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1. INTRODUCTION
Since I began working on this project in the late summer of 2019, the United States has seen
an unprecedented awakening of awareness about structural racism and racial injustice
manifested perhaps most obviously in the form of police brutality, but also ever-present in the
racial representations propagated by works of popular culture and consumer brands. In mid2020, the ubiquitous pancake brand, Aunt Jemima, as well as the rice brand Uncle Ben’s
announced their plans to rename and overhaul their logos in order to stop perpetuating harmful
racial stereotypes1. This thesis explores the ways in which the American South is—and has
been—represented in popular music from the early 20th century. Similarly to the
aforementioned food brands, the appropriateness of certain songs from the great American
Songbook has been discussed, and it remains to be seen whether these musical works will
continue to be performed, or be erased from the American consciousness.
This thesis seeks to understand and describe the ways in which the American South is
represented in American popular music from the 1910s and the 1920s, and especially in songs
that are actively preserved in contemporary times through their being used as contest repertoire
in barbershop quartet singing competitions. Lyrics penned by early 20th century songwriters—
often from the urban North—paint a picture of the South as a place to yearn for with intense
homesickness, an untouched, “authentic” place away from the busy and chaotic North, a
simpler place where the American pastoral ideal can still be realized. I argue that the hobby of
contemporary, competitive barbershop quartet singing introduces these songs to a new
generation of Americans and international audiences, who probably would not sing such
repertoire in a setting outside of the highly institutionalized barbershop scene, and that the
imagery in these songs influences how we understand and view the South. I will study the
historical and cultural context to explain why songs about the American South—or Dixie—are
popular in barbershop singing contests, as well as briefly explore the cultural reasons for why
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https://edition.cnn.com/2020/06/17/business/uncle-bens-rice-racist/index.html [Accessed 30 June 2020]

*Throughout this text, I will use in-text citations for “proper” bibliography (i.e. monographs, articles and web
sources that introduce essential terms and context). I will use footnotes for sources that make the text more
readable, and hopefully more enjoyable (such as links to musical performances), and for providing context and
comments on a “nice to know”-basis.
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songs of the South ring loud in concerts and contests although their subject matter is outdated
and even considered politically incorrect by several hobbyists. My methodology relies on
analyzing the original song lyrics and comparing them with modern adaptations. I will analyze
18 songs written between 1911 and 1927 to better understand what kinds of cultural
representations are created through music. I focus on analyzing the content of song lyrics while
describing the stereotypes and archetypes they depict.
My research questions are:
- What kinds of representations and imagery can be found in popular music from the 1910s and
1920s that depict the American South?
- What significant changes, additions or reductions have been done to these song lyrics when
the titles have been arranged into the barbershop style?

Surveyed from 1763 to 1767 by two Englishmen—Charles Mason and Jeremiah Dixon—the
Mason-Dixon Line drawn at the southern edge of Pennsylvania traditionally divided the free
North from the Southern slave states (Encyclopaedia Britannica, n.d.). South of the line lies a
land built on myth and nostalgia, a place that is often sung about with words of homesickness
and anticipation, a modern Eden where the “folks are happy and gay, and the easy way is the
right way”2. Throughout this thesis, I will use the terms Dixie, Dixieland, the American South,
the South, and the Southern United States interchangeably. Likewise, for the sake of brevity
and variation I will use the terms “Dixie tunes” and “songs of the south” to refer to the songs
analyzed throughout this thesis.
The South as a distinct region in the American imagination, created by popular culture, has
received a fair bit of scholarly attention, and fictional works such as Uncle Tom’s Cabin, Birth
of a Nation, Gone with the Wind and Song of the South have influenced the American popular
imagination for decades, and continue to represent the mythos of the South to this day. Myths
about the South have been created by Northerners from the start: New Englander Harriet
Beecher Stowe’s Uncle Tom’s Cabin, for example, introduced readers to “a kaleidoscope of
mythical images and stereotypes, which a good many people even today assume are historically
accurate portraits of the South and southerners before the war” (Wilson, 2006, p. 136). These
images are created by using familiar “regional icons, including the old Confederate colonel,
2
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the mammy, the belle, the opulent plantation big house, bolls of cotton, and the hillbilly (Cox,
2011, p. 7)”. Regardless of the medium through which the South is portrayed, the buildingblocks—in form of these archetypes—are similar. As early as the 1830s, the literary genre of
‘plantation fiction’ depicted slavery as a mutually beneficial, patriarchal form of existence. The
genre would survive in an evolved nostalgic form after the war when novels would lament the
loss of the mythical plantation (Holt & Green, 2013). In other words, the South was constructed
and represented to American consumers not only in literature and music, but in advertising and
tourism as well. Popular music—i.e. music created as a commodity for commercial mass
consumption—was merely one of several forms of mythmaking that produces the South of the
imagination.
It is, of course, not just the popular culture and music of the past that contribute their brush
strokes to the portrait of the South. The region is certainly still represented in contemporary
popular music today, especially in country hits. However, contemporary country music is set
apart from early 20th century Dixie tunes through its being made by Southerners in the South,
most notably centered in the studios of Nashville, Tennessee. Therefore, the issue of
representations of the South in country music is a much different one than that of “the old
songs”, which were mostly written by Northerners, as will be discussed later. Furthermore,
contemporary fictional works depicting the South in a more nuanced way obviously exist, but
this thesis is concerned particularly with the myths propagated in the early 20th century.
To add something new to the discussion about how works of fiction, and popular culture have
contributed to the way we understand the South, I will explore how songs depicting Dixie relate
to contemporary (post 1990s) competitive barbershop quartet singing. It is through barbershop
harmony that songs about the American South have entered my own ear. I intend to show that
these so called “Dixie tunes” still appeal to contemporary barbershop singers even though they
have faded into obscurity from the mainstream. I will speculate on the reasons for this, and I
argue that both musical as well as political and sociological factors play a part in the popularity
of this genre of music. Richard Mook, in his article White Masculinity in Barbershop Quartet
Singing (2007) argues that the institutionalized barbershop hobby functions as a space where
white masculinity is performed through singing as a bonding experience between men. In the
early 20th century when “masculine social spaces and gender roles” were threatened,
barbershop as an activity “promised a return to the vanishing musical and social norms of
Victorian America”. (Mook, 2007, p. 480).

4

The two largest organizations promoting barbershop singing in North America are the
Barbershop Harmony Society3 (for male, female and mixed groups) and Sweet Adelines
International4 (for female groups)—although other organizations do exist, their membership is
marginal when compared to the BHS and SAI. The Barbershop Harmony Society was formerly
known as the “Society for the Preservation and Encouragement of Barbershop Quartet Singing
in America” (emphasis mine) until the year 2004, and the choice to include the word
“preservation” in the organization name signifies a vision and strategy of musical conservatism
that gives value to the old in place of new. Early on in their histories, both the Barbershop
Harmony Society and Sweet Adelines International excluded African Americans from
participating in an artform that was by all means theirs. Some chapters of the early BHS would
even perform in blackface into the 1940s and 1950s (Averill, 2003, p. 131). Thus, barbershop
singing as an organized hobby has a troubled history when it comes to race, and as a result still
has some conservative appeal. Whether or not this directly affects the repertoire performers
choose to sing, is unclear, and could be explored in further research. In recent years, the
Barbershop Harmony Society has taken conscious steps towards inclusiveness, mainly through
their vision of “Everyone in Harmony”5.
I will discuss earlier literature on how the American South, or “Dixie” was created by myth in
popular culture. It is important to draw a distinction between the imagined South and the actual
states that form the “real” American south. Likewise, I also want to point out that this thesis is
not “a history of the South described through music”, and at no point do I claim that the
representations found in song lyrics is accurate or realistic. Rather, the South discussed in this
thesis is a representation and, in some cases, even a fabrication. I am by no means a Southern
scholar, and therefore my approach will be more focused on how early American song lyrics
can be interpreted in the present and from outside the United States, instead of speculating
about what they meant for Americans in the golden era of Tin Pan Alley6. The author has not
stepped foot in the South, save for one brief trip to Miami beach, which is arguably not a very
southern place to begin with even if technically situated below the Mason-Dixon Line. As such,

3

https://www.barbershop.org/about [Accessed 2 May 2020]
https://sweetadelines.com/about [Accessed 2 May 2020]
5
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Throughout this text, I will use the term Tin Pan Alley when referring to the early 20 th century American music
industry. The term traditionally refers to the songwriting industry based in New York City, and several
explanations for its etymology have been brought forth. One of the popular legends has it that the name stems
from the cacophony of pianos sounding like tin pans to an observer from the street level of the music publishing
district. For a more detailed exploration on the etymology, see Jones’s introductory chapter in Reinventing Dixie.
(Jones, 2015, pp. 17-22)
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the way I imagine the South has been largely influenced not by objective fact, but by
commercial art. Additionally, there will undoubtedly be certain intertextual references in song
lyrics whose meaning I will have missed in my analysis. Still, I will describe those cultural and
intertextual references I, as an outsider to the South, do understand.
The main inspiration for this thesis can be traced to two relatively recent monographs focused
on southern myths: In her 2011 work Dreaming of Dixie: How the South Was Created in
American Popular Culture, historian Karen L. Cox argues that popular culture, i.e. music,
television, radio, and film largely shape the way we picture the American South (Cox, 2011).
A few years later, John Bush Jones, in Reinventing Dixie: Tin Pan Alley's Songs and the
Creation of the Mythic South reacted to Cox’s work quite critically. Jones finds Cox’s chapter
on songs about the South to be “so littered with misstatements and factual errors as to render it
almost useless as a serious treatment of the subject” (Jones, 2015, p. 11). Whereas Cox
describes music about Dixie as a means to romanticize the antebellum period, i.e. pre-CivilWar past of the South, Jones argues that this is not the case:

Alley songs typically idealize the South of the here and now. If a song, say, was written in 1912
or 1936, it’s the 1912 or 1936 South that’s being glorified, or, in a nostalgia piece, maybe
reflexively from the singer’s younger days, but almost never the antebellum South.

(Jones, 2015, p. 27)

I find Jones’ thesis quite baffling, as I strongly agree with Cox’s assessment that Dixie tunes
served as vehicles for nostalgic reminiscence, not as contemporary representations of the South
of the early 20th century. I think my analysis of Dixie tune lyrics will show this quite clearly.
Furthermore, what both Jones’ and Cox’s research neglects is the way these songs function
today. John Bush Jones may argue that a song about the South of 1912 would not have been a
nostalgic piece in 1912, but when the same song is performed decades later as a sincere portion
of a barbershop contest performance, it becomes nostalgic. An audience hearing lyrical lines
about cottonfields and steamboats in 2020 will view the performance through a different lens
than turn-of-the-century audiences. It will add its own connotations to the music, and evaluate
it based on a 21st century experience.
The perception and interpretation of art never happens in isolation bound to a specific time and
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place, and therefore I find it interesting that both Cox and Jones only consider Dixie songs as
perceived by the audiences that heard them when they were freshly published, as if they have
no place in today’s world. The meanings and connotations of songs about Dixie are bound not
only to the time and place where they were written, but also to the venues and audiences where
they can be heard today. I hope that this thesis will contribute with shedding some light on how
these songs function not in the past, but contemporarily. Further research, in the form of
interviews, could shed more light on the motivations behind barbershop singers’ repertoire
choice, and what kind of emotional attachments and cultural meanings certain songs possess.
However, in this thesis I have chosen to only focus on what the song texts themselves can show
us about cultural representations of the South through song.

7

2. BACKGROUND
2.1 Dixie and the Old South
The vast cultural diversity of the United States demands that its regions be divided into smaller
units in order to allow for the study of different aspects of its regional cultures. In the simplest
of terms, North America can be analyzed and compared through juxtaposing the North versus
the South or contrasting the East with the West.
Joel Garreau—in his 1981 book The Nine Nations of North America—argues that North
America consists of nine distinct “nations”: New England, The Foundry, Dixie, the
Breadbasket, the Islands, Mexamerica, Ecotopia, the Empty Quarter, and Quebec. Garreau’s
definition of Dixie includes all of Alabama, Arkansas, Georgia, Kentucky, Louisiana,
Mississippi, North Carolina, South Carolina, Tennessee, Virginia, and West Virginia as well
as parts of the surrounding states (Garreau, 1981). Although released in the 1980s, Garreau’s
regional definition still holds up, as revisited by the author in a New York Times opinion
writing updated in 2014 (Garreau, 2014).
To find a simpler definition, one can turn to Merriam-Webster, which defines Dixie as
“the states of the southeastern and south central U.S. and especially those which constituted
the Confederate States of America7”

At first glance, this dictionary definition may seem clear-cut, but John Bush Jones points out
that equaling the confederate states with Dixie is an ineffective categorization, especially when
discussing popular music about the American South. He omits Texas, since it is represented
more as a Western region than as a Southern state in early popular music. On the other hand,
Jones includes Kentucky, specifically because of how Stephen Foster represented the state
through his music. (Jones, 2015, p. 13)
In any case, ‘Dixie’ is used to describe a distinct geographical and cultural region of the United
States. We can therefore establish that Dixie, as a region, is—for lack of a better word—real.
But a clear distinction must be made between this actual region with its cultural heritage, and
its representations in popular culture, and especially popular music, as it is the focus of this

7
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thesis. This study is interested particularly in how Dixie is branded and constructed, regardless
of the degree of realism or accuracy of these representations. This distinction is important, as
we will study how Dixie is described to the listener of turn-of-the-century popular music,
regardless of whether they have visited the South. The songwriter’s choice of words and themes
is both a conscious and subconscious choice that shows what kind of values they possess. A
songwriter, therefore, is making choices to omit certain elements, and bring forth others in
order to create a product which strives to be enjoyable for a broad audience to ensure financial
and critical success. Naturally, an incentive to dramatize and exaggerate for artistic effect
exists.
It is not just music that provides a lens through which the South can be distorted. Overall, the
South has a mythical quality to itself:
Stress on the social construction of the South has blurred lines between the categories
of ‘‘history’’ and ‘‘mythology’’
(Wilson, 2006, p. 4)

The scope of Southern mythology is broad and includes many elements which are not featured
in Dixie tunes. While Tin Pan Alley mostly focused on the “moonlight and magnolias8” myth
of the old, genteel plantation south, it left out other archetypes like the Appalachian hillbilly or
the influence of religion in the Bible Belt. Lee Glazer and Susan Key, in their article Carry Me
Back: Nostalgia for the Old South in Nineteenth Century Popular Culture, show how the
construction of the “Old South” was well established already during the antebellum period.
According to Glazer and Key, the North and the South had created distinct versions of the Old
South during the antebellum period: the Southern myth emphasized regional superiority and
the status of the planter class, while the Northern myth functioned as a form of escapism from
urbanization and industrialization, all the while ignoring difficult issues of class and race. Out
of these two myths, the Northern-made “mass-produced, mass marketed myth of the Old
South” would prevail after the Civil War. (Glazer & Key, 1996, pp. 1-3)

8

The “moonlight and magnolias” myth includes two distinct definitions. On the one hand, the term is used
mockingly to describe literary “cavalier-belle-plantation fiction”. On the other hand, it describes an glamorous
antebellum golden age in which “even the moonlight was richer and mellower” than in the postbellum South.
(Wilson, 2006, p. 246)
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‘Dixie’, then, refers to the South in terms of geographical space, while the ‘Old South’ carries
connotations of both time and place.
Karen L. Cox shows that Americans—Southerners and Northerners alike—would accept these
Southern myths through the culture of reconciliation and as a reaction to modernity. The
American Civil War of 1861-1865 had left the nation scarred, and popular culture served as a
vehicle for reconciliation between the North and the defeated South: for example, novels
describing the marriage of a Northern man and a Southern woman (or vice versa) symbolized
the reconstruction of relations between the North and the South. Anxieties about the rapid
industrialization and modernization of the United States created a seemingly incompatible
ideal: at the same time, the amenities and new possibilities of modernization were embraced,
while a dream of a simpler life, embodied in the American South, still provided much needed
comfort. (Cox, 2011, pp. 1-5) The reconciliation of North and South was not always depicted
in the benign form of North-South romance novels: white supremacy as expressed through
“coon songs” served as a way for white Americans to find common ground “in their shared
beliefs about Anglo-Saxon supremacy” (Cox, 2011, p. 16) at the expense of African
Americans.
The ‘coon song’ was a subgenre of turn-of-the-century popular music that was designed to
ridicule and subordinate African Americans through employing negative stereotypes and
humorous hyperbole. James H. Dormon’s analysis of the “coon song craze” from the 1890s
through the early 20th century argues that the coon song functioned as a means of establishing
a “new social order” after reconstruction. Although slavery had been abolished after the
American Civil War, oppression of the black population did not cease. Rather, it took new
forms “enforced by law where possible, and by way of violence and intimidation where law
proved inadequate”. (Dormon, 1988, pp. 464-465)

10

2.2 Dixie as a Theme in Early Popular Music

Figure 1: The sheet music cover of Are You from Dixie? (1916). Several similar sheet music
covers exist, and their illustrations are worthy of an in-depth analysis of their own and would
be an excellent avenue for further research.

Before the advent of the phonograph, and especially before commercial radio, Americans
enjoyed music either by witnessing a live performance or by playing and singing it themselves.
Sheet music was the main form of distribution of song titles, and the industry grew
tremendously during the 19th century. According to Glazer and Key, nostalgia towards the
plantation South was a key theme in popular parlor music already during that time:

11
The most salient feature of the parlor song was, in fact, its use of nostalgic imagery, which
encouraged the listener to escape immediate troubles and luxuriate in memories of a less
turbulent past. American composers and consumers found the plantation to be a profitable and
enduring nostalgic mnemonic: popular song located the plantation in a prelapsarian realm far
removed from contemporary political strife.
(Glazer & Key, 1996, p. 3)

One cannot write about early American popular music without mentioning Stephen Foster, the
“father of American Music”. Songs like Oh! Susanna and My Old Kentucky Home are
engrained in the musical heritage of the United States, and their melodies—now in the public
domain—are well known outside of North America (Songwriters Hall of Fame, n.d.). The
songwriting process behind Foster’s 1851 hit Old Folks at Home clearly foreshadows the way
the South would be sung about half a century later: Foster wrote about the Suwannee River as
a place “where my heart is turning ever” even though he had never visited Florida but rather
had chosen the setting from an atlas (The Center for American Music, 2010) (Finn, n.d.).
Later songwriters would further develop these themes of homesickness and nostalgia for the
South, they too often without visiting the regions they so fondly described. Stephen J. Whitfield
in his essay Is It True What They Sing About Dixie? (2002) shows that songwriters of Tin Pan
Alley chose to create depictions of Dixie since an “enduring national fascination with the
South” meant that a market for such music existed. (Whitfield, 2002, p. 9)
By the era of the Great War, the tunesmiths of Tin Pan Alley had converted themselves with
ease into facsimile southerners. Most had little real experience with their subject matter, and
some were so desperately eager to write hits that research struck them as superfluous. In the
first line of “Waiting for the Robert E. Lee” (1912), L. Wolfe Gilbert depicted “the levee,
in old Alabammy”—even though that state is located about 150 miles east of any levees.
(Whitfield, 2002, p. 11)

John Bush Jones retells similar amusing anecdotes about geographically impossible song lyrics
that situate the Suwannee river in Kentucky and Mississippi, although it flows from Georgia to
Florida. Irving Caesar and George Gershwin—the men behind the hit song Swanee made
famous by “the world’s greatest entertainer” Al Jolson9—only saw the river after their song

9
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about it had become a hit—the men were so unimpressed with the sight that Caesar told
Gershwin “it’s a good thing we wrote the song first”. (Jones, 2015, p. 35)
Jones also suggests three perspectives to explain why Dixie tunes were mass-produced during
the early 20th century: the songs’ idyllic atmosphere appealed to Northern audiences; therefore
songwriters had an incentive to create songs about the South, and lastly the First World War
and the job opportunities it brought with it had created an exodus of Southerners who now lived
in the North and had a homesickness that could be capitalized by Tin Pan Alley. (Jones, 2015,
pp. 2-13)
Rather than base the large supply of Dixie tunes on commercial factors alone, Stephen J.
Whitfield also discusses how several Alley songwriters were of Jewish descent and argues that
the experience of the Jewish diaspora lends itself well as inspiration for songs about returning
home: “Left only with legs after centuries of exile, here was a way to establish roots.”
(Whitfield, 2002, p. 18) Whitfield’s article makes it seem as though the tunesmiths of Tin Pan
Alley were overwhelmingly Jewish, and John Bush Jones counters this by specifying that while
a majority of publishing companies were Jewish-owned, the songwriters themselves were of
various backgrounds. Jones further explains that the reason why many Jewish songwriters
created their fair share of Dixie tunes was simply a matter of business: “they were commercial
hacks, cranking out buckets of songs with their composing partners just to make a few bucks”.
In fact, since Dixie tunes were very common in the 1910s and 1920s (Jones found 392 songs
about the South written in the 1910s) it would be reasonable for any and every songwriter to
contribute to this successful formula. (Jones, 2015, pp. 6-7)
While there is no definite single reason for why songs about Dixie were so abundant, it was
clearly the favorite setting for regional songs of the early 20th century (Jones, 2015, p. 2). And
even though the South depicted in these songs was an artistic representation rather than a
sincere depiction, the genre was received well by consumers: “The fact that the region had been
destroyed by war and that a life of leisure was one perpetuated by slavery seemed
inconsequential” (Cox, 2011, p. 10).

2.3 Barbershop Music
…barbershop performances deploy texts (“the old songs”) with nostalgic articulations of late
Victorian ideology, betraying a longing for innocence, simplicity, and the assuredness that
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characterized—at least in the imagination—a previous historical epoch (although many texts
also chronicle the heady optimism and brash cultural change at the turn of the century)
(Averill, 2003, p. 178)

I have written about the social aspects of barbershop singing as a hobby in my bachelor’s thesis
titled Get the Whole World Singing: The Transnational Social Culture of Barbershop Singers
(Heikkinen, 2016). The bulk of that work focuses on how barbershop singers experience the
social aspect of their hobby, and as such it is not directly relevant to analyzing the lyrical
content barbershoppers sing. However, I believe the historic background of the genre and its
institutionalization will be relevant for the reader, and the rest of this subchapter is based on
the introductory chapter of my bachelor’s thesis.
According to popular legend, the four-part style of harmonizing known as “barbershop”
developed organically when white patrons of 19th century barbershops sang together to pass
the time while waiting for a haircut. As the story goes, one customer would start singing the
melody of the latest hit, while others would join in in improvised four-part harmony. The
barbershop was a place of masculine community and socializing in Victorian America, and in
a time before radio and phonographs, music could only be experienced live, so it makes sense
that a space of fraternity would create such a form of musical entertainment. But the image of
the white harmonizing barber and his patrons has little support in actual history, as historian
Lynn Abbott explains in Play that Barbershop Chord: A Case for the African American Origin
of Barbershop Harmony. Because black Americans where “barred access to public theaters and
concert halls, people had to meet in each other's homes and create their own amusements”.
Quartet singing was a popular pastime in the late 19th century, and testimony of that time
describe an abundance of black male quartets. While it is true that the barbershop was a place
for socializing, camaraderie and fraternity also among African Americans, the myth of the
white singing barber is much romanticized. (Abbott, 1992, pp. 289-291)
While white Americans did not create the style, they exposed barbershop to the mainstream in
the late 19th century when “churches, clubs, businesses, and even baseball teams had quartets
under their sponsorship” (Wright, 2015). “Black quartets, on the other hand, were rarely
recorded, and when they were, their recordings were not given the mass distribution enjoyed
by white artists” (Henry, 2001, p. 14). The white hegemony that affected barbershop is not
surprising, as jazz and blues would experience a similar process where whites commercialized
and commodified a black cultural product.
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Radio, recordings and other forms of entertainment would later diminish the popularity of
barbershop quartets, and the hobby had become marginal when Owen Clifton Cash, in the
spring of 1938, sent out an invitation to 14 fellow singers, inviting them to a “Song Fest” at the
Roof Garden of the Tulsa Club, a “high class place” in downtown Tulsa, Oklahoma (Kerr,
n.d.). The exclusivity of the venue tells us something about the early demographics of
barbershop hobbyists. Cash’s original invitation is delivered with a humorous tone, yet
revealing some political conservatism in the form of distrust in big government:

Gentlemen,
In this age of dictators and government control of everything, about the only
privilege guaranteed by the Bill of Rights not in some way supervised and
directed, is the art of Barber Shop Quartet singing. Without doubt we still have the
right of “peaceable assembly” which I am advised by competent legal authority
includes quartet singing. The writers of this letter have for a long time thought
that something should be done to encourage the enjoyment of this last
remaining source of human liberty.
(Cash & Hall, 1938)

The resulting Song Fest organized on April 11th, 1938 was so successful that Cash and Hall
soon founded the S.P.E.B.S.Q.S.A (= the Society for the Preservation and Encouragement of
Barbershop Quartet Singing in America), today known as the Barbershop Harmony Society.
As the S.P.E.B.S.Q.S.A was a racially exclusive organization until 1963, the first decades of
the barbershop revival was enjoyed only by white Americans (Henry, 2001, p. 15). Even
though the founding of “the society” is seen as a revival of barbershop culture, Gage Averill
points out that the movement started by Cash and Hall was more of a “construction of a
national myth” rather than careful preservation of something that had come earlier (Averill,
2003, p. 8).
Similarly, then, the repertoire that barbershop quartets choose to sing also constructs myths,
regardless of whether or not this is a conscious effort by the performing group. As the artform
revolves around a yearly contest season, it is a relatively expensive hobby as a result of travel
costs and registration fees. Membership for a new Barbershop Harmony Society member in
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2020 costs $14410 yearly, while a Sweet Adelines International membership costs $100 a
year11. Local chapters also have their own annual fees, and registrations for competitions, as
well as lodging and logistics add their fair share of costs to a barbershop hobbyist’s budget.
Not to mention the fact that the international convention (the de facto world championship
event) of the BHS is a five to six-day event, meaning that anyone attending has to be in a
position to get almost a week off from work in order to practice their hobby. As a result,
barbershoppers tend to be middle-class and above. It is possible that this correlates with
political conservatism, and since the BHS is built on preservation of a musical genre, I do not
think it is far-fetched to assume that at least some of its members enjoy the music because of
its connotations with the past.
Today, the BHS has alliance organizations in Australia, Finland, Germany, Great Britain,
Ireland, the Netherlands, New Zealand, Spain, Sweden and South Africa12.

2.4 Barbershop Harmony Society and Sweet Adelines International Contests
Barbershop, then is a highly institutionalized hobby, mostly because of its standardized
competition system. The BHS and its affiliates organize singing competitions that are judged
by judges accredited by the BHS, who evaluate a performance based on three categories:
Music, Performance, and Singing. The music and performance categories are the most relevant
to this thesis, as they judge the emotional and musical impact of a quartet or chorus. The impact
of a performance is closely linked to the repertoire a group has chosen to sing, and Dixie tunes
are a popular choice for both up-and-coming and more experienced competing groups.
Originally, only quartets competed in the S.P.E.B.S.Q.S.A’s yearly championship, but a
separate category for choruses was launched in the mid-1950s13 Furthermore, a category for
“collegiate quartets” (i.e. singers aged 25 and below) was introduced in 199214. Even more
recently, a “junior contest” for under 18-year-olds was added to the BHS’s MidWinter
convention, further signaling the genres appeal among youth, and the BHS’s active approach
to recruitment15. On their Website, the Barbershop Harmony Society lists 80 songs as suggested
10

https://www.barbershop.org/join/start-singing-today/membership-options [Accessed 2 May 2020]
https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/Resources/How-to-Join/Member-Classification-February2020.pdf [Accessed 2 May 2020]
12
https://www.barbershop.org/about/our-community/alliances [Accessed 2 May 2020]
13
https://www.barbershop.org/contests/all-past-champions [Accessed 2 May 2020]
14
https://www.barbershop.org/next-gen/varsity/varsity-quartets [Accessed 2 May 2020]
15
https://www.barbershop.org/next-gen/junior-quartets-choruses/junior-quartets [Accessed 2 May 2020]
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material for the “next generation”, five of which are directly related to the South: Basin Street
Blues, Georgia on my Mind, Memphis Blues, Sentimental Gentleman from Georgia, and Sweet
Georgia Brown (Barbershop Harmony Society, n.d.). It is worth noting that all these titles are
included in the 1,079 individual songs collected by John Bush Jones in Reinventing Dixie
mentioned earlier.
While neither organization explicitly states that Dixie tunes are well-fitted as repertoire for
barbershop contests, the Sweet Adelines Judging Category Description Book16describes that
“American popular songs written between 1890 and 1940 easily fit the parameters of what
came to be termed ‘the barbershop style’”. The majority of Dixie tunes therefore falls into this
category of American popular song and is indirectly well-suited repertoire for a barbershop
singing contest.
In this thesis, I will work with performance data from the Barbershop Harmony Society for two
main reasons: It is the organization that is most familiar to me personally, and it is the
barbershop singing organization with the largest reach online (138 000 YouTube subscribers
compared to Sweet Adelines International’s roughly 10 000 subscribers17). I acknowledge that
barbershop and similar genres of vocal music that use “Dixie tunes” as repertoire can just as
well be practiced outside of an institutionalized setting, but I have chosen to focus specifically
on the BHS precisely because it is an institution that seeks to preserve a certain form of music.
Because of its size and reach, the repertoire that is sung in BHS contests has significant
influence. By focusing on repertoire that has been sung in a contest setting, I am focusing on
repertoire with a larger audience than—and therefore more influence—songs sung in more
informal settings and rehearsals.
The songs analyzed in this thesis have been arranged into the barbershop style by 10 arrangers:
Steven Armstrong18 is a long-time member of the Barbershop Harmony Society, and most well
known for directing the Canadian chorus Toronto Northern Lights. Larry Autenreith19 was a
gold medalist quartet singer who won the world championship in 1963 with the quartet Town
& Country Four. Dave Briner20 was a member of the BHS for 61 years, of which 20 were spent
judging quartet and chorus competitions. He has arranged over 200 songs. Aaron Dale is a
16

https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/2019-01/JCDB%20Full%202017%20ONLINE%20wo%20examples%20NO%20PRINT.pdf quote from page 2 of section II-B [Accessed 12 May
2020]
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On September 15th, 2020
18
https://www.barbershop.org/docs/contests-judging/bhs-judge-roster-need/directory/steve-armstrong
19
https://aicgold.com/1963-the-town-and-country-four/
20
https://www.barbershop.org/remembering-dave-briner
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prominent arranger, coach and music category judge for the BHS. Dale has a background in
music education and percussion, and directed the chorus Kentucky Vocal Union, which placed
3rd at the BHS international championship under his leadership in 2012. David Harrington21 is
a gold medalist quartet singer, having won the BHS championship in 1989 with Second Edition.
Today, he is most well known for providing arrangements for barbershop groups, as well as
working as a coach for quartets and choruses. Senior quartet champion Mel Knight22 has been
a member of the BHS since 1963 and functioned as the society’s “director of music” from 1988
to 1993. Al Rehkop was the tenor of the 1971 champion quartet The Gentlemen’s Agreement.
Lloyd Steinkamp23 was a successful arranger who directed the Phoenicians chorus and helped
expand the reach of the BHS by founding several local chapters around the United States. Ed
Waesche24 was a prominent “genius” arranger, having created many classic arrangements
which are still popular in contest to this day. David Wright25 is the de facto leading arranger
for professional quartets and choruses. He has arranged material for several gold medalist
quartets and choruses, and acts as associate director for the world-champion-chorus The
Ambassadors of Harmony.
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https://www.studiodh.com/about/
https://www.harmonycollege.org/faculty---2018.html
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https://phoenicians.org/lloyd-steinkamp
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https://singers.com/arrangers/Ed-Waesche/
25
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3. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK, METHODS and
CATEGORIZATION
3.1 Theoretical Framework
This thesis incorporates concepts from the field of cultural history, which is a broad and
evolving field that seeks to understand culture26 through the use of an eclectic mix of
approaches including “literary theory, psychology, anthropology and linguistics” (Green, 2008,
p. 10). In recent decades, cultural historians have discussed the relationship between memory
and history and debated whether a collective memory exists.
Although there is no agreed-upon definition of what collective memory means, Alon Confino
provides us with an appropriate explanation. In a 1997 article, Confino describes collective
memory as
the representation of the past and the making of it into a shared cultural knowledge by
successive generations in "vehicles of memory" such as books, films, museums,
commemorations, and others (Confino, 1997, p. 1386)
Since a collective of people cannot remember in the physiological, cognitive sense, collective
memory then describes the commonly accepted meanings associated with the past of any given
phenomenon. These meanings are created and constructed through “vehicles of memory” and
their authenticity is secondary. In the context of this thesis, Dixie tunes are the vehicle of
memory that creates an imagined American South that is remembered collectively.
Stuart Hall describes representation as “one of the central practices which produce culture”
and emphasizes the significance of language—broadly defined to include both written words
as well as for example the colors of traffic lights or other visual and auditive signs—as the
main medium through which meanings are shared. Language functions as symbols or signs that
represent concepts. (Hall, 1997, pp. 1-5). The word ‘representation’ has two distinct meanings:
“to represent something is to describe or depict it” or “to symbolize” it (Hall, 1997, p. 16). For
the purposes of this thesis I will use the former definition whenever I use the term ‘represent’
26

“a general process of intellectual, spiritual and aesthetic development; a particular way of life, whether of a
people, a period, a group, or humanity in general [and] . . . the works and practices of intellectual and especially
artistic activity.” (Green, 2008, p. 2)
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or ‘representation’. In other words, I am interested in the “implicit” representations, i.e. the
descriptions and depictions that can be found in song texts. Additionally, whenever I discuss
symbolic meanings, I will clearly state so.
James H. Dormon’s treatment of ‘coon songs’ takes a Geertzian approach, emphasizing the
symbolical aspect of the racist artform. According to Dormon, the phenomenon was a
“manifestation of a complex code of signification” that reflected the ideology and “the social
needs of bourgeois America”. The symbol system of coon songs displayed several meanings,
and the signified ‘coon’ character created by the songs functioned as a “mechanism for
justifying segregation and subordination”. The symbolic mechanisms of the coon song affected
listeners’ attitudes and ideology effectively thanks to their digestible form, “without need for .
. . analysis”. (Dormon, 1988, pp. 466-467)

3.2 Song Selection
As has been established, early American popular music is saturated with songs that feature the
South in some shape or form. Thus, narrowing down the scope of my research introduced some
challenges. Luckily, I was fortunate enough to be able to take advantage of the work John Bush
Jones had done in compiling his own corpus of 1079 Dixie tunes. Jones lists 475 of these in
Reinventing Dixie (the remaining titles are not named) and I have used this list as a starting
point.
I began by researching which of these 475 songs have been performed in Barbershop Harmony
Society administered contests from 1993-2019. 1993 might seem like an arbitrary starting
point, but I have chosen it based on the fact that the judging criteria for the BHS’s contests as
they exist in their current form were introduced in 1993, and therefore post-1993 data of contest
repertoire is easily attainable online.
In BHS contests, competing groups sing two songs per contest round, and the performances
are scored in three categories (music, performance, and singing) with points from 1-100 per
song. The final score of a performance is the average of all category scores per song, with any
performance averaging at least 81/100 points being considered “A-level”. For a more detailed
exploration of BHS’ judging criteria, one needs to look no further than the BHS Contest and
Judging Handbook. (Society Contest and Judging Committee/Barbershop Harmony Society,
2018) I will not directly consider performance scores in my analysis of songs performed. In

20

my analysis, only the fact that a song has been performed is relevant. The ranking or specific
points a performance has received is not assessed, unless to make a point about a specifically
influential performance by a high-level group.
To find whether any given song out of the 475 listed have been sung in a barbershop contest, I
have used the website Barbershop Scores Database27, and specifically its search function,
which shows all songs whose title include any given search word. This first narrowing-down
resulted in a list of 78 songs, the most popular being the ragtime classic “Hello! Ma Baby”
which has 411 unique performances listed.
However, the analysis of 78 songs for a master’s thesis seemed unrealistic, and the next step I
took was eliminating all songs that had less than 10 unique performances listed. This resulted
in 51 songs.
Out of these 51 titles, 32 had original sheet music available online through several university
libraries—others, like “Georgia on My Mind” are relatively recent and therefore still under
copyright and not available for free. While I do not focus on the appeal of Dixie tunes based
on their musical elements—which include generous usage of secondary dominants revolving
around the circle of fifths in a major key—I have chosen only to analyze songs that I have been
able to find original sheet music for because I want to be sure that I am making an accurate
comparison of original lyrics and modern arrangements. The lyrics for the songs analyzed in
this thesis can surely be found online on several websites without sheet music. However, a text
version found by a search engine will often already be modified in some way, often based on
a certain popular recording that has since become the standard. By going back to the original
source, I am minimizing the chance of my comparison becoming a game of telephone.
Out of the 32 songs that were in the public domain or otherwise available I eliminated 14 based
on their themes and the (in)frequency of explicit Southern descriptions found in their lyrics.28
After disregarding these 14 songs based on their themes and content, I ended up with the
following 18 songs:
SONG TITLE

LYRICS

MUSIC

YEAR

Alabama Jubilee

Jack Yellen

George L. Cobb

1915

Alexander's Band is Back in Dixieland

Jack Yellen

Albert Gumble

1919

Alexander's Ragtime Band

Irving Berlin

Irving Berlin

1911

27
28

http://www.bsmdb.net/ [Accessed 30 January 2020]
For a more detailed description of the songs I chose to omit from my final corpus, see appendix 1
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All Aboard for Dixie Land

Jack Yellen

George L. Cobb

1914

And They Called it Dixieland

Raymond Egan

1916

Are You from Dixie? ('Cause I'm from Dixie, Too!)

Jack Yellen

Richard A.
Whiting
George L. Cobb

Carolina in the Morning

Gus Kahn

1922

Down Where the Swanee River Flows
How's Every Little Thing in Dixie

Chas McCarron & Chas S.
Alberte
Jack Yellen

Walter
Donaldson
Albert Von
Tilzer
Albert Gumble

Listen to That Dixie Band

Jack Yellen

George L. Cobb

1914

Mammy O' Mine

William Tracey

Maceo Pinkard

1919

Mississippi Mud

Harry Barris

Harry Barris

1927

No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-ADOUBLE-M-Y
Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody

Bob Nelson

Harry Link

1923

Sam M. Lewis & Joe Young

Jean Schwartz

1918

Swanee

Irving Caesar

George Gershwin

1919

Waiting for The Robert E. Lee

Louis Wolfe Gilbert

Lewis F. Muir

1912

When It's Night Time Down In Dixieland

Irving Berlin

Irving Berlin

1914

When That Midnight Choo, Choo, Leaves for Alabam'

Irving Berlin

Irving Berlin

1912

1916

1916
1916

Table 1: List of 18 songs analyzed in this thesis

3.3 Song Themes and Categorization
Instead of analyzing each song in isolation, I first sought to broadly categorize each title in
order to find similar themes and content that would allow for a theme-based analysis. Earl F.
Bargainnier, in his 1977 article published in The Mississippi Quarterly, presents six
categories of categorizing Tin Pan Alley songs about the South (Bargainnier, 1977, p. 530):
Coon songs

Degrading songs depicting African-Americans with a “low level of sophistication and […]
high level of racial caricature” (Bargainnier, 1977, p. 532). Coon songs were mostly popular
in the late 1800s, and had waned in popularity by the 1920s. John Bush Jones chooses to
omit coon songs completely from his analysis in Reinventing Dixie, as “they just don’t belong
in a treatment of Alley tunes glorifying and idealizing Dixie” because of their “content, point
of view, and above all, their tone” (Jones, 2015, pp. 14-15).
Mammy and pickaninny songs

The mammy archetype describes a “fat, affable, bandanna’d and aproned black female”
(Bargainnier, 1977, p. 534). “She is the all-loving, loyal mainstay to a white family, giving all

22

of herself to the family in this life and asking for nothing in return but heavenly reward“
(O'Donnell, 2006, p. 244). “Pickaninny” is a derogatory term for black children29.
Songs of activity

Songs of activity depict the day-to-day life and culture of the South, often emphasizing
different celebrations, dances, as well as recreational laziness (Bargainnier, 1977, p. 534).
Although actual work (such as the occasional loading of a steamboat) is carried out in certain
songs of activity, it is always done with a joyous tone and enthusiastic approach (Bargainnier,
1977, p. 536).
Songs of the Southern belle

Bargainnier includes both sincere sentimental songs of praise for Southern womanhood, and
vamp songs in his categorization of songs about the Southern belle.
Songs of place

Although place-names are often featured in song titles of Bargainnier’s other categories, songs
of place emphasize a specific location, be it a state, city or river. For example, the song
“Sentimental Gentleman from Georgia” would not be categorized as a song of place, since the
emphasis of the narrative lies on the womanizing southern gentleman, not on the state of
Georgia. (Bargainnier, 1977, p. 537)
Songs of praise

Songs of praise include charts that glorify, celebrate, and praise the South as a whole, as
opposed to focusing on one single location below the Mason-Dixon Line.

For my own categorization, I will use Bargainnier’s categories of activity, mammy, place, and
praise as broad categories, while specifying secondary themes if any exist. This gives us a
categorization where almost half of the songs have to do with some form of activity, either a
celebration or music-filled event, or the activity of returning home from the North. Three songs
are typical mammy songs, three have to do with a specific place (two of which are focused on
the Suwannee river, spelled as Swanee by Tin Pan Alley’s tunesmiths) and four are love letters
to the south as a whole, one even retells its own creation myth about the South.

29

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/pickaninny [Accessed 26 April 2020]
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Alabama Jubilee

activity - jubilee

Alexander's Band is Back in Dixieland

activity - jubilee
activity - jubilee
activity - jubilee
activity - jubilee
activity - jubilee
activity - returning home
activity - returning home
mammy song
mammy song
mammy song/homesickness
place
place/homesickness
place/praise
praise
praise
praise/homesickness
praise/mammy

Alexander's Ragtime Band
Listen to That Dixie Band
Mississippi Mud
Waiting for The Robert E. Lee
All Aboard for Dixie Land
When That Midnight Choo, Choo, Leaves for Alabam'
Mammy O' Mine
No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-A-DOUBLE-M-Y
Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody
Carolina in the Morning
Down Where the Swanee River Flows
Swanee
Are You from Dixie? ('Cause I'm from Dixie, Too!)
When It's Night Time Down In Dixieland
How's Every Little Thing in Dixie
And They Called it Dixieland
Table 2: songs organized by thematic category

3.4 Analyzing popular lyrics
Dai Griffiths writes about the discourse around popular music lyrics, and whether they can be
regarded as poetry. He suggests that we not think that pop lyrics are poems, but that they are
like poetry. Furthermore, whenever song lyrics are not like poetry, “they tend towards being
like prose”. Griffiths categorizes these tendencies as lyric and anti-lyric. (Griffiths, 2003, p.
42) Using Griffiths definition, Tin Pan Alley songs are highly lyric; they tend to be like poetry
since they use a lot of full rhymes and a regular meter. Other scholars recognize the poetic
legitimacy of song lyrics. Philip Furia—in his aptly named book The Poets of Tin Pan Alley:
A History of America’s Great Lyricists—suggests “there is simply no simple distinction
between lyrics and poetry”, and in his analysis goes to great length to point out not only obvious
full rhymes, but also internal rhyming schemes and word sounds of Tin Pan Alley song lyrics.
(Furia, 1990)
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3.5 Content analysis of popular lyrics
Rather than focus on the rhyming schemes or other poetic tools used in Dixie tunes, my analysis
is more concerned with the content of the lyrics. What kind of imagery is described? Which
stereotypes or archetypes, if any, are present? I am more interested in the narrative content than
the stylistic tools utilized by the poets of Tin Pan Alley. I will do a reading of the lyrics that
takes into account the cultural semantics of the themes and phrases present. In other words, I
will point out connections and references that give meaning to the lyrics.
Content analysis is ideally both quantitative and qualitative, includes several methodologies,
and its goal is always to help us understand a text better. Here, the term text is used broadly to
include several different forms of communication, not just written texts. A simple example of
content analysis is word counting, i.e. systematically analyzing a text for the frequency of
specific words present in it. (Drisko & Maschi, 2015, pp. 1-7) Instead of taking such a literal
and quantitative approach, I will focus on what is being said, rather than at what frequency or
in what style it is presented. However, as I am curious to get a general overview of what broad
themes are present in the set of lyrics I have chosen to analyze, I have used the software
Atlas.ti30 to generate a word cloud of all words that appear at least ten times in the complete
set of the original lyrics in my dataset31:

30

https://atlasti.com/product/what-is-atlas-ti/ [Accessed 20 May 2020]
To get consistent data of the word count of verbs like “roaming” or “going”, I edited the lyrics into their
grammatically correct form, i.e. roaming as opposed to roamin’ because they are for all intents and purposes the
same word with the same meaning, and being counted as two different distinct words would be misleading
31
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Not surprisingly, Dixie (29 counts), mammy (22 counts) and band (20 counts) are the three
most popular nouns in my dataset. Home appears 17 times – although not in the top three nouns,
the significance of home in Dixie tunes is underscored by its frequency. The three most popular
adjectives or adverbs are old (29 counts) away (17 counts) and little (15 counts). It would be
interesting to see which terms would be the most popular ones if one were to generate a word
cloud of a larger corpus of Dixie songs with hundreds of titles. Perhaps additional terms would
reveal their significance to the Dixie genre in a word cloud generated from such a corpus, as
opposed to this one based on just 18 songs. Such an analysis is out of the scope of this thesis,
but further research into the topic could benefit from a systematic quantitative approach.
In the following chapters, I will briefly discuss the 18 songs in my dataset.
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4. SONGS OF PRAISE
It seems fitting to begin with songs that describe the South in general, i.e. songs that give praise
to the Southern United States as a whole.

4.1 And they called it Dixieland
One such song provides us with a creation myth of the South: And They Called It Dixieland
(1916), in its chorus, describes the creation of the South as the result of divine architecture:
They built a little garden for the rose
And they called it Dixieland
They built a summer breeze to keep the snows
Far away from Dixieland
They built the finest place I’ve known
When they built my home sweet home
Nothing was forgotten in the land of cotton
From the clover to the honeycomb
And then they took an angel from the skies
And they gave her heart to me
She had a bit of heaven in her eyes
Just as blue as blue can be
They put some fine spring chickens in the land
And taught my Mammy how to use a frying pan
They made it twice as nice as paradise
And they called it Dixieland

The narrative of the song is told from the point of view of a person reminiscing about their
childhood “in the days of old Black Joe” when their “dear old Mammy” used to cuddle them
“up on her knee” and tell tales of how “the angels built old Dixie”. The protagonist of the song
takes this literally, exclaiming “I know that’s not a fib”. The second verse describes how the
mammy would seem wise, a reliable source of knowledge: “Ma chile, that’s history!”. Here,
the mammy character is seen as a comforting mother-type who knows the answer to life’s
mysteries, as she “was old enough to know” and “might have been there when the land was
built so long ago”. The lyrics do not mention the racial makeup of the two characters in the
song. However, the original sheet music cover depicts a silver-haired, kerchief-wearing black
woman with her hand gesturing as if telling a story. On her knee, a white child sits, listening
intensely. As I will discuss in chapter 7, the term “mammy” can be interpreted both as a
synonym for (a biological) mother, or as the mammy archetype, i.e. a black house slave who
served as the caretaker of white children. This makes the analysis of “mammy songs” quite
challenging as one must rely on context to determine which representation the songwriter
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intended to portray. In the case of And They Called It Dixieland, I have considered the context
of the printed sheet music cover, which depicts a black mammy archetype, not the protagonist’s
biological mother.
It is worth noting that the man behind these lyrics depicting a childhood up on the knee of his
mammy was not Southern. In fact, Raymond Egan (1890-1952) was not even American by
birth. The Canadian-born songwriter grew up in Michigan at an early age and moved to New
York City in the early 1920s, where he collaborated with several other Alley tunesmiths32.
According to John Bush Jones, Egan wrote a total of eight songs that could be categorized as
Dixie tunes (Jones, 2015, p. 41).
At the time of writing33, the Barbershop Harmony Society’s online store lists 3 different
arrangements of And They Called it Dixieland, and while Bob Graham’s 1981 arrangement and
Ed Waesche’s 1993 chart both preserve the original intro describing the protagonist’s “dear old
mammy”, Dave Briner’s 2007 arrangement chooses to abandon the mammy archetype in favor
of the more politically correct connotation of ‘mother’. However, Briner still credits Raymond
Egan for the lyrics (leaving out any mention of added or changed lyrics), although Egan never
wrote the intro found in the 2007 arrangement:
ORIGINAL INTRO (1916):
I used to have a dear old mammy
In the days of Old Black Joe
She used to cuddle me up on her knee
And tell me tales of long ago

2007 ARRANGEMENT:
How I recall my dear old mother
When I was just a little boy
She used to cuddle me up on her knee
‘n tell me stories full of joy

The protagonist describes his childhood as taking place in the “days of old Black Joe”— a clear
reference to the song “Old Black Joe” by Stephen Foster, published in 1860 (Wilson, 2006, p.
136). The nostalgic tone gives praise to the South in an exaggerated way. The idea that the
South is twice as nice as paradise seems quite generous even by Tin Pan Alley standards.
But such is the sentiment with which the South is sung about. In And They Called it Dixieland,
the protagonist’s childhood memory serves as a frame through which the creation myth is
revealed. The act of remembering puts the protagonist at a certain distance away from Dixie,
although it is unclear whether he is physically away while remembering the South.
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http://www.cshf.ca/songwriter/raymond-egan/ [Accessed 26 April 2020]
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4.2 How’s Every Little Thing in Dixie
Other songs clearly situate their characters away from the South, and their homesickness
towards Dixie is a recurring theme. How’s Every Little Thing in Dixie (1916) is a relatively
brief and simple depiction of a protagonist that happens to meet an old childhood friend, and
the encounter serves as a frame through which the protagonist can recollect the past:
I declare but this is surely some surprise!
I must say I hardly can believe my eyes
Can this be Old Joe Lee
That I went to school with down in Tennessee?
Hello Joe! You’re surely looking mighty fine
Haven’t seen you for a long, long time
Now listen old neighbor, just do me a favor and tell this yearning heart of mine
How’s every little thing in Dixie, How’s every little thing at home?
How’s maw? How’s my paw?
Brother Bill and all the friends I’m longing for?
Come on Joe, and tell me all about ‘em,
You don’t know how sad I’ve been without ‘em
How’s every little thing in Dixie?
Dixie where I long to be
How’s my dear old mammy? Oh, how she could bake
Pumpkin pie and nice delicious angel cake!
How’s Bill Green? Long and lean
Who used to play the bones and shake the tambourine?
Come on tell me all about those pals of mine;
How I miss ‘em in the evening time
When my heart goes roamin’ way back to my home
In the land across the Dixon line

The protagonist’s heart yearns to be in Dixie, and their concern with how their parents and
friends are doing suggest that home and tradition are important values to them. Likewise, the
phrase “Dixie where I long to be” describes a visceral urge to be down South. Lyrics like these
present the South as such an irresistible place that even people who have moved away for
whatever reason, wish to be back there. The lines “You don’t know how sad I’ve been without
‘em” and “How I miss ‘em in the evening time” show that being away from the South is quite
miserable and depressing. Al Rehkop’s arrangement—most likely written in the 1970s based
on when Rehkop’s quartet named Gentlemen’s Agreement (Genzlinger, 2015), which made the
arrangement famous, was active—adds a banal intro very much in the style of the original song:
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There's no place on Earth
like the place of my birth
Dixieland, I miss you so

Rehkop’s intro further strengthens the theme of yearning to be back in Dixieland where a
carefree existence waits. Similarly, “there’s no place on Earth” signifies the otherworldly and
divine experience of being in Dixieland, found nowhere else on the planet. The arrangement
preserves Jack Yellen’s original text, but more recent performances of the same piece have
bowdlerized the phrase “dear old mammy” into “dear old grammy?”34. This shows that
barbershoppers are well aware of the issues of political correctness related to their choice of
repertoire, and that measures are taken towards presenting the audience with an uncontroversial
product. Since the original text mentions both maw and mammy as separate characters in the
narrative, it is clear that the mammy of How’s Every Little Thing in Dixie? does not refer to
‘mother’.

4.3 Are you from Dixie?
Similar to the encounter between the protagonist of How’s Every Little Thing in Dixie? and
“Old Joe Lee”, Jack Yellen repeated the same trope in Are You From Dixie (‘Cause I’m From
Dixie, Too!) (1916) which also opens with a chance encounter that stirs up memories of the
South:
Hello, there, stranger! How do you do?
There’s something I’d like to say to you
Don’t be surprised, you’re recognized!
I’m no detective but I’ve just surmised
You’re from the place where I long to be
Your smiling face seems to say to me
You’re from my own land, My sunny homeland
Tell me can it be?
Are you from Dixie? I said from Dixie!
Where the fields of cotton beckon to me
I’m glad to see you, Tell me how be you
And the friends I’m longing to see
If you’re from Alabama, Tennessee or Caroline,
Any place below the Mason Dixon line
Then you’re from Dixie, Hurray for Dixie!
‘Cause I’m from Dixie too!
It was away back in eighty nine
I crossed the old Mason Dixon line
Gee! But I’ve yearned, longed to return
34

How's Every Little Thing in Dixie? performed by the Dixie Seniors Chorus in 2020
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g5NSVB3_ycU [Accessed 26 April 2020]
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To all the good old pals I left behind
My home is way down in Alabam’
On a plantation near Birmingham
And one thing’s certain, I’m surely flirtin’
With those southbound trains

The close parallels of How’s Every Little Thing? and Are You From Dixie? show how Alley
songwriters strengthen myths through repetition. Both songs are written by Jack Yellen35 and
released in 1916, following the same basic narrative: someone who has been away from the
South is reminded of their past as a result of an encounter with a Southerner, and descriptions
of the south and questions about the well-being of old friends follow. Arguably the lyrics of
these two songs are so similar that one’s verse could be switched for the other without any
great loss of message. Lloyd Steinkamp’s barbershop arrangement36 omits the second verse,
but adds a short intro proclaiming “hail, hail, the gang’s all here and where going back to
Dixieland” as well as a short reference to Stephen Foster’s “Old Folks at Home” in the form
of the phrase “then you’re from way down upon the Swanee river” near the end of the
arrangement37.

4.4 When it’s Night Time Down in Dixie Land
Irving Berlin, perhaps best known outside of the United States for writing “White Christmas”
(1942) also contributed to the Dixie-craze with a total of 19 titles (Jones, 2015, p. 41). His 1914
chart “When It’s Night Time Down In Dixie Land” compares the magical nature of Southern
nights to the mythical folklore of One Thousand and One Nights, describing scenes of “darkies
strolling hand in hand” and “smiling faces”, utilizing and reinforcing the stereotype of the
“happy darkie”, a racist archetypal representation of an African-American who “loved his
chains and was better off physically and morally for having worn them” (The Journal of Blacks
in Higher Education, 2001, p. 67). In David Wright’s barbershop arrangement, the changes
made are significant enough to invite a side-by-side comparison:

35

Polish-born Jack Yellen (1892-1991) graduated from the University of Michigan and enjoyed a productive
songwriting career both in New York City and Hollywood. https://www.songhall.org/profile/Jack_Yellen
[Accessed 28 April 2020] His work is highly influential in the “Dixie tune” genre; according to John Bush
Jones, Yellen wrote a total of 23 songs about the South, six of which are analyzed in this thesis (Jones, 2015, p.
42).
36
https://open.spotify.com/track/6SA9p7lYGG35UONscEKVFE?si=1sjrgCPQT1u1tJPQ82BG1w Lloyd
Steinkamp’s barbershop arrangement of “Are You From Dixie?” performed by the Western Continentals
[Accessed 28 April 2020]
37
The reference to “Old Folks at Home” can be heard at the 1:53 mark in the recording by Western Continentals
referenced in the footnote above
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ORIGINAL TEXT38

2002 ARRANGEMENT39
All you see is smiling faces
When it’s night time in Dixieland

Talk about your arabian nights
I must admit they’re grand
But if you long for wonderful night
Come down to Dixie land
That’s the dearest place of all
Listening to the crickets call
When the evening shadows fall
Down in Dixieland

You can talk about your Arabian nights
I must admit they’re grand
But if you long for wonderful nights
Come down to Dixieland
That’s the dearest place of all
List’ning to the crickets call
In the evening when the shadows fall
Down in Dixieland

Nighttime down in Dixieland,
Darkies strolling hand in hand
Southern melodies,
Floating on the breeze
Let me tell you, it’s grand
For when you hear those darkies harmonize
Tear of gladness fill your eyes
Baritones and basses
Lounging round the places
Dixieland embraces
The happiest of races
All you see is smiling faces
When it’s night time in Dixie Land

Night time down in Dixieland
Lovers strolling hand in hand
Southern melodies,
Floatin’ on the breeze
Let me tell you, it’s grand
And when you hear those folks all harmonize
Tears of gladness fill your eyes
Baritones and basses
Lounging round the places
All the lovely places
Dixieland embraces*
All you see is smiling faces
When it’s night time in Dixieland

Through the air float the wonderful tunes
Of mister whippoorwill
On the ground dance the bowlegged coons
They simply can’t keep still
Vet’rans of the civil war
Telling stories by the score
How they fought in sixty four
Down in Dixieland

Take a journey to the land of delight
It’s just the dearest place of all
Even better than Arabian nights
Is list’ning to the crickets call
With your lover in the silvery light
When the evening shadows fall
You never have a worry
Down in Dixieland
* The second chorus introduces a variation:
Not a trace of sadness,
Only tears of gladness,
Evening breezes blowing
Swanee river flowing

Apart from the “unproblematic” first verse, Berlin’s original text reads as an invitation to join
in and observe the culture of Southern blacks as an outsider. The song represents “darkies” as

38

all grammatical errors and inconsistencies between ‘Dixie Land’ and ‘Dixieland’ and ‘nighttime’ vs. ‘night
time ‘are present in the original 1914 sheet music
39
This transcription does not include echoes (i.e. repetition of words) or rhythmic elements such as “duh-duh”
or “dut” which the arranger employs to fill out space between phrases, characteristic of the barbershop style. A
recording of the chart can be heard on Spotify, sung by Gotcha!:
https://open.spotify.com/track/7g3aYaaCPhrH7WULnrQ1FG?si=65HK7GtPTnS-b1Vkincn3w [Accessed 28
April 2020]
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a target of white fascination and the South as a place that embraces African Americans. The
song commodifies black culture as something mystical and magical that can be experienced
and witnessed for entertainment. All the while, the phrase “all you see is smiling faces”
signifies that such outside observance is unproblematic and well received.
David Wright’s barbershop arrangement expurgates Berlin’s creation by adapting it into a song
about lovers, and the ways in which the South suits itself well for a night of romance. Wright
adds an interlude which further describes Dixie as a moon-lit “land of delight”, and a variation
to the chorus which inserts a mention of the Swanee river, almost a Dixie tune necessity based
on the frequency of its being used as a backdrop for events depicted in Tin Pan Alley songs.
Instead of “darkies harmonizing”, Wright’s arrangement is general (“those folks”) and
ambiguous, allowing for subjective interpretation. The Wright version paints a picture of a
romantic night in Dixieland, focusing on the ambience and milieu of the South with its
moonlight (i.e. “silvery light”), “crickets”, and “evening breezes”. The change of focus on
“lovers” can also be found in earlier barbershop arrangements, for example on a 1980 recording
sung by 1976 international champion quartet The Innsiders40, which adds an intro suggesting
a trip down South for couples: “When you need a welcome change just try a holiday in
Dixieland”. The Innsiders’ arrangement, just as Wright’s treatment, also adds a reference to
the Suwannee river: “So get your girl, be sure to give her a boat ride on that Swanee river”.
Both barbershop adaptations thus turn the piece into a song about romance down South.
The original text, on the other hand, focuses on the mystifying and even a sort of fetishizing of
African Americans, where outsiders to the region are invited down South to witness “bow
legged coons”, “darkies harmonizing” and “vet’rans of the civil war telling stories by the
score”. Where the original song features racial and political representations, the barbershop
treatments focus on the nature of the South, distancing themselves from the cultural elements
of the South, save for the “harmonizing” described.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
The South represented in these “songs of praise” is a land of sunshine and cottonfields, a
paradise on Earth. Dixie is seen as a garden of Eden, in stark contrast with the urban North. It

40

The Innsiders’ recording of ”When it’s Night Time in Dixieland” featured on the album The Way We Were:
https://open.spotify.com/track/5ge8mYvy3inZPts7p8hFCj?si=6PBsWgjfSAevYTmFc84DCQ [Accessed 2 May
2020]
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is depicted as a place free of racial tensions, and African Americans are portrayed as the
“happiest of races”, always smiling and harmonizing. The importance of ‘home’ is emphasized
by lyrics that describe an existence outside of Dixie as weary and dreadful. Similarly, ‘family
and friends’ are shown to be important values for the Southerner, whose sadness grows
whenever he is away from home. In terms of Southern foodways, a few dishes are featured; the
mention of fried spring chicken, pumpkin pie and angel cake reveal that the cuisine of Dixie is
hearty and comforting.
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5. SONGS OF PLACE
Contrary to songs of praise, songs of place emphasize the qualities of a specific Southern
location. Perhaps no other place enjoys the same popularity as the Suwannee river, which has
been featured in songs about the South at least from 1851 when Stephen Foster wrote “Old
Folks at Home”, the official state song of Florida since 193541. Foster’s misspelling, “Swanee”,
became the standard for later tunesmiths who incorporated the Suwannee river in their songs.
The popularity of the river as a motif in Tin Pan Alley songs is evident in John Bush Jones’s
list of 475 songs: 16 of the titles directly mention “Swanee”, including songs like Down Where
the Swanee River Flows, Bless My Swanee River Home, If Shamrocks Grew along the Swanee
Shore, I've Got Swanee River Flowing through my Veins, Rock Me in My Swanee Cradle,
Where the Swanee River Flows thru Heaven, among others.
The most popular of these among barbershoppers is the 1919 hit “Swanee” by Irving Caesar
and George Gershwin, which has been sung 118 times in BHS contests since 1993. The second
most popular chart—“Down Where the Swanee River Flows” (1916) by Charles McCarron,
Charles S. Alberte and Albert Von Tilzer—displays 64 unique contest performances.

5.1 Swanee
Ed Waesche’s barbershop arrangement of Swanee (1919) is closely based on the original text
by Caesar, adding an intro to set the scene:
I love the coolness of the water
I love the softness of the shore
Someday, I know that I will go
Homeward that’s where I’ll be (long to be)

Waesche’s intro emphasizes the singer’s yearning to return home, where—according to the rest
of the lyrics of the song—“the banjos [are] strummin’ soft and low” and his mammy is waiting
and praying for him:
Swanee, How I love you, How I love you
My dear old Swanee
I’d give the world to be
Among the folks in D-I-X-I-Even know my
Mammy’s waiting for me, praying for me
Down by the Swanee

41

https://dos.myflorida.com/florida-facts/florida-state-symbols/state-song/ [Accessed 13 May 2020]
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The folks up north will see me no more
When I go to the Swanee shore
As in other Dixie tunes about homesickness, it is unclear why the protagonist is unable to return
“down South” at the time being. However, the deictic “down” shows that the protagonist is
situated in the North in relation to Swanee, as opposed to being in the West or the East. This
emphasizes how Dixie tunes view the South from the outside, situating it down or below the
Mason-Dixon Line. Here, the South is defined through contrasting it with what it is not, i.e. the
North.

5.2 Down Where the Swanee River Flows
Charles McCarron and Charles S. Alberte’s Down Where the Swanee River Flows (1916),
with music by Albert Von Tilzer, incorporates the same expression in its title. The song’s first
verse describes a person whose memories of their “old home town way down in Dixieland” are
awakened after seeing a “ten-cent photoplay” which featured “scenes of bygone days” that
made the protagonist “yearn to return to the land and people I will love always”. The second
verse—which is omitted from Larry Autenreith’s barbershop arrangement of the song—
describes the photoplay in more detail:

Plain as day upon the screen,
Hezakiah can be seen
little Mose on his toes, looking at the camera,
Nearly spoiled the scene
I saw the cotton white as foam
I saw my home sweet home

Here, distinguishably Jewish biblical names (Hezakiah and Mose) are given to Southern
characters that appear in the photoplay seen by the protagonist. Stephen Whitfield suggests that
American slavery shares similarities with the biblical slavery of the Hebrew people (Whitfield,
2002, p. 21), and perhaps such a parallel could be the inspiration for biblical names appearing
in a Dixie tune whose composer (Von Tilzer) was of Jewish heritage.
However, the song text does not implicitly state that these characters are African American.
Regardless of whether the narrator and his friends are black or white, the white of cotton is
equaled with ‘home’.
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The chorus of Down Where the Swanee River Flows further describes the singer’s sore-hearted
yearning and intention to travel back home:
Down where the Swanee River flows, I want to be there
Down where the cotton blossom grows, I want to see there
My little sister Flo’, keepin’ time with Uncle Joe
Singing a song and raggin’ on his old banjo
I see my dear old Mother
Oh, Lordy, Lordy how I love her
When the birds are singing in the wildwood
My happy childhood comes back once more, my heart is sore
That’s why I’m going back where they care for me
Every night they say a little prayer for me
Down where the Swanee River flows

Again, images of cotton are used to describe the South. The banjo, a stereotypically Southern
instrument with African American roots, is introduced as played by “Uncle Joe”, evoking
Fosterian imagery of Old Black Joe. The protagonist suffers from nostalgia for their childhood,
and the South is equaled with the past. The physical act of traveling back home is equaled with
the temporal return to one’s childhood. Here, traveling South is a form of time travel to a place
and time where one can experience happiness “once more”.
Larry Autenreith’s barbershop arrangement of Down Where The Swanee River Flows makes
no significant changes to McMarron and Alberte’s lyrics; The second verse is omitted, which
is not unusual in barbershop arrangements, which are designed to be singable and usually
around 2-3 minutes in length. The shortening of recorded Dixie tunes is not specific to
barbershop adaptations: verses were likely to be omitted from early original recordings as well,
as the technological limitations of early phonograph records only allowed three minutes of
audio to be recorded on a disc. Thus, no hasty conclusions should be made about Autenreith’s
lack of adapting the verse that describes “Hezekiah and Mose filling the screen”.

5.3 Carolina in the Morning
Another form of homesickness, in the form of wishing and daydreaming can be found in
Carolina in the Morning (1922) with music by Walter Donaldson and lyrics by Gus Kahn
emphasized the picturesque qualities of the Palmetto and Tar Heel states—the lyrics do not
specify whether “butterflies all flutter up and kiss each little buttercup at dawning” in the North
or South, so one may assume both Carolinas are as likely to be the setting chosen by Donaldson
and Kahn. The chorus of Carolina in the Morning is set up by an intro/verse that frames the
rest of the song as a wish or a daydream. Several “modern” (i.e. mid-20th-century) versions of
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the song omit the verses completely, changing the meaning of the song; as sung by Bing Crosby
or Dean Martin, Carolina in the Morning becomes a statement of a morning stroll grounded in
reality, as opposed to the original version which describes a product of the protagonist’s
imagination. The chorus of the song is told from the perspective of a presumably male
protagonist who describes Carolina as an idyllic setting for morning strolls with his sweetheart:
Nothing could be finer than to be in Carolina in the morning
No one could be sweeter than my sweetie when I meet her in the morning
Where the morning glories twine around the door
Whispering pretty stories I long to hear once more
Strolling with my girlie where the dew is pearly early in the morning
Butterflies all flutter up and kiss each little buttercup at dawning

The emphasis on the flora and fauna of the South, although brief, evokes connotations of the
South as a modern garden of Eden, a place where one can experience nature firsthand—
certainly different from the New York of the roaring twenties where the song was published.
Born in Germany, Kahn grew up in Chicago and contributed greatly to the canon of the
American songbook42.
The closing hook of the song’s chorus harks back to folk tale—similarly as Berlin’s Night Time
Down in Dixieland with its comparison of Arabian nights with the nocturnal American
South)—as it incorporates the wish-fulfilling magical lamp of Aladdin:
If I had Aladdin’s lamp for only a day
I’d make a wish and here’s what I’d say
Nothing could be finer than to be in Carolina in the morning
Ironically, the last line of the chorus is not technically a wish, but a statement. Here, the
superiority of Carolina in the protagonist’s view is evident, as the possibility of making his
wildest wishes come true leaves him unfazed—being in Carolina is all he could ever want.
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https://www.songhall.org/profile/Gus_Kahn [Accessed 26 May 2020]
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Ed Waesche’s barbershop arrangement of “Carolina” omits the second verse but adapts the
original first verse, unchanged, into an intro:
Wishing is good time wasted
Still it’s a habit they say
Wishing for sweets I’ve tasted
That’s all I do all day
Maybe there’s nothing in wishing
But speaking of wishing I’ll say:

Overall, Carolina, and by extension, the South as a whole, is represented as a place so
irresistible that even when presented with Aladdin’s lamp, one could not wish to be anywhere
else.

CHAPTER SUMMARY
“Songs of place” reveal the South to be a place where the Swanee river flows (regardless of
which state or region is sung about), where white cotton grows while banjos are strummed.
Childhood and home are prominent themes, as is the homesickness Southerners feel while
being away from the South. These misplaced Southerners portrayed in songs of place are
situated in the North, not the East or the West. The location of the South is always “down” or
“below the Mason-Dixon line”, showing that it is viewed from a Northern perspective. A strong
yearning and longing to be “down South” or “back home” is paralleled with a nostalgia for
‘childhood’ and traveling down South symbolically functions as a form of time travel back to
one’s childhood.
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6. SONGS OF ACTIVITY
The plurality of the tunes in my dataset clearly depict an activity, often in the form of a
celebration of music and dance. I am convinced that this particular type of Dixie tune is popular
among barbershoppers because it lends itself well to spectacular stage performance and
choreography. In recent decades, some of the largest barbershop choruses—groups with more
than 100 members on stage—have presented audiences with contest performances that include
elaborate choreography and amateur acrobatics, and occasionally even costume changes in the
middle of songs. The high level of spectacle has become such a cliché that some groups have
resorted to self-parody in order to deconstruct the mannerisms and tropes of barbershop contest
performances43.
This type of “spectacular Dixie tune” often begins with some form of invitation, employing
imperatives that speak out either to the listener or to a character close to the narrator. Some
examples of such invitational and imperative lines include:
“Come this way, don’t delay” (Alabama Jubilee)
“Come a little nearer” (Alexander’s Band is Back in Dixieland)
“Better hurry and let’s meander” (Alexander’s Ragtime Band)
“Listen don’t you hear that drumming?” (Listen to that Dixie Band)

6.1 Alexander’s Ragtime Band
Certainly, the most iconic chart in this subgenre of Dixie tune is Irving Berlin’s Alexander’s
Ragtime Band (1911), performed 167 times in BHS administered contests since 1993. One of
Berlin’s early hits (he was 23 at the time), the song praises the “bestest band” in the land.
Berlin’s fictional bandleader was introduced to consumers a year earlier in Alexander and his
Clarinet (1910) as clarinetist Alexander Adams44, and has been referenced in several songs
ever since. According to Philip Furia, even Berlin’s first mention was a reference to something
older, namely Alexander Don’t You Love Your Baby No More?—a coon song from 1904.
Charles Hamm thoroughly explored the history and legacy of Alexander’s Ragtime Band in a
1996 article titled Alexander and his Band (Hamm, 1996). A favorite among barbershoppers,
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In the BHS’s international quartet contest of 2008, Hot Shots created a humorous performance by juxtaposing
the tropes of large choruses with a quartet setting. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=vM7aY1pho7I [Accessed
27 May 2020]
44
https://levysheetmusic.mse.jhu.edu/collection/077/002 [Accessed 27 May 2020]
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the song has inspired several adaptations, six of which are currently available for purchase from
the BHS45. Narratively, “Alexander” is told from the perspective of someone who invites his
“honey lamb” to “come and hear” the “best band in the land”. Before Alexander’s name is
mentioned, he is described as the “leader man” and “ragged meter man”, obviously a reference
to the syncopated (or “ragged”) rhythm of ragtime music, whose golden era spanned from the
late 1890s into the late 1910s46. According to Charles Hamm, dialectical choices (such as
‘honey lamb’) and given names (in this case Alexander) leave no doubt that the protagonist
and the leader man are African-American:
Hints of black dialect in the text (. . .) may seem subtle clues today, but would have
conveyed a clearer message in 191247 (Hamm, 2000, p. 301)
A performative “black dialect” is also assumed by white artists in early recordings of Berlin’s
repertoire. However, Hamm emphasizes that the meaning and even the genre of a song will
change depending on what kind of performance is given of it. It stands to reason, then, that the
meanings of all Dixie tunes are dependent on the way they are performed.
As performed in the barbershop style, Alexander’s Ragtime Band becomes a celebration of the
musical virtuosity of the fictitious band. The brass band, led by Alexander, can “play a bugle
call” so persuasive that the listener will “want to go to war”. Berlin wrote this line only a few
years before the Great War, revealing an outdated 19th century romanticized image of warfare
as noble, heroic, and exciting. Changing attitudes about armed conflict are evident in David
Wright’s barbershop arrangement of “Alexander” from 1990; the barbershop adaptation
describes the bugle call as “so natural that you want to hear some more”. This change, however,
was not penned by Wright, but by Berlin himself in the 1960s (Furia, 1990, p. 50). Another
adaptation, in the form of a medley sung by the Gas House Gang (arranged by David
Harrington) replaces the measures not with new lyrics, but an imitation of a trumpet fanfare48.
A more modern rendition arranged by Steven Armstrong in 2009 interestingly preserves the
“war” connotation, and adds an original intro that further ups the ante of the anticipation the
protagonist feels towards Alexander’s band:
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https://shop.barbershop.org/search.php?search_query=%22alexander%27s+ragtime+band%22 [Accessed 27
May 2020]
46
https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic/view/10.1093/gmo/9781561592630.001.0001/omo9781561592630-e-0000022825 [Accessed 28 May 2020]
47
Hamm refers to “When the Midnight Choo Choo Leaves for Alabam’” which uses similar language as
“Alexander”
48
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ResVYFnXKSU the phrase can be heard around the 1 minute mark in this
performance from 1994 [Accessed 28 May 2020]
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Just hear that wild commotion comin’ from over there
I’ve got this crazy notion, something grand is in the air
Something wonderful I swear
It’s a fascinatin’, resonatin’, cannonadin’, syncopatin’ band
(what a band, best in the land, all the land)

David Wright also created an intro that emphasizes the experience of witnessing an amazing
musical performance:
Oh, Ma honey! Heaven just came down!
That ragtime sound swept me off the ground!
It’s [sic] mesmerizing sway just stole my heart away
Honeylamb, it’s heaven when they play

The arrangement relocates Berlin’s original verse in the middle of the song, functioning as a
bridge rather than as an introduction. The original chorus, which is virtually unchanged,
mentions Swanee, once again:
Come on along, come on along,
Let me take you by the hand
Up to the man, up to the man
Who’s the leader of the band,
And if you care to hear that Swanee River played in ragtime
Come on and hear, come on and hear
Alexander’s ragtime band
Here, Berlin most likely refers to the Fosterian Swanee of “Old Folks at Home”—since
“Swanee” by Gershwin would not be released until eight years later. Ironically, the musical
elements of “Alexander” do not qualify it as a traditional “rag” number. However, Philip Furia
argued that the lyrics of it are “skillfully ragged” (Furia, 1990, p. 49).
Berlin’s second verse describes the band — it’s fiddle with “notes that screeches like a chicken”
and “the clarinet is a colored pet”. The latter is the only lyrical line that explicitly describes the
band as “colored”. Neither David Wright’s nor Steven Armstrong’s arrangements adapt the
second verse in any way.
What then, makes “Alexander” a Dixie tune? As treated by several scholars (Hamm, in
particular) the implied racial representations of Alexander’s Ragtime Band carry Southern
connotations. Here, race is closely linked with the South, although “the bestest band” could
just as well be performing on a Northern bandstand.
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6.2 Alexander’s Band is Back in Dixieland
While Berlin’s lyrics left the band’s history and geographical origin open to interpretation, Jack
Yellen seized the opportunity in 1919 when he penned Alexander’s Band is Back in Dixieland
(1919), with music by Albert Gumble. This rather generic Dixie tune uses the already wellestablished Alexander character49, it too a celebration of his musical superiority:
Here comes Ragtime Alexander
Dixie’s famous band commander
No more worry no more blues
Ev’rybody run along and get your dancin’ shoes
When it comes to syncopation
That’s the best band in creation
Oh boy what a time
‘Cross the Mason Dixon line
Alexander’s Band is back in Dixieland
Just as in Alexander’s Ragtime Band, the activity of listening and dancing to live music is
portrayed as a great pastime. Yellen’s first verse incorporates an anticipatory build up not
unlike the typical barbershop intros:
Where’s that music comin’ from
Listen to that rum tum tum
Come a little nearer
Now it’s getting’ clearer
Ain’t they playin some
That’s what I call music sweet
Puts the tickle in your feet
I know from the metre
There’s a certain leader
Comin down the street

Ed Waesche added a short intro of his own when arranging the song in 1987:
What a sound! Gather round
Time has come to lose that frown
‘cause Alexander’s band is back in town
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Berlin’s original instrumental motif is even referenced in an early 1919 recording by Harry Fox , just after the
1-minute mark https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ud8lJ6y7Dk4 [Accessed 30 June 2020]
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As in other barbershop treatments, Yellen’s original verse is not used in the beginning of the
song but relocated to the middle (introduced after 32 bars in Waesche’s arrangement).
Waesche, however, omits Yellen’s second verse, which is rich in Dixie-iconography:
Now we’ll have some harmonies
Floatin’ on the evenin’ breeze
When the steamboat loaders and the cotton toters
start their jubilees
I’ll be down to ev’ry one Just as quick as I can run
With my lovin’ baby Let me tell you maybe
I won’t have some fun

Steamboats and cotton are synonymous with the South represented in Dixie tunes. By
introducing the idea of a jubilee in the evening at the end of the workday, the song text portrays
steamboat loading as an enjoyable activity, leaving energy for later leisure. As Earl F.
Bargainnier explains:
Very little work is performed in the South of popular song; even when a steamboat
has to be loaded or cotton picked, it is done to a bouncy beat.
(Bargainnier, 1977, p. 536)

6.3 Mississippi Mud
Harry Barris’s Mississippi Mud (1927) depicts another evening activity in the form of a dance
party situated on the mud revealed by the low tide. Barris’s original lyrics reveal similar
fetishization of “darkies” and their activities as Berlin’s When It’s Nigh Time Down in
Dixieland. Here the social life of African-Americans is described from the perspective of an
outside narrator (probably white, like Barris) watching a show, revealed by lines such as “Joy!
That music thrills me” and “what a show when they go” (emphasis mine). Barris also names
three specific characters, Uncle Dud, Uncle Joe, and Uncle Jim—a clear use of the “Uncle
Tom” stereotype which depicts African-Americans as loyal and “dependable workers”50.
Interestingly, in the case of Mississippi Mud, the barbershop arrangement written by David
Wright provides further backstory to the plot. Unlike most Dixie tune arrangements that
distance themselves from the original depictions, Wright’s Mississippi Mud embraces the
problematic depiction of hard-working but happy African-Americans by adding an original
intro with Old Man River-esque imagery:
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https://www.ferris.edu/HTMLS/news/jimcrow/tom/homepage.htm [Accessed 1 June 2020]
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Here along the river they work ‘til day is done
Lifting and pulling, heaving and hauling under the burning sun
Heavy hearts a-sighing, they toil the hours away
But weary eyes look up at close of day
Wright’s arrangement changes the original “darkies” to the ambiguous “people”, a choice
employed by several barbershop arrangers. However, the added intro exacerbates the
depictions of Barris’s characters and leaves little ambiguity to who is carrying out the heavy
work that is sung about. Once again, the narrator of the song is observing the events from the
outside, and the use of “they” emphasizes the difference between the singer and the characters
of the tune. The barbershop arrangement preserves the “Uncles” introduced by Barris. The
original verse by Barris portrays “darkies” as “happy as a cow chewin’ on a cud”, perpetuating
the image of the “happy darkie”, equaling him to an adorable, yet ultimately ignorant animal:
When the sun goes down, the tide goes out
The darkies gather ‘round and they all begin to shout
“Hey hey uncle Dud it’s a treat to beat your feet on the Mississippi mud
It’s a treat to beat your feet on the Mississippi mud”
What a dance do they do
Lordy how I’m telling you
They don’t need no band
They keep time by clappin’ their hand
Just as happy as a cow chewin’ on a cud
When the darkies beat their feet on the Mississippi mud
The line “they don’t need no band/they keep time by clapping their hand” is a display of the
stereotype that people of African descent are somehow inherently more musical and rhythmic
than white people. Although a “positive stereotype”, such narratives are still unhelpful in
creating a realistic depiction of the South and its people.

6.4 Waiting for the Robert E. Lee
Another song of riverbank activity is the 1912 hit Waiting for the Robert E. Lee with music
by Lewis F. Muir and lyrics penned by L. Wolfe Gilbert. The title of course refers to the reallife 19th century steamboat bearing the confederate general’s name. As mentioned in chapter 2,
the songwriters’ unfamiliarity with Southern geography is evident from the first line of the
song, which situates a river levee in the state of Alabama, when in reality such scenery is not
typical of the region:
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Way down on the levee in old Alabamy, there’s daddy and mammy
there’s Ephriam and Sammy, on a moon light night you can find them all,
While they are waitin’ the banjos are syncopatin’
What’s that they’re saying? What’s that they’re saying?
While they keep playin’ hummin’ and swayin’
It’s the good ship Robert E. Lee that’s come to carry the cotton away

Similarly to Mississippi Mud, the nightly celebration accompanied by “banjos” is an event that
brings a number of people together. Here, Gilbert uses “mammy” juxtaposed with “daddy”,
suggesting that the woman present on the levee is in fact a ‘mother’ as opposed to the mammy
archetype. Again “cotton” is used as a symbol for southerness. The second verse describes how
“the whistles are blowin’” and “the smokestacks are showin’” while ropes are thrown. Another
character, a preacher, is introduced and described as “the dancing teacher”, signifying that the
anticipation to see the steamboat is significant enough to excite even those who are usually
depicted as reserved and focused on divine, rather than earthly forms of entertainment. Such a
depiction of the steamboats arrival as a larger-than-life event is, however, relatively realistic,
as an account from an 1883 issue of the Santa Rosa Democrat would suggest:
When the Lee arrived at St. Louis 30,000 people crowded the wharf, the windows and
the housetops to receive her. No similar event had ever created so much excitement.
(Anon., 1883)
The text describes the levee as “the place where all is harmonious”. This functions not only as
a literal description of musical harmony provided by the banjos described in the opening verse,
but also as a description of imagined racial harmony. The Dixie of popular music is
“harmonious” in the sense that the South which is described through song does not describe
any racial tensions. The image created is a romanticized version of a reality which involved
rampant racism and racially motivated violence.
David Wright’s barbershop arrangement of the tune introduces a relatively large amount of
original additions to the text, mainly in the form of an intro and an interlude, both sharing a
minor key melody composed by Wright. The minor key acts as a sentimental contrast to the
rest of the song which is clearly established in a major key. Once again, the intro is told from
the perspective of an outside observer who, in the form of a vision, is approaching some sort
of celebration:
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Night’s enchantment brings a vision of a place I seem to know
There an old-time throng is gathered by a river’s gentle flow
Skeeters are a-hummin’ in the warm night air
Glad anticipation is everywhere
From the dim come happy voices and they beckon me, now I can see
The third line of the intro is a clear reference to Kentucky Babe (1896), a “plantation lullaby”
originally written by two white men in a faux-African American dialect51. Kentucky Babe is
one of a handful of arrangements distributed for free by the Barbershop Harmony Society52,
and as such it is popular among newcomers to the genre. The arrangement, by Kirk Roose,
heavily modifies the original lyrics, eliminating all traces of dialect and racial stereotypes. The
line that follows in Wright’s intro mentions anticipation, another ubiquitous theme in
barbershop arrangements of “songs of activity”. Wright’s interlude emphasizes homesickness,
again as a visceral experience that makes one’s “soul cry and heart sigh”:
But now my joyful dream is ended and the fair scene fades away
How I’m longing, arms extended, for that riverside at evening tide
To watch them shuffling along, down there where I belong
Hear my soul cry, heart sigh

Written in 1912, Waiting for the Robert E. Lee is clearly nostalgic for the 19th century South,
when the eponymous steamboat was in service. However, John Bush Jones describes the song
as “anachronistic” instead of nostalgic, solely based on the fact that the lyrics are written in the
present tense (Jones, 2015, p. 102). I find such a restrictive interpretation nonsensical when
analyzing a piece of popular music. Surely songs can be written in the present tense and still
function as nostalgic pieces, and not be bound to the specific moment they were written.

6.5 Alabama Jubilee
Jack Yellen’s and George Cobb’s Alabama Jubilee (1915) displays familiar themes of
anticipation of a nightly celebration, although no river or steamboat is present. The verse is
quite similar to Berlin’s Alexander’s Ragtime Band, with imperatives such as “hear” and “come
this way”:
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https://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/hasm_b0793_b0793-3/ [Accessed 17 July 2020]
https://www.barbershop.org/music/free-sheet-music [Accessed 17 July 2020]
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Mandolins, violins
Hear the darkies tunin’ up, the fun begins
Come this way, don’t delay
Better hurry, honey dear, or you’ll be missin’
Music sweet, ragtime treat
Goes right to your head and trickles to your feet
It’s a reminder, a memory finder
Of nights down in old Alabam’
Aaron Dale’s arrangement of Alabama Jubilee expurgates the second line into “See the people
waiting ‘til the fun begins”. Similar to the dancing preacher of Waiting for the Robert E. Lee,
Yellen’s text in Alabama Jubilee introduces clergymen in the form of “Deacon Jones” and “Old
Parson Brown”. The chorus also mentions “Aunt Jemima” who is “past eighty-three” but still
“full of pep”. By the time Alabama Jubilee was written, Aunt Jemima had already been an
established brand character for over 20 years, originally played by former slave Nancy Green,
starting in the 1890s (Cox, 2011, p. 34). Dale’s arrangement leaves out Aunt Jemima, replacing
her with “Miss Virginia”. Echoing the way David Wright uses a minor key interlude to provide
contrast to an otherwise joyful tune, Dale introduces an interlude that paints a bleak picture:
I recall how the winter wind started blowing up the storm
And the sky appeared so desolate and grey
Then my heart would start to yearn for the springtime to return
And the town become alive again some day
Now though I’ve strayed away so long, still I dream about that old time throng
And the people I will see at the jubilee, when the winter wind has gone away
When the winter wind has gone and the sun shines bright again
they’ll have a jubilee once again

The rest of Dale’s arrangement provides theme and variation based on Yellen’s original text,
emphasizing the return to something familiar, with lines like “I gotta get back home and
celebrate, I know where I’ll be going and I won’t be late”.

6.6 Listen to that Dixie Band
Listen to that Dixie Band (1914) puts the imperative in the title itself. Once again, the tune is
introduced from the perspective of an audience about to hear something special:
Listen, don’t you he [sic] that drummin’?
Down the street a band is comin’
Hear the music sweet
Trampin of the feet
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In the original text, the narrator urges “Little Sammy” to run and get his “mammy”, and not
surprisingly, Mel Knight’s barbershop treatment of the song changes this line into “Run you
little laddie, go and get your daddy”. In the second verse, Yellen’s original text identifies the
mammy character as “Mammy Jinny”:
Let’s go down to mammy Jinny’s
For a good old Dixie jubilee
Mammy she will feed us
And the band will treat us
To some Southern harmony
The “southern harmony” refers to “melodies right from the old plantation”, as described in the
second verse. Here, Old South nostalgia is evoked by specifically using the term “old
plantation” as opposed to just “plantation”, which would be a more contemporary choice if the
songwriter’s intention were to write about a plantation of 1914. Knight’s arrangement does not
incorporate the second verse in any way, and thus the plantation and mammy references will
not be familiar to barbershoppers.
The chorus of Listen to that Dixie Band is a straight-forward celebration of music, much like
Alexander’s Ragtime Band or Alexander’s Band is Back in Dixieland:
Listen to that Dixie band
From my home in Dixieland
That’s the band I love best of all
Everybody will fall for that old bugle call
Listen to that big bass drum
Ain’t that trombone blowin’ some?
Oh boy! What is it they’re playin?
Oh joy! That’s got ‘em all swayin’
Hurry ‘cause it’s nearin’, Hear the darkies cheerin’
For that Dixie band
The reference to darkies cheerin’ is, of course, modified into hear the folks a-cheerin’ in Mel
Knight’s adaptation.

6.7 All Aboard for Dixieland
Another Dixie tune activity besides the Southern jubilee or musical celebration is the physical
act of returning home, or the preparation for such a return. Yet another piece by Jack Yellen
and George L. Cobb, All Aboard for Dixieland (1913) describes the eager anticipation of a
boat trip down South. The “sidewheeler” steamboat is described as the narrator’s
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“homesickness healer”, a ship that “sails right to the land that’s ne’er forsaken”. The first verse
begins with enthusiastic exclamations of excitement:
My baggage is waitin’
My heart syncopatin’,
Now I hope there’ll be no hesitatin’
I’m all excited, I’m so delighted
Feelin’ like a clown
‘cause I’m Dixie boun’
David Wright’s barbershop arrangement of All Aboard for Dixieland uses the original verse,
although not in the beginning of the song. In its place, the arrangement opens with an original
intro that equals roaming with heartache and sorrow, something only a return to Dixieland can
cure:
Goodbye, heartache! So long, sorrow!
Dixieland, I’m coming home today (I’ll sail away)
Can’t you hear this anxious heart a-sighin’?
Lordy can’t you hear that spielerman a-cryin’?

The “spielerman”, whose attributes are left to the imagination in the barbershop arrangement,
is described as “that darky spieler” in Yellen’s original text. Likewise, the mention of “darkies”
in the line “Oh, joy! Feel the boat a-rockin! / Oh, boy! See those darkies flockin’” is changed
to “people” by Wright. The chorus of the song describes how the steamboat is being prepared
for its journey. Yellen’s lyrics use personification, describing how the steamboat is “prayin’ to
start”, asking what its whistle is “sayin’”:
Dixie! All aboard the boat for Dixie
Dixie! get your tickets here for Dixie!
Hear those big engines a-prayin’ to start,
And the whistles blowin’
everybody’s goin’ to Dixie
Send my mail to me in Dixie!
Goodbye! So long! Farewell this time
forever!
Oh, joy! Feel the boat a-rockin!
Oh, boy! See those darkies flockin’
Hear that band a-playin’
What’s that whistle sayin’?
All aboard for Dixie Land!

Wright emphasizes this personification towards the end of his arrangement with the lines:

50

“All aboard!” the whistle’s sayin’: “All aboard!”
“All aboard!” the engine’s prayin’: “All aboard!”
This is followed by a plea addressed directly at the steamboat itself:
Sidewheeler, you heartache healer
Can’t you hear this heart a-sighin’
Wright’s arrangement leaves out Yellen’s second verse, which employs several stereotypical
depictions of African Americans, e.g. naming one of the characters “Rastus”. Similarly to Aunt
Jemima, Rastus also appeared in early American advertising, most notably as the smiling chefmascot for the porridge mix manufacturer Cream of Wheat (Alcorn, 2020). A mammy is also
mentioned, although as in Waiting for the Robert E. Lee, a “daddy” accompanies her. The
protagonist exclaims: “Yea, bo! I’m goin’ where cotton’s growin’ / to those dear old scenes
down in New Orleans”, again showing how cotton is synonymous with the South.

6.8 When that Midnight Choo, Choo, Leaves for Alabam’
As we’ve seen so far, the steamboat is the most prominent mode of transportation when
traveling “down South”. While the automobile existed during the time most Dixie tunes were
written, its limited technology did not allow for long trips. Railroads, however, were
commonplace and more than capable of interstate travel. When That Midnight Choo, Choo,
Leaves for Alabam' (1912) by Irving Berlin describes the day a protagonist moves back to
Alabama, presumably from the urban North. The opening verse depicts how the narrator is
preparing to return the keys of his flat to his landlord. The apartment is described as a “dreary”
place where the narrator has spent “many weary nights” in nostalgic reminiscence for the “folks
down home”. As recently as 2010, the song earned the Dallas-based “megachorus” The Vocal
Majority a silver medal at the BHS International contest53. The intro to David Wright’s
arrangement of Berlin’s classic vamps the words “Alabam’” and “honey lamb”, building up an
anticipation for what is to come. As mentioned in chapter 6, according to Charles Hamm the
dialectical phrase, “where my honey lamb am”, confirms that Berlin’s protagonist in “Midnight
Choo Choo” is African American. Whether or not this is known to the singers in the Vocal
Majority (who are mostly white Texans) is unclear. Berlin’s chorus, which remains virtually
unchained in Wright’s arrangement, describes the intentions of the protagonist:
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZP0mYTE8dw8 [Accessed 31 July 2020]
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When the midnight choo-choo leaves for Alabam’
I’ll be right there, I’ve got my fare
When I see that rusty haired conductorman
I’ll grab him by the collar and I’ll holler
Alabam’! Alabam’! That’s where you stop your train
That brings me back again
Down home where I’ll remain
Where my honeylamb am
I will be right there with bells, when that old conductor yells:
“All aboard! All aboard!
All aboard for Alabam’”
Berlin’s second verse alludes to Southern cuisine by describing the protagonist’s intentions to
“overfeed [his] face” the minute he gets back to the South, since he has not had “a good meal
since the day [he] went away”. The term “overfeed” suggests that the type of food about to be
consumed is a hearty and comforting meal, so called “soul food”, although it would not have
been called that in the early 20th century. The verse continues by mentioning the protagonist’s
“Pa and Ma”, here clearly referring to father and mother as opposed to the numerous mentions
of “mammy” seen in the other songs in my dataset. In his barbershop arrangement of “Midnight
Choo Choo”, David Wright chooses to omit Berlin’s second verse and replace it with an
original verse quite similar to the one he wrote for Waiting for the Robert E. Lee. The theme is
clear: The North is dreary, cold and grey, and everything will be better once the protagonist
returns to the South:
It's cold and grey and my heart is far away
Where the pretty flowers are blooming all around
I'm mighty glad to leave this place behind
Alabam' is always on my mind
Wright’s verse also describes Alabama as a “perfect slice of paradise”, adding that there is
“nowhere half as nice ‘cause that’s where my honey lamb am”. The line “nowhere half as nice”
harks back to And They Called it Dixieland’s “they made it twice as nice as paradise”, once
again showing how Dixie is the closest thing to heaven on Earth.
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CHAPTER SUMMARY
Songs of activity often function as invitations for the listener to come and join an event that is
about to commence. Anticipation is a main theme, especially in the introductory verses, where
either the listener or a character in the song is urged to come and hear a musical performance.
Often, these performances are described as otherworldly exhilarating experiences. The music
is celebrated through dance where everyone is welcome: black, white, young and old. Even
clergymen are depicted as partaking in the festivities, and not seldom, specific “characters” are
mentioned by name. Occasionally, these include well established cultural icons such as “Aunt
Jemima” or the bandleader “Alexander”. Steamboats are mentioned in several songs, and
cotton loading is depicted as a delightful process rather than a laborious ordeal. Racial
representations and mentions of “darkies” are usually either left out or adapted into more
ambiguous forms whenever a song is arranged into the barbershop style.
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7. SONGS OF MAMMY
Appearing as a side note in several Dixie tunes, the mammy archetype takes center stage in
three of the eighteen songs in my dataset. The archetype consists of a black woman who takes
care of white children, an asexual, loyal female character who nurtures and loves the very
people that enslaved her.
Mammy as a character is the quintessence of strength, constancy, and integrity. She is
not only capable, generous, and kind but also very religious, long-suffering, and
sometimes scolding. A Christian oracle of wisdom, she passes her knowledge on to
white characters whose lives are thereby enriched. (Wilson, 2006, p. 244)
In addition to the African American stereotype known as “Mammy”, the word is also used
when referring to a biological mother. As mentioned in earlier chapters, these two distinct
meanings attributed to “mammy” make the analysis of Dixie tunes challenging, and thus we
will have to rely on context and illustrations to determine whether a songwriter is referring to
a servant or a mother when using the term “mammy”.

7.1 Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody
Out of the tree songs categorized as “mammy songs”, Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie
Melody (1918) displays several Dixie tune tropes most obviously. The lyrics by Sam M. Lewis
and Joe Young use several intertextual references to Stephen Foster’s texts, again mentioning
“Old Black Joe” and the “Swanee River” explicitly, while quoting Foster’s “My Old Kentucky
Home” through the use of the line “Weep no more my lady”.
While several of the songs discussed earlier focus on a physical return to the South, mammy
songs depict a regression-like return to one’s childhood in search of comfort. This regression
is described in the second verse of Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody:
Anytime I hear a mammy sing her babe to sleep; slumber deep
That’s the time the shadows ‘round my heart begin to creep; and I weep
Wonder why I went away, What a fool I’ve been
Take me back to yesterday, In your arms again
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Here, the act of growing up is seen as something the narrator regrets. The chorus then goes on
to address the “mammy” directly from the perspective of the regressed man:
Rock-a-bye your baby with a Dixie Melody
When you croon, croon a tune from the heart of Dixie
Just hang my cradle, Mammy mine, right on that Mason Dixon Line
And swing it from Virginia, to Tennessee with all the love that’s in yer
Weep no more my lady; sing that song again for me
And Old Black Joe, just as though you had me on your knee
A million baby kisses I’ll deliver, the minute that you sing the Swanee River
Rock-a-bye your rock-a-bye baby with a Dixie Melody
Based on the lyrics alone, one might not immediately deduce the song’s origin; it was
introduced by Al Jolson in the musical production “Sinbad” at the Winter Garden in New York.
The original sheet music cover depicts a turban-wearing man reclining against a stack of
pillows while three women are belly dancing in front of a backdrop of oriental architecture. To
an audience of today, the sheet music cover manages to offend in two ways: both in its
orientalism and Dixie-glorification.
A barbershop arrangement of “Rock-a-bye” written by Lloyd Steinkamp as performed by the
quartet “American Pastime”54 uses the second half of the original second verse (as seen on page
51) as an intro. While the phrase “mammy mine” is preserved in the chorus, the line “And Old
Black Joe” has been replaced by “Sing soft and low”. By omitting the first verse completely,
and only using the latter half of the second verse, Steinkamp’s barbershop arrangement is less
obvious in its use of the mammy stereotype, only featuring the term once. Another earlier
barbershop performance is less subtle; in the mid-1990s the quartet Marquis performed the
song with its original first verse in an adaptation that, curiously, also omits the mention of Old
Black Joe, but instead features a full blown Al Jolson imitation by the quartet’s lead singer55.

7.2 No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-A-DOUBLE-M-Y
No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-A-DOUBLE-M-Y (1923) composed by Harry
Link and featuring lyrics by Bob Nelson displays similar themes of a regressive homesickness
towards childhood nostalgia. The song’s two verses are uneventful and banal, setting up the
chorus by describing how “rolling stones” that have left their “happy homes” can find comfort
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in the love their mammy feels for them. The chorus goes on to elaborate what the letters M-AM-M-Y stand for:
M is for the mince pies that she used to make
A is for the apples in her apple cake
Double M is for the many miles you had to roam
And Y is that you’re yearning just to get back home
And though you’ve roamed this whole world over
Say! A love like hers you can’t buy
‘cause no one loves you any better than your M-A-Double-M-Y
David Harrington’s barbershop arrangement of the song stays true to the original, featuring it’s
first verse and chorus. However, a second chorus introduces modernized lyrics:
M is for the many nights she waited up late
A is for the Aspirin that she had to take
Double M is for the mumps and measles I brought home
Y is that she yelled and yelled and yelled ‘til I was grown

7.3 Mammy o’ Mine
Some “mammy songs” popular among barbershoppers feature a lingering Oedipean undertone.
Nowhere is this as obvious as in Mammy o’ Mine (1919) by William Tracy and Maceo Pinkard.

Figure 2: Sheet music cover for "Mammy O' Mine" (1919)
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An early cover illustration for the sheet music of Mammy O’ Mine features a grown man
reaching out for an elderly woman, presumably his mother. Based on the illustration and the
lyrics of the song, this piece uses “mammy” simply as a term of endearment for one’s mother.
The chorus of the song describes the man’s yearning to be with his mother:
Mammy o’ mine below that Old Dixon Line
Oh how I’m longing to kiss you, I miss you all of the time
I kiss your picture each night and read the letters you write
For they remind me of days of long ago - Oh! Lordy how I’d like to be with you
When I’m alone my thoughts go wandering home
Then I start thinking of you, and feeling so blue I could cry, now I know why
Daddy used to say, the good lord bless’d us, when he gave us you, ‘cause you’re the bestes’
Angel divine, you wonderful mammy o’mine

A barbershop arrangement of Mammy o’ Mine performed by Sound Center (arranger unknown)
preserves William Tracy’s text without alterations. This is not surprising, as the text does not
contain racial stereotypes or other offensive material, although the narrator’s fascination with
kissing his mother might seem outdated to modern audiences.

CHAPTER SUMMARY:
Surprisingly, the mammies represented in this small sample of three songs do not adhere to the
racial stereotype of the apron-wearing black servant. In contrast, based on sheet music
illustrations and the context of the lyrics, it can be argued that these three songs simply use
‘mammy’ as a variation for ‘mother’. The theme of traveling back home in a geographical
sense is paralleled with the theme of traveling back in time to one’s childhood. Both aspects
rely on nostalgia for something purer and more innocent than adulthood.
When arranged into the barbershop style, these three mammy songs stay relatively true to their
original versions, showing that unlike other types of Dixie tunes that have undergone more
prominent expurgation, “mammy songs” are not found to be as offensive.
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8. CONCLUSION
Dixie tunes popular among competing barbershop ensembles reveal a much-romanticized
image of the American South. Through music, the region is represented as a paradise on Earth,
devoid of racial tension and other socioeconomic issues. Depictions of racial minorities are
stereotypical, as one would expect of any cultural representations of the early 20th century.
These outdated racial stereotypes present in Dixie tunes include Mammies, Uncle Tom-type
characters, and the “happy darkie”. All of these depict African Americans as happy with their
social status, never questioning the troubling realities of the South’s history of slavery, and the
remaining segregation and discrimination at the time of Tin Pan Alley’s golden era. Often, the
cultural activities of African Americans are fetishized as something mysterious that is observed
from an outside listeners perspective. This includes both negative and positive stereotypes.
Geographically, the region’s sunshine is emphasized. Wintertime is nowhere to be seen—
except up North, of course. The white cottonfields and the flowing Swanee river serves as a
picturesque backdrop for many a Dixie tune, even when such a setting makes no sense
geographically. Ever since Stephen Foster wrote about the Swanee river, it has become
synonymous with the South in song, even if it appears geographically misplaced in several
songs.
Musical acts appear in two main forms, either as banjos strumming soft and low in the
background of an idyllic Dixie landscape, or as a main event in the form of a complete brass
band that gathers a large crowd. The brass band brings together people from all walks of life,
and dancing serves as a cultural ritual where even spiritual leaders partake.
Nostalgia for one’s childhood and the past in general is a key theme in songs about the South.
Home, family and friends are important values for the characters depicted.
When arranged into the barbershop style, explicit racial depictions are often omitted
completely. Most obviously, this means that any mention of ‘darkies’ in the original lyrics
usually evolves into ‘people’ in a barbershop arrangement. More ambiguous depictions,
however, are sometimes preserved. These include the term “mammy”, which often, but not
always, refers to a black servant. Often, whole verses are left out, but this should not be seen
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merely as a form of censorship, as it is often a way to keep the song brief in length for practical
reasons.
As discussed in earlier chapters, each unique performance of a song gives its own meanings to
the original text: A song performed in the 1920s by Al Jolson in blackface will have a different
immediate effect than the same song performed sincerely (i.e. without any intention of parody
or ridicule) by a group of barbershop singers in 2020. This is true even when song lyrics remain
unchanged. However, as we have discussed, songs from the Tin Pan Alley era often undergo
significant changes when performed in the barbershop style. Barbershop ensembles usually—
but not always—erase any terms with racist and outdated connotations. While artists such as
Jolson performed their repertoire with faux African American dialects and blatant blackface
makeup, contemporary barbershop singers do not. Still, repertoire that has its origin in the Dixie
subgenre of Tin Pan Alley songs is seen by many as controversial—especially in the current
political climate. In June of 2020, Sweet Adelines International announced a new plan to
penalize and ultimately disqualify contest performances of “songs with racist lyrics, messages
or history”56. It remains to be seen whether the Barbershop Harmony Society takes similar
action. Either way, the suitability of “Dixie tunes” as repertoire is a current hot topic among
barbershop singers, and will surely continue to encourage further discussion on how American
music reflects American history.

56

https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/Education/Diversity-Equity-Inclusion/All-Member-Email_IBODJune-16-2020.pdf [Accessed 29 August 2020]
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Primary sources:
(All links last accessed August 29, 2020)

ORIGINAL SONGS:

Alabama Jubilee (1915)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: George L. Cobb
https://cudl.colorado.edu/luna/servlet/detail/UCBOULDERCB1~78~78~1069262~136899:Alabama-jubilee

Alexander's Band is Back in Dixieland (1919)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: Albert Gumble
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/165

Alexander's Ragtime Band (1911)
Music and Lyrics: Irving Berlin
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.100004621/

All Aboard for Dixie Land (1914)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: George L. Cobb
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/38

And They Called it Dixieland (1916)
Lyrics: Raymond Egan
Music: Richard A. Whiting
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/23/

Are You from Dixie? ('Cause I'm from Dixie, Too!) (1916)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: George L. Cobb
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/57/
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Carolina in the Morning (1922)
Lyrics: Gus Kahn
Music: Walter Donaldson
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/151/

Down Where the Swanee River Flows (1916)
Lyrics: Chas McCarron & Chas S. Alberte
Music: Albert Von Tilzer
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/3594/

How's Every Little Thing in Dixie (1916)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: Albert Gumble
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/2157/

Listen To That Dixie Band (1914)
Lyrics: Jack Yellen
Music: George L. Cobb
https://repository.library.brown.edu/studio/item/bdr:18659/

Mammy O' Mine (1919)
Lyrics: William Tracey
Music: Maceo Pinkard
https://library.duke.edu/digitalcollections/hasm_a6564/

Mississippi Mud (1927)
Music and Lyrics: Harry Barris
https://digitalcollections-baylor.quartexcollections.com/Documents/Detail/mississippimud/1127454

No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-A-DOUBLE-M-Y (1923)
Lyrics: Bob Nelson
Music: Harry Link
https://library.indstate.edu/about/units/rbsc/kirk/PDFs/ps1923_no_one_loves_you.pdf

Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody (1918)
Lyrics: Sam M. Lewis & Joe Young
Music: Jean Schwartz
https://levysheetmusic.mse.jhu.edu/collection/154/093
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Swanee (1919)
Lyrics: Irving Caesar
Music: George Gershwin
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/1540/

Waiting For The Robert E. Lee (1912)
Lyrics: Louis Wolfe Gilbert
Music: Lewis F. Muir
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/sharris_c/42/

When It's Night Time Down In Dixieland (1914)
Music and Lyrics: Irving Berlin
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/3504/

When That Midnight Choo, Choo, Leaves For Alabam' (1912)
Music and Lyrics: Irving Berlin
https://digitalcommons.library.umaine.edu/mmb-vp/1722/

BARBERSHOP ADAPTATIONS:

Alabama Jubilee
Arrangement by Aaron Dale, performed by The Masters of Harmony
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p-lfwcP4BpA
https://www.dalearrangements.com/store/p116/ALABAMA_JUBILEE__Male_Learning_Tracks.html

Alexander's Band is Back in Dixieland
Arrangement by Ed Waesche, Copyright 1987
available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society
Alexander's Ragtime Band
Arrangement by Steven Armstrong, performed by The Toronto Northern Lights
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mocdtxbA8hk
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by The Vocal Majority
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Fjyh3lByKMY
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All Aboard for Dixie Land
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by the Gas House Gang
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sxIvrVTEANU

And They Called it Dixieland
Arrangement by Dave Briner, copyright 2007
Arrangement by Ed Waesche, copyright 1993
available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society

Are You from Dixie? ('Cause I'm from Dixie, Too!)
Arrangement by Lloyd Steinkamp, performed by The Western Continentals
https://open.spotify.com/track/6SA9p7lYGG35UONscEKVFE

Carolina in the Morning
Arrangement by Ed Waesche, copyright (renewed) 2009
available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society
Down Where the Swanee River Flows
Arrangement by Larry Autenreith, copyright 1993
available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society
How's Every Little Thing in Dixie
Arrangement by Al Rehkop, performed by the Dixie Seniors Chorus
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=g5NSVB3_ycU

Listen To That Dixie Band
Arrangement by Mel Knight, copyright 1996
available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society
Mammy O' Mine
Arranger unknown, performed by Sound Center
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=lE79lIH0h30
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Mississippi Mud
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by Tim Waurick
recording available for purchase at http://www.timtracks.com
arrangement available for purchase from the Barbershop Harmony Society
No One Loves You Any Better Than Your M-A-DOUBLE-M-Y
Arrangement by David Harrington, performed by OC Times
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=WaO6rcGF9vU

Rock-A-Bye Your Baby With A Dixie Melody
Arrangement by Lloyd Steinkamp, performed by American Pastime
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FQFI1wc_5CU

Swanee
Arrangement by Ed Waesche, performed by Prestige
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2m3E1APBEdw

Waiting For The Robert E. Lee
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by The Vocal Majority
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fVY_tfyvrkw
When It's Night Time Down In Dixieland
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by Gotcha!
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dL5ol86Z9Ps

When That Midnight Choo, Choo, Leaves For Alabam’
Arrangement by David Wright, performed by The Vocal Majority
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZP0mYTE8dw8
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APPENDIX 1 – Songs Omitted from Final Analysis
Alice Blue Gown – a ballad from the musical “Irene” that sentimentally describes a woman’s
experience of wearing out a favorite piece of clothing. The musical is set in New York, and the
lyrics are not concerned with the South.
Charleston – a well-known piece, mostly for the dance bearing the same name. While the
dance and song are named after the city in South Carolina, its lyrics are focused on the dance
itself, not its place of origin.
Chattanooga Choo Choo – a song from the film Sun Valley Serenade, and fairly recent
(published in 1941). Southern mythical imagery is not the focus of the lyrics.
Hello! Ma Baby – the beloved ragtime classic often referenced in popular culture. The song is
centered on a romantic relationship through telephone, not on the South.
Louisville Lou – one of 3 “vamp57 songs” I chose not to analyze, since I think they deserve a
thorough analysis of their own, perhaps from a gender studies approach.
My Buddy – A sentimental ballad that has no direct references to the South.
My Old Kentucky Home – while unquestionably an influential piece of American music
history, Stephen Foster’s My Old Kentucky Home predates the other listed songs by over half
a century and is not part of the modern commercial mythmaking music industry.
Ragtime Cowboy Joe – A novelty song describing a cowboy in Arizona, therefore more
Western than Southern.
Sweet Georgia brown – another vamp song.
Take Me Down to the Land of Jazz – a celebration of jazz music, which mentions Tennessee,
but is more focused on jazz music itself, not its surroundings.
Tennessee Waltz – a country waltz about a breakup, in which Tennessee plays no direct part.
Toot, Toot, Tootsie, Goodbye – a song about a man leaving his woman behind.
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“a woman who uses her charm or wiles to seduce and exploit men” https://www.merriamwebster.com/dictionary/vamp [Accessed 2 May 2020]
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Way Down Yonder in New Orleans – a variation on the “vamp song”, where no particular
woman is named. Rather, New Orleans as a whole is praised for its beautiful women.
When You Wore A Tulip and I Wore A Big Red Rose – The South is mentioned in passing,
as a backdrop for the events of the song, yet it is not the focus of the narrative.

