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Where Modern 
Music Began

T he Mississippi Delta begins just south of Memphis, 

Tennessee, and ends in the Gulf of Mexico in 

Louisiana. This is what Americans call the 'Deep South'.  

It is where most of the states that practised slavery in 

the 19th century were situated.

And it is in the oppression of the slave era that almost 

all the music we listen to today – all the songs on mobile 
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phones and YouTube, and all the genres whether rock, 

pop, soul, dance or hip-hop – have their origin.

Today's music begins with the work chants of African 

labourers on the plantations. Simple, repetitive chants 

they sing as they cut cane, pick cotton, carry tobacco. 

Percussive rhythms that use flat, melancholy tones quite 

different to the traditional do-re-mi scale of European 

music. This gave rise to the music we call the Blues.

Today's music also begins in the chapels where those 

same labourers go to find spiritual comfort. There, they 
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take the conservative hymns of White Americans, but 

sing them differently. Theirs is a more ecstatic, emotional 

style of song that transports the singer, bringing them a 

sense of catharsis*. This is Gospel music.

Both Gospel and Blues are a way to rebel against the 

world you live in when you have no other way of doing 

so – no freedom, no rights, and no hope of escape. But 

what nobody imagines is how, over time, this music will 

come to be a weapon, a force that will eventually change 

the world of their oppressors...

* catharsis : libération affective, délivrance


