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Can white people sing the blues? Or do their attempts to do so result in what Paul Garon calls 

‚unauthentic and deeply impoverished‚ musical artefacts? Interest in the music from white 

audiences and performers has been intense since the ‘folk revival’ of the 1960s, fuelled by the 

historic appearance of Skip James at Newport in 1964. It is generally conceded that a few white 

performers, such as Eric Clapton, Johnny Winter, etc. can play blues guitar, but it is not easy to 

think of any white performer able to sing the blues, though many have tried (Palmer 1982: 18). 

This study seeks to explore the question, comparing black and white blues artists in four areas: 

a) Technical. Some vocal features of black blues, such as line-opening ‘hollers’ are rarely 

replicated in white blues. These intrinsic vocal characteristics help align performers with the 

traditions of the community (Feld et al 2006: 329); 

b) Formal. The blues has a canonical, 12-bar form which white artists seldom vary. Black 

musicians, however, frequently play around with the form; 

c) Lexical. Black blues has specific, recurrent metaphors and themes. White artists using 

the genre, like Bob Dylan, have adapted the form to their own individual art-speech; 

d) Cultural. The roots of the blues lie in the black slave experience in the Mississipi Delta, 

and further back in African traditions (Palmer 1982: 25-47). White people had no part in this 

racial history; their blues playing can therefore only be, at best, a form of ‘cultural appropriation’ 

(Young 2008). 

Each of these dimensions, clearly, could be explored at book length. For purposes of space, 

therefore, the comparison is conducted in general terms only in the introduction, while the in-

depth studies focus on two blues corpora, the black one including artists like Lightnin’ Hopkins, 

Robert Johnson and Muddy Waters, the white one names like Eric Clapton, Bob Dylan and 

Peter Green. 
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