lesson nine 


Robert Johnson   

Johnson was born in Hazlehurst, Mississippi. The commonly accepted birthdate is almost certainly in error. Records from during his lifetime (school and marriage records) or immediately thereafter (a death certificate) suggest various dates including 1909 and 1912, although none support the 1911 date.

Robert Johnson recorded only 29 songs on a total of 42 tracks in two recording sessions in San Antonio, Texas in November 1936 and Dallas, Texas in June 1937. Thirteen of the songs were recorded twice. Notable among these tracks were "Come on in My Kitchen", "Love in Vain", "Sweet Home Chicago", "Cross Road Blues", "Terraplane Blues", and "I Believe I'll Dust My Broom", all frequently remade and imitated by other artists.

1. Many people think that the lyrics "Back to the land of California, to my sweet home Chicago", in "Sweet Home Chicago" was rather strange. There have been two theories proposed for this wording:

2. When Johnson wrote this, he was not well traveled (he would later go to Chicago), and may have not understood geography of other parts of the country, or 

3. "California" was not meant literally, but was meant as a metaphor for a land of great riches, which Chicago was at the time for a Blues musician. 

Popular legend says that Johnson died after drinking whiskey poisoned with strychnine, supposedly given to him by the jealous husband of a lover. Actually, he recovered from the poisoning initially, only to contract pneumonia and die three days later on the 16 August 1938 in Greenwood, Mississippi. It is also rumored that Johnson may have died from syphilis which he would have contracted from his "Bluesman" lifestyle. It has also been said that Johnson was simply shot. His death certificate simply states "No doctor" under cause of death.

A recurring legend says that Johnson sold his soul to the Devil at the crossroads of U.S. Highway 61 and U.S. Highway 49 in Clarksdale, Mississippi in exchange for prowess in playing the guitar. The legend was told mainly by Son House, but finds no corroboration in any of Johnson's work, despite titles like "Me and the Devil Blues" and "Hellhound on My Trail". The older Tommy Johnson, by contrast, actually did claim to have sold his soul to the Devil.

Performing In Public
Sooner or later somebody is going to discover that you can play the harmonica. Eventually you will be asked to play your instrument in public. While you might be reluctant to do so, I encourage you to do it. You might just be encouraging somebody in the audience to learn to play the harmonica. They may think to themselves, "If he can learn to play the harmonica, then surely I can."

Whenever you perform in public, I have the following suggestions: 

4. Practice a song at least fifty times before performing it in public. This will not only improve your playing, but it will also give you confidence, something you will need. 

5. Choose songs with which your audience is familiar. 

6. Don't try to show off your skill. Instead, seek to communicate the message of your song. You want the audience to be thinking of the words to your song, not thinking about your amazing musical talent. 

7. If playing in front of a large audience, use a microphone and put the harmonica as close to the mike as you can, even one inch away is not too close. Play gently and let the mike amplify your volume. 

8. If you goof up, just continue on playing as if nothing was wrong. They will most likely think you are improvising. 

9. If at all possible, find a guitar player who will accompany you. The harmonica sounds 300% better when accompanied by a guitar or banjo. It also reduces some of the pressure on you. It is much easier playing in public as part of a band than as a solo. 

10. Only play one or two songs. It is better to leave them wishing you would play more, than wishing you would quit. 

Love in Vain  by Robert Johnson

  -1   2     3      2   3     -3  3   -3     -3  -1    2    -3     3     -3   2     3

Well I followed her, to the station with her suitcase in my hand

  -4   -4   5    -4   5      5   -4     5    3   -1    2    -3     3     -3   2     3

Well I followed her, to the station with her suitcase in my hand

-4     -4    -4  -3   -3    -2    -2  -1    -1        2       -3      2     3

It's hard to tell it's hard to tell, when your love's in vain

-4   -4   4        -3   3

All my love's in vain

2nd verse

When the train, pulled into the station, I looked her, right in the eye (2x)

Felt so lonely,  Oh so Lonely, I had to hang my head and cry

All my love's in vain

3rd verse

When the train, left the station, there were two lights, in behind  (2X)

The blue light was my blues, and the red light was my mind,

All my love's in vain

Some Blues Riffs
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Up Riff
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Down Riff

3 -3 4 -4  
-4 4 -3 3    
Up and Down Riff a.k.a. Blues for the Hopeless

-1 2 -2


The Good Morning Riff
6 5 6 3 -3 3 2 3

Octave jump

