Listening Guide 11.3

“Wildwood Flower” 2 beats per measure

Elapsed Time
Form
Event Description


0:00
Intro
Solo guitar, based on verse (20 measures)


0:21
Verse 1
Vocal (19 measures)


0:43
Instr. verse 1
Solo guitar (19 measures)


1:03
Verse 2
Vocal (19 measures)


1:24
Instr. verse 2
Solo guitar (19 measures)


1:45
Verse 3
Vocal (19 measures)


2:05
Instr. verse 3
Solo guitar (19 measures)


2:25
Verse 4
Vocal (19 measures)


2:46
Instr. verse 4
Solo guitar (18 measures)


3:08
End
“Wildwood Flower” was recorded by the Carter Family in 1928 at Victor Studios in Camden, New Jersey. It features Sara Carter as vocalist accompanied by Maybelle Carter on guitar. “Wildwood Flower” came from a nineteenth-century parlor song called “The Pale Amaranthus.” You will notice the archaic style of the lyric.

Sara Carter’s vocal style is typical of traditional mountain singing and hails back to the vocal practice for rural English balladry. Her vocal sound is unadorned by the coloration of a vibrato and is very nasal in quality (the country “twang” you have perhaps heard about). There are also the distinctive elements of Appalachian pronunciation that affect Sara’s vocal delivery, such as in the line “wavy black hair.” “Hair” is pronounced “har”; and Sara chooses to hold out her note, singing through the “r” sound, which gives her vocal timbre a constricted quality on to the more open “a” vowel sound, rather than holding. The style is reserved and formal, intentionally holding back a dramatic or emotional delivery of the lyric, no matter how tragic, religiously fervent, or otherwise compelling.

The most celebrated feature of this recording is Maybelle Carter’s guitar playing. Her accompaniment and instrumental verses between Sara’s sung verses are the most imitated in country guitar and are the goal of all fledgling players. Maybelle picks the melody on the lower strings and strums the accompanying chords and rhythms on the upper strings with a downstroke. To achieve this effect of two guitarists (one lead and one rhythm), Maybelle must quickly alternate between picking and strumming without sacrificing smoothness or continuity in either, a goal she accomplishes most successfully.

The form is strophic, a succession of verses with no chorus or contrasting formal material. Sara and Maybelle alternate vocal and instrumental verses. The verse is actually 16 measures long, four phrases of four measures; but the Carters add an extra measure after the first, second, and fourth phrase, extending the verse length to 19 measures. This practice of giving the singer a little extra time to catch a breath for the next phrase would carry over into bluegrass.

