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The Adaptations of the Blues in Music and Literature 

Overview of Project #1 
In this project, the students will study several of the blues songs, read several of the poetic 
adaptations of the blues, and visit the National Blues Museum.

Introduce the Blues and adaptation of Blues.  
Examine the work of Robert Johnson and the "Crossroad Blues".  
https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=GsB_cGdgPTo 
We will examine images of the Crossroads, discuss the Dockery farm, and listen to adaptations of 
"Crossroads" and several songs.
Look at geographic origins of Blues and its origins (map and primary source text).
 Use B.B. King biography to explain origins of Blues.
Study the 12-bar blues.      
Visit the National Blues Museum in Saint Louis.
Examine the Jacob Lawrence Migration Series of paintings.

https://m.youtube.com/watch?v=GsB_cGdgPTo




Choose one of the following projects: 

Choice #1 
After visiting the National Blues Museum, choose a Blues songs that has been adapted 
into new musical styles over the last century.   Write  a new adaptation and/or perform 
your adaptation of this Blues piece.  We will use the "Matchbox Blues" by Blind Lemon 
Jefferson as our example and listen to the Carl Perkins and Beatles version as our 
exemplar. 
 

Lyrics
How far to the river, mama, walk down by the sea
How far to the river, walk down by the sea
I got those tadpoles and minnows all in over me

Standing here wonderin' will a matchbox hold my clothes
I'se sittin here wonderin' will a matchbox hold my clothes
I ain't got so many matches but I got so far to go



Lord, Lord, who may your manager be?
Hey, mama, who may your manager be?
Reason I ask so many questions, can't you make friends match for me?

I got a girl cross town she crochet all the time (or is it "coochies" as in hoochi-coochie?)
I got a girl cross town crochet all the time
Mama if you don't quit crochet-in you gunna lose your mind.

I wouldn'y mind marryin', but I can't stand settlin' down
I Don't mind marryin', but Lord, settlin' down
I'm gonna act like a preacher so I can ride from town to town

Well, I'm leavin' town, but that won't make me stay
I leavin' town, cryin' won't make me stay
Baby, the more you cry, the farther you drive me away.

Choice #2 

Create a blues instrument (cigar box guitar, for instance).  



Study the styles of play:  Delta Blues, Hill Blues, and/or Texas Blues or B.B. King's 
adaptation of the Blues (gospel, jazz, soul, and blues).  Then either write and/or plays a 
representative piece on your instrument.

Choice #3:  Adaptation of the Blues in Literature 
We will read "The Weary Blues", "Riverbank Blues", and "Go Down Death".  We will 
analyze these poems in light of the Blues (https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/blues-poem-
poetic-form) and the 12-bar blues. 
Then student will  compose an original poem in this style.

How does your poem adapt the blues style?  Does it use the 12-bar blues style (or adapt it)?  In what 
other ways does it mimic and/or develop features of this oral tradition?
Write your own Blues poem using these traditions and/or techniques.  

https://www.poets.org/poetsorg/text/blues-poem-poetic-form


7th Grade  
Migration Project 

Discuss the background and reasons for the great migration.  See map below.  Explain the historic 
reasons (advances in technology, economic hardship, racial oppression, and 1927 Mississippi flood).  

Then spend some time at the website for Jacob Lawrence (see link and images below).  Think about 
the hopes, expectations, and enormous changes for the migrants to the Northern cities.  Discuss one 
or more images with the students.  Identify the artist's choices in terms of subject matter, style, 
colors, and form.  
Part I.  Have each student choose one image and write a journal entry about that image.  Ask them 
to imagine themselves as one of the people in the image and have them describe their hopes, 
dreams, fears, and feelings.
Part II.  After considering the elements that you consider most riveting and/or challenging for this 
move, then research the migration of your family or one of your family members.  Apply to your 
research the same challenges that affected the Black population.   Then either create a portrait of 
one seminal moment in this migration or write a prose or poetry piece that depicts this movement 
across space and time.



http://www.phillipscollection.org/migration_series/ Jacob Lawrence Migration Series 

  
 

   




