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Popular mus i c is sometimes viewed as a fleeting 

phenomenon tha t has little musicological-his torical 

s ignificance. However, Ame rican society i s obsessed with this 

nmusic of the masses" and has historically utilized the 

music's wide-spread influence as a method fo r expressing 

social and po lit ical issues. Popul a r music artists and 

s ongwr iter s , l i ke any other artists or writers, are i nf l uenced 

dramatically by their own lives and environments. One type of 

envi r onment , that remains l argely unpubl icized and unexplored, 

exists in the prisons of the United States. 

Prison music has long been of interest to 

ethnomusicologis ts fo r the simple reason of its isolation from 

t he major i n f l ue nc e of popular cul ture. Within the confines 

of prison wa l l s , mus ical development f louri shes, uninhibitedly 

resonating from the mouths o f unlikely l ove r s of the aural 

art. America's southe r n penitentiaries were the specific 

source of such i nt e res t for e thnomusicologists Harry Oster, 

and John and Alan Lomax. These three specialists, who 

conducted their wor k du ring the f i rst hal f of the t went i eth 

century, were a l l i nt ri gued by t he musical cul t ure that 

developed without knowledge or permiss ion from the outside 

world. 1 The Louisiana Sta te Penitentia ry was one of the 

I Despitethe efforts of the government after the American Civil War to reconstruct the southern states, 
Louisiana remained inpoverty. The Afiican American population remained oppressed and were frequently 
"sent to thepenitentiary for misconducts that wouldonlyhavebrought a lashing in the slavery 
days,"(Tay!or Louisiana A Bicentennial History 136). 
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prisons that gained the interest o f a l l t h ree previously 

mentioned ethnomusicologists. 

Louisiana State Penitentiary, located in Angola, 

Louisiana, has influenced a number of popular-music artists 

and songwr iters who especially contribu ted to the development 

of African American folksongs, work songs, and spirituals into 

blues and rock'n'roll. Such artists include Huddie William 

Ledbetter, better known as Leadbel ly, Robe rt Pe t e Will iams, a 

b lues singer and guitarist, and jazz pianist, James Booke r. 2 

Because of the prison's influence on the music of these 

artists, the f a c i l i ty established itself as an institution of 

interest. 3 

Original ly, the area that occupies the 18,000 acre prison 

cons isted of four plantat ions; Panola, Belle View, Killarney, 

and Anqo l a", Slave trader Isaac Franklin purchased the four 

plantations in the 18305 but it was his wife who, after 

Franklin's death, merged the l a nd before selling it to Samuel 

Lawrence James in 1880. Under James's ownership, Angola began 

its early formation as a prison for Louisiana's miscreants. 

2 It should be noted, some inconsistency exists in sources mentioning HuddieLedbetter's name. For 
example, las Obrecht, author of the article, "Lead belly: Kingof 12-string blues," refersto him as Lead 
beUy. 

1 Dorough, Prince. Popular-Music Culture in America. 1992. 

4 The unfortunate connection between the former Angolaplantation and the country in Africathat is also so 
named is intentional. Reportedly, many ofthe slaveswho worked the original plantationwere displaced 
fromAngola, Africa. It is from this plantationthat the Louisiana State Penitentiary retainsone of its better­
knownnicknames, Angola. It shouldalso be noted that manyofthe local Louisiana citizensand inmates. 
refer to the Louisiana State Penitentiary as Angolaor "The Farm" It is in this context that the penitentiary 
is frequently referenced in popular music. (NelsonInterview) 
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In order to maintain operations and efficiency on the farm, 

James ut i l ized a loan of convicts from the state of Lou isiana. 

The rise of African Americans in the Louisiana penal system 

led the state to employ a ~co nvict-lease system" that allowed 

farmers t o borrow convicts for a period of time. 5 Although the 

farm workers were convicted criminals, prior to the 19605 

they were treated more as slaves than as wards of the state. 

The inmates were regularly assigned strenuollS manual 

labor for long hours under deplorable conditions. In an 

interview with e t hnomus Lco.Loq.l s t; Ha r r y Oster, Roosevelt 

Charles, a prisoner, commented, ~The boss would tell him (the 

water boy), ~Ya can carry him water if ya wanta, and if you 

don't, ya don't hafta because they get water outa the 

tools, II , . 6 In 1 901 , Louisiana officially established ownership 

of the Angola Plantation a nd formed what is known today as t he 

Louisiana State Penitentiary.? 

Lou i s i a na State Penitentiary, after its official 

format ion, continued to exist as an operating, self-sufficient 

farm. The land i s surrounded on t hree sides by the 

Miss issippi River with a swamp acting as a natural boarder on 

the t hird. The simple geography of the area perhaps explains 

why most of the prison's average of 6,000 inmates rarely 

5 Taylor Louisiana A Bicemennial History 136. 

'LouisianeState Penitentiary. PrisonWorksongs. Arhoolie Publications, Inc., 1997_ 

7 "Historyof Angola." Louisiana State Penitentiary, <http://www.corrections.state.la.us> 
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attempt to escape and are even less frequently capable of 

succeeding in such endeavors. a I n addition to the natura l 

deterrents the Louisiana State Penitentiary's location 

provides, armed members of the prison's approximately 1, 000 

employees supervise the plantation work of any i nma t e s who are 

so occupied. 9 

Al though condi tions in the penitentiary have improved 

over timet the inst itutionalized confinement perpetuated a 

desire in the inmates to continue to use African American 

spirituals and work songs to ease the pain, not only of daily 

phys ical labor, but the emotional pain caused by the 

persistent oppression of the African American people as well. 

Of the many prisons in t he south, Louisiana State 

Penitentiary's musical tradition has, since the early 19005, 

been a subject of interest t o ethnomus i cologists. One notable 

ethnomusicologist, whose attent ion was drawn to the prison, 

was John Lomax. Lomax's i nv e s t i gat i on into the music of 

African American prisoners can be attributed to hi s s p e c i f i c 

interest in Ameri can folk music. Lomax was d isturbed by the 

B Thisportion of the Mississippi is reported to be the habitat for eight-footlong catfishthat have been 
known to attack swimmers who are braveenoughto attempt to cross the riverwithout watercraft. If these 
catfish do not, intruth, exist, the legitimacy of this information is at least believed byLouisiana'slocal 
people. The psychological fear alonemay be attributed to the prisoners' self-imposed prevention ofescape. 
The swamp also housesa number of alligators and snakes(Nelson Interview). 

9 In general, three guardsmonitor the inmates whiletheywork inthe gardens, sometimes on chain gangs. 
Two guardsare placed in elevated positions, armedwith shotguns and pistols. The third guard standsby 
thewatering area, unarmed, to monitorfights betweenthe inmates and to observeearlyindications of 
mutiny or attempted escape. According to Damien Nelson, formerprisonguard at the penitentiary, if an 
inmate crossesthe visual linebetween the armedguards, he is mortally shot instantaneously. It shouldbe 
noted that inmates are warnedwhenthey straywithin close proximity to the visual line. This situation 
mostly serves as a deterrent, as this type of discipline is rarelynecessary (NelsonInterview). 
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willingness of African American musicians to forsake the more 

emotional, uncultivated music of their heritage for the sake 

of assimilation. After realizing the unfortunate tendency of 

most of the African American musicians of their time to 

attempt to recreate the popular music of upper class white 

society, Lomax and his son, Alan, decided to explore various 

prisons of the South. 10 

Lomax aspired to create a collection of what he viewed to 

be, "the best Folk Songs indigenous to this country and to 

include certain Ballads from other sources, to which have been 

added words and music such as t o give them a distinct American 

flavor." This passion motivated him to search for material 

for his pro ject in southern prisons. Lomax viewed the white 

influence on African American music as an undesirable and 

unacceptable contaminate, therefore, he sought to discover the 

best preserved examples o f African American folk songs. Lomax 

believed that the isolation, or forced segregation, that the 

prisons enforced provided the truest preservation of the 

quality of African American folk music he was meticulously to 

find. 11 

In the early 1930s, John and Alan Lomax traveled to 

various prisons of the South recording any music performed by 

the prisoners to whom they were introduced. These prisons 

10 Porterfield La!>1 Cavalier 
IIPorterfield LastCavalier 
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include Texas State Penitentiary, Mississippi State 

Peni tentiary, and Louisiana State Penitentiary. Frequently, 

even at the Louisiana State Penitentiary, t he African American 

musicians Lomax attempted to record were either unwilling to 

cooperate or were inhibited by Lomax's presence. During this 

time, the prisoners were not allowed to sing during certain 

times of the day in the fields of the penitentiaries and were 

given precious little free t ime after the conclusion of their 

work days. Typically, the prisoners worked in the fields from 

sunrise to sunset and were given only small breaks for food. 

By the end of the day, the tired convicts were allowed only a 

few hours between d inner and bedtime before they were faced 

with another day of the exact same schedule. This gene ral 

situation caused many of the prisoners that John and Alan 

Lomax encountered to be disinclined to spend spare time 

singing into a p rimitive recording mechanism. 12 

The original recordings of John and Alan Lomax, survived 

and have been recirculated on compact disk. "Negro Prison 

Blues and Songs," a CD comprised o f Alan Loma x ' s recordings of 

the Louisiana and Mississippi State Penitentiaries, features 

prisoner renditions of various blues songs. The sound quality 

has been digitally remastered f o r clarity, but some of the 

characteristics of the original acoustics of the venues in 

which they were recorded remain discernable. The listener can 

12 Porterfield Last Cavalier 
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hear the rawness of the inmates' voices, even fluctuations in 

pitch, preserved on the modern release. In the background of 

many of the songs{ listeners can detect rhythmic clicks that 

might be identified as clapping or, perhaps, the reverberation 

of farm tools as the workers labor in the cotton and sugar 

cane fields of the penitentiaries. The musical selections, as 

described by the CD's recording company, 

are as Amer iean as the Miss i s sippi River. They were 
born out of the very rock and earth of this country as 
black hands broke the soil, moved it, reformed it, and 
the r ivers of stinging sweat poured upon the land under 
the blazing heat of Southern skies . ~ ~ 

It is the belief in this ideology that motivated John and 

Alan Lomax to study the songs of the inmates in southern 

prisons wi th such careful notice. 14 

(Musi.cal Example 41) fTl 

Similarly, Harry Oster (1924-2001), an ethnomusicologist 

who taught for thirty years at the University of Iowa, sought 

the universal preservation of American folk music. He felt 

that the genera l folk music tradition across the nation was in 

jeopardy of fading into oblivion and dedicated his life to 

recording and documenting t he corresponding stories that 

accompanied t he various types of American folk music that he 

13Louisiana and Mississippi State Penitentiaries. Negro PrisonBlues and Songs.Legacy International. 
14 Porterfield LastCavalier 
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studied. l S Although his interests were varied, he traveled in 

the 19605 to record the remaining musical tradition at the 

Louisiana State Penitentiary. Like J ohn and Alan Lomax, Oste r 

faced opposition in his attempts to record the music from 

Louisiana State Penitentiary's prisoners. He noted that the 

younger inmates ridiculed the work-song tradition of the older 

generations because of the genre's relationship to slavery. 

However I the older convicts were cooperative and eager to 

assist Oster in the preservation of their songs. Oster 

commented, 

The songs recorded of the prisoners have a lot of 
commentary and expression of tragic irony in relation to 
the lives t he y l ed in the past and the confinement 
theyt r e still leading. Some of the songs which ! 
collected from singers in the outside world are also 
reflected this feeling that life was a prison and the 
mus ic was a way of adapt ing to the imprisonment, and of 
converting the experience t their frustration into a work 
of art, into a song, into a story that had rich 
language, high eloquenc e , beautiful figures o f speech: a 
kind of wonde rful folk poetry. 16 

When examining the similarities between modern bluest 

jazz, and rock'n'roll, and the African American work songs and 

spirituals of the Lou i s i a na State PenitentiarYt the question 

arises as to the purity of African or black influence on the 

development of these musical styles. How muc h of the general 

musical styles developed as a r e s u l t o f African assimilation 

i n t o white culture? When examining t he general Ame rican folk 

music tracti tion, Af rican American folk traditions developed 

IS U ruversity' . 0flOW8 websisite
 
16 Louisiana StatePenitentiary. PrisonWorksongs. ArhooJie Publications, Inc" 1997.
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simultaneously with those of their Euro-American counterparts. 

John Storm Robert s , author o f Black Music of Two Worlds, 

commented, "There is black music and there is white mus i c , but 

they a re brothers, or perhaps cousins. H l 7 Howe ve r , the 

unmistakable rhythmic presence of African music can be e a s i l y 

understood and derived from listening to the recorded work 

s ongs and spirituals. 

In general, work songs a nd spirituals are characterized 

by their "casuality" a nd their reflection of the type of work 

or experience with which i ts creators are occupied. As in 

blues, r oc k ' n ' r o l l , and jazz, there is a significant r eliance 

upon improvisation and syncopated rhythm, often heard i n a 

call and r e s pons e form. l 8 The songs cover a wide variety of 

subjects, ranging from mot i va t i on , reflect ion upon committed 

crimes, love, and i nsp i r a t i on under oppression. Like the 

songs of their African influence, work songs and spirituals 

also often employ the use of texts and rhythms that contain 

messages that expand beyond the obvious subject matter that 

appears on the surface. 

Alan Lomax further elaborates on the connection by 

stating, "The listener wi ll notice the same use of fa lsetto 

stops, the same drop of the voice at the end of lines, that 

17Roberts Black Music ofTwQ Worlgs. 1972. 
18 EpsteinSinful Tunesang Spirituals. 1977. 
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characterize the blues."19 Many of these similarities may be 

discerned from Harry Oster's recording of Roosevelt Charles 

singing "Let My People Go," at Louisiana State Pen itentiary. 

In his rendition of this well-known spiritual, Charles varies 

the basic phrasing and tempo of the original version, with 

each verse of the song. The listener can also notice some 

improvisation of the melodic structure as well. In addition 

to t he variations feat ured in this recording, a point of great 

i nterest and significance lies in the remarkable range, body, 

tone color, and presence of the singer's voice. 20 

(Musical Example #2) 

Toda y , the Loui s i ana State Penitent i ary a 11 ows specia1 

privileges to serve as additional incentives for the inmates 

to maintain good behavior. Regardless of the crime each 

individual is incarcerated for, the time the inmate must 

serve, or l eve l of security, any inmate may obtain trustee 

status for good behavior and thereby secure special privileges 

from the guards. One of the most coveted of these privileges 

is membership in the Angola Traveling Rodeo Band. 

The Angola Traveling Rodeo Band is constituted of seven 

to nine inmates who have all obtained trustee status wi thin 

the parameters of the Louisiana State Penitentiary's 

standards. The number of band members is maintained and 

19 Roberts BlackMusic of Two Worlds, pg. 14S
 
20 Angola Prison Spirituals. Arhoolie Publications, lnc., 2003.
 _ .. . .. .~ 
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limi ted to approximately nine members at any given time. 

Admittance into the Angola Traveling Rodeo Band is highly 

selective and competitive. Although it is reported that the 

general inmate population of the Louisiana State Penitentiary 

still possess some notable musical ability I the band rarely 

admits new members. The consistency in the band's individual 

membership ensures that the band preserves its intimacy. 

According to authorities at the prison; at minimum, the 

band features a bass guitarist, rhythm guitarist, lead 

guitarist, a keyboardist, a percussionist, and vocalists. 

Other instruments, such as the saxophone, have also been 

featured in the past. In general, the Angola Traveling Rodeo 

Band performs their own arrangements of early 1980s country 

music and classic rock'nrrol l . In addition to covering 

popular songs, the band frequently performs songs of their own 

composi tion. 21 

The members of the Angola Traveling Rodeo Band enjoy many 

unusual special privileges, owing to the highly desirable 

incentive of gaining init iation to the group's membership. 

Some of these privileges include private rehearsal time and 

permission to travel for performances. Although some concern 

may arise at the prospect of a group of seven to nine 

convicted criminals who are all serving sentences for severe 

21 Nelson Interview 
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and violent crimes having such access to guitar strings and 

other instruments that could be used as weapons, behavioral 

problems within the band a re minimal. 22 

Membership in the band is highly coveted. The individual 

members of the band govern each other and prevent incidents 

from surfacing, resorting to physical intervention if 

necessary. 

The trustee status required to maintain membership in the 

band is highly fragile. Al though any undesirable behavior 

could result in the prison forcing an individual's dismissal 

from the band, the Angola Traveling Rodeo Band members 

typically discharge any problematic members before the 

prison's involvement. 23 

In addition to the privileges of rehearsal time and 

outside performances, the band members receive a nominal 

stipend as payment for any gigs they may secure. The majority 

of the profits obtained through ticket and record sales belong 

to the Louisiana State Penitentiary. Because t he prison 

directly benefits from the monetary gains of the band, the 

penitent iary provides the band with any equipment or 

instruments that exceed $500. This provision can include, but 

is not limited to, the purchase of instruments, instrument 

maintenance, and the purchase of sound or t e c hn i c a l equipment. 

22 Nelson Interview 
23 Nelson Interview 
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Although the musical tradi tion of the Louisiana State 

Penitentiary has evolved, the prison population has maintained 

sympathies for musicality. An example of this continued 

tradition may be exemplified by a memory re lated by former 

prison Officer Damien Nelson. 24 

If a deceased inmate ha s no family or funeral 

arrangements, the inmates of the Louisiana State Penitentiary 

construct a pine box for the burial. The coffin is then 

loaded onto a horse-drawn hearse for its procession to Point 

Look Out/ the cemetery for the penitentiary. Reportedly, at 

the average funeral of this nature, approximately one hundred 

inmates follow the hearse on foot and can be heard singing 

hymns in five-part harmony. As these inmates are presumably 

untrained musicians, it can be speculated that this remarkable 

general ability is a result of the inmates' similar familial 

cultures and church influences. 25 

The unusual musical tradition of the Louisiana State 

Penitentiary continues to be a sUbject of interest to 

explorers of both music in confinement and American popular 

music. The subject opens numerous avenues for further study 

ranging from the influence of prison musical traditions on 

popular music to the history of African American spiri tuals 

and work songs. Especially for lovers of music, the 

24 Nelson Interview 
25 Nelson Interview 
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remarkable connection between African American folk music can 

be easily heard and the passion of John and Alan Lomax and 

Harry Oster can be easily understood. 
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