
The American Folk Song • week one • Why Folk Music Matters

SONG: THE GYPSY DAVY.
SONG: THIS LAND IS YOUR LAND.
SONG: KISSES SWEETER THAN WINE.

When Pete Seeger passed away eight and a half years ago, I 
got a bunch of invitations to sing his songs at one event or another. 
Pete lived to be a ripe old age and was active till almost the end. 
He lived a long and musical life, and he touched many lives through 
his singing, his activism and his teaching.

So I went through some of my old song books and I found this 
tucked away on a back shelf (hold up Incompleat Folksinger). It’s a 
patchwork quilt of ideas, stories, instruction and it includes many, 
many columns that Pete had written over the years, mostly for Sing 
Out! magazine. 

I was looking for ideas for a fitting tribute to the master who 
performed, traveled the world, got in trouble for his beliefs and who 
gave us a whole lot of songs to sing together.

Welp, I opened The Incompleat Folksinger to the first page and 
this is what it said.

(Read quote)

I was invited to give a presentation for the Illinois High School 
American Studies conference a few years ago. The conference 
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director gave me an assignment. He said, “Tell us why folk music 
matters.”

So I did my best to collect my thoughts about the subject I had 
already been talking about for thirty years.

“Why Folk Music Matters,” I thought would be a good kickoff 
subject as we work together to get closer to the heartbeat of the 
thing we call the American folk song.

Next week we’ll take a long trip in search of the great Lead Belly 
and find out a little something about blues music.

Week three we work our way into the sounds and rhythms of the 
5-string banjo and we’ll sing together on some of Pete Seeger’s 
longest-lasting songs.

Finally in week four, we’ll explore the world of the written word. 
We’ll learn more about poet Carl Sandburg and get into the life and 
songs of Woody Guthrie too.

I hope that I am able to introduce you to some important artists 
and keepers of the American song tradition. This is the underlying 
musical stuff upon which so much else has been built. Let’s sing 
something.

SONG: THE TRAVELING FOLK SONG
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That’s kind of fun. Four different songs with the same melody. 
There’s a whole lot goin on in this next song. Again, it tells the story 
of an African American man in the south, maybe Texas. 

I read in a book once whenever the State of Texas needed a 
work crew to build a new road or a railroad needed new road bed 
and cross ties, the county marshals would head over to the black 
part of town. If you were headed home with beer on your breath, 
you’d get thirty days for drunken disorderly. If you were out fishing 
and had a filet knife in your bucket, that was assault…

SONG: WORRIED MAN BLUES
SONG: GOIN DOWN THE ROAD FEELIN BAD
SONG: CARELESS LOVE

Let’s take at look at what’s goin on structurally here 
(Demonstrate three repeated lines and the punch line). 

This is story telling in a most basic form. The refrain expresses 
much about the singers will to persevere. “I’m worried now, but I 
won’t be worried long.” 

Is that a suggestion that he’s going to escape? Or a suggestion 
that one day he’s going to run away? Or maybe he’s gonna get 
even? It depends I guess on the particular individual singing 
‘Worried Man Blues” at a given time. How about this one:

SONG: CORINNA, CORINNA
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“Corinna, Corinna, where you been so long? Ain’t had no lovin 
since you been gone.” It’s tragic and hopeful at the same time. Just 
like Faulkner and Tennessee Williams.

Let me point out now, an element inherent to songs built like folk 
songs (write out words to Corinna on black board).

If we were to divide that line in two, we will discover something 
very important about putting a lyric together, the way folks have 
been doing it since who knows when. Who has a thought on where 
to divide this line?

Why?

The words to the left of our dividing line are called “the motive.” 
Or the “motif,” if you are so inclined. The motive is the smallest unit 
that contains the piece’s thematic material - and in this case it’s just 
two words, the no-good dirty cheater’s name twice! “Corinna, 
Corinna!”

The words to the right of our dividing line complete the phrase 
and is often referred to as such: “Where you been so long?”

Motive: “Corinna, Corinna.” Phrase: “Where you been so long?”

This lyrical teeter-totter in more common language is referred to 
as the “call” and “response” (write out the first verse to “Blowin in 
the Wind”).
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What’s the motive, what’s the call? Do you see?

You can find this concept of motive/phrase, call/response, in just 
about everything you hear - both musically and lyrically.

How many of us have ever uttered something like, “The music 
today isn’t worth a crap!”? 

Part of that is simply generational. The young people are singing 
the things we used to sing about too, but after a certain point in life 
we no longer belong in that conversation. 

The other part is, that structurally, the compositional concept of 
motive and phrase has fallen away from many of the song styles 
currently being written. When one begins to examine how songs 
and tunes were composed - and remember - a lot of this stuff 
happened before anybody began writing anything down - it 
becomes clearer how technology, rather than singing together or 
alone, has become the common platform for expression.

So there’s a couple of structural elements worth keeping in mind. 
The motive and phrase, and three lines and a punch line.

So what is a folk song anyway. Years ago I used to give arts-in-
education programs all over the place. Over the years the program 
evolved into a presentation titled “Old Songs & New People.” The 
Illinois Arts Council asked me to create a little booklet that I could 
leave behind at the school or library I had been visiting. This is 
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written more for a ten-year old, but the points being discussed are 
worth considering.

READ: WHAT IS A FOLK SONG?
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(Hold up the book Situated Learning)

This is a very interesting book written by Jean Lave and Etienne 
Wenger, Situated learning. It’s a academic researched study whose 
subtitle is Legitimate Peripheral Participation. 

The work explores the different ways we learn and goes deeply 
in the subject of “apprenticeship,” a now almost-forgotten term.

It was a difficult read for me and by the time I got through with it I 
couldn’t think of a guy now deceased, Doug Miller. Doug was a 
great teacher and community builder. I numbered among many who 
were his apprentice. I’d like to read a story I wrote about Doug. It’s 
from a book I hope to get out before the end of the year about 
some of my experiences learning music and teaching it.

This is titled Your Tools of Expression.

READ: YOUR TOOLS OF EXPRESSION
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Let’s sing something.

SONG & STORY: WHERE HAVE ALL THE FLOWERS GONE?

(Begin picking guitar pattern to CITY OF NEW ORLEANS).

SONG: ONE CHORUS OF CITY OF NEW ORLEANS

I learned this song at the Old Town School of Folk Music around 
1980…

STORY: STEVE GOODMAN FINGER PICKING CLASS

SONG: CITY OF NEW ORLEANS

READ: WHY FOLK MUSIC MATTERS

GO OVER BOOKS & RESOURCES
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