
'These people know more about me than I do': Robert Lockwood's 
Histories of the Blues 
 
The professional life of blues singer and guitarist Robert Lockwood Jr. (1915-2006) 
spans almost the entire development of the genre. A versatile entertainer from 1935-
1960, Lockwood was at home in both the blues and jazz spheres of mid-century 
African American popular music. After a decade-long break from performance, 
Lockwood embarked on a 'second' career from 1970 until his death in 2006; during 
this time he became renowned as one of the last surviving links to Robert Johnson, a 
prime exponent of the pre-war 'delta blues' tradition, who was Lockwood's stepfather.  
 
This second career was fraught with tension: Lockwood's now overwhelmingly white 
audiences envisioned the blues as the visceral ancestor of Anglo-American rock, and 
ignored Lockwood's generic versatility in place of covers of Johnson's material. By 
examining interviews and performances from 1970-2006, this paper explores 
Lockwood's strategic negotiation of changing understandings of the blues, including 
both the post-1960s valourisation of the genre as a romantic 'folk' tradition, and the 
neoliberal reinscribing of African American musics as American 'national' vernaculars 
after 1980. Initially highlighting the influence of Robert Johnson on his playing, 
Lockwood later refuted this connection when his new fans began to ignore the 
urbanity and professional eclecticism that had typified his 'first' career. At the same 
time, Lockwood accounted for the jazz elements of his style through a rubric of artistic 
autonomy and innovation, allowing him to justify his marginality relative to more 
canonic figures of the blues tradition, such as B. B. King and Muddy Waters. 
 
Tracing Lockwood's development from entertainer to 'national treasure', this paper 
uses his acts of 'traditioning' – 'the enactment of what and who counts, for whom, and 
why' (Ake, 2002) – to gain a greater understanding of musicians' strategies for policing 
the shifting boundaries of style, meaning and cultural ownership in the blues. 
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