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To Hannah


Until philosophers rule as kings or those who are now called kings and leading men genuinely and adequately philosophize …

—PLATO, REPUBLIC, BOOK V
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THE PHILOSOPHER KING


THE TASTEMAKER

T Bone Burnett and Southern Cultures

Standing on a stage in downtown Little Rock, Arkansas, in a recently opened bar that purposefully fetishizes rural Southern culture and which stands as a contradiction to her purist roots ethic, country singer Bonnie Montgomery—a classically trained pianist and opera singer, producer, and author—and her three-piece outlaw country band play an inspired set for dozens of half-interested listeners. In New York City, two Florence, Alabama–raised sisters who grew up singing a cappella music from church pews listen, awestruck and silent, in a room alongside Elton John, Jeff Bridges, and the Brooklyn-based bluegrass band the Punch Brothers as bluegrass legend Ralph Stanley, who the girls liken to a prophet in the Bible, sings the old gospel tune “Lift Him Up That’s All.” Inspired, the duo return to their hotel room and write “River Jordan,” a song for their soon-to-be released second album. In Atlanta, the husband-and-wife duo who comprise Dust-to-Digital work meticulously to digitally restore traditional American roots music. In Little Rock, a record producer arranges his studio to best create a live performance sound, recording songs to an analog machine before transferring them to digital. In Los Angeles, the singer-songwriter and producer T Bone Burnett takes a call from the Coen Brothers regarding a film starring George Clooney about, as they see it, the history of American music.

What do these snapshots have in common? As cultural tastemaker, what role does T Bone Burnett play? What does this have to do with the American South? What does this say about consumer culture in America and the ever-enigmatic generational issues of identity, authenticity, and heritage? What about the twenty-first-century context provides cultural space for such a community to exist? What are the characteristics of and the spark igniting the preservationist heritage movement in contemporary roots music, and how can this music community contribute to ongoing conversations regarding contemporary Southern identity? This book’s purpose is to explore these connections, the culture in which they reside, and most specifically the role T Bone Burnett plays in a contemporary cultural movement which seeks to re-present a traditional American music ethos in distinctly Southern terms.

Though Burnett is somewhat of a cult philosopher-king of roots music, garnering ample praise from rock critics and popular sources, little to no critical attention has been paid to him by the scholarly community. Save some critical attention regarding the O Brother, Where Art Thou? soundtrack in particular, Burnett seems to have only been studied anecdotally by traditional scholarship. Regarding popular sources, he has been given ample attention for individual projects, yet there is seemingly little done on his cumulative effect on culture. I aim to position Burnett as a cultural catalyst in the twenty-first-century popular music community, particularly the aspects of this movement with direct ties to the American South. Such investigation allows for the dissection of a community by those who help shape its parts. Studying Burnett allows for the close examination of a cultural architect while following his influence out into the broader musical and cultural landscape in which he participates. Particularly, I would like to consider Burnett’s ethic by closely analyzing his soundtracks, select musical artists, producers’ recording philosophies, and branding strategies, each of which could be seen as both “performing” the lo-fiethos and purposefully participating in a community or “scene.” I will set the movement within the contemporary context in which such sounds, symbols, and narratives reside. In the process, I plan to investigate how relevant cultural issues are being negotiated, how complicated discussions of history, tradition, and heritage feed the ethic, and how the American South as a perceived distinct region factors in to the equation.

There is a philosophical connection between this movement and the Southern Renascence of the early to mid-twentieth century. Led by authors like William Faulkner and the Twelve Agrarians at Vanderbilt, the Renascence, according to Richard H. King, was “engaged in an attempt to come to terms not only with the inherited values of the Southern tradition but also with a certain way of perceiving and dealing with the past.” Put more simply, they had to “decide whether the past was of any use at all in the present; and if so, in what ways?”1 Like the early Renascence, which addressed the guilt of slavery, the myths of the Lost Cause, and the consequences of technological advancement on a once-agrarian people, among other themes, this contemporary movement seeks to address the complexities of Southern identity through cultural history, with particular focus on race, class, and gender.2 Its contributors explore that identity by creating art that best uncovers the Southern cultures standing resistant to the oversimplified, often stereotypical, and superficially homogeneous contemporary Southern identity often portrayed. This contemporary cultural renaissance reads as a complication of false dichotomies of Southern identity, where women are either “the redneck woman” or the “lily-white Southern belle,” for instance.

As I analyze Burnett’s community, it is not either-or; it’s both-and. The case studies here argue for a complication of overgeneralized and trite assertions of Southern identity. The artists here carry conservative and liberal impulses simultaneously; some are religious while also politically and socially liberal. They are interested in tradition but think the Confederate flag is a scourge; they are interested in community but not in being either defined by uniformity or limited to unthinking conformity. Southern identity is rooted in the past, but these artists are resistant to moonlight-and-magnolia apologia generalizations and are eager to address the complexities of race, class, gender, religion, and politics. For them, the idea of the South or Southerners as any one thing, or as something that fits neatly with boxes to be checked for certain characteristics, loaded symbols, or tropes, is problematic.

This book does not presume, however, that such negotiations have not been ongoing since the original Renascence. On the contrary, the study of the Southern condition and Southern identity has been ongoing, involving great minds like C. Vann Woodward, Charles Reagan Wilson, Eudora Welty, William Ferris, Maya Angelou, and John Shelton Reed; respected programs of study on campuses like the University of Mississippi and the University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill; a host of specialized journals such as Southern Cultures and Southern Studies and a number of university presses; and innumerable books and reference materials, most notably The New Encyclopedia of Southern Culture, which currently extends to nineteen volumes. Furthermore, negotiations over what the South is or isn’t and what her people and ways entail have never ended, with continuing debate via cultural forms from music, literature, and photography to television, film, and comedy. This examination argues that T Bone Burnett influenced a specific strain of this renaissance in the twenty-first century, shining a light on part of an ongoing conversation. As such, I will use his particular footprint as a key to navigation.

By doing so, I hope to show the complex inner workings of a contemporary cultural movement while also arguing that Burnett and like-minded participants are inspired by more than just nostalgia, or what Houston Baker calls a “purposive construction of a past filled with golden virtues, golden men, and sterling events.” Baker contrasts nostalgia’s substitution of “allegory for history” with critical memory: “the cumulative, collective maintenance of a record that draws into relationship significant instants of time past and the always uprooted homelessness of now.”3 The ability of critical memory to scrutinize and judge in order to create is at the root of Burnett’s philosophy. Undoubtedly inspired by traditional American music and the cultures in which such art was born, participants in this renaissance appeal to a regenerative process to make explicit and implicit cultural declarations regarding group and self-identity, memory, preservation, regeneration, and heritage.

In the process, this book aims at utilizing several discourses and themes. Within these pages, I hope to bring together so-called popular-culture and high-culture mediums to help debate the ongoing and problematic territory between the commodified and the ever-enigmatic “authentic.” Furthermore, conversations over the contested terrain of tradition will mix with the progressive impulses in the evolution of the South’s people, places, and art to form a more complicated picture of how historical contexts, symbols, and themes interact within this contemporary Southern movement. Through these pages, I will rely on a hybrid mixture of literary analysis and ethnography. In some cases, I will read soundtracks, songs, cultural moments, places, and people, and in others I will let the artists speak for themselves. Since my study is driven by popular-culture analysis and ethnographic case studies, it is not meant to be a cross section or scientific sampling. Yet, such an interdisciplinary study will undoubtedly afford a depth of perspective on, context for, and perception of those artists within this particular Southern circle.

Though this study does not speak in depth for every Southern demographic, as a culture study by nature, the methods employed could be used in any other cultural environment—such as in regard to the popularity of the New Orleans hip-hop artist Lil Wayne among Southern middle-class white teenagers—and employed as a means of discovery. With the incorporation of historical scholarship, critical theory, popular-culture examples, ethnography, and contemporary and historic contexts, my aim is to serve as conduit between the producers, consumers, and those interested in studying the motivations and actions of artists and community members within this cultural setting, exploring the essential who, what, when, where, how, and why questions informing patterns of thinking and behaving.

Furthermore, Burnett is an interesting case study to pursue in regards to the success of contemporary roots music. In addition to being a backup guitarist in Bob Dylan’s band in the sixties and a musician in his own right, he has most influenced the roots revival as a producer, particularly in helping produce and arrange movie soundtracks. His work on Walk the Line and Crazy Heart highlights the gritty, raw sound and ethos of “outlaw” country music. The Cold Mountain soundtrack does the same for traditional Appalachian roots music, and Inside Llewyn Davis focuses on the 1960s New York City folk scene. Furthermore, O Brother, Where Art Thou? arguably serves as an overview of American roots music. That soundtrack features revered folk songs reinterpreted by modern musicians, while also presenting genres such as blues, prison chants, gospel hymns, and an actual 1959 Alan Lomax prison field recording of “Po’ Lazarus.” Citing the millions of albums sold and the Grammy wins, historian Ronald Cohen argues that O Brother “demonstrated that roots music had a definite mass appeal.”4

Burnett seems to be playing the role of Ralph Peer, Harry Smith, and Alan Lomax in equal parts. As Peer and other record executives paired existing folk songs with new artists, Burnett uses staple folk performers like Emmylou Harris and Alison Krauss alongside rockers like Jack White to reinterpret older songs for a current generation. Yet, there are differences as well. Peer was a businessman first. Barry Mazor notes that Peer was “never … driven by any particular desire to contribute something to traditional music, by any musical theory or ideology … [but by] finding an untapped opportunity that worked—an audience unaddressed, a style of music underexplored, a new way to freshen what was already available.”5 Peer recognized that “people buying records were not especially interested in hearing standard or folkloric music. What they wanted was something new—built along the same lines.”6 Burnett seems to follow Peer’s pattern, helping to discover and produce musicians that tap into an older past and reinvent a particular ethos. Alabama-bred duo the Secret Sisters, who Burnett produced and included on the Hunger Games soundtrack, sound like a modern remake of the Peer-produced Carter Family. The sisters grew up harmonizing in an a cappella church tradition, had never lived outside of the South, and had not ever been on an airplane when they were discovered, and later connected to Burnett, through a local Nashville talent competition.

Yet Burnett, using tools of popular culture like film soundtracks, seems much more interested than Peer in the philosophical and cultural implications of re-presenting and reinterpreting roots music. He seems to fall much more in line with the academic and philosophical leanings of Alan Lomax. For example, in 2016, Burnett, rocker Jack White, and Robert Redford produced a three-part documentary series for PBS titled American Epic exploring the early use of recording equipment in the 1920s. Following Burnett’s soundtrack formula and ethos, during the film the crew “reassembles the recording machine by replicating every element of the materials—including the original microphones and amplifiers—and inviting an array of high-profile musicians [Jack White, Willie Nelson, Beck, Nas, the Avett Brothers, among others] to record in that 1920s-styled atmosphere.” Regarding the documentary, Burnett says, “These musicians we profile are the real American heroes…. They set out from the darkness with nothing but a guitar on their backs, put out their thumbs and conquered the world.”7

Like Harry Smith, Burnett presents songs which have since inspired others to recreate folk-based music for a contemporary audience. Like Guthrie, Dylan, and a host of musicians who studied Smith’s Folkways albums for inspiration, Burnett’s soundtracks have influenced bands such as Grammy winners Mumford & Sons.8 Not surprisingly, Burnett tapped Mumford to help produce and sing on the Inside Llewyn Davis soundtrack, another Coen film set in the Greenwich Village 1960s folk scene. This regenerative quality connects well to the many garage bands, festivals, and folk scenes that rock journalist Richie Unterberger argues were born out of the first folk revolution.9

The history of roots or folk music in America tells the story of musicians, executives, and collectors amidst social movements, economic collapses, and world wars. Such historical grounding illustrates how roots music is not a static antique, relegated to dormant history. Rather, the ethos fueling such music makes it a regenerative art form in a constant state of revival and reinterpretation, promoting authenticity in an age of mass production, which partially helps to explain why it has again found widespread success with contemporary audiences. Furthermore, because many of Burnett’s most noted film soundtracks and artistic productions are either set in the South or have a historic connection to the region, he becomes a unique vessel by which to study the reimagining of Southern culture in the twenty-first century.

So-called folk “purists” bristle at how some position the O Brother, Where Art Thou? soundtrack as the twenty-first-century spark popularizing neo-folk and Americana sounds and aesthetics. Such critics may see a George Clooney film lampooning Depression-Era Mississippians as a puddle-deep attempt to at worst stereotype and at best mass-market and commodify the august cultural heritage inspiring such sounds and musical heroes alike. Such a view is not without warrant. Scholars, critics, and consumers alike have debated the film and soundtrack to a variety of conclusions.10 However, outside the space and time of the film, the soundtrack producer T Bone Burnett’s cultural influence deserves attention. Nearly two decades removed from the soundtrack, his relationship to the bourgeoning roots, rock, and pop worlds is evident.

Yet, beyond the O Brother soundtrack and its awards, millions of albums sold, and a host of postmodern roots-influenced artists lies a canon of original music and select artistic productions that craft a determined philosophical treatise on the nature of music and society, grounded in the complex relationships sounds and people have to specific places, particularly those with roots in the American South. That a George Clooney film becomes the popular culture megaphone by which to speak Burnett’s discourse complicates the somewhat prickly reaction to the film and its soundtrack by some, particularly in light of Burnett’s artistic productions, recording philosophy, and community-building in the years to come. What was to follow were more soundtracks with the same ethic and formula. With each, something became clearer: swirling around in the soundtracks and the movement were cultural messages evoking communal and individual identity, race, class, gender, religion, politics, philosophy, ethics, and the music business, all infused with notions of the past, the present, and the future. Furthermore, the initial reaction to the O Brother soundtrack is not without foundation: beyond nostalgic fantasy-making, what good is such music without a sophisticated understanding of the cultural context out of which it was originally born? Additionally, is contemporary popular roots music simulated mimicry or regenerative participation in a longstanding tradition, and who has the power to decide? Cumulatively taken, these questions ask what Burnett’s soundtracks and ethic offer the contemporary world. What is Burnett’s cultural imprint? The key to the answer rests in the years following O Brother. Yet, the findings of such an examination transcend music culture alone. Burnett’s soundtracks are important on their own and collectively as musical history and as instigator of popularizing roots sounds for contemporary audiences. Beyond the roots music influence, though, it is no coincidence that much of his production work has a direct connection to the American South. As such, in the decade following O Brother, Burnett’s philosophy and ethic have become the sounds and ethos of a new Southern cultural renaissance that surpasses music, speaking directly to a reinvigorated interest in Southern culture, ethics, philosophy, and storytelling. Infused in the resurgence of roots-inspired music is renewed interest in Southern cultures. The two are inseparable, and Burnett’s soundtracks, philosophy, and ethic feed and are representative of both, as the following chapters will investigate. Chapter 1 deals with both the cultural context surrounding the O Brother soundtrack and the work itself. Reading the soundtrack’s compilation, the individual songs, and the music’s placement within the film’s narrative as text, while keeping in mind the music’s historical context and its purposeful placement in contemporary culture, offers a perspective both on what Burnett attempts to accomplish and how the music’s message is still relevant today. By looking at bands like Mumford & Sons formed in O Brother’s wake and addressing the “folk fad” fears of scholars like Benjamin Filene, Chapter 2 opens the door on the complex negotiations between music and consumption, particularly establishing the grounds by which contemporary Southerners can use both the film’s parody and the earnestness of the music’s context to craft contemporary Southern identities. The first two chapters lay the groundwork for how Burnett spends his O Brother capital, which will be explored in Chapter 3’s look at his post–O Brother soundtracks and Chapter 4’s look at the community of artists with which Burnett has purposefully aligned himself, particularly focusing on the Secret Sisters. With this foundation established, Chapters 5 and 6 will extend Burnett’s ethic to the broader community of musicians, producers, preservationists, writers, and cultural tastemakers. There I will look at the community and ethic of the outlaw country artist Bonnie Montgomery and the music producers Joe Henry and Jason Weinheimer. In the last chapter, I will extend this ethic further, looking at various cultural outlets that, abiding by and participating in Burnett’s cultural milieu, make up part of the contemporary Southern cultural renaissance.


CHAPTER 1

HISTORY, IRONY, AND CULTURAL CONDUIT

The O Brother, Where Art Thou? Soundtrack and Contemporary Southern Identity

The story of the United States is this: One kid, without anything, walks out of his house, down the road, with nothing but a guitar and conquers the world.

—T BONE BURNETT

Reading the O Brother soundtrack with questions of authenticity, sincerity, representation, and history in mind, particularly through the lens of contemporary Southern identity, can aid in better understanding Burnett’s cultural stimulus. The Coen Brothers’ 2000 Academy Award–winning film features the episodic jaunt—”fraught with peril” and “oh, so many startlements”1—of Delmar O’Donnell, Pete Hogwallop, and Ulysses Everett McGill as they break out of prison to seek a fictitious $1.2 million treasure. In reality, Everett needs to stop his wife Penny, played by Georgia native Holly Hunter, from marrying a suitor who is “bona fide.” While pursuing the treasure and being chased by the law, the escaped convicts encounter a silver-tongued, one-eyed, crooked Bible salesman; a group of intoxicating sirens; a manic, hypersensitive bank robber; an enigmatic blind prophet; a mass baptism; a violent Klan mob; and a bluesman who sold his soul to the devil at the crossroads. There is substantial scholarship devoted to the film’s historic references, Southern archetypes, Homeric allusions, and its notable hat-tip to movies like Sullivan’s Travels, Gone with the Wind, and The Wizard of Oz, alongside how the soundtrack functions within the work. Beyond these allusions, the film and its soundtrack, written as part of the narrative structure, aim at an overarching awareness of how film and music contribute to cultural awareness, historical memory, and identity. As such, the film shines as much light on cultural consumers as it does on history. By invoking Southern myths and lore, set in the increasingly mythologized Depression Era, with satiric allusions to historical events and people, the movie—fueled by its sound—purposefully resists neatly organized categories. So, responses will remain varied. This is another great message the film delivers. Memory, historical interpretation, and identity are wrapped up in complicated personal contexts—infused with the emotion of the present. As Everett says, “It’s a fool that looks for logic in the chambers of the human heart.”2 Looking at the various reactions to the film helps break down the need for precisely arranged resolution in favor of embracing the messy incongruities of history, memory, and the present. Noting the function of the music within the film and the separate success of the soundtrack sheds light on the multifaceted ways in which consumers have processed and used the sound and its cultural ethos.

The Depression Era offers modern culture consumers a space for nostalgic mythmaking in ways that other historic periods such as post–Civil War America formerly offered. O Brother’s Depression setting is part of the film’s ironic spirit: as the characters within the film often participate in the midcentury Southern mythmaking, contemporary viewers participate in an updated version of remembrance through the film itself. It’s conceivable that consumers today are participating in both the myth of the South and the Depression at once. The Coens’ formula appears to be a satiric weapon that casts light on culture’s penchant for mythmaking, heroifying, stereotyping, and distorted public memory, which are fueled by a cocktail of nostalgia and “tradition” as the film recreates a parody with the same method. In this vein, the film offers several meta-narratives within a meta-mythology, with seemingly self-congratulatory irony. Burnett, too, is not above myth-provoking conflation, purposefully feeding the music’s mythology into its contemporary cultural imprint: “The story of the United States is this: One kid, without anything, walks out of his house, down the road, with nothing but a guitar and conquers the world.”3

Within the film’s plot, Hugh Ruppersburg cites several “popular and deeply ingrained myths of Americana” which are “deftly interwoven”: chain-gang film, Depression story, Southern tall tale, a treasure hunt, a political campaign, and the vanquished fallen South, to name a few.4 The film simultaneously invokes a number of Southern stereotypes while playing fast and loose with historical figures and events, such as in the portrayals of Robert Johnson, Baby Face Nelson, Governor Pappy O’Daniel, and the Great Mississippi Flood of 1927, among others. Yet, Ruppersburg notes how the Coens are purposefully not interested in historical accuracy—a decisive nudge at the ahistorical foundation of mythmaking, perhaps—as Baby Face Nelson died in 1934, three years before the film’s setting, and never set foot in Mississippi. And though there was a Pappy O’Daniel, he was governor of Texas, not Mississippi. The picture features these distinctly Southern images while evoking complicated memories of poverty, racism, and classism that have always permeated the American South. As such, the movie and its soundtrack present a collage of stereotypes and lore concerning the South, implicitly channeling Faulkner’s Yoknapatawpha, Twain’s Huck, and Griffith’s Birth of a Nation alongside all the countless Hollywood executives, music moguls, and cultural influencers who ever contributed to the idea of “the South,” managing to celebrate and lampoon those myths simultaneously.

Tackling so much at once left film critics, viewers, and scholars with diverse responses. J. Hoberman of the Village Voice calls the film a “protracted Little Moron joke … [and] a tepid gumbo of Deep South clichés.”5 Charles Taylor argues that “if Mad [sic] magazine had attempted to do ‘Let Us Now Praise Famous Men’ the result might be ‘O Brother, Where Art Thou?’”6 Others compared it to a “Three Stooges episode featuring an even stupider version of the cast of Hee Haw,”7 a “flattening pile of artifice and conceit disguised as road comedy,”8 a “piece of pop nihilism,”9 and “a wildly ambitious but ultimately unsatisfying goof on The Odyssey.”10

In contrast, many critics loved the film, calling it a “classic myth from both literature and the movies, commingled … and untrammeled by any sense of predictability, urgency, realism or believability … hypnotic, graceful and seductive,”11 a “cockeyed marvel of a comedy packed with amazing set pieces,”12 and “a rambunctious and inspired ride,”13 while marveling at how “the real siren songs of time and place turn the visual kitsch into a distilled Americana that’s unexpectedly stirring.”14 Perhaps famed film critic Roger Ebert, who gave the film two-and-a-half out of four stars, provides the interlocutor between the two camps: “I left the movie uncertain and unsatisfied. I saw it a second time, admired the same parts, left with the same feeling…. I had the sense of invention set adrift; of a series of bright ideas wondering why they had all been invited to the same film.”15

One thing that unites critics, scholars, and consumers alike is the essential role music plays within the film. The soundtrack, with T Bone at the helm choosing musicians, producing the sessions, and advising on the catalogue, is a roots music anthology featuring gospel, blues, bluegrass, country, chain-gang chants, and folk music—what becomes broadly noted throughout the film as “old-timey.” The Coens wrote the music into the film, actually recording the music before filming, which left few scenes without their sounds and created a purposeful sub-narrative. In the liner notes to the soundtrack, Ethan Coen argues that the music is “compelling … in its own right … harking back to a time when music was a part of everyday life.” Regarding the film’s origins, Burnett recollects Ethan Coen calling and asking if he was interested in helping on “a film about the history of American music.”16 Coen here notes one way the music functions within the film, and implicitly another way by which the soundtrack could be judged today: as a historical treatment of the commercial interest in roots-folk sound.

Though the music existed in pockets throughout America, it was not until the recording boom of the 1920s that folk music truly got its first taste of commercial success. During this time, entrepreneurs like Ralph Peer created the first great popular interest in American folk music.17 Peer scoured the South in search of folk music to be popularized for the masses on his Okeh records. He would hold tryouts where normal folks, who undoubtedly had been playing music in their homes and for community events, had the chance to record old songs for pay. Peer famously discovered the influential recording artists Jimmy Rodgers and the Carter Family in Bristol, Tennessee on the same day in 1927.18 Burnett contends that the 1930s was one of the most amazing periods of music, from modernist classical to the blues in the South. He argues that “America began to record itself in the 1930s, and we hear the true voices of this country coming to us from those recordings.”19

Despite the public interest in folk music, it would take the father-and-son team of John and Alan Lomax to usher in true commercial success. Using modern technology and mass communication to best “articulate a canon of American folk music,” the Lomax team “enlisted the full array of mass media … to transform rural folk musicians into celebrities,” integrating their music into popular culture.20 With the backing of the Library of Congress, the Lomax duo lugged around a recording device in their trunk, covering thousands of miles, particularly around the South. They preferred to record black men in prisons, as they thought, often wrongly, that such men would not be tainted by the popular music outside the prison walls. In one such trip to the infamous Angola prison in Louisiana, they discovered a convicted murderer named Lead Belly who would become one of the early stars of folk blues.21 Not surprisingly, Burnett uses a 1959 Alan Lomax recording from a prison chain gang at the Mississippi State Penitentiary in Lambert.

Furthermore, there are purposeful allusions to the imprint of the music industry and the music itself throughout the film. After the three men have escaped to the home of Pete’s cousin, the stereotypically named Wash Hogwallop, they sit around at night listening to “You Are My Sunshine,” Governor Pappy O’Daniel’s political anthem—a reference to the song’s actual political past via Louisiana governor Jimmie Davis—on the radio. In fact, both politicians depicted in the film deploy “old-timey” music in their campaigns throughout. Soon, the boys are paid by a local radio station to “sing into the can.” The engineer is adamant that they sing the “old-timey songs that folks can’t get enough of.” After the newly named Soggy Bottom Boys lay down their hit “Man of Constant Sorrow,” a record producer later hunts them up, claiming that the “record is goin’ through the roof” and that the “whole damn state’s goin’ apey [for it].”22 With scenes like these, the Coens show how average people, music executives, and politicians used the power of the radio to create cultural impressions.

Along with historical representation, the music also functions as a complicated conduit concerning issues of Southern identity, nostalgia, memory, and tradition, prompting questions regarding its placement within the satirical context of the film. Andrew B. Leiter focuses on how the “music functions as a multi-layered agent of nostalgia … moderat[ing] hard times … [and] softening the depictions of an otherwise miserable Southern world.”23 Leiter contends that the “‘old-timey’ music … mitigates the … ridicule of the South … [while] invit[ing] nostalgic considerations of Southern distinctiveness at a time of increasingly homogenized regional identities … [and] distancing that nostalgia from less savory aspects of Southern distinctiveness.”24 Christopher J. Smith calls the film a “gleefully magic-realist fable of the world of the musical South … a visionary rapprochement based on the idea of Southern music.” Moving beyond nostalgia, Smith focuses on the way an imagined world exercises an influential reality. For Smith, “in the semiotic universe of southern music and in the history of American culture that imagined world … represents another world, one less alienated, more egalitarian, and more fully integrated (in every sense of the word).” Smith concludes that the film “intentionally abandons the historical ‘reality’ of southern black-white/rich-poor dichotomies in favor of a fable of social rapprochement achieved through music.”25

Underlying ideas concerning history and nostalgia, particularly regarding the South, are complex notions of authenticity and tradition. Sean Chadwell thoroughly examines how the music serves as narrative within the film. He contends that “authenticating this music as ‘old time’” and representing it as narrative raises several questions.26 Among those are one he quotes from a scathing review of O Brother: does the film’s content “support and respect the music, or does it use the music to perpetuate the negative, stereotypical hillbilly image?”27 Furthermore, Chadwell contends that such “authentication” within the film ultimately omits or ignores connections between African American and white Southern cultures. However, while the film could be said to reinforce hillbilly stereotypes with scenes of slack-jawed yokels dancing, the music exerts enough cultural agency to complicate such a broad condemnation. Though Chadwell’s concern is valid, the soundtrack’s assembly of black and white musicians highlights their interrelatedness more than their separateness. This is a point Burnett is keen to make, commenting on how similar the genres of music are, and that, though the musicians “followed different muses,” the sounds were “all a part of the same world.”28

By evoking the idea of the “authentic,” Chadwell raises more questions than answers, particularly when the authentication process takes place within a purposefully satirical context. Margaret Toscano recognizes the complicated relationship between history and memory, noting two camps in which such scholarship usually resides: how memory of the past is often “filtered through the lens of the present” or how “history is always told from the perspective of whatever group … is fortunate enough to … become the documentarians.”29 Genre helps mediate the relationship between such theoretical ideas. So, while Ruppersburg argues that the film is “historical fantasy rather than a realistic portrayal of history,”30 Toscano contends that, through humor, the Coens “keep putting new mustaches on the past, thus creating an on-going dialogue between the past and the present … to keep us questioning what is good and real … [in a way] that we hardly realize the questions have been asked.”31 Noting the scholarly disagreements above concerning the complexities of public memory, alongside all that the Coens attempt to accomplish and the role of the soundtrack within the film, parody seems the only vehicle by which the narrative can be loosened from the constraints of linear “truth” enough to accomplish its intended goals—however debatable the aims may be. Furthermore, in reference to implied issues of class consciousness and notions of culture, it is ironic that the success of the Coens’ use of the sophisticated, high-culture tool of satire is notably dependent on so-called low-culture vernacular music. Without the soundtrack, the film stands as slapstick comedy only. With it, the comedic satire can become a vehicle by which Americans are willing to have uncomfortable conversations regarding the history and contemporary ramifications of Jim Crow in the Depression South. Or perhaps satire affords simply another mechanism for avoiding it altogether.

As such, the music potentially alters consumer perceptions of those historical dichotomies, reimagining them within the Coens’ sepia-toned, roots-music-scored Mississippi. Smith and Leiter’s readings argue that, through ahistorical nostalgia, the film and music take away the music’s political power and radical potential. If so, is the film’s legacy merely a successful corporate marketing of old-timey American music rather than anything approaching active countercultural possibilities for those without direct access to power? Could the film’s use of music be providing what theorist Fredric Jameson called “utopian longing” for how things “ought to be?” Does the film’s use of music play on consumers’ “utopian longings” with “fantasy bribes” in order to emotionally manipulate viewers and garner enough cultural capital to commodify an ideal?32 Furthermore, if musical artists inspired by O Brother’s re-presentation of traditional American music adopt the roots stylings, could they miss the original music’s cultural context? If so, will the new music be mere stylistic mimicry and not an avenue to explore contemporary issues of race, class, gender, place, and identity in the light of that historic context?

A good illustration of the points Smith and Leiter make are the white-class struggles presented throughout. As the three men leave the radio station, having recorded their song, they pass Pappy O’Daniel. Delmar, unaware of O’Daniel’s prominence, cordially tells the governor about how he could get paid for recording. The governor calls him a “dumb cracker” and, after refusing to “press the flesh” for their votes, states that he is interested in “mass communicatin’,” not “one at a timin’.” Later, by the night’s campfire, the men dream of how they will spend their share of the fortune they’re seeking. Pete dreams of opening a five-star restaurant, wearing a tuxedo, and never having to “say ‘yes sir’ and ‘nah sir’” again. Delmar wants to buy back the family farm from the savings and loan because “you ain’t no kind of man if you ain’t got land.”33 These remarks foreground the class conflict indicative of the Depression-Era South. Yet, arguably, this message may be overlooked in light of how the music ironically reconciles O’Daniel and the Soggy Bottom Boys in the end, literally liberating them.

Still, the music also functions as a mediator of those harsh realities. Perhaps the closest the Coens come to realizing the violent reality of Jim Crow Mississippi is in the near-lynching of Tommy Johnson at a Ku Klux Klan rally. Johnson’s character, a guitar-toting bluesman and purposeful conflation of historical blues legends Tommy Johnson and Robert Johnson, has been seized by the clan under suspicion that he sold his soul to the devil. Using the hate-filled vestiges of the era—a towering, burning cross, a rebel flag, and the hooded and outfitted Klansmen—the Coens create a Wizard of Oz–like choreographed routine with comedically ominous chants and movements. Yet, they marry these seeming incongruences with legendary bluegrass musician Ralph Stanley’s haunting a cappella version of the century-old folk song “O Death,” whose panicking narrator begs death for reprieve. Gubernatorial candidate Homer Stokes, decked and hooded in bright-red regalia as the KKK’S Grand Kleagle, then leads the gathering with a speech indicative of the time:

Brothers! Oh, brothers! We have all gathered here to preserve our hallowed culture and heritage! We aim to pull evil up by the root, before it chokes out the flower of our culture and heritage! And our women, let’s not forget those ladies, y’all. Looking to us for protection! From darkies, from Jews, from papists, and from all those smart-ass folks say we come descended from monkeys!34

The scene is indicative of the ways in which the Coens deftly weave satirical pastiche with historical poignancy to make a multifaceted imprint. In the scene, the music provides the necessary conduit between the absurd and the harsh realities. Yet, by depicting the racists of yore as Wizard of Oz–like munchkins, exotic and absurd, rather than the mundane, run-of-the-mill people such men and women were, does it rob the contemporary audience of an opportunity to judge Southern racial dynamics? Does the fantastical prevent the music from asserting its role as cultural spotlight, as voices and sounds from the margins, as a reminder of the lingering effects of a reprehensible past?

The music is not as cleanly resolved as Smith and Leiter suggest. Instead, the irony can also complicate attempts to neatly categorize. Arguably, the music can both serve as a moderator for the slapstick irony while in other ways offering a utopian escape vessel for historical memory. By tuning consumer ears back to America’s musical past, is Burnett conjuring the ghosts of the music’s context, Robert Johnson walking out of a juke joint in Greenwood, Mississippi, in the 1930s with only a guitar, or at the intersection of Highways 61 and 49 right outside Clarksdale, ready to conquer the world? The music’s setting grounds the songs in a sense of place. The Mississippi Delta, called by James C. Cobb “the most Southern place on earth,” with its alluvial soil and legendary stories of excess and hardships, has its own mythologies born out of its many paradoxes. The Delta has the richest soil and the poorest people, the closest proximity of races yet the most violent racial oppression, and it is arguably the source of some of America’s greatest literature while maintaining the country’s most uneducated populace.35

These contradictions come to full fruition in the region’s rich musical tradition. Bill C. Malone argues that in “a social context of poverty, slavery, suffering, deprivation, religious extremism, and cultural isolation,” music afforded Southerners “a form of self-expression that required neither power, status, nor affluence.”36 Indeed, as Charles Roland notes, poor Southerners “responded by preserving and developing a folk tradition of ballads and spirituals, of blues and jazz, and of hillbilly, country, and gospel music.”37

The O Brother, Where Art Thou? soundtrack, incorporating several Southern musical genres, offers songs filled with the contradictions that epitomize the South: religion and debauchery, nostalgia and development, home and adventure—the very ideals by which the blues, country, and, by association, rock music were born. By doing so, Burnett participates in a long tradition of Southern cultural commentary that Hollywood and television producers, authors, and musicians have been expanding upon for a century. Burnett re-presents standard Southern archetypes, symbols, and themes for a contemporary audience. By intermingling the genres, Burnett shows the complexities imbued within music that has historically been characterized by racial collaboration and contestation, while also directing a chorus of voices responding to the harsh realities of Delta life. Does Burnett’s musical colloquy then offer a historical window to understanding poor whites and African Americans in the Delta? Does it potentially further longstanding stereotypes? Does it romanticize the people, the time period, and the South? Or does it resist either-or fallacies and instead, like a kaleidoscope, offer concentric circles of romance, memory, history, and poetry, doubling back and grafting other bright colors, weaving and clashing together, offering a philosophy for the present?

Reading the soundtrack, examining form as well as themes and symbols, helps illuminate how the music functions culturally, potentially adding to the historic context for African American Delta life while also supporting the mythic properties in contemporary presentation and consumption. “Po’ Lazarus” is a chain-gang chant, using call and response and conjuring images of African Americans in notorious Delta prison work camps like Parchman. In fact, the soundtrack version, credited to James Carter and the Prisoners, was recorded in 1959 by Alan Lomax at Parchman’s Camp B of the Mississippi State Penitentiary at Lambert. Delta prisons themselves are mythic symbols, carrying connotations of unjust suffering and social control, as men were often sentenced to labor camps or prisons for breaking social-conduct laws, like running away from tenant duties or work camps or not conforming to the rigid social demands that came with interactions between whites and blacks, particularly black men and white women. Writing on his observations at Parchman, Lomax noted that “everywhere we heard of men working till they dropped dead or burnt out with sunstroke.” Some prisoners chose other methods of beating back against the oppressive labor conditions: “The sight of a one-legged or one-armed man who had chopped off his own foot or hand with an ax or a hoe was a common one.”38

The prison chants not only broke up the drudgery of work, but they were one of the few accepted means by which black people could publicly voice their dissatisfaction with the social structure. The songs could function as public lamentations with implied social critique, in the tradition of slave field hollers and gospel songs. The connections between slavery and the prison chants are unmistakable and suggest the thousands of daily indignities, the rampant violence and intimidation, and the rigid social structure which left African Americans struggling to assert their humanity, individually or collectively, in the midst of a majority white culture bent on stamping out black agency.

“Po’ Lazarus” uses religion and violent imagery, with Lazarus and the sheriff serving as archetypes. The Delta sheriff figure is a myth type in any study of turn-of-the-century Delta communities. Sheriffs were notoriously corrupt and ruthless, sanctioning violence as a means of social control. In her autobiography I Know Why the Caged Bird Sings, Maya Angelou describes a childhood encounter in the Delta town of Stamps, Arkansas, with such a sheriff who, straddling his horse, had come to warn her family of a looming lynching that night, because a “crazy nigger messed with a white lady.” Angelou was struck by how “his nonchalance was meant to convey his authority and power over even dumb animals. How much more capable he would be with Negroes. It went without saying.” Commenting on the faces of the nightriders the sheriff would lead in pursuit of the black man they intended to lynch, Angelou describes their “cement faces and eyes of hate that burned the clothes off you if they happened to see you lounging on the main street downtown on Sunday.”39

In “Po’ Lazarus,” the high deputy is too afraid to go after the notorious Lazarus, who has never been apprehended and is hiding out in the mountains. Hunted by the sheriff instead, Lazarus is shot down with a.45, with the lawman laying the dead man’s body on the commissary gallery, itself a symbol of the corruption and persecution of poor Delta workers, as many were oppressed by crooked owners charging exorbitant prices. The body’s placement is no coincidence; it is a warning for all to see.

The name Lazarus conveys theological significance as well. In the gospel of Luke, Jesus tells the parable of the rich man and Lazarus—a beggar “covered with sores, who desired to be fed with what fell from the rich man’s table. Moreover, even the dogs came and licked his sores.” Yet, when Lazarus dies, he is “carried by the angels to Abraham’s side,” while the rich man when he dies is sent to Hades. After begging Abraham for relief and for the prophet to send Lazarus to his brothers to warn them, Abraham refuses: “They have Moses and the Prophets; let them hear them.”40 Therefore, though a sense of fatalism drapes over the story, leaving the message, sung by the prisoners, that the black man’s only agency is martyrdom, the song’s lament hopes for a day when the poor will be in heaven and the rich oppressors will finally get what they deserve. The character Lazarus thus stands as a mythic antihero fugitive trying to assert individuality and self-actualization in the face of legal structures hell-bent on keeping social order.

The gospel, country-blues, and prison chants Burnett positions in the soundtrack take the listeners on their own journey through African American musical expressions, highlighting the similarities of themes, sounds, and symbols which eventually evolve into what is cumulatively called the blues, a mythic term in its own right that is bathed in the contradictions and historic experiences of the South and of identity for African Americans, foreshadowing contemporary expression such as hip-hop. In the South at large, black people have historically had difficulty carving out cultural space for identity narratives. In fact, only until recent history has the term “Southern” implied more than whiteness.41 As such, whites have often imposed identity on black people and black culture, negating its rich heritage, including music, foodways, religion, politics, art, and literature. An example of such a danger exists in the historical treatment of African American culture in the Delta and the South at large. There is a significant relationship between the repression of Southern African American culture and issues regarding identity today. How difficult is it for modern African American individuals and communities to have a distinctly Southern identity? When considering characteristics of Southern identity both historically and in modern contexts, have cultural narratives carved out space for African Americans to be the protagonists of the stories, creators of unique and vibrant culture—heirs to centuries’ worth of culture that has reshaped and helped define American culture as we know it today? Or are black people and is black culture still something against which majority white culture judges itself? Are the blues and gospel singers alongside the slave hollers and prison chants viewed as exotic, subhuman historical figures who existed in a romanticized past? Are storylines simply remaking Huck and Tom’s fascination with the exotic otherness of Jim? Is Southern identity still a markedly white enterprise in the American psyche? If so, the potential exists to merely further mythic archetypes like Sambo, Mammy, and the hypersexualized and violent Negro, or to perpetuate the myth that black life resonates with an overwhelming sense of fatalism, leaving few options for black agency. There is also the potential that, as in the O Brother soundtrack, certain groups, in this case black women, are left marginalized or voiceless.

Burnett’s soundtrack seemingly takes dead aim at historical awareness. Emphasizing African American cultural heritage and agency further highlights how much white and black culture have intersected and how much they owe each other, that, indeed, so-called white culture has often been born out of the African American heritage. So, while the myths of African American music carry the potential to be more white marketing creations than black agency, the success of the O Brother soundtrack means that these myths and their historic connections are still vibrant and available for interpretation by contemporary audiences. Though the penchant for romanticism is still certainly possible, such interpretation is not the only avenue available. Ralph Ellison said that blues music is concerned with “an impulse to keep the painful details and episodes of a brutal experience alive in one’s aching consciousness.”42 Thus, a song’s context can provide a new lens by which to view an old problem.
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