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“Walk into a record store with a decent blues section nowadays and there will be a slew of
compact discs by a new generation of country blues performers who not only have revived the acoustic
tradition, but have created a lively and growing audience. [Diamond Jim Greene] is among
the new practitioners, along with [Guy Davis] Corey Harris, Del Rey, Eric Bibb, Rory Block, Keb” Mo’
and Alvin Youngblood Hart, who are responsible for this resuscitation.” - BLUES REVUE

BORN AND RAISED ON THE SOUTH SIDE OF GHIGAGO, “DIAMOND™ JIM GREENE'S INITIAL

exposure to blues was through Arvella Gray, a blind Chicago street singer and guitarist, who Jim saw performing on Ellis
Avenue on Chicago's south side during the late 1950's. Since that first exposure, Jim has performed in numerous blues
band configurations, including a stint with the Southern California-based all acoustic “Blues Ambassadors”. For the last 20
years, he has performed unplugged and solo, or with a harmonica player and/or upright bass. John Cephas, Phil Wiggins,
the late John Jackson, the late Archie Edwards, Paul Geremia, Roy Bookbinder, all of whom Jim had the pleasure of meet-

ing and playing with during the mid 1980's, remain constant influences as does fellow Chicagoan “Honeyboy” Edwards.

“He’s one of the most authentic Delta blues players I've ever heard. ..

He’s like Robert Johnson reborn.” — L0S ANGELES TIMES

Jim has toured extensively throughout Europe since 1995, spreading the good news about acoustic blues on major
festival stages in the U.S. and abroad, including the Chicago Blues Festival (1997, 2000 aND 2005), the Long Beach Blues
Festival (13a7) and the International Blues Festival at Lucerne, Switzerland (1995 anD 2006), to name but a few. Blues Revue
Magazine said of his last CD, Snapsheots (2005) on the Cooling Beard label: “Greene is an accomplished fingerpicker
and slide guitarist who works effectively in Delta and early Chicago veins as well as the East Coast style of Blind Boy
Fuller.” (ISSUE NO. 35, OCT/NOV 2005).

His instruments of choice are prewar National Steels and 12 string guitars which he has used to open for James
Cotton, Buddy Guy, lke Turner, Otis Clay, KoKo Taylor, John Hammond, Duke Robillard, Cephas & Wiggins, Saffire (the
Uppity Blues women), Sherman Robertson, Joe Louis Walker, Mississippi Heat, Lonnie Brooks, and a host of other well-
established blues performers; he will no doubt continue to perform wherever discriminating blues lovers gather.

Currently based in Chicago, Jim will be playing engagements both large and small all across America and Europe
in 2007 and beyond. His newest CD, “Holdin On™ (DECEMBER, 2008) iS now available at Chicago’s Jazz Record Mart, CD

Baby or by visiting www.diamondjimgreene.net.
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For more information including booking contact: Cooling Board Records + PO Box 940 Evanston, lllinois 60204 = e-ma: fingerpicker@sbeglobal net
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Chicago Acoustic Blues is alive and well in the Home of the Blues
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By Dave KaTZMAN

s the soundman at Buddy
Aﬂm"ﬂ Legends | get 1o 10

se¢ many musicians come
through, and | also get to witness
trends in live blues. A very grass-
roots trend that has been kind of
underground, or better described
as not mainstream, has all of a
sidden become very popular and
is growing quickly. The trend |
speak of is acoustic blues, In this
city of Chicago, we have every
flavor of electric blues: South
Side, West Side, Rock Blues, Jump
Blues, Big Band Blues, etc. elc.
etc. These are all amplified and
are all an important part of
Chicago’s blues diversity. But with
this quickly expanding old but
new genre, there is an alternative.
1 have the luck to be working
with a wealth of different players
so | felt compelled to start spread-
ing the word about our city’s
greal acoustic plavers. This is the
first in a series of articles inter-
viewing Chicago’s acoustic blues
musicians.

Diamond Jim
Greene

Dave: What was your first
exposure to Acoustic Blues?

Jim: [ was born right here in
Chicago back in the 50°s. My first
exposure to it was when | lived at
63rd and Ellis. | was about 8 years
old and I saw this blind guy
{Arvella Gray) plaving on the
street. | was blown away by what
he played. After that I would listen
to him and other street players as
often as | could. Ten years later |
bought a guitar after hearing
Hendrix play. | then tried to form
an electric band here and there,
That never quite worked out. Then
in the 80's I met John Cephas &
Phil Wiggins, John Jackson, Archie
Edwards, Paul Jeremiah and Roy
Bookbinder. Well, | put down the
flat pick and picked up finger
picks a thumb pick and a slide.
I've been playing Acoustic Blues
steady for the last 24 or 25 years,

D: Who were your influences?

J: Well, Blind Willie McTell and
Blind Boy Fuller. After that John
Cephas & Phil Wiggins. And |
can't leave ouwt Son House and
Roben Johnson.

D: What do you think about
the Chicago Acoustic Blues scene?

J: Hey you know, I'm working,
Someone asked me that question
not long ago and T started to com-
plain but it dawned on me, I'm
playing at two of the best blues
clubs in the country, if not the
world: Buddy Guy’s Legends on a
regular basis, and the Back Porch
Stage at the House of Blues. [ play
five 1o 10 times a month, 1 can’l
complain. Of course | would like
to play more,

Diamond Jim Greene will he
playing at the Chicago Bluesfest on
June 5th on the Maxwell Sireet
shage,
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Nothing else on Holdin® On quite
matches it, though Greene does prove his
dexterity with country music on a varsion
of Hank Williams Jr.'s “Tee Tot Blues.”
Greene’s voice can be an acquired taste,
and sometimes his tone sounds man-
nered and artificial. At his best, Greene
infuses his music with idiosyncratic details
such as his lovely acoustic solo at the
beginning of the Rev. Gary Davis' “Oh
Glory (How Happy | Am),” establishing a
gentle mood that complements his blues
instincts while adding a subtle layer of
jazz. The album could use more of this
kind of tenderness

“Girlfriend Blues," built upon the not-
so-shocking lyrical angle of the narrator's
girlfriend having a girlfriend of her own, is a
weak moment; respect for tradition
shouldn't mean reliance upon dated
humor. A playful take on Blind Boy Fuller's
“Custard Pie,” meanwhile, is made more
appealing through the addition of Rick
Sherry on harmonica and washboard. At
such moments, Greene formulates his own
personalized brew with healthy dashes of
country blues, country gospel, and, best of
all, just plain country.

— David Freeland
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Drawing from the Source

Legends and its rare dedication to the acoustic blues

By Chuck Wasserburg

hicago's electric blues has been such
a potent musical influence over the
last 50 years that it’s easy to forget
that the famous amped-up sound
itself draws on some of the most powerful, varied,
and sophisticated singing and playing to come
out of a simple formula: One voice. One guitar.

Many local artists will tell you that Legends is a standout club
for its consistent, long-standing commitment to acoustic music,
On Friday and Saturday nights before the electric acts rake the
stage, Legends features extended sets from some world-class
acoustic soloists who play everything from the complex finger-
picking Piedmont style to the stinging, percussive Delta sound.
Legends manager Brian Fadden views this is an important way
of exposing casual listeners to good blues. “A lot of people who
come here have to ger up early for work; maybe they come for
dinner but have to leave before the main acts start. By having
acoustic soloists early in the evening, we can give these people
some serious blues thar they might not hear otherwise,”

Here are some of the musicians you can see at the early week-
end sets ar Legends. Look in the next issue of the Blueslecrer
for more profiles of acousric acts like Fruteland Jackson, and
Devil in a Woodpile.

Diamond Jim Greene

The world of Chicago'’s South Side street musicians has
disappeared, but it was along Ellis Avenue that Diamond Jim
Greene first fele the chrill of the blues. As a boy walking to

and from school every day he'd grown accustomed to seeing
and hearing musicians playing on porches, on sidewalks, in
backyards. But the man who captivated him one day was
Blind Arvella Gray. "I saw a big crowd around this man, and
everyone was yelling for him to play one song or another over
again, they were moving to what he played — and they'd throw
money at him or pur it in the cup he had artached to his lapel.
It was scatrering all over the ground - I liked that. And I
couldn’t believe the music! My hair stood on end hearing him.”
Since then, Diamond Jim Greene has been delivering that same
kind of intensity to crowds at the major blues festivals from

Chicago to Lucerne. And, with his recent original song “The
Blind Man,” he has at last paid homage to the man who
inspired him during that childhood encounter.

Greene has a passionate following in Europe, where he travels
on average twice a year to perform, and where his firse CD
"Just a Dream” was recorded. Ironically, the European audi-
ences seem to him much better schooled in the blues than are
many Americans. “You would nor believe the collections of
blues CDs rhat some of these people have,” he marvels. *Maybe
because they're removed from our racial history here they're
able to see the Blues for what it is — a complex art form. And

diamond jim greene
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they really listen when you play; man, they're right up at the
stage and they know all the songs, so you really have to per-
form.” Adept ar both Piedmont and Delta styles, Greene finds
playing Delta blues a more emotionally intense experience. He
attributes chis to the different backgrounds of the original per-
formers. “The slaves and sharecroppers got worked harder in
the Delea and the Eastern blacks were in a different world. It's
not just thar the music sounds different; the subject matrer is,
different, too.”

His recent CDs Coach Honse Blues and Snapsbots contain his
interpretations of songs by Robert Johnson, Blind Willie
McTell, and a number of originals that build on their tradition,
Greene has cut another CD that features among other Legends
friends, Chris Walz (who is also profiled here) on piano.
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DIAMOND JIM GREENE
Holdin' On
Cooling Board - CB-5757-A

On the cover of this CD Jim Greene sits on
the hood of 3 vintage T-Bird, his acoustic
guitar in his hand; on the inner sleeve he’s
pictured straddling a motarcycle with his axe
slung over his shoulder. It's an effective alter-
native to the faux-"authentic™ bib-overalls-
and-dirt-roads settings in which acoustic
revivalists are too often portraved

Musically, as well, the set moves
bevond the usual Delta cliches. Greene and
pianist Christopher Walz sound as if they're
channeling the spirit of Hoagy Carmichael on
Gregg Allman's Please Call Home: 3 similar
sepia-tinged sweetness informs Percy
Mayfield's Please Send Me Someone To Love-
arguably draining the song of its emotional
impact, but providing an undeniably pleasant
musical experience, On rootsier matenal—an
appropriately jivey take on Robert Johnson's
Hot Tamale: the Memphis Jug Band's fug
Band Music: Blind Boy Fuller's Custard Fie—
Greene summons more grit, but even here his
smooth musiciznship bespeaks a decidedly
modern, urbane sensibility,

Green lingerpicks and flails away on the
traditicnal offenngs with jubilant dexterty, and
on the more uptown fare he shows an
admirably subtle melodic and harmonic imagina-
tion. His sidemen—especially pianist Walz and
harpistfwashboardist Rick “Cookin'™ Sherry—kick
in with uneming aplomb. But especially in his
vocals, Greene struggles to deliver this material
in a way that doesn't sound mannened. Rather
than inhabit the persona of the God-haunted
sinner of the spiritual Death Comes A-Creepin’
or the lascivious backwoods lech af Fullers
Custard Pie, he ends up imitating them. as if he
were 3 somewhat unsure actor plaving a role

Jim Greene has the ability and taste to
bring new life and new perspectives to tried-
and-true material both recent and vintage. His
challenge now, ke that of all revivalists, is to
find & way to negotiate the inevitable tension
between his otwious aflection for his matenal
and his personal remoteness from the social and
cultural miliew from which it onginally arose.

—Dwvin WHITES
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Please send me someone (o love ( Custard pie § Oh glory
(Hapgy | am) / Come and go blues / Hot tomales (They re
red hot) / Please call home ! 12 Gates to the city / Jug
band music ! Girlfriend blues / Death come a creepin’ J/
Elira i Tea tol blues. (46:11)

Neé a Chicago. Diamond Jim Greene a élé
marque par Blind Arvella Gray el s'exprime a
la guitare & résonateur, dans un style au
deépart similaire a Cephas & Wiggins mais
rapidement ouvert & d'autres influences. Et
cela s'enlend dans ce (seulement) guatriéme
CD ! Au fil des ans, Greene a su compenser
une voix un peu légere sans pour autant
tomber dans la surenchére instrumentale : en
developpant une personnalité musicale
propre, que l'aide ici a affirmer le soutien d'un
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groupe varie (basse-batterie, pilano,
trombone, mandoline ou encore violon)
Beaucoup de reprises au menu de ce CD,
certes parfois lamilitres aux amoureux de
guitare metalliqgue (Blind Boy Fuller,
Reverend Gary Davis, Memphis Jug Band,
Roben Johnson...), mais réinlerprétées avec
une nouvelle fralcheur, et qui en coloient
d'autres mains attendues (Gregg Allman,
Percy Mayfield, Hank Williams Jr...). Un
programme savoureux, donc, par un
musicien attachant dont on connait le talent
scenque en solo (vu a Lucerne) et gu'on
espere désormais voir accompagne lors de
sa prochaine visite en Europe. Eric Doidy

Born in Chicago, IL, Diamond Jim
Greene was influenced by Blind Arvella
Grey and his style of expressive metal-
lic guitar. In a style in the beginning
similiar to Cephas and Wiggins, but
rapidly opened to other influences. And
you can feel it in his forth CD. As time
went by, Mr. Greene learned to balance
his voice with instuments and also,
developed a clean musical personality.
Helping him to develop a southern
musical variation (bass, drummer,
piano, trombone, mandolin, and violin).
Nice technique on this CD. Very famil-
iar with people who like metallic guitar
(Blind Boy Fuller, Reverend Gary Davis,
Memphis Jug Band, Robert Johnson...),
but reinterpreted with a new touch and
also playing with less notable players
(gregg Allman, Percy Mayfield, Hank
Williams, Jr...). We hope in the future to
see those musicians playing with him
on his next visit to Europe.

Written by Eric Doidy
Transaltion by Pierre Largent



