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<« From the Director

Time: Cycles and Permanence

A number of conversations I have
had with collectors or would-be donors
during the past few months have made
me reflect on mortality, preservation,
and the ends of our musical research.
I was often told, “Oh, I haven’t sent
you the last of the documentation yet,
but I will,” or “I'll get you that collec-
tion yet.” I have heard this so fre-
quently that I believe it is the expres-
sion of a structural problem in our
attitudes rather than an individual
problem of overwork.

You may not place priority on send-
ing that tape or documentation, but
have you thought of the implications?
Have you ever sifted through the
masses of papers of a recently de-
ceased academic? Do you really think
an uninterested party will be able to
separate and send what you might have
chosen? Have you ever heard what
happens to tapes wound too tightly for
many years, attacked by mold, sepa-
rated from documentation by termites
and time? Far from invoking death, I
wish every reader a very long and pro-
ductive life, but the life of the Archives
will be longer. Seasons, years, and lives
end, but the principle behind estab-
lishing an archives is that the material
in it is designed to survive these. Wars,
floods, and fires have put the lie to this
intention in the past, but the survival
of papyrus documents over thousands
of years indicates that hope is not en-
tirely unjustified.

Alan Jabbour, in the Director’s Col-
umn of the Folklife Center Newsletter
(Vol. 6, No. 2) makes an important
point: while the prized theoretical po-
sitions of the end of the 19th century
are admired today neither by scholars
nor by the natives through whom they
were developed, the material these

people collected, the descriptions they
made, and the recording they did on
early cylinder recordings may still have
tremendous importance to the descen-
dants of the people who were docu-
mented as well as to scholarship. Iron-
ically, it may be the preservation, and
eventual return, of cultural forms rather
than our labored theories that may best
fulfill our goals of serving future gen-
erations of scholars and the people from
whom we have learned.

The moral? Don’t wait to send the
rest of your collection or to donate one.
Don’t put off the difficult hours of lo-
cating and organizing the documen-
tation. It is the role of this institution
to think in the long term and to remind
you of mortality and the passage of
time.

More immediate effects of time are
the changes in personnel and equip-
ment that have occurred here at the
Archives. Frank Gillis, formerly the di-
rector, has left Bloomington and moved
to his former summer home in Grand
Marais, Minnesota with his wife, Ruth.
Amy Novick, who did a wonderful job
as editor of this quarterly and as li-
brarian in the listening area is no longer
with us. We have a new librarian, Mary
Russell, whom we welcome. Marilyn
Graf has taken over the editorship of
Resound. Thanks to a grant described
later and a matching equipment con-
tribution from the University, our “old
lab”” will become our “new lab”” and
new record cabinets are being con-
structed for recent acquisitions. And
finally, thanks to your contributions,
the publication of Resound is guaran-
teed for this year, but please resub-
scribe so that Resound can continue.
Budgets have a very short life; you can
help us again and again.

Just as music is primarily an event
in time (tempo and vibrations per sec-
ond in performances), so are the ob-
ligations of researchers who are caught
up in the emotions of immediate ex-

perience and the aims of an institution
which serves the emotions of future
experiencers.
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<~ From the Field <<

The Field Recordings
of Lawrence Gellert

Few of the collections of field re-
cordings housed at the Archives of
Traditional Music have been the sub-
ject of as much controvery as Lawrence
Gellert’s.* Consisting of more than 600
songs recorded from black Americans
throughout the 1920s and 1930s, the
majority of the material did not come
to light until the 1980s. The story of
these field recordings is one of politics,
both academic and American, profes-
sional jealousy, racism, and the idio-
syncracies of an individual collector.

Born of Hungarian immigrant par-
ents in 1896, Gellert grew up in New
York City and as a young man took
jobs as an undertaker’s helper and re-
porter. When his health began to fail
in the early 1920s, he was advised by
his doctor to move to the south. Gellert
chose Tryon, North Carolina, a town
that seemed to have summer-like
weather all year round. Due to the fact
that many of Tryon’s residents were
northern whites, there was an unu-
sually relaxed attitude toward blacks
and race issues in general. Gellert saw
Tryon as ““a northern oasis in the midst
of southern prejudice.” This was not
to say that there was not racism in
Tryon, but that blacks, and more im-
portantly, socialization between blacks
and whites, were tolerated. Gellert
moved into the black section of town



and took up residence with a black
woman.

From Lawrence Gellert’s writings we
learn that his first exposure to black
music came through a visit to a black
church where he became enthralled not
merely with the music, but with the
amount of involvement that the church
members had with their musical tra-
dition. Shortly after, in 1924, he de-
cided to record Afro-American folk
songs in order to document his newly-
found interest in the music and to help
bring to light the living conditions of
southern blacks. It should be men-
tioned that Gellert came from an ex-
tremely liberal, politically active back-
ground, and there can be no mistake
that there were political motives for his
collecting. Later, that fact was to pre-
vent his work from being fully ac-
cepted by the academic community.

Since his initial contact with south-
ern blacks was as a member of their
community, Gellert was granted the
status of an insider, a position that few,
if any other, collectors were able to
match. Gellert was constantly given the
names of blacks throughout North
Carolina, South Carolina and Georgia
with whom he could stay and collect
folk songs. Even more important than
this network of informants was the na-

— ture of the material that his insider sta=

tus allowed him to collect; nearly 50
percent of the songs he collected were
overt songs of protest. Collectors who
preceded him, like Howard Odum,
Henry Edward Krehbiel, E.C. Perrow,
Henry C. Davis, and John Lomax, or
those who were in the field at the same
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time, such as Dorothy Scarborough and
Robert Gordon, included protest songs
in less than five percent of their ma-
terial, if they included them at all
Looking at some of the lyrics of the
songs from Gellert’s collection, it is easy
to see why blacks would have been
reticent to sing such harsh material for
white outsiders. Following are two
typical verses:

I said listen white man, I can’t
stand you no longer,

I said listen Mr. White Man, I can’t
stand you no longer,

I won't take it no more, work like
a boogin” dog.

Never trust white folks,

No matter what for.

When he promisin” somethin’,

He aimin’ to cheat you some more.

There are, of course, parallels to these
songs, but their paucity in other col-
lections coupled with the unusually
frank language found in the songs Gel-
lert collected led the academic com-
munity to believe that Gellert had
manufactured his material. In 1936,
Gellert published 25 of the songs from
his collection in a small booklet titled
Negro Songs of Protest. Scholars quickly
pointed to the lack of similar material
in the accepted texts and accused Gel-

_lert of forgery. What made matters

worse was the fact that Gellert, think-
ing that it would detract from the po-
litical importance of his work to in-
clude all the non-political songs,
published only that material which had
the highest protest content. This de-
cision permitted an extremely lopsided
view of his collection. Further, he re-
fused to provide any documentation to
back up his pieces for fear of reprisals
against his informants. While this lat-
ter decision can be understood, the de-
cision to selectively edit the collection
was most unfortunate, for the remain-
ing 50 percent of his material could have
been authenticated easily through oral
formulaic sources and by comparison
with existing collections to give credi-
bility to his entire body of songs.
Gellert’s material was relegated to
obscurity for nearly 35 years. In 1969,
while working on his dissertation on
left-wing politics and American folk
song, Richard Reuss interviewed Law-
rence Gellert and shortly after con-
tacted Frank J. Gillis, then Associate
Director of the Archives of Traditional
Music, about the possibility of housing
Gellert’s recordings at the Archives.
Gellert signed contracts for deposit in
1970 and sent four metal boxes full of
recordings to Indiana University. Be-

cause of Gellert’s protective attitudes
toward his work, the recordings lay
untouched (at his request) until Mr.
Gillis learned of Gellert’s death in 1980.
Mr. Gillis then turned to me, as a doc-
toral student in ethnomusicology spe-
cializing in Afro-American music, to see
if I would be interested in contacting
Gellert’s widow in New York City.
After several phone calls and letters, I
met with Helen Gellert Brand in her
apartment on a warm October after-
noon and discovered that there were
not only several hundred additional
metal discs that Gellert had recorded
in the field, but reams of notes, note-
books, and manuscripts that docu-
mented nearly all aspects of his career
as a folk song collector. Here, 56 years
after Gellert first began to make re-
cordings, was all the evidence that
would have placed his material in the
forefront of Afro-American folksong
scholarship. This additional material is
now deposited at the Archives of Tra-
ditional Music and amounts to an im-
pressive, if not unwieldy body of data.
The collection consists of 150 alumi-
num disc recordings, 70 acetate disc
recordings, 814 pages of notes and field
descriptions, and 301 pages of song
lyric transcriptions. There are also 140
pages of musical transcriptions, 11 field
notebooks, and 184 pages of corre-
spondence as a record of Gellert’s work.
Next year will mark the 60th year
since Gellert began his recording. Fi-
nally, his work has found not only a
home, but the place it deserves in the
annals of folk song scholarship.

* Archives accession number 82-406-F.
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