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Reviewed by El izabe th  Pe te r son .  

Powerhouse f o r  God by J e f f  Todd Ti ton and P r i m i t i v e  
B a p t i s t  Hymns o f  t h e  Blue Ridge by B r e t t  Su t ton  and Pete  
Hartman a r e  t h e  inaugura l  o f f e r i n g s  i n  a  s e r i e s  of American 
F o l k l o r e  Recordings e d i t e d  b y  Daniel W .  P a t t e r s o n  and 
publ ished b y  t h e  Univers i ty  of North Caro l ina  Press .  
The albums comprise an ausp ic ious  beginning f o r  t h e  s e r i e s .  
The mere f a c t  t h a t  t h e  record ings  document a s p e c t s  of 
r e l i g i o u s  language and song too  o f t e n  neg lec ted  alone 
make them welcome a d d i t i o n s .  F o r t u n a t e l y ,  however, the  
albums and t h e i r  accompanying bookle t s  a r e  a l s o  uniformly 
e x c e l l e n t  i n  p r e s e n t a t i o n .  

More s p e c i f i c a l l y ,  Su t ton  and Hartman's P r i m i t i v e  
B a p t i s t  Hymns documents a  sac red  s ing ing  t r a d i t i o n  l a r g e l y  
ignored by s c h o l a r s ,  and i s  a  welcome a n t i d o t e  t o  the  
usual f o l k l o r i c  emphasis upon s t a r  performers  and groups. 
Excluding one duet  s e l e c t i o n ,  t h e  record ing  c o n t a i n s  
examples of P r i m i t i v e  B a p t i s t  hymnody performed by seven 
d i f f e r e n t  white . and black congrega t ions  l o c a t e d  i n  t h e  
Blue Ridge Mountains of southwestern V i r g i n i a .  The sound 
q u a l i t y  i s  c l e a r  throughout .  From the  unaccompanied 
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~ t l o o s e l y - b l e n d e d , "  a n d  p r e d o m i n a n t l y  m o n o p h o n i c  s i n g i n g ,  

one  h e a r s  hymns,  s p i r i t u a l s ,  a n d  e x a m p l e s  o f  l i n i n g  o u t .  

S e v e r a l  o f  t h e  s e l e c t i o n s  a r e  a l s o  a r r a n g e d  s o  t h a t  s t y -  

l i s t i c  c o m p a r i s o n s  c a n  e a s i l y  b e  made b e t w e e n  A n g l o  a n d  

A f r o - A m e r i c a n  v e r s i o n s  o f  t h e  same c o r e  t u n e s .  S t y l i s t i c  

c o m p a r i s o n  i s  a l s o  a  c e n t r a l  theme o f  t h e  a c c o m p a n y i n g  

b o o k l e t  b y  S u t t o n  u h i c h  c o n t a i n s  p h o t o g r a p h s ,  t e x t  a n d  

t u n e  t r a n s c r i p t i o n s  a n d  a n n o t a t i o n s  a s  w e l l  as  a  l e n g t h y  

d i s c u s s i o n  o f  t h e  h i s t o r i c a l  b a c k g r o u n d  o f  t h e  c o m m u n i t i e s ,  

t h e  c h u r c h  a n d  t h e  s i n g i n g  t r a d i t i o n s .  S u t t o n  i s  p a r t i c u -  

l a r l y  a d e p t  a t  a n a l y s i n g  t h e  many i n f l u e n c e s  u p o n  t h e  

P r i m i t i v e  B a p t i s t  s i n g i n g  t r a d i t i o n ,  t h e  c o m p l e x  r e l a t i o n -  

s h i p s  b e t w e e n  t e x t s  a n d  t u n e s ,  a n d  t h e  s t y l i s t i c  d i f f e r e n c e s  
b e t w e e n  A n g l o  a n d  A f r o - A m e r i c a n  s i n g i n g  t r a d i t i o n s .  

A l t h o u g h  t h e  m u s i c a l  a n a l y s i s  s e c t i o n  may b e  d i f f i c u l t  

f o r  t h e  n o v i c e ,  t h e  b o o k l e t  i s  a n  e x e m p l a r y  p i e c e  o f  

s c h o l a r s h i p  w h i c h  i n c r e a s e s  t h e  a l b u m ' s  u s e f u l n e s s  i n  

a n y  c o u r s e  i n  f o l k  r e l i g i o n  o r  f o l k  song .  

W h i l e  S u t t o n  a n d  H a r t m a n ' s  e f f o r t s  a r e  g e n e r i c a l l y  

o r g a n i z e d ,  J e f f  Todd  T i t o n ' s  Powerhouse f o r  God i s  c o n -  
t e x t u a l  i n  a p p r o a c h :  t h a t  i s ,  t h e  f i r s t  t h r e e  s i d e s  

o f  t h e  a l b u m  p r e s e n t  i n  g e n e r a l  s e q u e n t i a l  o r d e r  ! ' t h e  
g e n r e s  o f  l a n g u a g e  i n  r e l i g i o u s  p r a c t i c e t 1  w h i c h  one  m i g h t  

h e a r  a t  t h e  F e l l o w s h i p  I n d e p e n d e n t  B a p t i s t  C h u r c h  n e a r  

S t a n l e y ,  V i r g i n i a  e v e r y  Sunday  m o r n i n g .  Thus,  t h e  d o u b l e  
a l b u m  c o n t a i n s  e x a m p l e s  o f  hymns,  p r a y e r ,  Sunday  s c h o o l  

t e a c h i n g ,  p r e a c h i n g ,  a n d  t e s t i m o n y .  The c h u r c h ' s  p a s t o r ,  

Rev.  J o h n  S h e r f e y ,  r e c o u n t s  h i s  l i f e  s t o r y  o n  t h e  c o n c l u d i n g  

s i d e .  The a c c o m p a n y i n g  b o o k l e t  b y  T i t o n  p r o v i d e s  n e c e s s a r y  

h i s t o r i c a l  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  t h e  c o m m u n i t y  a n d  t h e  c h u r c h  

a s  w e l l  as  p h o t o g r a p h s ,  a  v e r b a t i m  t e x t  a n d  m u s i c  t r a n s -  

c r i p t i o n s .  The m a j o r i t y  o f  t h e  b o o k l e t ,  i n  f a c t ,  i s  

d e v o t e d  t o  t h e  s c r u p u l o u s  t r a n s c r i p t i o n s  a n d  a  c l e a r ,  

d e t a i l e d  e x p l a n a t i o n  o f  t h e  g e n r e s ,  t h e i r  r e l a t i o n s h i p  

t o  one a n o t h e r ,  a n d  t h e i r  p l a c e  i n  t h e  w o r s h i p  s e r v i c e .  

T h i s  c o n t e x t u a l  f r a m e w o r k  i s  r a r e l y  a p p l i e d  

t o  s o u n d  r e c o r d i n g s ,  a n d  some s c h o l a r s  may q u e s t i o n  i t s  

n e c e s s i t y  o r  u s e f u l n e s s .  I, o n  t h e  o t h e r  hand ,  q u e s t i o n  

why i t  h a s  t a k e n  so  l o n g .  C e r t a i n l y ,  l i s t e n i n g  t o  an 

a l b u m  c u t  o f  an a l t e r  p r a y e r  i s  n o t  e v e r y o n e ' s  c u p  o f  

t e a ,  b u t  a e s t h e t i c  t a s t e  i s  n o t  o r  s h o u l d  n o t  b e  t h e  

i s s u e  h e r e  ( t h o u g h  t h e  p r a y e r ,  s i n g i n g ,  t e s t i m o n y ,  a n d  



Sher fey  ' s  p r e a c h i n g  a r e  u n d e n i a b l y  p o w e r f u l ) .  Ra the r ,  
t h e  album s h o u l d  be v iewed as a  n a t u r a l  e x t e n s i o n  o f  and 

a  p e r s u a s i v e  case f o r  T i t o n ' s  e a r l i e r  work i n  l i f e  s t o r y ,  
e t h n o p o e t i c s ,  and t r a n s c r i p t i o n .  Few f o l k l o r i s t s ,  u n f o r -  
t u n a t e l y ,  a r e  as concerned w i t h  t h e  p rocesses  o f  f i e l d w o r k ,  
and t h e  n a t u r e  o f  d e s c r i p t i o n  and t r a n s c r i p t i o n  (and, 

hence, e p i s t e m o l o g y )  as T i t o n ,  and t h e s e  conce rns  a r e  
amply demons t ra ted  t h r o u g h o u t  t h e  album and b o o k l e t .  

I n  t h i s  l i g h t ,  t h e  b r i e f  i n t e r p r e t a t i v e  comments a t  
t h e  end o f  t h e  b o o k l e t  a r e  more f r u s t r a t i n g  and t a n t a l i z i n g  
t h a n  i l l u m i n a t i n g .  One hopes t h a t  t h e  companion book 
( t o  be p u b l i s h e d  by U n i v e r s i t y  o f  Texas P r e s s )  w i l l  answer 
some o f  t h e  q u e s t i o n s  T i t o n  r a i s e s  i n  t h e  album. None- 
t h e l e s s ,  t h e  r e c o r d  c o u l d  be used s u c c e s s f u l l y  i n  any 
c l a s s e s  on f o l k  r e l i g i o n ,  f o l k  song, n a r r a t i v e ,  o r  f i e l d -  
work. 

Amids t  t h i s  p r a i s e ,  t h e r e  i s  one m ino r  c r i t i c i s m .  
The c h o i c e  o f  paper  c o l o r  f o r  t h e  b o o k l e t s  ( a  g o l d  brown)  
i s  h ideous  and s e r i o u s l y  d e t r a c t s  f r o m  t h e  q u a l i t y  o f  
t h e  pho tog raphs .  

F i n a l l y ,  a  w h i m s i c a l  c o n c l u s i o n  remains .  As 
we know, f o l k l o r i s t s  and t h e  p u b l i c a t i o n s  o f  f o l k l o r i s t s  
somet imes appear i n  t h e  s t r a n g e s t  p l a c e s .  We've w i t n e s s e d  
Roger Welsch and J im  G r i f f i t h  on C h a r l e s  K u r a l t ' s  On 
t h e  Road and Jan Brunvand on The D a v i d  L e t t e r m a n  Show. 
We can now add t o  t h i s  c u r i o u s  l i s t  t h e  c i t a t i o n  o f  Power- 
house f o r  God as one o f  t h e  f i v e  b e s t  albums of  1982 
by p o p u l a r  mus ic  c r i t i c  Dave Marsh i n  t h e  March, 1983 
i s s u e  o f  R u s i c i a n  magazine. I can o n l y  s p e c u l a t e  abou t  
Marsh 's  r a t i o n a l e ,  b u t  I c e r t a i n l y  concur  w i t h  h i s  good 
judgement.  




