doan, and I’m an associate professor of music here, and I’m a guitarist and a fan and 
an old friend of John’s. 

To bring you up to date of the events of this last week,  [I will] run through a 
few things. You know that John passed away on February 22, three days after 
having heart surgery. He passed away at the Salem Hospital, which is on Winter 
Street,  just south of here. He had a number of health problems that seemed to 
complicate the surgery.

There was a funeral that happened this past Friday, and that happened at 
Rest Lawn, a funeral home that is just west of Salem on Highway 22 as you go out 
of town.  And that is also the site where John is interred, and there will be a plate with 
his name on it. It was decided that this should be a place where people can go to 
remember John, and so that is there for you. 

Reverend Willie Davis presided over the service. Eulogies were given by 
Verlyn Mayer and Leo Kottke. Masumi Timson, Koto, and Eden Davis sang “The 

1 Recorded by  Nick Schillace. Initial transcription by Lisa Belanger. The first seven 
speakers were scheduled speakers at the memorial. The remaining were allowed to speak. 

Due to some inaudibility and grammatical phrasing, editing has been necessary in some 
sections. Additional editing has been done for clarity. Editing by Nick Schillace.  
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Eleazar Song” and Terry Robb played an arrangement of John’s “In Christ there is 
No East or West.”  

I [would] like to thank Willamette University for recognizing the significance of 
John’s passing and donating this place [student lounge at Willamette] for us to be 
here. John was no stranger to Willamette. He played concerts here. He played the 
Smith Auditorium and the Bistro, he lectured in the class room on occasion, and we 
even had a time where he worked with the English department in an effort to try to 
transcribe some of his writings.  

I would also like to recognize Tim Knight, who has spearheaded all of these 
events, without him we might not have been able to gather as readily as we have. 
He has worked many hours and I hope you will have the opportunity to go up and 
personally thank him.

We worked close to Melody Fahey and Mitch Greenhill who are long 
standing people in John’s life, and we are just grateful for all the friends who came 
forward and offered to assist and speak with you today.

I talked with various people about coming and speaking and most everyone 
said “What can you say? I wouldn’t know what to say,” or “If I started talking I 
wouldn’t know when to stop.”  John was one of these people who was an 
extraordinary individual, and as you will hear today there are many sides to John. I 
sort of got to thinking about an old tale from India that had four blind wise men 
consulted to describe an elephant, all from different parts of the body, and they all 
had different explanations. I sort of think that’s what we are going to get today. We 
are going to get quite varied stories from various people who knew John.”

Mitch Greenhill. Folklore Productions.
  “I first saw John Fahey perform in the mid sixties–- maybe at the Club 47 in 

Cambridge, maybe the Cabal in Berkeley– I can’t remember which.  I have to admit 
at first I didn’t get it; the music seemed hard to crack. It didn’t have a structure, or at 
least one that I could relate to. It seemed harsh and confrontational and challenging. 
Fahey himself seemed much the same, with little regard to the amenities that one 
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expects from a performer. I was kind of expecting a performer to present songs to 
the audience as an offering with vows and seductive entreaties that we should 
accept the gift.  But John more or less flung his music at us and if it slipped by our 
ears like a fast ball thrown through butterfingers, too bad.

But unbeknownst to me I was already under his influence and owed him a 
debt of gratitude, because some months earlier I had attended the Newport Folk 
Festival, and there in the dewy grass of the blues workshops Skip James had 
showed up and blown me away.

Several of the older blues singers had already been rediscovered, 
Mississippi John Hurt, Sleepy John Estes, Sun House– these were familiar names, 
or becoming familiar names, to those of us whose hearts had been taken over by 
the Delta blues sounds.  But to me the early recordings of Skip James were 
especially affective, and I had a dream of hearing him in person and didn’t think I ever 
would. So he stepped onto the misty workshop stage and began to sing, ‘[singing] 
High times here everywhere I go, all the people are driftin’ from door to door, 
hmmm.’ And I was transported. It was just as beautiful as I could have imagined. I 
didn’t think much at the time of who might have taken the time to track down this guy 
from clues and recordings and rumors. And what sort of insane person would go to 
that extreme to give me this beautiful experience? And it was, of course, John 
Fahey.

Years later I joined my father, Manny Greenhill, at Folklore Productions in 
Santa Monica, California, and one day John called up; he had landed in a confusing 
mess of business problems and asked my dad to help him sort it out– which he did, 
with the result that John’s early Takoma recordings are now available on CD on 
Fantasy Records.

These may well have been my first conversations with John, and a number 
of things struck me about the man. One was his sweetness and gentility. Where in 
performance I had found him difficult and kind of in your face, in person I found him 
gracious and gentle. I was also struck by his intelligence. He was not what you would 
call ‘consistent’ intelligence. There were areas in which he was really sharp. Bill 
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Belmont of Fantasy Records has called him ’a true American musical genius, and he 
will tell how John knew the matrix numbers of all the old Charlie Patton records. 
Charlie Patton was the subject of his Masters Thesis.

And yet there were other seemingly simple tasks, like returning an important 
phone call that seemed to be beyond his abilities. At first I thought he was being a 
willful artist, but eventually I began to realize that in a number of respects, especially 
in the business arena, he needed some taking care of. Gradually, and especially 
after my father died, that became my job.

While John had trouble with some basic business concepts, he was in other 
respects a brilliant business man. Since John’s death, George Winston and I have 
been talking on the phone. George has pointed out that John has pretty much 
invented the artist owned record label. Takoma Records preceded the Beatles’ 
Apple Core by quite a few years. Today we are not at all surprised when artists 
from the Rolling Stones to David Grissman to George Winston control their own 
work.  But it was John who first went out and did it, without a model from which to 
work.  And of course he was a smart enough business man and had keen enough 
ears to record George Winston, Leo Kottke– others in this room, you know who you 
are– when no one else was all that interested.

Now John knew he had trouble handling money, so he asked me to put him 
on an allowance. We were managing his publishing company, and he wanted a 
pretty modest amount of money to be sent to him every couple of weeks. At one 
point I suggested that he had enough resources to increase his allowance, but he 
wouldn’t hear of it; he said that he had ‘no self control’ and would do ‘bad and 
wasteful things with it.’ With some trepidation I asked him what his weaknesses were 
that he was so afraid of; he said ‘CD’s, buying CD’s and taking women out to dinner.’ 
Relieved, I tried to talk him into easing his self-imposed restrictions. ‘John,’ I said, 
‘These are two of life’s great pleasures, maybe you should indulge yourself a bit.’  
But no, he was afraid of the gaping maw of too many CD’s and too many flirtatious 
dinners.  Now I’m kind of sorry I didn’t insist a bit harder.

[I] got a note from Pete Seeger last week. Pete wants guitarists to ‘start now 
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[learning] John’s Christmas repertoire so we’ll have it together by December.’  He 
calls John a ‘stubborn genius.’  To that I would add he was a kind and graceful man, 
and an artist perhaps too sensitive to the harsh world around him.

The other day I was listening to The Voice of the Turtle, and now when I hear 
John’s music I find it wonderful. It is infused with the spirit of the old blues masters like 
Skip James and Booker White, John’s other major rediscovery.

Fahey’s guitar casts a wide net over American traditional music, even as it 
pushes its boundaries into a strange world all its own– odd sounds bump into each 
other, harshness becomes sweetness, and parallel dissonance somehow coexist in 
a beautiful [and] fragmented reality. I think I get it now. John Fahey, hail and farewell, 
we miss you.”

George Winston. Solo artist, Producer and Owner of Dancing Cat Records. 
“I just came from doing something that John was my role model in doing: 

recording the great solo harmonica player Sam Henton. Sam is eighty-three, and 
I’ve been trying to get him to record for eighteen years, so he finally agreed to. We 
just got done last night and I was able to get here. John changed my life more than 
any other person ever has. I wouldn’t be doing anything that I spend my twenty-four 
hours a day [doing] without him: playing solo concerts, making solo instrumental 
albums, or recording the Delta blues players from Hawaii, which is called ‘slack key’ 
over there, and having my own record label. It all comes from hearing him.  

I first met him– I went to a concert of his; there was piano around [and] I 
played a song. He said, ‘Sign him up.’ I hadn’t sent a demo tape or anything. So he 
was the doorway through everything I do and the whole purpose of being here.  

I was a bit much of a groupie in the beginning. I was so much in awe of the 
guy. He cured me of that really quick. He taught us to be ourselves, to not even care 
what he thought. In the end, what he thought did matter to us anyway, didn’t it?  

We didn’t know whether he was going to attack or tolerate our nonsense. The 
lingering problem, besides not being able to hear him play, hang out with him, and 
hear his incredible slant on history and so many other great subjects, and to be with 
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him for whatever was happening right then, is how do we explain him to the 
uninitiated? I need five books; but I made myself promise to just say it in five 
minutes.  

John has been and will continue to be a great influence on music as we know 
it: as a solo guitarist, a composer, and independent record owner/producer. Starting 
your own label in 1958 is like a million years ago, relatively speaking. He’s one of 
the great individuals of all time. I love his enduring smile, his rascal smile; sometimes 
they’re the same.

He issued albums of the great guitarists besides Leo Kottke: the late Robbie 
Basho, Rick Ruskin, Michael Galeasean, [and] Peter Lang. He produced Tinh 
Mahoney’s first record. He has always been my role model and always will be. 
Suffice to say, things would be very different if he had not been around. He was my 
very dear friend. He’s certainly the one and only person who would have recorded 
me in 1972, the beginning of the disco era. I thank you John, but just knowing you or 
hearing you would have been enough– all the doors that [you] opened for me.

I share with all of you here a love of the whole person, of which his great and 
unique music is just a part, as you all well know. We will never see the likes of 
[another] one like him ever, and I had the privilege of knowing him for thirty years 
now.

One of the greatest things about knowing John, and there were many things, 
was that I appreciate the individuality of everyone else more; everyone has this in 
him, even if it is covered and repressed by society. Nothing ever stopped him for a 
second. May we all become ourselves. He was and is a teacher in a great way, 
because he did not want to be one.

I was very happy that he had much more peace in his life the last five years. 
Another amazing accomplishment is [that] he totally reinvented himself about five or 
six years ago as an electric guitarist. Inventing yourself is one thing, but reinventing 
yourself is another. He continues to inspire me in that way. I’d always urged him to 
publish. I’d say, ‘I love your writing. I love the notes in the back of the records.’ He 
did not even tell me he published his book [How Bluegrass Music Destroyed My 
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Life], which I only knew about a week ago. He didn’t say anything about it; he didn’t 
like to talk about himself.  

What I like to do is play John Fahey songs on instruments other than guitar, 
because I can’t get his guitar stuff right. I’m not saying nobody can, but I know I can’t. 
One of his great slide pieces [is] on his Riverboats and Religion album.  There was a 
review back in 1971 when that album came along that said, ‘Riverboats and Religion 
and John Fahey just keeps rolling along.’ And he did. So this is a piece called 
‘Steamboat Gwine Round the Bend.’”   

[Winston performs on harmonica]

Tinh Mahoney. Guitarist.
“I first met John from John Doan actually. He said, ‘There is this great 

American guitar composer that I really want you to meet, so you’ve got to go and 
meet him.’ I went there [and] I really didn’t know anything about John. I didn’t know 
that he was this great and wonderful guitar player. We just kind of started off as 
friends. I invited him and Melody over for dinner one night. I asked him if he likes 
Oriental food and he said yes; and I asked him if he likes spicy food and he said yes. 
But actually that is kind of a lie, because John pretty much likes beef and broccoli or 
wonton– that was his range of Oriental food. 

He came over. I used to live in this little garage that turned into a house. I got 
some pieces of fish, and I cooked it, and I put hot pepper all over it; you couldn’t 
even tell that it was fish. We started eating [and] we just took one bite, and we just 
started screaming it was so hot. It was really funny. And so the first time I met this 
great John Fahey guy, we ended up having scrambled eggs for dinner.  And that's 
kind of how we started our strange and wonderful friendship. It evolved into playing 
music later, but actually at first it was just a friendship.  

Well, you guys probably know John, and boy he likes to eat. We used to 
go to King’s Table all the time, you know the three of us [with Melody Fahey], and 
people used to say, ‘Hey are those guys your parents?,’ because we were there all 
the time, the three of us. I remember there was a girl there, she was really cute and 
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everything. John was always trying to be match maker. Melody, she used to be in a 
poetry class with Jim Morrison, so she had it all down, poetry and everything, and 
we thought, ‘Wouldn’t it be funny to write poems and give them to this girl?’ So we 
would go to King’s Table and the three of us would sit down and write these stupid 
poems [laughs] to this girl and I think she quit before we quit going there [laughs]– 
we scared the heck out of her.

When I thought about sitting down and talking about John I [could] sit here for 
days: to talk about the stories we have done and the hours and hours I used to 
spend with him listening to these old 78 records in his basement. The quality was 
really bad, but John would always say, ‘Listen to what he’s [the performer] doing,’ 
and it was just amazing. When I first met John I was studying under John Doan at 
Willamette University, and I played only classical guitar. So, John [Fahey] said, “Well 
your music is really good, but it would sound a lot better on the steel string guitar,” 
you know, because that was his thing. I didn’t have money to even get a guitar, so 
he lent me this little Yamaha guitar, it has really great tone to it; so that’s how I started.

John taught me all of these open chords and he said, “You’re doing a lot of 
good stuff, but try this.”  So he sat me down and showed me all these open chords 
and everything and listened to all these other great Delta blues players and 
eventually what happened was he liked all the music [I was writing] and said I’m 
going to produce your album. So we recorded the album and [it] was a great 
experience for me to have this man take me under his wing. [We] used to play all 
these concerts and everything together and he was so proud to tell people that I 
was his protege, [he would say] ‘I’m Tinh Mahoney’s mentor and you have to 
remember that.” He was really proud of me. We did this recording, and what a 
wonderful experience [it was] to have John there, and it was just amazing knowing 
John [as] just a regular friend and person, and all of a sudden he gets into the studio, 
and he turns into this musical genius or something. It was just an amazing experience.

About a year later he turned around and asked me to produce this album. His 
alter ego, as you know, was Blind Joe Death; that was his first album. Later on he 
had an album called Transfiguration of Blind Joe Death, and [then] he had The 
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Legend of Blind Joe Death. When we were making this album, he thought, ‘Well, 
let’s go back to my roots and just do a lot of these blues and things and we’re going 
to call it I Remember Blind Joe Death.’  So, I produced this album and, like George 
[Winston] said, ‘You’re so lucky, because with John Fahey people come and go, 
but you made a complete cycle with him. He produced [your  album] and you in turn 
[producing his album is] sort of like a completeness with you guys somehow.’ And 
within that year he was writing some new material, and he started writing this song, 
and he said, “Well I can’t play it anymore, so I’m going to show it to you, I’m just 
going to show it to you and I’m going to give you this song– this is your song, you 
can do whatever you want to do with it, but I only got this one part down so it [isn’t] 
complete,” That was about fourteen years ago. So after John died, just a week and 
half or so ago, I picked up the guitar again and starting playing some of his music, 
and I remember the tune that he taught me; we didn’t even have a name for it or 
anything. So, anyway, I completed the song and even in death he still inspired me. I 
finished up this song  and I’m just going to play it really quick for you, and this song is 
called ‘I Remember John Fahey.’“ 

[Mahoney performs song]

Tim Knight. Owner of Guitar Castle in Salem, Oregon and Member of The John 
Fahey Trio.

“Is the Lord ready for John Fahey? Does he have ample sunglasses? He’s 
going to need them.  

I got the opportunity to play a lot of shows with John over the last three or 
four years: the electric stuff that George Winston had spoke about, the direction John 
took. If you’ve ever seen him play, you know that he is very comfortable in 
sunglasses, and he used to say, ‘I would take my sunglasses off, but the world will 
explode.” The world exploded on February 22.

There are tons of stories. I spent a lot of time with John in a car, because you 
don’t walk to a gig, and I rode many places and listened to a lot of stories. I wish I 
could have comprehended them all; I couldn’t come close. But I’ll share one story 
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with you. I just had to pick one, I’m going to share this story of John’s 60th Birthday. I 
kind of had two roles, not only did I play with the John Fahey Trio, but I booked him 
shows on his own and made sure he got to those shows. I got a call from a good 
friend in Tacoma, Washington, about a place called Swiss Hall, a place where Terry 
Robb has played. It’s sort of a blues club, generally speaking, and it’s a very nice 
venue. We made an arrangement for John to play there and he hadn’t played 
Tacoma in many years.  For you and I to go to Tacoma it takes three hours. Well, 
there are a lot of Goodwill stores between here and Tacoma. And the largest 
Goodwill store is in Tacoma, and it’s a big one. We made the arrangement, we got 
to the gig and it was like this [the memorial], it was standing room only. He hadn’t 
played Tacoma, so they were really looking forward to John Fahey. Like I said it was 
his 60th birthday. So, the gig went wonderful. There is a local band in Tacoma by the 
name of Ring that John particularly liked. He liked their sound and their style, and so 
they warmed the show up. They were popular in Tacoma, so the crowd was really 
into them, and John played the show, he played it wonderfully. It was electric guitar, 
but it was still fingerstyle, open tunings, [and] it was a really neat show. As many 
shows, the show came, the show went, off to the hotel; let’s get John into the hotel– 
all of that. The focus of my story is the ride home, which took several days. 

We left Tacoma for the long journey of thirty miles to Olympia, and we hit it 
hard and I was so happy. We needed to gas up, get food, and hit those thrift 
shops. I found a Fahey album back in the glass case; there was a bunch of them at a 
really neat store. We went to a couple places, had lunch, and were only 30 miles 
away, [and] there are more Goodwill. Let’s go! We hit the highway. John is in the 
backseat; Tina and I are in charge, we’re happy. New Vinyl! John Fahey record! 
Good! We’ve had food, John had more food in the backseat where he had his 
books and all the stuff he’d bought at the Goodwill, and he’s going though all that, 
getting a little nap in– all of a sudden the car stops. I realized we ate, we Goodwilled, 
we went to record stores, [but] we didn’t go to gas stations. In my adult life, in my 
teen life, in [all] my life I’ve never run out of gas, and it’s not something I was to do 
with my wife in the car, my friend John Fahey in the car. We have an itinerary, we 
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need to get back. There are more Goodwill stores in front of us and I am in charge of 
my vehicle, my wife and my friend, and I’m thinking, ‘Oh my God, I’ve run out of gas! 
I’m not having a good time,’ and John just says, ‘Tim, it happens to me all the time. 
What’s the big deal?’ Well, the big deal is that we’re on the freeway– we’re 
nowhere. So, I just get out a piece of paper and scratch the word gas on it and stand 
out in the rain, in the Washington rain, and got soaked. It wasn’t too long that a car had 
gone its six miles to the exit, seen us, turned around and came and pulled over to 
assist, get me to the gas station, and make the long loop again and bring me back. 
And, of course, he thought we looked like musicians or something, so he was a 
drummer and we had a good time and when we got there John autographed his 
newest CD and we made it. But for him to say to me, ‘It happens to me all the time,’ 
to me that typified my relationship with John. I’m nervous about it, [and] he couldn’t 
care. So, we played together for four years and I remember every note that he 
played.”

John Doan.
“John Fahey, we all know him as the American icon. He probably will be 

remembered for his public image, media soundbytes, books that chronicle American 
fingerstyle guitar, in the annals of pivotal figures of the 1960s, and in the minds and 
hearts of all of his fans. He’ll be remembered as a Grammy winner, America’s 
leading fingerstyle guitarist, prolific recording artist with forty-five albums, pioneer of 
the alternative music industry, as musically innovative, brilliant, eccentric, and so forth. 
The list really goes on, and he should be remembered for all those things. His public 
life reflects remarkable achievement, considerable creativity, insight, and innovation.  

By contrast, I’d like to remember John the person, at least to the extent that I 
got to know him. I first met John when I opened a show for him at Boon’s Treasury, a 
little performance site here in town, in the early 1980s. It was a wonderful time; we 
had a great concert. John always looked forward to playing Boon’s. It was a place he 
always could count on [to have] a full house of fans. And he had decided, with his 
wife Melody, that they would escape the insanity of Los Angeles, where they had 
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been living, and they would move up here to kind of the peaceful, laid back 
Northwest. Before this, they were up here at Boon’s [and] the show concluded, and 
Melody came up to me and said, ‘You know, John’s had too much to drink. Can you 
help bring him back to the hotel?’ So I got him in my car. He sat in the passenger 
seat and I followed Melody over. Well, he got it in his mind that he wanted to lay 
down in the backseat, and so without much announcement he started to maneuver 
his big body over the seat and kind of got half way stuck between the ceiling and the 
seat, and I was watching him half out of the corner of my eye and through the 
rearview mirror. And then he finally flopped over into the backseat and let out a 
groan, and then was sound asleep. From this point on I realized that John really 
wasn’t capable of being anything or anyone else but himself, and he didn’t seem to 
be concerned about making a good impression. He just was simply who he was 
and where he was. I found him incredibly refreshing, uninhibited, and one the most 
memorable people that you just couldn’t forget; and [he is] impossible to replace.

I can remember sitting with John listening to classical music. He really loved 
classical music; he loved all sorts of music that was played with soul and with heart. 
He didn’t just listen to it, he was engaged in it; he would talk about it as it was going 
by. I remember listening to Mahler’s Fourth Symphony and all the different allusions 
to childhood, all the struggles that were confronted in childhood and then life taking 
over: the seriousness of it– the adult world.

He played music of country blues guitarist Charlie Patton, which he knew 
quite a bit about, as he wrote his [thesis on Patton] at UCLA. He mused about a 
track that he played; he said that this piece had been sent out into outer space, and it 
was apparently in a Mariner space probe. He was musing about what other life 
forms might think of us, you know, hearing this soulful wailing of Charlie Patton. He 
said his life had never been the same after hearing him, and I think a lot of us might 
say the same about his [Fahey’s] music and how it has shaped us.

John was a man of strong contrast. He was often very gentle with a 
convincing childlike manner. He had a remarkable way of being present, of being 
spontaneous and painfully transparent. To me, he was like a house with no walls, a 
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room with all windows.  He told you what he thought whenever he thought it, 
whether it was good or bad, and sometimes his behavior ran both extremes as well. 
You never had to wonder what John was thinking because he told you, and often 
times in great and sordid detail. I’d hear him in an interview, or from the concert stage, 
or at a party, or even across the table at a restaurant, and he would tell you about his 
daily things or his bodily functions. He would tell you about how his father would read 
to him from the Bible and then, in short order, would proceed to molest him. This 
was John; he was just very comfortable and knew no other way to express himself 
[about] whatever was on his mind.

He was quasi-scholarly, in a way that I found somewhat difficult to 
comprehend, as his thinking was not confined to linear thoughts, but rather was a 
result of imagination that flowed in a stream of consciousness– a free association of 
ideas. Consequently, John is an enigma, standing out from all the sameness of the 
world around him. When most people present some air that they know who they 
are, and they have defined the world, and they know the order of things– John 
wasn’t like that. To him everything seemed to be a riddle, and most of all he was a 
mystery unto himself. His fame even seemed odd to him at times. After receiving a 
Grammy for album notes he thought, ‘Well, what happened to the notes that came 
out of my guitar.’

John oozed expressiveness and creativity; it was just natural for him. 
Whether it be in conversation, or in writing, or even some of his experiments in his 
painting; it is absolutely fabulous. He did a recording of Tibetan throat chants with 
guitar playing. I thought it was absolutely brilliant. It was haunting– It was a haunting 
window into this inner John, this pain that lurked inside that was looking for a way to 
escape.

David of the Psalms wrote how one solves the riddle upon the harp. I think 
that John’s harp was a steel string guitar. Although known for his guitar playing, 
paradoxically it was the one thing that seemed to bring him some of the most 
discomfort.  Especially as he was placed, reluctantly, in front a crowd of his peers 
who were waiting for him to entertain them. It seemed to me like he was a bashful 
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child who had to sit for extended periods of time with people watching him with 
nowhere to go but within. I remember hearing him numerous times in his later years, 
playing; he [had] to try to settle down when he was performing. So his way of 
settling down was to play whatever came to mind– for a half hour or so–  just 
meandering from one hammer on to one fingerpicking pattern to another; the faithful 
stayed.  

He had a stretch where he tried to find solace in relaxation from drinking 
alcohol, but the demons unleashed from that wanted more and more of him, and it 
was both overwhelming for him and those close to him. Concert promoters became 
concerned. The less faithful fans began to leave his concerts and close relationships 
became undone. John found himself at times lonelier than most people could bear.

I often wondered if John was used to being misunderstood, as it so forged 
his isolation. There is a theory that I have that John was comfortable with being 
rejected and unwanted in various ways, [and] he was just used to it. He would often 
go out of his way to say the unexpected thing, to put people off and be separate 
from them– apart from them– and I think that this is how he felt anyway.

He told me once that he thought that he frightened children, that he was 
uncomfortable with people his own age, and that the greatest people were the 
young gothic persuasion people. People wearing black and with spiky hair doos. 
He said that they were the best people because they accepted him; they didn’t 
judge him. John self admittedly scorned his parents and from time to time seemed 
to blame them for almost everything. And early abuses either real or imagined, 
appeared to deflect John from any course of normalcy, leaving his emotions in an 
apparent, kind of frozen state of development, mingled with the innocence and 
wonderment of childhood, with a brooding anticipation of some sort of adult world. 
Adults making sense just didn’t make sense to John– every word was suspect of 
concealing meaning. His conversations were really quite extraordinary, as he would 
delve into the meaning of words and what was said.

You could greet him with a, ‘It’s good to see you, John, ‘ and he would say, 
‘Is it?’  He just seemed like a child, locked up in an adult’s body, kind of estranged 
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from himself and from anyone else who tried to define him. He could tell if you didn’t 
love him, that part was easy, as most of us in this world look from the outside in, 
instead of from where it really matters.  

John did not stay the course down the center of the road in life, but rather 
found himself at its extremes. On one side he experienced great fame and financial 
rewards, and the other side there were long stretches of obscurity and crippling 
poverty. He had seen decades of adoring fans in major cities wither away to almost 
unbearable loneliness at times in a little hotel room here in Salem, Oregon. In spite 
of his personal problems, John was a survivor. At one point when he needed 
money, he’d even sell his guitar, thinking he’d just find another one later. If he couldn’t 
afford his rent or medications he would just check himself into the Union Gospel 
Mission here on Commercial Street, and there he slept on a cot in communal 
sleeping quarters. In spite of all of this, John never stopped dreaming dreams, and 
he never stopped doing creative work. There were still recordings, and writing down 
his thoughts on napkins, and he even completed a book recently, and he always 
enjoyed searching for LPs and all sorts of other discarded things at Goodwills and 
garage sales.  He found value in the discarded; I only pray that we too will do as 
much. I for one will miss John Fahey the American icon. And more importantly, John 
the person– who he was, and who he was struggling to become.”

Terry Robb (Eulogy). Guitarist and musical collaborator.
“Well, the deal with sunglasses, I’d like to clear that up, is that John used to 

buy his glasses at the Goodwill, and the only ones he could find that one time to fit 
his prescription needs happened to be sunglasses. So that’s way he was wearing 
the sunglasses for a while.

John Fahey; the great John Fahey. A fearless man who often lived in fear. A 
man of great strength who could succumb to weakness. A man of great 
achievements who would often reevaluate them as failures and unimportant. [He] 
touched so many people, friends, and strangers, and would put off those very 
same. Duality? Maybe. Up and down, east and west,  joy and despair; John Fahey 
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embraced both. Whereas [with] all great men, he was on a search for the truth, or 
maybe just a search for what it’s really all about. He could easily laugh or cry at the 
same time about the same things– a big man who was not ashamed to be a child. 
The child wanted to be a big man, but at times there were obstacles to go through. 
This he understood; we would only watch with amazement [the] great discoveries 
and pain. Fahey changed people’s perspectives with them knowing it or not 
knowing it. I know he changed my life over and over again, always for the better 
though. All these things came through in his music, [for] which he will be best 
remembered. This man truly wore his heart and his soul on his sleeve and, 
astonishingly, like few others, through his music.  

So many things can be said about his music, but that would take a long time. 
This is for later, for the historians– I only hope that they find it in themselves to search 
as he did for the reasons. The music reflected joy, happiness, sadness, darkness, 
horror, love, humor– but it made us all feel better. An intensity followed by a 
calmness upon hearing it and a wanting to return to hear more, to experience [it] once 
again. For his search was our search, his beauty and his ugliness is ours, only he had 
the nerve and the bravery to pursue it for us. You always felt through his music, or 
when you saw him perform, or when you were with him, that you were in the 
presence of greatness– genius. I’ve met a few so-called geniuses, but without 
question he was genius. He wasn’t afraid to show his weakness, or sadness, or 
perhaps most likely, he couldn’t help it for reasons already mentioned.  

He was academic and street at the same time; he saw the beauty in 
Stravinsky and Charlie Patton. He enjoyed and appreciated the great thinker’s mind 
and the common man, and could converse joyfully with both without prejudice.  

I first heard John Fahey’s music thirty-three years ago, [and] it changed my 
life.  When I saw him perform, it changed my life. When we became friends, it 
changed my life.  I loved the fact that he was a grown adult and a child at the same 
time. When I first heard his music, it struck a deep chord inside. It sounded familiar 
and new at the same time. It had the past, present, and future all together at once, 
like all great art has.  
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Why Fahey befriended me, I'll never know.  I can only guess that he trusted 
me and although I idolized him as a musician, I always treated him like a friend– that 
was important to me.  We liked to make each other laugh– there was an appreciation 
of the absurd. He was gracious and generous with me beyond belief, both 
professionally and as a friend. The trust was that neither of us could fool the other. I 
would push him in the studio, and sometimes he wouldn’t want to be bothered, but 
he would come through– he’d always come through– because he trusted me, and 
that’s what I was there for, producer and friend. He was the same with me as well. I 
remember once I played him two new songs that I had written to get his opinion. He 
really liked one, but he said the other was just awful. He said it was like some bad 
song he might have written. He was excited about this one song I wrote, but about 
the other . . . We went out to dinner with Melody, John and I, [and] he continued all 
day and all through dinner about how he couldn’t believe I had written such a terrible 
song.  In a way I was flattered, but I knew he was right, and deep down I knew he 
would say this all along. Our friendship was the most comfortable then, even if we 
hadn’t seen each other for a couple of years, we would pick up where we left off, as 
if we just had breakfast together. I always treasured this and I never took it for 
granted.  

I don’t think that there has ever been a day that I haven’t thought about John 
and his music since I first heard him thirty-three years ago. I know it’s a sad day, that in 
the physical sense he is no longer here, but he enriched our lives and when 
someone enriches your life, that person will always be there with you.

John didn’t like adulation, he simply wanted love and care in its purest form for 
what he himself was. Just like all honest people, he was always honest with himself 
even in denial. Love is supposed to be an easy thing, this is what we are told, but in 
this day and age, or any day and age, it can sometimes be hard to muster, because 
love embraces all things good and bad. I know that I love John Fahey, and I always 
will.”
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Dan Leasy. Music Millennium.2 

“John Fahey was so comfortable with the concept to death, that as Tinh 
Mahoney said, he used Blind Joe Death as his alter ego. One of the very first 
experiences I had with John, that showed me how he liked to use the concept of 
death as material for his creative process, happened when we produced a concert in 
Portland in 1969. We met John in ‘68, but I’ll get back to that in a minute. In ‘69 in 
about October or November, John drove all the way from Los Angeles up to 
Portland, to do the 1969 Odd Fellows Hall concert, with myself, John Bunts, Stu 
Dodge, George Hood, and a few others. He made it in his car all by himself; he 
drove 920 miles and stopped in Albany, New York.3  Then he called me on the 
phone and he said, ‘Dan, I’m here in Albany and I’m sick. I don’t think I can make it all 
the way to Portland, in fact I think I’m dying.’  I didn’t know exactly how to react to that, 
so I said, ‘How long do you have John?’ He said, “I think I can make it through 
tomorrow night’s concert.’ And he did. It was a marvelous concert; he brought his 
turtle along– he often did this. I managed to produce four or five concerts with John 
over the next four or five years in Portland. The ‘69 concert was a very unique show. 
He brought his turtle with him and talked about the perils of turtles on the highways, 
and he was so sincere about his love of animals. It was a reflection of his love of all 
life forms and it came out in his music and it came out in him personally. And as Terry 
has pointed out, and Tinh, and you others who have spoken so nicely about John, 
he was very, very human.

I first met John Fahey in 1968. I went down to LA specifically to meet him.  
My wife at the time said, ‘It’s beautiful down in Malibu, can we maybe move to 
California.’  I said, ‘I’ll tell you what, if we can move to Venice, California, so I can find 
John Fahey, you’ve got a deal.’ So, we moved down there specifically to meet 
John Fahey. I didn’t meet him by looking him up in the phone book, as a matter of 
fact I went to Safeway to get some groceries, and who should lumber up behind me 
with his gigantic influence? John Fahey. I turned around and there he was, and I said, 

2 Begin non-scheduled speakers.
3 It is recognized that the geographic preciseness does not match the story. It is assumed 

that Leasy simply misspoke or confused the details of two separate events due to the 
nervousness incurred from speaking.
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‘You’re John Fahey!’  He said, ‘Yeah, I think so.’ [I said], ‘You changed my life!’  John 
said, ‘Oh, I’m sorry. Excuse me, I didn’t mean to.’ Anyway, we arranged to meet, 
and we did meet and had a great evening over there with Jan [John’s first wife] who 
is here with us today, and arranged for John to come up and do some shows with 
me; we talked about it at least. We made the plans and they were fulfilled. I moved 
back up to Portland in December of 1968, got snowed in at my brother-in-law Don 
McCloud’s house, and for three days we couldn’t move, we were stuck.  At least we 
pretended we were stuck, we probably could have walked out of the bus.  Instead, 
I proceeded to tell Don McCloud and my sister Lauren how wonderful this man’s 
music was, and turned them on to all the music, and talked Don McCloud into starting 
this record shop with me called Music Millennium. The thing is, in a way, John was 
somewhat responsible for Music Millennium. If I hadn’t gone down to LA I would 
have never seen this little music revolution shop up in Beverly Hills, [and] I wouldn’t 
have gone back equipped and ready, and inspired by this great man to do 
something with Takoma Records. So, Music Millennium opened in 1969 as a 
showcase for the largest selection of Takoma records on the West Coast. It’s true 
we sold a lot of Fahey, and soon after [Leo] Kottke and the whole catalog.  

The really, really important thing about John was the effect that you all know 
he had.  John interpreted a whole universe with his music; he would take a simple 
folk tune that was at once extremely familiar, and yet revolutionary. We had never 
heard it before, and yet we had always heard it; and this music was brought up, and 
then it was brought up, and then it went through into another dimension and we got 
to go with it. And this is the effect that John had on me, and so many of you, with his 
music. He took us places we didn’t even know were there until he invented them, 
and then they were always our world.  

Thank you for enlarging our world with your great vision.” 

Melody Fahey.
“John overcame a lot of things. He no longer drank. He was through with a lot 

of the drug things that he had done before. And he was through with a lot of the 
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anger that he had had and he came to a lot of peaceful resolution. He didn’t smoke 
anymore, and he wanted to live. He said to me that he wasn’t sad if he was going to 
die during this last episode with the heart, and he didn’t want me to be sad. He did 
want to live, but he was satisfied with the music he had performed. I believe if he 
had lived, he would have overcome some of the other things that he had problems 
with, such as his diet, because he had overcome a lot of other things, and I am very 
proud of him for that.”

John [last name unknown]. Former neighbor of John and Melody’s.
“I was a neighbor of John and Melody, and I just knew him as a person in the 

neighborhood. His simple joy of life is to be noted. Just a kind and gentle nature. I 
said, ‘John, it would be nice if my son could learn the guitar. He’s been begging me 
to play since he was four.’  He [Fahey] said, ‘Bring him over.’  So, Luke bought an 
electric guitar and a six inch amp, and I brought Luke down the street and John would 
say, ‘Just let me finish up frying this pound of bacon and I'll be right with you.’  And 
he’d slap it on a couple pieces of toast and say, ‘OK, Luke, start working on this.’ He 
laid out a plan for Luke, and he played at the Richmond School for the Christmas 
show with Luke. 

He was just a sweet caring fellow. It was just a pleasure to know him. I felt 
obligated to say just how wonderful he was, he was quite an eccentric guy. We 
talked about the hippy days and his face smiled, he said, ‘I had quite an adventure in 
those days. I think I was a God at one time.’ You know, people on acid thought all 
kinds of things, especially when you play like that. He had a lot of memories, and at 
times would go back and share some of those. He’s a great story teller, and a very 
gentle person. It was a pleasure to know him.”

Glenn Jones. Musician, writer, and member of Cul De Sac.
“Hello everybody, my name is Glenn Jones. I recorded a record with my 

band Cul De Sac and John Fahey in 1996, and it was probably the worst 
experience, and the best experience, of my life. I’d known John since the mid 
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seventies. I used to see him and Melody when they came to Boston on his many 
tours, and they visited about three times a year.  

I was invited by John to come backstage and meet him after I identified a 
song that he played as being by Bola Sete. After saying, ‘If anyone knows who this 
song is by let me know.’ And everybody yells, ‘Chet Atkins’ and ‘Bar-B-Q Bob,’ all 
to John’s astonishment that anybody could possibly think that what he played 
sounded like either of them. 

I became friends with John over the years. I was working for Rounder 
[Records] at the time that John and Terry Robb were recording their various records 
for Varrik during kind of a low period for John in terms of the Epstein-Barre that he 
was suffering with. But I visited John many times here in Salem, and in Boston, 
whenever he was out there. I won’t go into the horror story of the making of the 
record that we did, which John named The Epiphany of Glenn Jones, except to say 
that the record, which at the time we made it I described as a bit of a psychodrama– 
because we rehearsed the album for two weeks, and John was very excited about 
the material, very excited about the band, and I have tapes and tapes of our 
rehearsals and his enthusiasm is just all over them– and then when we got into the 
studio he said, ‘Fuck you, I’m not recording this music.’ He pulled the rug out from 
under us, and the pain of that experience, when we had spent all this time preparing 
for it– and not just preparing for it physically with the music that we were playing, but 
preparing for it emotionally as well– hurt in a way that things rarely hurt in life. I have to 
go back to  remembering moments when I had a crush on somebody in high school 
or something like that, and was rejected by the woman, to remember something that 
was as painful. Or a moment of realizing that you very much disappointed a parent 
as a young adult or something, to remember something you couldn’t understand, or 
something that you were powerless to change, to think of an example that 
compares to what I felt in the studio when John said, ‘I’m not doing this any more.’ 

My desire was to run away from it, away from the thing, and to just let the 
project go and not worry about it; I didn’t know what else to do. It was a bit of a 
psycho drama at the time, but I now look back on it as a bit of a morality play in a 
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way, because I think that for John, in retrospect, the making of music came first, and 
when he couldn’t any longer put himself with an agenda that was ours alone, I think he 
had to say the music is more important, and friendships and everything else comes 
secondary. I have an absolute devotion to my muse and this is not my muse, and 
I’m not going to go along with it. It hurt painful; but out of that whole experience came 
something, as Terry Robb was saying, changed my life over and over, it definitely 
did change my life. I needed to sort out the event of making that record in my mind, 
and that became the notes to the album, which I had never planned to include in the 
album.  But when Fahey saw the notes he said, ‘These have to go in the album, it 
was about the horror story about the making of the record.’  I said, ‘Are you sure 
John, because none of us come off particularly like beautiful people in this story,’ and 
he said, ‘It doesn’t matter Glen, it’s true.’  

When I told him that he had been my idol, and I now saw him as a man, he 
said,  ‘Good! Now perhaps we can be better friends.’ And he said of that adulatory 
of him– which he saw from many people– he described it as a horrible thing and 
something which people did to him. I think a lot us, in John’s later years, found 
ourselves in the position of defending John’s own earlier works to John, and arguing 
its merits with him. And that was an unusual place to be, because it seemed you 
made these records, [and] you must like them. He would reevaluate them constantly 
in light of where he was at ‘now’ and he often said, ‘No. They [the recordings] were 
dishonest,’ or ’They [are] emotionally suspect now.”  He would challenge you on 
them. I said, “John, how could you possibly put down The Great San Bernardino 
Birthday Party? That’s a record that changed my life.’  And he said, ‘Fine! But that has 
nothing to do with me.’  It basically forces you to evaluate your system of beliefs, 
what you believe in yourself, what you believe in friendships, what you believe in 
relationships– all that sort of thing.  

To the young man who said that you’d wished that you’d known John Fahey, 
let me tell you, you would be a different man today if you had, and probably for the 
better. But, don’t make it too rosy. John was very specific and very bound if he 
wasn’t going to make you understand the difference between the music and the 
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man. He made it very clear that those two things were not to be confused, and I think 
that right here, right now, is probably the last place he would want to be. He would 
probably want to be at a thrift store a couple blocks down and the hell with this. But, I 
do think it’s wonderful to hear all of these stories, because it seems to me that there 
are almost as many John Fahey's as there are people who knew him. I hear some 
of these stories and think that half of that can’t be true and I’m sure people are 
listening to me and saying the same thing now. I’ll just finish with a few stories about 
the making of that album that are not included in the liner notes. John Fahey, in the 
recording of that album, gave me two pieces of advice. One was that he said, 
‘Glenn, never play the guitar standing up, that’s one of your problems. You should 
never play standing up.’  We were in a rock band and we always played standing 
up. The other advice he gave me was, ‘Don’t ever fingerpick, it’s a disease. It’s a 
disease which I never was able to overcome, but I wish I had been able to. Get 
away from it as soon as you can and be glad if you can do that.’ 

Another thing that happened during the making of that record was that he was 
staying at our house; we were rehearsing at our house for a few days before we 
actually went down to the studio to begin working on the record. I came in one 
morning– I don’t know if any of you have pets, but as your cats, or dogs, or 
whatever grow old, your dentist may recommend that you begin brushing their 
teeth. The first time my dentist told me to brush my cats teeth– I was supposed to 
sit my cat in the sink and stick a toothbrush in its mouth, it seemed very unusual.  But 
anyway, I had gotten in the habit of brushing my cats teeth, it was about sixteen or 
seventeen years old, and one morning I came in and discovered John brushing his 
teeth with the poultry flavored cat toothpaste. And at that point, there was really no 
point in saying anything, and he never said anything to us, and I wondered what he 
thought. You know, these Cambridge lefties or something with their weird new age 
toothpaste or something. Maybe he liked it, I don’t know.  But I never said anything 
about it.  

My final thought is that no matter where we were when we were defending 
John’s earlier work or thinking about it, John had really no interest in talking about his 
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old albums. The thing he was most excited about was the album he was working on 
now and I had ferocious arguments with him about City of Refuge, a record I hated 
then and hate now. But John felt it was the best thing he had ever done at the time 
he was making it. And I think that is the best way to feel. We should all be so 
engaged with our present work, and who we are currently, and not be worrying 
about last week’s work, or what our audiences expect or demand of us. He was true 
to his own muse, to the good, the bad, or whatever, that it meant in his personal 
relationships. I shed no tears for John Fahey. I celebrate his life, and like Terry Robb 
said, I think about him almost every day. His music has meant so much to me and 
the man has meant so much to me and I will always love him, but I can shed no tears 
for him. I think he did in his life an amazing amount. He has accomplished so much, 
and he has given us so much, and there is still more to come. So, celebrate John 
Fahey today, if you’re so inclined, and keep a good thought for the music, and keep 
a good thought for the man, but keep them apart if you can.”

Peter Lang. Guitarist and Early Takoma Recording Artist.
“My name is Peter Lang and John Fahey saved me from a career in public 

health. I was a kid from Minnesota that had fallen off the pumpkin truck and rolled to 
Los Angeles. I was in school there and was actually on my way into upper division 
zoology with the idea of going into public health. I ended up on the doorstep at 
Takoma Records. Not by my doing, but by some friends who were pushing tapes 
around; and John signed me and John was my patron, my benefactor, my mentor, 
and eventually became my friend. He watched out for me, and eventually we 
became great friends. 

There are a lot of stories I could tell you. John was one of the funniest people 
that I have ever met. We laughed until it hurt. We had a lot of commonality, and we 
got a chance to tour and do a lot of things together. There is one short story I can 
mention. We had shared an interest in blues and early American music. He had a 
huge collection and had me over to his house and played me some of his [records]. 
He was interested in what I had, which wasn’t much, and we came back to my place 
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and I took out my record player, which was from Sears Roebuck, and it was a 
$19.95 battery operated monaural with a little speaker in it and I put on something, 
Charlie Poole maybe, and John looked at me and said, ‘Pete, where’s the tone 
control?’  I said, ‘John, it’s in my head’ And he laughed and laughed, and a short time 
later he hired me at Takoma, where I stayed until my album came out. A short time 
later was the Takoma Christmas party, and I got a wonderful stereo that I used for 
the next ten years. I still have the speakers.  

My memories of John are that he was one of the sweetest people that I ever 
met.  He was a man of tremendous appetite, and that occasionally got him into 
trouble, but my memories of him are of a sweet person, of a good friend, and as 
somebody who watched out for me. Everything in my life from that point on at 
Takoma Records forward, was changed by the Takoma experience and John 
Fahey. And though I left the business for the most part in 1981, everything that 
came to me since then was a result of that experience. I was trying to think of 
something to say, as I was listening to all these people say things about John. John 
showed me a road less traveled, and in the end it made all the difference.”
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APPENDIX 3

SONG LIST FOR AUDIO EXAMPLES1

Compact Disc 1

Track 1: Bill Monroe and the Monroe Brothers: “Blue Yodel No. 7”

Track 2: Pete Seeger: Technical Explanation and Performance of “Railroad Bill” 

Track 3: Sam McGee: “Buckdancer’s Choice” 

Track 4: Sylvester Weaver: “Guitar Rag”

Track 5: Blind Willie Johnson: “Praise God I’m Satisfied”

Track 6: Blind Willie Johnson: “Nobody’s Fault but Mine”

Track 7: Charlie Patton: “High Water Everywhere Part Two”

Track 8: Skip James: “Devil Got My Woman”

Track 9: Mississippi John Hurt: “Spike Driver Blues”

Track 10: Carter Family: “John Hardy was a Desperate Little Man”

Track 11: Blind Thomas (John Fahey): “Blind Thomas Blues No. 1”

Track 12: Blind Thomas (John Fahey): “Blind Thomas Blues No. 3”

Track 13: Blind Thomas (John Fahey): “Blind Thomas Blues No. 4”

Track 14: Blind Thomas (John Fahey): “Weissman Blues”

Compact Disc 22 

Track 1: “On Doing an Evil Deed Blues”

Track 2: “In Christ there is No East or West”

Track 3: “Desperate Man Blues”

1 See corresponding transcriptions for complete annotation.
2 All Selections by John Fahey.
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Track 4: “Sun Gonna Shine in My Back Door Someday Blues”

Track 5: “Stomping Tonight on the Pennsylvania/Alabama Border”

Track 6: “The Red Pony”3

Track 7: “Poor Boy”

Track 8: “Knott’s Berry Farm Molly”

Track 9: “A Raga Called Pat– Part One”

Track 10: “The Yellow Princess”

Track 11: “Frisco Leaving Birmingham”

Track 12: “Melody McOcean”

Track 13: “In Darkest Night: The Objectification and Recurrent Sightings of Bizarre 
and Cathected Screen Memories (from Below) Along the Sligo”

Track 14: “Fanfare”

Track 15: “Hitomi”

3 This selection is taken from the 1969 television interview with Laura Weber. It includes 
brief dialogue on tuning.
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JOHN FAHEY AND AMERICAN PRIMITIVISM: THE PROCESS OF  
AMERICAN IDENTITY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY is a master’s thesis that 
examines the music of the United States during the twentieth century through the 
example of John Fahey (1939-2001). 

When defining any cultivated music, the first step is to establish clear 
connections to folk, or vernacular, traditions. In the United States, early definitions can 
be traced to academic scholars who maintained rigid and subjective criteria that had 
fundamental ties to European folk traditions. During the early twentieth century, the 
recording industry’s first record producers began recording rural musicians  and 
marketing them as “folk” artists. The opinion of most scholars of folk music was that 
these musicians were not authentic, due to the influence of an industrial world. But it 
was the recordings made during the 1920s and early 1930s that were later 
rediscovered by record collectors after World War II. 

John Fahey was one such collector, and like so many others, he was 
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profoundly influenced by the music that he heard on old 78 rpm recordings. An 
unschooled musician, Fahey learned how to play the guitar by listening to these 
records, eventually establishing a basic technique that he applied to his own music. 
He combined this technique with his love of European concert music, redefining what 
the steel string guitar was capable of. His music was so innovative, that he started his 
own record label in order to promote it, establishing one of the first artist owned 
record labels, Takoma Records.

Fahey formed his vernacular through recordings. He took his basic technique 
and created an idiosyncratic cultivated style. The music is not what defines American 
culture, but the individual and the process. Through extensive transcriptions of both 
Fahey’s vernacular as well as his cultivated style, this process becomes clear. Since 
this model relies on the influence of commercial recordings, it is a definition that has 
come about during the twentieth century, and is tied to popular culture and popular 
music issues. 

JOHN FAHEY AND AMERICAN PRIMITIVISM: THE PROCESS OF  
AMERICAN IDENTITY IN THE TWENTIETH CENTURY encourages individual 
examination through process, and is a model that will aid in future studies of American 
music and culture. 
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