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A CHAT WITH THE OTIS BROTHERS
by Joe La Rose afd Joe L.uro

The Ot is Brothers are New Yo.k Ci ty-
$sed music ians who play an incredi-
ble repertoir  of  ear ly s lack Am€ric.n
folk nusic--blues, gospel  i  rags,
hol lers,  minstrel  songs, They play
th€ir  music on a wide a.ray of  in-
st  rumen!s,  !h ich include gui tar ,
nandol i  n,  f iddle,  accordian, b.ss,
banjo,  and an odd assortmenr of  hof t -
mde and a.chaic i  nstruments.

The 0t is B.orhers are 5inqle-handedly
k€epin9 a fast-dyins t radi t ion of
fo lk nusic al  ive.  Their  penchant
lor  authent ic i ty in the cre. t ion of
th is music has rhen performins o.
the type ol  homenade and inexpensive
instruments !sed by the impover ished
Black songsters a. !  gosp€l  s ingers
of rhe late- l9th and ear ly-20th

Th€ 0t is Brothersr approach to their
music is at  once personal  and scr lp-
ulously id iorot ic.  lhey have inter-
nal lzed .e@rkably the subt let ies of
long-forgotten sty les.  and this is
evident i i  rheir  s inging as rc l l  as
playing. For over ten year5 Pat and
8ob have been exper inent ing pi th
thejr  nusic,  recordinq i t r  and
disging deeply into the history,
lore,  sty l  is t ic  conplexi t i€s, .nd
myster ies of  Black fo lk husic v ia
th€ir  imnse and ever-grding col-
lect ions of  78-rpn records,  tap€5!
ear ly cyl  inder recordings, instru-
renrs,  booksr phorographs, docunents,

v is i t ins the hone of  Pat Cont i  ls
l ike enter ing a fo ik musi .  mus€un.
Ancient ragt i re
sheet &sic is nonchalant ly pi led on
the coffee table;  an or ig in6l  7E-rpn
of {Just  Seyond Jordan" by Bl  ind Joe
laggert  is  on top of  the bedi  and the
back r@n i5 ab5ol l te ly cramed with
hundreds of  str i  nged instrume.ts,
f .on ancient rart in sui tars to home-
mde, c isar box f  idd les.

0n ny v is i t  to th i5 fo lk lor ist is
drean of  an aparrrent,  where Pat
l ives ( in Queens, New York c i ry) ,
I  le.rned f i rst-hand one of  the
reasons why the 0t is srorhers '
music is s imultaneousiy a! thent ic
and re. l .  The 0t is Brorhers are nor
rerely copying old records,  l ick by
l ick,  bu!  genuinely feel ins,  re lat-
ing,  and conveying the honespun,
roush-edged warnth of  th is ancienr

The 0t is Brothers:  L to R. P3r Cont i , Bob Guida, and Louie Krom

Gospel mlsic,  @rk songs, re€ls,  oc-
c6sional ly a very rare bal lad-- the
kind of  music that  existed pr ior  to
the end of  the First  vor ld ! /ar  and,
In.  large sens€, r ! i l l  exjsts roday
bot escrped the comrcial  inte.e5ts
of the twent ies and thir t ies and ihe
tr lnted rc.d v ia Anglo-s.hooled
researchers s ince they f i .sr  wcnt
into the u.5.  countryside.

A mdest and warn Nn, Pat Cont i  is
extrenely content spendi .g an af t€.-
noon playins old records and si .q i .s
the lonq forgotten sonss rh. t  are so
much a part  of  h ih.  Pat,  a5 vel l ,
p lays old-t ine hi l lb i l ly  mu5ic wirh
hi5 band, xajor Cont i  3nd the
Can€6reak Satt lers.

Fr:  0escr ibe th€ 0t is Brothersr nusic
PC: Country nusic of  the rcre pr in i -
t ive sty les,  of  rcst ly the black
tradat ions,  based on 5tr in9 band
recordings and recordir 'bs of  b lu€s
music i .ns,  ve expe. imnr wi th the
kind of  nusic that  d idn'r  mk€ i t ,
th6t  prob:bly disappeared by the t l rn
of  the centory,  was ignored by rhe
record companies or by f ie ld col l€c-

FF: lhere does rhe music come fron?
PC: Real ly pret ty ouch out of  o l r
dn exper ienc€ playins country b 'ues
or country music.  out  of  o l r  heads
arrangement-wise. 8ut asain,  i i 's
t r :d i t ional  husic as we he.r  i r .

FF: Have you had tuch co.r6ct  wi th
the older regional  perfornert?
PC: Not so nuch direct ly.  l , re 've don€
a bi t  of  r€cordihs on our own of  sore
of the people that  we've fou.d or
been led to.  xost ly jn v i rg in ia,
Peot le who have b.en lhe 3ubjecr of
study in say the iast  ten y€ars.  Ue
have interest  in the pre-blues forn

FFi l ,Jhat exact ly does pre-bloes husic
r€fer to?
PC: Pre-blues, rh€ re.m, came about,
I  suppo5e, lor  lack of  a betre.  !ern,

FF: Yo! ar€,  of  course, int€.e5ted in
both Black and vhire t r .d i t ional
ous i  c.  Do you f  i  nd :  co@na I  j ty  i .

PC: The rcst  pderful  and si f ted
.ountry nosic ians of  rh is ce. tury

thread-- they can ci  t€
Slack solrces for  the tust  ex. i t ing
music,  Even the tust  ael t ic-sounding
piece takes another dinension, ro our
€drs.  You see, !he 9reat l r ish f id-
ler ,  Fackie 0olan, cane ro Chicago in
th€ I9205 ro Gke r€cords.  Tha!
doesn' t  make his music A@rican. 8ut
in Colonial  Aner ica.  Lhat 5am€ kind
of migrat ion.  uhen wedded ro Slack
m0sicr  Gkes i r  Aher ican, Bob 3nd I
racked our brains for  ten years t ry-
inq to f ind a Bissing t int--and we
cane more than jusr c lose. There 3re

FF: I  take i t  you ger a sreat deal
of  your mter ia l  f ron you. own col-
lect ion of  o ld recordings. l , rhar k inds

'of  th ings do you have?
PCi te h.ve a sre.r  nonbe. of  wire
recordings on t .pe,  rc5r ly reel  to
reel  tapes thar werve accun! lated
over the p.5t  len y€ars of  a lot  of
nater is l  rhat is o.  deposj t  in the
Library of  Congress. Ve have, l rd say,
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in, t r"rent.  i l  tet  rp proDerlr / ,  hos I  Fr:  ra l (  n9 abour your aoprGcr io
!  iob ro do. v.  l i {e rhel  o l r ,  Ln- |  tae !s ic.  n@--youire ve.y rrue ro
rorrJrutelv.  I  r t -e i r \ t rJnenr and volat  \ r / le\  of

I  the or ig i r l  recording\,  How inpo.-
FF: You also h.ve a fo id4es\ for  I  ran'  ro rcu i5 rhe ioea of  sryte,  i f
horecde insrrumnts? |  ,p rote a dist incr ion between sryte
PC: o.ce in a dhi le Ee're luc^y to I  ano conrenr?
come acro5s rhese folk insrrun€nrs.  I
They re usual ly looled den rpor by I  PC: H€l l ,  I  th ink rhar 90 percenl  of
Deople into int t rurenl \  or  d.a\ers,  I  t re contenr is rhe 3!yte.  Just  t ry ing

I  to pl .y t5 in93 in t l -e s iEplesr Lernt
I  and lookins for  5oundi  insread of

tF:  Vhy is Lhdr? |  incredible t l ights of  r res.  t t 's
PC: I  don' t  tnok.  l t 's  ur ter ly r id ic-  |  iu( t  the r inDr€ or Loto.  ot  d i f ferenr
ulou5. Ihose folr  th ings rcal lv po5- |  i .sr .uf tn 's,  of  speed..rrer ins rhe
sess the dtule hearL dnd 5oul  of  rhe I  dac(y conbinar io.s of  r :ne or jJsr
nusic,  They'r€ just  honemade instru- |  s l r ino sounds.
rents intended for homeNde use, t t ,s I
.shane th. t  rcre people don'r  r . le I  FF: Do you rry to rep'oduce the
lhem rcre ser iously,  I  soJnds of  rhe or iq in. ls?
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R. c.umb cover rrom the 0tls Brothers' !!d!g:qlgl tP

'F:  r rha !  are \ore of  these i r r ru-  |  PC: [ , r  as f . .  .s r t -e Bl .ck nur ia
EnLs? |  ooes. r lJy l 'e rcre lor  (he hi l lb i l ly
Pc:rhe @jor i ty of  th inss are fash- |  k i , lds ol  th ings.  But.s far  as the
ioned ol t  of  cast-of f  nat€r ia ls.  I  Black nusic aoes, Bob and I  r€al ly
Ihey can be a lard can for a b:njo,  L t ry to lean away fron recreal ing the
or a l iddle Ede out of .  ! i tchel  I  th inqs 

'hat  
{e ' re ro used ro.  I  teel

cabine! dirh a cof fpe can for a I  t l 'at  i t  c .n ' t  be .e<reared, lor
soeaker.  I  obvious reasons,

FF; And you play then? |  ,a,  - r* .  
-* ,  

as sonewhat of  a sor_
Pc: lJe t .y to play the music that  I  pr ise You come €loser !o an 6uthen-
was intended to be Dlaved on then. I  t ic  Black sound than anyone el5e l 've
le use them as nlch as we can. I  heard at tempt ins th is k ind of  @ter ia l .
thoush i t 's  hard to csrt  around al l  I  PC: 0u. inter€st  is  real ly not ro put
thai  stuf f .  They're real ly del icare.  I  sonething down note for  no!e \ ,Jerd

a few thousand of  rhe old 785 that
!e 've dus out of  u. ine-stained junk
store5. f iore of ten auct ion l is ts
rron other col  I  ectors.

FF: Do you and 8ob own this col lec-

PC: le consider i t  a jo int  ef forr ,
y leanlngs in the col l€ct ion are

pr lm. i ly  the c lassic str ins band
st! f f - - in terns of  78s.  Bob's k ind
of absorbed r iy bluei  col lect ion ear ly
on and .xpanded on i t .  I  guess *rre
co-own.rs.  lh i .9s 90 back and fortb
so much th. t  *e re. l ly  conslder i t

FF: You also have the old wax cyl in-

PC: Cyl  inders ar€ another mrld of
music.  Bob soft t ines can' t  take them
v€.y seiously,  as they contain rcst ly
pop nusic.  But exanine the old cata-
log5-- there's an astoundins amun! of
nusic that  at  least  a l ludes to rural
Black music--and a proper 5tudy of
i t  a l l  rculd take a l i fet ime. iobert
Cogswel l ,  of  Kentucky,  is one scholar
who is t ry ing to mke sense of  the
.nt ique recordinss that preceded the
classic country blu€s 6nd hi l lb i l ly
s i ! f f  pr lor  to 1922. s lackface min-
strelsy was a great @€ting ground in
the €ar ly part  of  th i5 century for
both Vhi te and Black performers,  ln
fact ,  Bob .nd !  have just  nade ar-
ra.g€ments wi lh a nev conpany that 's
recent ly acqul .ed the r ights !o is5oe
br6nd na, ts-hinute wax cyl inders,
for  p€ople who have those nachines a.d
want sorerhin9 other than Arthur
Fields to play on then. I  in.gine
that 's at  least  thr€e or four

FF: thet  k indr of  instr ! f ,ents do yo!

PC: Bob has real ly concentrated on
cheep, nai  l -order 9! i  tars of  the
twent i€s and thir t ies.  l t 's  ana2ing
how fe* art lns wer€ us.d by the old
t lners,  :nd h@ often they're pic-
tured with the old€r,  cheap stuf f .
Glbsons ar€.  step up, .ot  as rel l
o.de, but f . r  mre interest i .g,  fu l l
of  char.cter,  and not as overpr iced
ot overrated 6s expensive Nart ins.
These er.  the tools that  only a
nandful  of  the mst proninent .nd
successful  b l  uesnen could af ford
anywsy--xart in5 are,  cheap sui  r . rs
can do things that tn.  rcst  f inely
cr: f ted in5trunent can' t  touch.
That 's one reason Bob .nd I ,  ove.
the years,  h.ve @ned hondreds of
these in5trunents,  as wel l  :s f iddles
and banjos.  l t  takes a tot  of  luck,
as se both h.ven' t  b.d regular jobs
for very long. But i t  takes a great
de. i  of  searching, too.  Any old



. just  r . ther draw on a lor  of  th inqs
th. t  we l ike and use pieces of  th inqs
thar make those things sound !rear
.nd l ry to come up l i th somethinq
di f ferent,  or  something new that

FF: l lhy h.ve you chosen ro devor€
your t ime and e.€rgie5 to the older
sty les,  and nol  to general ize mre or
Pick up on larer th ings?
PC: Bob and I chose to rcve d€eper
into the old 5tuf f  be.ause, I  ike the
instrurenls th€dselves,  any!hin9 yoo

possibly imgir . ,  i t
seemsr has been fashio.ed out of  the
sinp'e5t @ler ia ls o.g.oups of
not€t .  A group of  Kipsigis boys play-
in9 raf t  z i thers sounds far m.€
"f ! tur isr ic"  than anyrhing by
K.r lh€inz 5tockhausen. - lhe energy ln

a record by Cur ley lJeaver in I929 can
mrch rhe he.viesr net3l .  And ,pr imi-
t ive 'never ever meant 'devoid of

FF: A f inal  quest lon.  l t  seens un,
u5ual  to f ind ser ious col  lectors who
are also dedicated msicians. ts i r

PC: Beats ne. l rho are you cal l ins a
lcol  lecror"  €nyway? You wanr a

xot€:  Th€ Ot is B.other5t  t l r i .o Cre

E:;?l ; ,  815 carrort  street,  Erooklyn,
Na Yort  I  1215.

of th is intervief , l ;ve ap-
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