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Sounds Southern?: The Southern Operas of Delius, 
Davidson and the Drive-By Truckers 

This essay turns on the unlikely coincidence that British-born classical 
composer Fredrick Delius, Tennessee Agrarian poet-critic Donald Davidson 
and Alabama alt.country rockers the Drive-By Truckers each wrote an ‘opera’ 
about the U.S. South.1 By focusing on Delius’s Koanga (1904), Davidson’s 
folk-opera Singin’ Billy (1953), and the Drive-By Truckers’ double album 
Southern Rock Opera (2001), I want to consider how these very different 
artists, working in different idioms in different eras, tried to evoke aspects of 
the U.S. South in musical form in order to tease out where these composers and 
performers and, in so far as it is possible to discern, their audiences located the 
distinctively southern qualities of this music. 

Put another way, I want to ask whether the perceived southern-ness of certain 
musical forms is mainly a function of sound, of sonic characteristics derived 
from formal musical structures and favourite instrumentation? Or is musical 
southern-ness located in the subject matter: the themes, characters, staging, 
plot lines, and geographic settings? Is southern-ness to be found in the 
biographies of the artists involved, in the places where they lived, composed, 
performed, and recorded, or in the locales from which they drew their musical 
inspiration? Or is it dependent on commercial branding, whereby music 
and broadcasting industries have profited from designating certain sounds 
and artists as southern? Or is the southern-ness of a style or piece of music 
only really clinched at the point of consumption, when listeners recognise 
– or perhaps imagine – the regional provenance of the music that they hear 
as southern. These different perspectives are not mutually exclusive, nor 
are they intended to be exhaustive. However, as we shall see, they have all 
been consistently important frameworks for creating and identifying music 
understood as southern.

Of course, it is important to appreciate that any invocation of the South or 
of a southern identity is highly reductive: these are totalising concepts that 
underplay class, racial, gender, and religious differences, collapse intra-regional 
variations, and fail to historicise ever-shifting configurations of asserted 
and imposed southern-ness. Attempts to define what is peculiarly southern 
about some music can quickly unravel in the face of numerous sub-regional 



and stylistic variations within forms such as spirituals, blues, jazz, country, 
rockabilly, rock and roll, and soul, all of which have claims to southern roots 
but which also have complex national and transnational lineages. Nevertheless, 
some styles, sounds, settings, and sentiments clearly have become bound up 
with understandings and misunderstandings, among southerners and non-
southerners alike, of what the South and its inhabitants are ‘really’ like. Just 
as literary scholars Richard Gray and Scott Romine have explained how 
the South has been written or narrated into existence, so the region has also 
been sung and played into existence through the production, dissemination, 
and consumption of music.2 Notions of what constitutes ‘authentic’ southern 
music are important factors in this identity calculus. Here, however, I am more 
concerned with the terms of reference used in debates over southern musical 
authenticity, than with a Quixotic attempt to adjudicate which forms of music 
really are more or less genuinely southern. To borrow from Romine’s The Real 
South, I am ‘less interested in defining terms such as “authentic” and “real” 
as metaphysical or psychoanalytical categories than in understanding how 
individuals and groups use these concepts.’3 

Most crucially, I want to acknowledge at the outset that the focus here 
is primarily on efforts to express the South of experience, memory, and 
imagination in the music of three white male artists and on the responses 
of white audiences to those efforts.4 This is emphatically not to deny the 
signal importance of African American, or for that matter Hispanic or 
Native American, contributions to the region’s music. Ideas about race, 
racial identities, race relations, and the supposed racial provenance of the 
music associated with the South are vital to how southern-ness is created and 
consumed in each of these operas. Indeed, one of the unifying features of these 
disparate musical creations is that they all reveal white male artists grappling 
with the relationships between racial and regional identities. The complex 
responses of these white musicians to the black presence in the South and to 
African American cultural influences more generally ran from reverence to 
contempt, from mimicry to negation, and from crude appropriation to subtle 
adaptation. But in each of these operas, entwined, mutually constitutive 
notions of what it meant to be southern and what it meant to be white – and 
what it meant to be black – were conceived and expressed musically in the 
context of the region’s fraught racial history. In a sense, this is a historicised, 
musically and regionally specific variation on Toni Morrison’s observations 
about the construction of whiteness in the American literary imagination, 
where she found a ‘real or fabricated Africanist presence’ exerting enormous 
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influence on American writing and white identity.5 The argument here is that 
a similarly potent ‘Africanist presence’ helped to create a sense of southern and 
white identity for Donald Davidson and for the Drive-by Truckers, and that it 
was also central to how Frederick Delius’s understood the region and used it to 
express his own idiosyncratic brand of white Atlantic cosmopolitanism. What 
is at stake here is a unique musical insight into how a series of white southern 
imaginaries have been constructed by southerners and non-southerners.   

 
Frederick Delius and the Primordial Black South

Frederick Delius, son of a wealthy German woolen manufacturer, was born 
in Bradford, Yorkshire in 1862. His first stay in the U.S. South began in 1884 
when he travelled to Florida to manage an orange plantation that his father 
had purchased at Solano Grove, on the St Johns River near Jacksonville. After 
a year Delius moved to Danville, Virginia to teach music before returning 
to England in the summer of 1886. He then studied musical composition in 
Leipzig and moved to Paris, revisiting Florida and Virginia in 1897. After six 
months Delius left the U.S. for the last time and lived in Grez-sur-Loing in 
France until his death in 1934.6 Although Delius composed in various classical 
styles and was at times heavily influenced by the high romanticism of Richard 
Wagner, the musical impressionism of Maurice Ravel and Claude Debussy, 
and the folk music of Britain and Norway, here I will focus on his most self-
consciously southern works, especially Koanga.

In a necessarily simplified schematic, I want to suggest five possible approaches 
to locating and characterizing the southern dimensions in the music of Delius 
which may help us think about the ingredients of any putatively southern 
music. The first approach is environmental and traces the music’s southern-
ness to the composer’s personal experiences of the region and its music in 
situ. Delius was enchanted by the unsullied physical beauty he found in the 
swamps of North Florida. He described Solano Grove to his amanuensis 
Eric Fenby as ‘a clearing in the forest, vast and seemingly endless in tropical 
undergrowth.’ Delius further explained that ‘I used to get up early and be 
spellbound watching the silent break of dawn over the river; Nature awakening 
– it was wonderful! At nights the sunsets were all aglow – spectacular. 
Then the coloured folk on the neighbouring plantations would start singing 
instinctively in parts.’7 In truth, Solano Grove was not quite as remote, nor 
was Delius’s existence quite so primitive, as he and some of his biographers 
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and admirers liked to suggest. There was a thriving and variegated music scene 
in nearby Jacksonville, a booming New South city where organist and music 
teacher Thomas F. Ward gave him formal instruction in composition and 
counterpoint.8 Nevertheless, Delius’ sense of living in rural isolation and in 
proximity to an uncontaminated natural environment was integral to how he 
and his listeners defined the South and expected it to be re-created musically. 

For Delius, African American plantation workers were the human correlates 
of the South’s tropical, primordial, and exotic topography. Here, as in all of 
the operas under scrutiny, perceptions of racial and regional identity fused, 
forming a mutually reinforcing set of ideas that played out in a strong sense 
of racial difference; a sense of what blacks were like but also, by implication 
if not always through explicit statement, of what whites were like. This 
perspective encompassed white western stereotypes of blacks as child-like, 
primitive, and possessed of an instinctual gift for music and dance; it formed 
part of an essentialising discourse in which the corporeal, visceral, and 
emotional character of African Americans was contrasted to the cerebral, 
measured, and calculating qualities of Europeans. The power of these 
ideas was evident in Delius’s notes on the title page of the score to his 1906 
orchestral-choral work Appalachia. The piece, Delius claimed ‘mirrors the 
moods of tropical nature in the great swamps bordering on the Mississippi 
River which is so intimately associated with the life of the old Negro slave 
population. Longing, melancholy, an intense love for Nature, child-like 
humour and an innate delight in dancing and singing are still the most 
characteristic qualities of the race.’9

A second, related approach to the southern-ness in Delius’s music blends 
environmentalism with formalism to think about how he used particular 
compositional techniques and orchestrations to capture sonically the key 
human and natural characteristics he associated with the region. Delius 
used two main ploys to evoke the South within the European classical 
tradition. The first was to quote or adapt specific southern melodies. 
Appalachia, for example, is a set of variations on an old slave melody, ‘Oh 
Honey, I’m Going Down the River in the Morning,’ the lament of a male 
slave separated from his family and sold down river.10 Even more common 
than such direct borrowings were Delius’s efforts to replicate what he 
believed to be black southern musical idioms. In a forensic examination of 
Delius’s entire oeuvre, Derek Healey found thirty-eight pieces, major and 
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minor, which contained a significant reliance on one or more of the devices, 
techniques, or predilections traditionally associated with African American 
music. Healey noted ‘cakewalk rhythm,’ proto-swing time signatures, and 
even ‘blue notes,’ those traditional markers of black musical style, in some 
of Delius’s work, especially in the dance sections of the Florida Suite.11 
The most popular and oft-performed of those dances was ‘La Calinda’ 
which used a melody that, according to musicologist Christopher Palmer, 
‘haunted’ Delius, who featured it again in Koanga. Palmer assumed that the 
dances and folk tunes that punctuated Delius’s work were reconstructions 
of songs ‘he actually heard somewhere in the vicinity of his orange grove.’ 
In fact, Delius probably cribbed the tune for ‘La Calinda’ from George 
Washington Cable’s The Grandissimes, the 1880 novel which also provided 
the basic plotline for Koanga.12 According to Cable, this frenetic Creole 
dance, which had many variants throughout the Americas and Caribbean, 
had been widely banned in the U.S. South during the antebellum period. It 
was ‘still not allowed this side of the West Indies’ in the late 1880s because 
it was considered unseemly if not obscene. This makes it unlikely, if not 
impossible, that Delius had actually heard it in Florida. There is, however, 
a close correlation between Cable’s transcribed tune and the one Delius 
used first in his Florida Suite and then again in Koanga.13 

That Delius may have learned ‘La Calinda’ not from direct exposure to 
black southern music but from an intermediary source, in this case a white 
novelist’s transcription of a boisterous African-Caribbean-French-Spanish 
musical hybrid, suggests a third framework for contemplating the sources 
and nature of southern-ness in his music. This approach focuses on the role 
of external, even non-southern influences in the creation of Delius’s musical 
South. It recognises that the region itself, and what have come to be 
understood as its most characteristic musical forms, were partly products 
of the imagination and of national and international cultural and economic 
connections. Among those links was a transatlantic popular music business 
that profited handsomely from marketing a southern musical authenticity 
that depended heavily on representations of African American culture. 
Paying attention to how southern music emerged from these elaborate 
transnational patterns of theft, borrowing, homage, parody, and packaging 
helps us to resist the temptation to hermetically seal off the region and 
succumb to a crude kind of southern exceptionalism. Instead, it locates the 
South and its cultures firmly within the context of the Atlantic World.14 
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Numerous black and blackface performers had appeared in Delius’s 
English hometown of Bradford during the first twenty years of his life. 
Consequently, his infatuation with African American spirituals may initially 
have been sparked by his exposure in Yorkshire to the touring Fisk Jubilee 
Singers rather than by the ‘beautiful four-part harmonies’ he heard among 
plantation workers in the South.15 Equally crucial to Delius’s acquired idea 
of what ‘genuine’ southern and black musical styles sounded like were 
visiting minstrel troupes, black and white, most of whom made bold claims 
regarding their southern credentials, irrespective of their actual provenance. 
Indeed, while Paul Gilroy rightly notes the greater levels of artistic respect 
accorded to the Fisk Singers in Britain compared to touring minstrel acts, 
both sets of performers traded on interwoven notions of racial and regional 
authenticity as they brought ‘black music’ across the Atlantic and into the 
heart of European musical consciousness and popular culture.16 For example, 
the 1882 visit to Bradford of Haverly’s United Mastodon Minstrels was 
advertised as ‘depicting, by Forty Real Blacks, the bright side of Negro life 
in America as it now exists…’17 Other minstrel troupes passing through 
Bradford before Delius left for Florida included the Alabama Minstrels 
and the Virginia Female Christies, who hailed from New York yet still 
felt it prudent and profitable to affect southern roots. Delius saw and was 
inspired by these performances. After another blackface troupe, the Christy 
Minstrels, appeared in Bradford. Delius’s sister Claire recalled that ‘[Delius] 
and his brothers, together with some of their friends, got up a Christie [sic] 
Minstrel performance at Fred’s instigation.’18 

In the early twentieth century, the emergence of professional folklore studies 
and the rise of the modern music publishing, recording, and broadcasting 
industries combined with the demands of Jim Crow to segregate the 
creation and consumption of southern music ever more rigidly. Prior to these 
developments, however. there was enormous stylistic promiscuity and a widely 
shared repertory across racial lines. To be sure, minstrelsy tell us more about 
white longings, fears, and frustrations in a modernizing world than about 
the African American experience. Nonetheless, as Karl Hagstrom Miller has 
argued, it was also ‘a primary medium through which nineteenth-century 
Americans came to understand musical authenticity. From the start, white 
minstrels claimed an almost ethnographic authority in their portrayals of black 
characters. Minstrelsy taught that authenticity was performative. Genuine 
black music emerged from white bodies.’19  
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The crucial point is that in Delius’s formative years, prevailing notions of 
authenticity – of what constituted real southern, or real black, or real white 
music, where it might be made, and who might perform it – were far more 
fluid than they subsequently became. In the nineteenth century, there was a 
sense that anyone could create music which might be considered a legitimate 
addition to the southern repertory. As Bill Malone and David Stricklin have 
explained, ‘The “southern music” that reached the ears of most Americans in 
the nineteenth century…was largely a caricature of the south and southerners, 
and was created and performed mostly by non-southerners.’20 

One good example was the internationally popular ‘southern’ songs of 
Pennsylvanian Stephen Foster that Delius heard in Bradford long before 
his travels in America.21 At least one American reviewer detected strains 
of Foster’s ‘My Kentucky Home’ in Delius’s Piano Concerto.22 More 
generally, Delius was attracted to popular songs with southern lyrical 
themes set to what he believed were genuinely southern sounds, unaware of 
or indifferent to their non-southern origins. For example, he was infatuated 
with Connecticut composer Henry Clay Work’s ‘Marching Through 
Georgia,’ quoting it in Florida Suite, The Magic Fountain, and again in 
Koanga.23 Delius also incorporated ‘Dixie,’ the creation of Ohio-born 
blackface minstrel pioneer Daniel Emmett, into his American Rhapsody 
and Appalachia.24 The faux black and faux southern sounds that, 
paradoxically, also became part of the ‘real’ southern repertoire, helped  
to mould Delius’s ideas about the region and its music.

A fourth way to think about the southern qualities in Delius’s music 
combined authorial intent with thematic concerns. Delius wrote a lot of 
music which he clearly conceived of as being inspired by and evocative of 
the region. Sometimes this connection was obvious from the titles he gave 
his orchestral works (Florida Suite) or from the words to his vocal pieces. 
Koanga, for instance, had claims to be southern simply by virtue of its 
setting and subject matter. The opera took place in colonial Louisiana and 
was based on the Bras-Coupé section of Cable’s The Grandissimes. Delius 
was responsible for the scenario and had initially attempted to write the 
libretto before handing it over to his Paris flatmate, the English novelist 
C.F. Keary. The opera describes the tragedy of a proud African slave, 
Koanga, his thwarted attempts to marry his beloved Palmyra, and his 
heroic, if doomed, revolt against a cruel and capricious slave system.25 
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After a London preview of some sections in May 1899, Koanga was 
first staged in its entirety in Elberfeld, Germany, in 1904. In these early 
performances, Koanga had a white cast and it was not until 1958 that 
Lawrence Winters became the first black performer to play the lead. Andrew 
Black took the title role in London; American baritone Clarence Whitehill 
in Elberfeld. Claire Delius recalled that Whitehill worried ‘how the audience 
would accept his costume, or rather lack of it, for he had to appear with his 
body completely blacked and wearing only a leopard skin.’26 This apparel 
suggests the eroticization of primitive black, especially male, bodies that 
permeated white imaginings and representations of the U.S. South, producing 
what Riché Richardson describes as ‘a remarkably consistent imaging of black 
masculinity in the South.’ Richardson rightly insists that ‘racial formations 
within and across black categories have been mutually constitutive’ and notes 
how, broadly speaking, ‘White masculinity in the South was historically 
defined by such concepts as chivalry, honor, and gentility that were upheld 
as the most cherished principles and values in white society.’ Yet it is striking 
how far Delius’s black hero deviates from Richardson’s typology of southern 
black men as being routinely cast as ‘cowardly, counterrevolutionary, infantile, 
and emasculated.’27 Koanga is actually ‘revolutionary’ in the sense that he is 
battling against slavery. Moreover he is a genuine tragic hero: brave, principled, 
selfless, and doomed. Equally significant, Koanga is enviably sexually 
attractive and powerful. He is imbued in character and in costume with the 
kind of sexual potency that was a recurring cliché in white imaginings of black 
men. In the segregated South the need to preserve the racial boundaries of 
Jim Crow was often articulated with reference to images of predatory, hyper-
sexualized black men and their rapacious designs on white women. Southern 
whiteness, and the laws and customs that helped to define and protect it, were 
inextricably linked to ideas about southern black masculinity.

Certainly, the attraction of African American culture to Frederick Delius 
was tied to his sense that the most thrilling, primal, elemental features of the 
southern environment were best expressed in black culture and embodied in 
the figure of Koanga. If this meant that he, too, succumbed to the racialized 
stereotypes of black sexual potency and proximity to nature that critically 
informed transatlantic perceptions of racial difference, he still endowed 
Koanga with courage, dignity and intelligence – and not the low cunning and 
hustle of the conniving Zip Coon minstrel stereotype. George Washington 
Cable aside, such things were rare in white depictions of black men at the  
turn of the twentieth century. 
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Nevertheless, the early blackface presentations of Koanga inevitably 
connected the opera to the world of minstrelsy, imitation, and caricature 
from which Delius’s conception of southern music had partially emerged. 
This is an important point. As many writers have noted, minstrelsy was an 
internationally popular entertainment form which allowed whites to revel 
in while simultaneously mocking and reviling African American culture; 
they could enjoy the vicarious thrills of ‘black’ life with its carefree, visceral 
energies, while retaining a clear sense of their own racial superiority.28  
Minstrelsy helped whites to navigate the ‘Africanist presence’ in the United 
States, cementing in place white characterizations of blacks and in the process 
reinforcing ideas about what made whites different, what made them white.

However, as Peter Kolchin reminds us in a useful corrective to the tendency 
among some scholars to de-contextualise whiteness, race is hardly a stable, 
uniform, or trans-historical construct.29 For all their discursive and practical 
power, conceptions of whiteness and racial identities more generally never 
operate independently of other material forces and social formations. Rather, 
imposed and assumed racial identities and their implications have varied over 
time and place according to a plethora of interlocking local, regional, national, 
and international social-economic-political-intellectual-legal factors. What 
Kolchin terms the ‘shifting and contingent’ nature of racial identities and 
understandings was apparent in the growing dissatisfaction towards blackface 
performances of Koanga in Britain.30  

In the late 1920s, the British press had noted growing public impatience 
with white imitations of ‘authentic’ black, often southern, culture; audiences 
were now demanding ‘the real thing, and not Al Jolson, with a corked face 
and a black wig, singing coon songs.’31 By 1935, when Sir Thomas Beecham 
revived Koanga for a Covent Garden production that toured Britain and was 
broadcast on BBC radio, there was far less popular acceptance of the idea that 
white performers could ever reproduce African American musical style. The 
blackface production met with lukewarm reviews. ‘A white man, no matter 
how be-blacked, cannot suggest a negro’s singing,’ explained Daily Telegraph 
music critic Richard Capell. 

Capell’s comments on the inauthenticity of a blackface Koanga suggest the 
fifth coordinate in the matrix of musical southern-ness: this required Delius’s 
listeners to affirm his southern music’s authenticity. At a basic level, audiences, 
southern and non-southern, heard Koanga as redolent of the South, as 
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embodying something which they felt was genuinely – even if, paradoxically, 
that often meant stereotypically or fictionally – representative of the region, 
its culture and history. Audience acceptance of Koanga’s southern-ness was 
obviously helped by plotline and setting. The ‘Bras Coupé’ storyline, adapted 
from Cable’s The Grandissimes was, in Michael Kreyling’s phrase, ‘far from 
local color and nearer to the violent heart of southern culture,’ and Koanga 
was always internationally associated with a somewhat belated critique of 
southern slavery.33 That connection has been affirmed by virtually every 
concert program, preview, review, and album liner note relating to the opera 
since 1899. This reminds us that non-musical factors – in this case, the press 
and marketing apparatus of the classical music business – can also help to affix 
notions of southern-ness to particular musical forms and individual pieces, 
even in idioms such as opera not traditionally conceived of as quintessentially 
southern.34 For example, a review of the 1899 London performance of excerpts 
from Koanga – described as ‘a curious mixture of Wagner, Tschaikowsky 
(sic), and Nigger melodies’ – stated plainly that the libretto ‘is founded on a 
tale by George Washington Cable, a popular novelist of the Southern States of 
America…. The original tale gives an interesting picture of Negro life on the 
Southern plantation.’35 

But beyond matters of source material and authorial intention, how 
successfully did Delius generate sounds that diverse audiences heard and 
accepted as southern? In 1907, German critic Max Chop offered a fascinating 
checklist of the ingredients needed to conjure up a Louisiana plantation in a 
European concert hall. Chop commended Delius as ‘an excellent colourist’ 
who ‘uses all the opportunities: milieu, customs, symbolic songs and joyful 
dances, including a semi-mystical sacrificial dance of fleeing Negroes, to paint 
musically.’36 A London Times review in 1935 also celebrated Delius’s ability  
to evoke the South by recourse to musical idioms understood transnationally 
as black, noting how ‘snatches of slave melody suggest the local colour.’37 

In terms of orchestration, use of a banjo – an instrument with African roots 
that, thanks largely to minstrelsy, had become central to the popular music of 
much of the Atlantic World – greatly increased the likelihood that any piece of 
music would be heard as southern. In the Florida Suite and Appalachia Delius 
had mimicked the banjo with bass harp and pizzicato cello; in Koanga he went 
for the real thing. ‘I am employing the Banjo in my orchester [sic]’ he wrote 
to his former Florida neighbour Jutta Bell.38 ‘I am getting all the Southern 
flavor in the music,’ he explained, adding that ‘I am keeping the whole in the 
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character of the negro melody.’ Delius clearly believed that a combination  
of banjo and ‘negro melody’ was guaranteed to create a ‘Southern flavor.’39   
In 1899, the London Times acknowledged, albeit rather snootily, how this  
mix of banjo and black style clinched Koanga’s southern credentials: ‘The local 
colour is supplied by choruses of negro slaves in the accompaniment of whose 
remarks the banjo plays a prominent and far from agreeable part.’40 108 years 
later, when Koanga was briefly revived in Britain to mark the two hundredth 
anniversary of the end of the Atlantic slave trade, the banjo still served as 
a reliable international signifier of southern-ness. Critic Anthony Holden 
described ‘the charming introduction of a pair of banjos to remind us that we 
are in the Deep South.’41 

For Delius, then, the ‘Africanist presence’ in the South, ‘real or fabricated,’ was 
central to his understanding of the region and to the ways it functioned in his 
art. He used the story of Koanga as, to borrow again from Toni Morrison, 
a ‘way of contemplating chaos and civilization, desire and fear, and [as] a 
medium for testing the problems and blessings of freedom.’ In this regard, 
Delius, an elite white man in headlong flight from his family’s expectations and 
a stifling world of commerce and propriety, participated in and contributed 
to what Morrison describes as the ‘range of views, assumptions, readings, 
and misreadings that accompany Eurocentric learning about these [African] 
people.’42 Through his music, he also partook of and helped to extend a related 
international process of ‘learning’ about the South in which ideas of racial 
difference, of whiteness and blackness, were closely linked to ideas about 
regional identity. 

Donald Davidson and the Sounds of Southern Whiteness

Like Delius, Donald Davidson had a fondness for the banjo. For Davidson, 
however, the banjo, rhetorically stripped of its African heritage, was a symbol 
of the white South – and not the deracinated backwards white South later 
evoked by the ‘Dueling Banjos’ of the film Deliverance. For Davidson, the 
banjo symbolised white pride, lagging behind only the dulcimer and on 
a par with the fiddle in his pantheon of revered southern instruments. In 
plotting the coordinates of southern-ness in his own musical composition and 
criticism, Davidson mobilised all of the frameworks that I applied to Delius’s 
southern work. Alongside the formal characteristics derived from appropriate 
instrumentation and technique, the crucial yardsticks by which Davidson 
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sought to identify and create authentic southern music were environmental 
influences, overtly southern themes, and audience perceptions. He also 
recognised the importance of outside influences and intermediaries in shaping 
southern musical culture, but only those which connected the region’s music to 
a white Anglo-Celtic tradition. 

In Davidson’s view, only white southerners like himself were really equipped 
to create or comment authoritatively on southern music. This perspective 
was articulated in Big Ballad Jamboree, a novel written during the early 
1950s but only published posthumously in 1996, where Davidson explores 
the connections between traditional Appalachian folk music and commercial 
‘hillbilly’ music. In a pivotal scene, folklorist Dr. Goodenow explains to 
aspiring young hillbilly singer Danny MacGregor, the novel’s narrator-hero, 
the importance of birthplace and site of composition and performance to real 
southern music. Goodenow, we are assured, can ‘speak with some authority’ 
on such musical matters simply ‘because he was born down in Edgefield 
County, South Carolina.’ MacGregor explains how Goodenow ‘wanted us 
specially to notice... a piece by a young Tennessee fellow named Charles F. 
Bryan – “White Spiritual Symphony”’ because ‘It went at our music the right 
way – from the inside. The other men [Aaron Copland and George Gershwin] 
– well, they were good composers but were not raised to the old music, not 
born with it on their mouths like Charlie Bryan.’43 At about the time that he 
wrote these lines, Davidson was collaborating with the same Charles Faulkner 
Bryan on Singin’ Billy, a folk-opera that embodied their views of what 
constituted the finest, most authentic southern music.

Davidson’s strict geographic and sonic criteria for identifying genuine southern 
music was inextricably linked to his preoccupation with protecting what he 
saw as traditional southern white culture from the steady encroachment of 
modernity, commercial entertainment, the mass media, and various black 
challenges to segregation and white privilege. These anxieties intensified in 
the post-World War Two period as African American protest and a series of 
Executive Orders and Supreme Court decisions signalled a rising threat to 
Jim Crow. Davidson would eventually respond to these challenges by forming 
the Tennessee Federation for Constitutional Government to promote state-
wide resistance to federally mandated desegregation. This was the political 
manifestation of a commitment to the racial status quo which Davidson had 
been expressing in cultural terms for decades. His folk-opera represented 
an effort to celebrate the musical forms he felt best embodied an idealised 
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conception of southern white identity that was rooted in racial supremacy, 
strict segregation, and pious country living.44 

The racial prejudice that motivated Davidson to exclude blacks from full 
participation in southern civil society also encouraged him to downplay and at 
times to deny African American influences on the region’s music. He chastised 
pioneering folk music collector John Lomax for his ‘misleading’ claim that 
‘what is best in southern folk song derives mainly from a Negro source,’ 
arguing that ‘it rests on no basis of fact.’ Missing no opportunity to denounce 
the credentials of meddlesome northerners who presumed to comment on 
southern culture, Davidson ridiculed Lomax for making the kind of error he 
would expect from ‘Those students of Southern culture who live in New York 
pent-houses (sic) and frequent the Harlem honky-tonks.’45  

Davidson also insisted that black spirituals were based on white precedents. 
Here he was influenced by his Vanderbilt University colleague George Pullen 
Jackson, a professor of German who doubled as a folklorist. Jackson was 
author of White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands which dealt with shape-
note singing – a popular pictorial method of musical notation which enabled 
singers with no training to master new tunes quickly. Davidson conceded 
that classic songs in the shape-note repertoire ‘were remarkably like Negro 
spirituals’ but insisted that ‘they were demonstrably older than the recorded 
versions of the Negro spirituals that resemble them. They had been created in 
the heyday of shape-note choral art.’ He admitted that ‘the Negro had adapted 
them in his peculiar way,’ but saw the flow of influence in music, as in all the 
most laudable aspects of southern culture, from superior and creative whites 
to inferior and imitative blacks who ‘had first of all taken his songs from the 
source where he had got his Bible, his plow, his language.’46  Davidson simply 
concluded that ‘White spirituals have a nobility and elevation that the Negro 
spirituals generally lack.’47 

Parsing southern music in this way enabled Davidson to articulate his sense 
of the unbridgeable gap between black and white character, capabilities, 
and cultures. Paradoxically, however, by repeatedly denying, diminishing, 
or denigrating African American influences on what he saw as the South’s 
signature music, Davidson inadvertently revealed the importance of navigating, 
even to the point of evasion, the ‘Africanist presence’ in the region when 
it came to delineating southern white identity. The sheer intellectual and 
rhetorical effort it took Davidson to disavow or discredit black contributions 
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to the region’s culture betrayed their centrality to that culture and to the 
formation of southern white identities.

Revealingly, while Davidson fully accepted George Pullen Jackson’s notion 
that ‘the white spirituals are predecessors of the Negro songs,’ he glossed 
over Jackson’s claim that in the New World shape-note singing had first 
flourished in New England, rather than in the South. Davidson preferred 
to stress how Jackson had traced the practice back to Reformation-era 
Britain.48 This kind of connection was of great significance to Davidson 
as he invoked Anglo-Celtic traditions to vouchsafe the essentially 
white European origins, character, and quality of the music he deemed 
unimpeachably southern. For example, Davidson particularly liked ‘The 
Quilt Song’ in Singin’ Billy because, as he wrote admiringly to Charles 
Bryan, ‘the harpers and bagpipes of your Gaelic-Celtic forbears stood by 
you when you composed this music!’49 Similarly, at one point in the opera 
the eponymous hero overhears someone singing and remarks approvingly 
that the tune ‘might have come straight from a Scottish glen or some 
chimney corner in Ireland. But it’s ours now.’50 Davidson also marvelled 
that in shape-note singing ‘the larynx was English, and it sounded in 
their singing like indubitable English…it might go back to the great days 
of English song.’51 Davidson’s stress on the Anglo-Celtic heritage of his 
favourite southern music forms complicated his equally fervent emphasis 
on the local creation and consumption of ‘real’ southern music. But he 
was willing to embrace a fictional, a-historical conception of Anglo-Celtic 
culture that actually collapsed important distinctions between Anglo and 
Celtic traditions in order to promote a concept of shared white Atlantic 
identity and solidarity to which southern whites could lay claim.

Davidson also prized shape-note singing because it involved entire 
communities in music-making. This participatory element was central to 
his understanding of how music played a pivotal role in the construction of 
white southern identity, and it defined the sound and sense of Singin’ Billy. 
The opera was a fictionalised account of the adventures of real-life music 
educator William (‘Billy’) Walker, a South Carolina singing master who visited 
countless rural communities in the antebellum South, teaching them choral 
arrangements for hymns and ballads using the shape-note system. In 1835 
Walker published The Southern Harmony and Musical Companion. Forty 
years later this compilation of some three hundred shape-note songs had sold 
600,000 copies; it was regularly reprinted for decades afterwards. 
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Davidson had seen and heard Walker’s Southern Harmony in use in 
1932, when he visited the estate of fellow Agrarian John Donald Wade 
in Marshallville, Georgia. In Marshallville Davidson was captivated by 
communal songfests where Walker’s book was a basic text. Dubbing this part 
of mid-Georgia ‘Eden’ to emphasise its pristine qualities, Davidson argued 
that these rural musical traditions were largely insulated from modernity 
and protected from the corrosive industrial and commercial forces at work 
elsewhere in the South. ‘The all-day singings take place on the fringe of 
Eden’s land and not in the town,’ he carefully reported, nostalgically reifying 
rural isolation just as Delius and his critics had romanticised the remoteness 
of Solano Grove. ‘The music, I thought as I listened, was something whose 
influence every native southerner has subconsciously recognised, even when 
he has not experienced its direct force.’52 Southerners like himself intuitively 
knew when they were hearing ‘their’ music and were, therefore, the best judges 
of what constituted authentic southern music. Communal shape-note singing 
passed this test and dominated Singin’ Billy, which premiered at the Vanderbilt 
University Theater on April 23, 1952.53

Charles Bryan, Davidson’s collaborator, worked at the Peabody Teachers 
College near Vanderbilt and came from a similar small Tennessee mountain 
community: Davidson was from Campbellstown, Bryan from McMinnville. 
Like Davidson, he embraced southern white folk music as emblematic of 
the best qualities of the region and its peoples, and as a cultural mechanism 
for preserving those values and characteristics against the corrupting 
effect of outside influences and mass entertainment. According to Bryan, 
‘The foundation of all music culture in a nation is to be found in the folk 
music of that nation.’54 Like Davidson, he figured the southern ‘nation’ as 
white and the staunchly Anglo-American sound of Singin’ Billy reflected 
that belief. Bryan had suggested the opera should deploy ‘folk idioms, 
although we may not necessarily use actual folk tunes.’55 In fact, Bryan 
explained, ‘The actual use of folk songs in the work will be limited…The 
only exception to the use of folk material will be the actual fah-sol-lah 
stuff found in Southern Harmony.’56 Davidson concurred and eventually 
five songs from Walker’s 1835 book made it into the opera. However, as 
musicologist Michael Meacham has observed, even beyond the adaptions 
straight from Walker, ‘The majority of the selections in Singin’ Billy do 
allude musically to Anglo-American vernacular music of the rural South, 
some by way of literal quotation.’57 The new material written by Bryan and 
Davidson constituted a bleached, whites-only alternative to Delius’s eclectic 
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borrowings from what he believed to be the black roots of quintessentially 
southern musical styles. 

Moving from score to libretto, the basic plot of Singin’ Billy concerns the 
eponymous hero’s efforts to set up a singing school in Oconee Town in 
Pickens County, South Carolina, where he encounters a community poised 
precariously between a rough-and-ready, highly individualistic frontier life 
and more genteel, civic-minded impulses. In thematic terms, then, setting, 
storyline, and presence of stock regional characters immediately stamp Singin’ 
Billy as southern. The central dramatic tension is between Hank MacGregor, 
an earnest young blacksmith equally smitten by evangelical religion and by 
the young heroine Margaret Williams, and the wild backwoodsman Kinch 
Hardy, who is Billy Walker’s main rival until they are reconciled at the end 
of the opera. In that ending, Kinch and Billy face off against each other in a 
singing duel. Kinch launches into the earthy ballad ‘The Life and Death of 
John Barleycorn’ while Billy chooses the spectral hymn ‘Wondrous Love.’ As 
the assembled townsfolk join in with Billy, the sacred drowns out the secular 
and the communal triumphs over the individual.

The real winner in Singin’ Billy, however, is the shared music, a source 
and expression of southern white cohesion and identity. The two songs 
in the sing-off were both drawn from Walker’s Southern Harmony. 
‘John Barleycorn’ and ‘Wondrous Love’ have similar melodies and Billy 
surprises Kinch with his knowledge and love of the old ballad, suggesting 
common ground between the relatively educated Billy and the rough 
diamond Kinch, while also bridging the sacred-secular divide. As Davidson 
explained, the opera was ‘written so as to plant, here and there, small 
unobtrusive suggestions of the latent, unselfconscious harmony in the life 
of Pickens County – a latent harmony which the visit of Singin’ Billy evokes 
into new, more outright expression and form.’58 Here Davidson reiterated a 
point he had been making for years. In 1926 he wrote of an ‘autochonous 
ideal,’ arguing that authentic southern artists unselfconsciously inhabit an 
organic, intensely localised world which they neither critique nor explain, 
but rather express and bring to life through their work.59 In ‘A Mirror for 
Artists,’ Davidson’s contribution to the Agrarian manifesto I’ll Take My 
Stand, he insisted that all great and lasting art was produced by societies 
which ‘were for the most part stable, religious, and agrarian; where the 
goodness of life was measured by a scale of values having little to do with 
the material values of industrialism.’60 For Davidson the communal music 
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made by the pious rural white folk in Singin’ Billy made manifest a latent 
shared identity. In fact, this music did not just reflect a pre-existing identity; 
it actually helped to create, define, and celebrate a sense of southern 
whiteness that magically trumped differences of class and gender by 
discursively and musically isolating itself from the troublesome ‘Africanist 
presence’ that was in truth key to southern history, identities, and cultures.

But what did contemporary audiences make of Singin’ Billy? Although it 
was rarely staged, those who did read, hear, or perform the work appear to 
have found it a convincing portrayal of white southern rural identity. Royal 
Brantley, director of the West Texas State Opera Workshop, which performed 
the work in May 1953, thought the composers had completely ‘caught the 
mood and mores of early Americans, particularly the mountain folks.’61 From 
the University of Mississippi English department, Harry Campbell commended 
Bryan and Davidson for writing ‘in the genuine folk idiom, a kind of rural idyl 
that combines realism and romanticism.’62 Moreover, the fact that Singin’ Billy 
was only ever performed at segregated white institutions in the South during 
the 1950s and early 1960s, and that the score was reprinted in 1985 by the 
neo-Confederate Foundation for American Education, publishers of Southern 
Partisan, suggests that at least some white southerners have had no problem 
identifying Singin’ Billy as a musical iteration of a racially exclusive vision of 
southern identity.63 

The Drive-By Truckers and the Duality of the Southern Musical Thing

Like Donald Davidson, the Drive-By Truckers have been preoccupied with the 
relationship between southern music and the construction of white southern 
identity. This was certainly evident in Southern Rock Opera, a twenty-song 
cycle released in 2001 and based loosely on the career of archetypal 1970s 
southern rock band Lynyrd Skynyrd. The Skynyrd story, taken up to the point 
of the 1977 plane crash which killed several members of the group, including 
lead singer and principal songwriter Ronnie Van Zant, is interwoven with 
that of a latter-day fictional equivalent called Betamax Guillotine, whose 
anonymous lead singer narrates the album.64

Bearing in mind the southern matrix already applied to the music of the 
cosmopolitan Delius and the parochial Davidson, where does the southern-
ness of the Truckers’s Opera chiefly reside? In terms of biographical and 
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environmental factors, of lineage and place, the band and its ‘opera’ have 
impeccable southern credentials of the kind so dear to Davidson. The Truckers 
formed in Athens, Georgia, although most band members, including lynchpins 
Patterson Hood and Mike Cooley, hail from north Alabama. Southern Rock 
Opera was cut more or less live in a makeshift studio in Birmingham using 
analogue rather than digital recording technology by a group who profess to 
being ‘pretty distrustful of perfection.’ Although clearly embedded in the world 
of modern recording and mass media, the Truckers’ way of working echoes 
Davidson’s celebration of ‘the amateur spirit’ in southern music and something 
of his desire to protect it from the tyranny of technically correct but passionless 
professional performers.65

In terms of setting and subject matter, the album was anchored firmly 
in southern locales and folklore, mapping Skynyrd’s journey ‘From the 
swamps of North Florida to the swamps just north of Baton Rouge’ where 
Skynyrd’s plane crashed. The songs are saturated with regional references: 
Jack Daniels, Church of Christ, Reynolds Wrap, sweet tea, trucks, and the 
University of Alabama’s legendary football coach Bear Bryant. Alabama 
governor and segregationist icon George Wallace stalks the opera’s first 
act and, in ‘Three Great Alabama Icons,’ ends up in hell for his craven and 
opportunistic racial politics. It is one of many points where the ‘Africanist 
presence’ and the history of southern race relations help to define what it 
means for the Drive-by Truckers’ generation to be both white and southern. 
In musical terms, Southern Rock Opera generally adheres to the riff-heavy, 
three lead guitar, rock-blues-country boogie sound that defined the classic 
southern rock of Skynyrd, Black Oak Arkansas, Wet Willie, the Outlaws, 
and .38 Special. ‘We knew that we wanted to record it with three guitars 
and as live as possible,’ explained Hood.66 

Fronted by proudly Alabamian vocals – the album liner notes chastise  
‘people who try to talk down their southern accents for fear of sounding  
“too-southern”’ – the vernacular argot and triple-attack guitar sound do much 
the same cultural work that the banjo, the dulcimer, and shape-note harmonies 
once did for Delius and Davidson; that is, they proclaim an unmistakable (if 
socially and musically constructed) regional identity. In a formal sense, then, 
Southern Rock Opera, like Koanga and Singin’ Billy, mobilises a repertoire  
of sounds conventionally associated with the South.

Yet, as with the disparate transatlantic sources that nourished the 



nominally southern music of Delius and Davidson, the Truckers were 
indebted to artists from far beyond their home region, many of whom had 
themselves recast putatively southern idioms to make their own musical 
hybrids which were then re-imported into the region. The Betamax 
Guillotine singer may have listened to ‘Lots of Lynyrd Skynyrd’ but this 
was only part of a catholic rock music education which included acts, 
many of them non-southern, such as ‘Neil Young, Led Zeppelin, The 
Rolling Stones, The Who, ZZ Top, AC/DC, Aerosmith, Thin Lizzy, Blue 
Oyster Cult, Black Sabbath, The Sweet, Ted Nugent, Queen, Steely Dan, 
Todd Rundgren, CCR [Creedence Clearwater Revival], the Band…’67 On 
‘Let There Be Rock,’ the singer admits that he never actually saw Skynyrd 
perform and notes instead being inspired by British heavy metal icon Ozzy 
Osbourne, Ireland’s Thin Lizzy, and Australia’s AC/DC. Thanks to the 
penetrative reach of the mass media and the modern recording industry, 
neither the Truckers nor any of their southern rock predecessors in the 
1970s inhabited anything like the hermetically sealed pastoral South 
romanticised by Davidson and other champions of folk-authenticity as  
the only source of real southern music.

This is not to deny that notions of southern authenticity (musical or otherwise) 
in the early twenty-first century are still often bound up with ideas of 
primordial environments and rural ways, notwithstanding the increasingly 
urban and suburban character of the region since World War Two. Rather it 
is to reiterate that, as Frederick Delius’s Koanga exemplified, the South has 
always been involved in a vibrant transnational, as well as intra-national, 
process of musical exchange, influence, and counter-influence. Just as crucially, 
despite Donald Davidson’s best efforts, southern music has frequently 
resisted legal, extra-legal, critical, and commercial efforts to define and 
compartmentalise its styles strictly by race. As David Stricklin has summarised, 
‘the largely biracial South was always a region of borrowing across the lines 
that supposedly separated the two ethnic groups that made up most of its 
population.’68

The music on Southern Rock Opera gestures in the direction of country, punk, 
grunge, and indie pop styles, but mainly uses a southern rock sound that, 
like these other genres, is conventionally marked white. Yet even beyond the 
multiple debts to black culture of all nominally ‘white’ rock music, the album is 
suffused with a tentative belief that a shared musical repertory might actually 
unite southerners across racial lines. In ‘Ronnie and Neil,’ the 1963 16th 
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Street Baptist Church bombing in Birmingham that killed four young black 
girls as they prepared for Sunday school, is juxtaposed with far more positive 
images from Alabama’s interracial musical history: ‘Meanwhile in North 
Alabama, Wilson Pickett comes to town/To record that sweet soul music, to 
get that Muscle Shoals sound.’ The point here is not to equate a racial atrocity 
with a fleeting moment of biracial musical cooperation, but rather to indicate 
that such things could and did happen, and might possibly do so again. It 
offers a partial, fragile counter-narrative to what the Truckers portray as an 
unrelentingly grim representation of southern race relations.

Perhaps this cautious, musically grounded optimism is naïve, even 
disingenuous, but it should not be a surprise. Patterson Hood is the son of 
bassist David Hood who in the 1960s and 1970s cut innumerable soul hits 
with the likes of Percy Sledge, Aretha Franklin, and the Staples Singers at 
the Muscle Shoals studios in Florence, Alabama. There young Patterson 
glimpsed something of the interracial, communalizing potential of southern 
music as he watched his father, ‘a white southerner born during World War 
II who made his living backing up African-American R&B legends in my 
Bible Belt hometown during the height of the civil rights struggle and the 
horrific racist events of the ‘60s.’69 In this autobiographical moment, Hood 
tries to lay claim, not to southern rock, but to another musical South and 
with it another southern white identity, another politics. Certainly, like Delius 
but unlike Davidson, the Truckers have always acknowledged the enormous 
African American contribution to the region’s music. The band has frequently 
worked on projects with black artists, including soul veteran Bettye LaVette 
on her 2007 Scene of the Crime album (which Hood also produced) and the 
2010 Grammy award-winning Potato Hole by Booker T. Jones. Jones was 
organist with Booker T. and the MGs, the legendary house band at Stax 
Records in Memphis whose integrated line-up and fusion of jazz, rhythm and 
blues, rock and roll, and country stylings embodied the bi-racial possibilities, 
rarely realised in the broader culture, that characterised what journalist Peter 
Guralnick dubbed the ‘southern dream of freedom’ during the 1960s.70 

Southern Rock Opera is marked southern by its preoccupation with attempts 
to find a useable white male southern past in the aftermath of the civil 
rights movement that is not reducible to relentless tales of racism, ignorance, 
boorishness, sexism, and bigotry. This lyrical working through of the region’s 
fraught racial history is central to an album which Hood described as ‘an 
unblinking look at the post-Civil-Rights South and the death of Southern 
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Rock glory days.’71 And it should be noted that the Truckers were by no 
means the only baby boomer southern white men whose attempts to work 
through their region’s racist past eventually took them back to a southern 
rock idiom they had once rejected. North Carolina journalist Mark Kemp, 
one of thousands enamoured with the Truckers and their opera, describes a 
similar love-hate-love relationship with the southern rock of his youth. Despite 
what Kemp admits was a tendency towards heavy handed machismo and 
a Confederate flag-waving tribalism that could ‘actually strengthen…other 
peoples’ deep-seated racism,’ he argues in his memoir Dixie Lullaby that 
southern rock offered a rallying point for young white southerners, especially 
men, whose sense of identity and worth had been seriously damaged by the 
righteous challenges of the civil rights movement to white supremacy. Some 
young white southerners turned for inspiration and a revival of regional pride 
to proudly, self-consciously southern rock stars like Skynyrd’s Ronnie Van 
Zant who ‘helped young white people heal at a time when we had no white 
role models who spoke as eloquently as Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. or Malcolm 
X.’ As Kemp explained, in terms reminiscent of how Davidson once celebrated 
the communalizing effects of shape-note singing, ‘I didn’t realize it at the time, 
but the feeling of community that southern rock engendered during the early 
1970s was the beginning of a healing process – in me and many southerners of 
my generation – that continues to this day.’72

In the 1980s, Kemp’s desire to escape the less savoury burdens of southern 
history and a reactionary iteration of white southern identity initially took 
him away from southern rock to explore new wave, hip-hop, cowpunk, indie 
and sundry other genres. The Truckers’ Cooley and Hood had also spent a 
good portion of their adolescence and young manhood avoiding southern 
rock and virtually any other music which smacked of the traditional white 
South. Hood claimed that he had never really listened to Lynyrd Skynyrd 
or country music until the mid-1990s when he moved to Athens. It took 
him a long while to get ‘past the prejudices I had from my childhood… at 
the time, growing up, I was into the Stones and Zeppelin.’73 On ‘The Three 
Great Alabama Icons,’ the Betamax Guillotine singer boasts how his first 
band ‘didn’t play no Skynyrd…I came of age rebelling against the music of 
my high school parking lot.’ In the mid-1980s in Muscle Shoals, Cooley and 
Hood formed a punk band, Adam’s House Cat, which savaged the romantic 
myths that still clustered around neo-Agrarian evocations of the small town 
South. Early Truckers’ songs like ‘Buttholeville’ from their 1998 debut album 
Gangstabilly and ‘Too Much Sex (Too Little Jesus)’ from the follow-up 
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Pizza Deliverance mocked the faux-gentility, cultural sterility, and religious 
hypocrisy of the contemporary South: ‘We’re building us an army, we’re 
gonna knock out Satan/Visa or Mastercard, our operators are waiting,’ they 
sang on ‘Too Much Sex.’74 

These early Truckers songs served as counterpoint to far more sympathetic 
accounts of working-class white male struggles to keep body, soul, family, 
and faith together in the face of economic exploitation, religious and political 
charlatanry, poor educational opportunities, and pervasive ‘redneck’ 
stereotypes that were often presented as wholly synonymous with southern 
white male identity. On Southern Rock Opera the quest for white redemption 
is played out against the history and persistence of white racism, violence, and 
black oppression; but it is also characterised by a refusal to make those evils 
the totality of white identity or historical experience. Voicing their generation’s 
anxieties about the extent to which it should bear responsibility for the racist 
sins of the past, the singer of ‘Moved’ explains how ‘There ain’t no plantations 
in my family tree’ and insists that his Confederate great-great- grandfather 
‘Did NOT believe in slavery, thought that all men should be free.’ Similarly, 
‘Ronnie and Neil’ describes how the Birmingham church bombing left a stain 
on the reputations of all white southerners, regardless of their racial views, or 
even whether they were born at the time: ‘A whole lot of good people dragged 
through the blood and glass/Blood stains on their good names and all of us to 
take the blame.’

On ‘The Southern Thing,’ the singer proclaims that his music ‘Ain’t about 
excuses or alibis/Ain’t about no cotton fields or cotton picking lies.’ This 
pivotal song in the opera describes ‘the duality of the Southern thing’ – the tug 
of war between love for the region, respect for family and heritage, and the 
need ‘to stare down the shame’ of white racism. In revisiting, re-imagining and, 
to some degree, re-mythologizing the southern rock of the 1970s – reaffirming 
its riotous, hedonistic celebration of life and region while rejecting its sexist 
and racist associations – the Truckers were, to quote Hood, ‘telling stories  
of a forgotten south. Stories, no one else was bothering to tell. Stories that  
own up to the terrible while telling of the beautiful.’75

Some of these songs teeter perilously close to being exculpatory tracts, 
reminiscent of the kind of ‘color-blind racism’ that, as commentators 
such as Eduardo Bonilla-Silva have explained, works to perpetuate 
racial inequalities in the U.S.76 Sometimes the Truckers’ meditations on 
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southern history risk becoming, or at least risk being heard as, part of a 
politics of disavowal which denies or underplays the power of racism in 
the contemporary South, as evidence of a failure to fully appreciate their 
generation’s continuing profit from race-based privileges and opportunities. 
At the very least there is a tension in how the Truckers’ chose to express 
their rejection of the South’s racist past and their hopes for racial 
reconciliation through the reclamation of a southern rock sound widely 
associated with an exclusively white, sometimes racist, heavily macho 
strain of southern identity. It is sometimes as if they want to have their 
Moonpie and eat it too. 

However, it is important to note that Southern Rock Opera trades mostly 
in character songs, with a range of southern white personae on display. 
Moreover, it would take a singularly perverse reading of the Truckers’ career 
and politics to reduce them to caricatures of ignorant or complacent southern 
white naysayers who deny the continued impact of racism in the South. The 
Truckers’ condemnations of racism, past and present, are unequivocal. In ‘[t]
he whole notion of the New South, there seems to be a movement toward 
whitewashing everything, as if it never happened,’ complained Hood shortly 
after Southern Rock Opera was released. ‘Like we’ll have a Civil Rights 
Museum over in this little section of town or maybe a memorial where some 
tragedy happened. And we’ll pat ourselves on our heads and pretend that it’s 
all OK.’77 The Truckers appear to accept Grace Elizabeth Hale’s admonition 
that white southerners should recognise the burden of the region’s ignominious 
racial history, ‘not as the weight of some other, of a dark and distinct place 
and time, but as a burden that we still carry and as a history that we have not 
agreed to face or acknowledge, as a source of our subjectivities.’78 

This is a complicated matter that cuts to the heart of contemporary issues 
around southern white identity and racial politics. Ultimately, perhaps what 
we hear in Southern Rock Opera is an honest effort to understand and work 
through, not to evade, the contemporary implications of southern history 
and the operation of white privilege among a group of progressively minded 
white baby boomers. In fact, the Truckers’ articulation of their relationship 
to the racial dynamics of their region brings to mind Cornel West’s criticisms 
of those who accepted the dangerous fiction that the 2008 election of Barack 
Obama to the presidency marked the dawn of a ‘post-racial’ America. ‘You 
don’t deny race,’ West insisted, ‘You work through race…If I love you, I don’t 
need to eliminate your whiteness. If you love me, you don’t need to eliminate 
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my blackness.’79 There is little to suggest that the Truckers buy into the myth 
of a post-racial South and much to indicate their sensitivity to the persistence 
of racial as well as class-based inequalities. In this context, Southern Rock 
Opera is best understood as the record of an earnest, if sometimes halting, 
limited, and awkward effort to work through the intricate connections among 
the Truckers’s love for a deeply flawed South, respect for some aspects of an 
equally problematic, often shameful white heritage, and recognition of the 
unique contributions and travails of African Americans in the region – the 
‘Africanist presence’ which has always profoundly, if sometimes surreptitiously, 
shaped southern white subjectivities and cultures.

 
Conclusion: Different Kinds of Southern-ness in Southern Music

Contemplating the musical construction of place, ethnomusicologist Martin 
Stokes suggests that ‘music is socially meaningful not entirely but largely 
because it provides means by which people recognise identities and places, and 
the boundaries which separate them.’80 This is a useful way to think about the 
southern operas by Donald Davidson and the Drive-By Truckers, southern-
born artists whose music helped to construct and express their social identities. 
For Davidson, creating and promoting white folk music as the quintessential 
sound of the South was an ideological as well as an aesthetic project. It enabled 
him to define and celebrate traditional southern white identity, along with 
the privileges which had historically flowed from it, while simultaneously 
marking out the boundaries between the races – and between southerners, 
with their special insider knowledge of the region, and uncomprehending non-
southerners. 

Whereas Davidson’s efforts to limn southern white identity and culture 
compelled him to denigrate or elide African American contributions 
to southern music, the Truckers used retro-fitted southern rock to try 
to recalibrate white identity in the wake of the civil rights movement, 
acknowledging the blight of white racism without being wholly defined by 
it. Poverty, religion, gender, drugs, alcohol, generational tensions, the mass 
media, and music itself all interact with race to shape the white male identities 
portrayed in Southern Rock Opera. In fact, the album conforms to historian 
Angie Maxwell’s argument in The Indicted South that ‘Southern whiteness 
must be understood as a constructed identity that begins with race but 
develops well beyond the purview of race.’81
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But what of Frederick Delius? Historian, musician and cultural anthropologist 
Charles Joyner has suggested that the South ‘has been and will remain a 
multicultural mix of European and African elements…That shared heritage…
constitutes the cardinal test of southern identity and the central theme of 
southern culture.’82 If Joyner is right that the fusion of European and African 
elements constitutes the central feature of southern culture, then should the 
peripatetic Yorkshireman also be considered a purveyor of ‘authentic’ southern 
music? After all, Delius very explicitly tapped into and fused European 
and African American musical traditions, even if his sense of the latter was 
heavily mediated by blackface minstrelsy and other forms of transatlantic 
popular music. Yet Delius never really claimed to be writing southern music 
qua southern music, as an expression of his own regional identity or loyalty. 
Instead, he imagined, heard, and recreated southern music primarily as black 
and endowed with the same natural, elemental, primordial qualities he had 
found and deeply admired in the South’s natural environment. Consequently, 
the region and its music became a means for Delius to reinvent himself, 
to find a new identity as he rejected his severe Anglo-German upbringing 
and the prospects of an unappetizingly dull career in the family textile 
business to become an artist. And, once more, at the heart of that process of 
personal reinvention was the ‘Africanist presence,’ part-fiction, part-fact, that 
underpinned his conception of the South and its music. Delius mobilised his 
racialized notion of southern-ness to develop a musical style that expressed his 
increasingly mystical, Dionysian attitude towards life, in particular a libertine 
sexual adventurism (‘blondes, redheads, brunettes, black, white and khaki, 
he’d enjoyed them all,’ fantasised Ken Russell in a novella celebrating Delius’s 
erotic and pagan life), alongside a deep, atheistic reverence for the untamed, 
sensual beauties of nature.83 For Delius, then, the South was a site of perpetual 
‘otherness.’ It was both inspiration and vehicle for his non-conformity, but 
also, paradoxically, a repository of great universal and timeless themes, of 
the primal human imperatives that animated his own life and much of his 
best music. This symbolic mutability, whereby the South and its music seem 
simultaneously local and universal, familiar and exotic was a key aspect of its 
transnational appeal and cultural resonances.84

In sum, the southern-ness of these operas, like that of all putatively southern 
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music, derives from a complex blend of formal musical devices, narrative 
content, and geo-historical contexts that helped to construct a discernibly 
and believably southern musical imaginary for composers, performers, 
and listeners alike. That mix is inherently unstable; it changes somewhat 
over time and place with every artist, idiom, composition, and audience. 
Still, it is striking how Delius, Davidson, and the Drive-By Truckers 
share so many important musical and thematic preoccupations: from 
banjos, shape-note singing, and the triple guitar assault of southern rock, 
to tales of race relations, rural living, violence, hedonism, religiosity, 
and a reverence for place, family, history and community. Indeed, the 
prominence of such familiar, even clichéd, indices of southern-ness in 
these disparate works reminds us that, while we would do well to avoid 
unreflective recourse to such tropes in analysing the South, they have 
always been and remain remarkably potent in the popular imagination. 

Ultimately, however, perhaps, the ‘southern-ness,’ of any piece of music 
has always depended on the willingness of audiences and listeners 
to accept it as such. Just as Karl Hagstrom Miller has described the 
blackface minstrel shows of the nineteenth century as being ‘real to the 
extent that those present were willing to call it so,’ so the ‘authenticity’ 
of any piece of southern music has always been contingent on listeners 
accepting it as such. While that acceptance depends largely on a 
composer’s or performer’s ability to mobilise quite familiar sounds 
and stock themes effectively, the fact is that musical southern-ness has 
always been largely in the ear of the beholder.85 
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