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“Yeah, be a part of history, that’s what Son want more than anything. Too many times
being colored you feel like a piece of glass. Folks look right through you.” – Willie Brown

Dear Educators,,
This photo of Son House, taken by Dick Waterman (his long-time manager) in 
1965 beside the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia, is easily one of my favorite images 
of the iconic bluesman. There are more active photos of him – caught mid-strum 
in concert, for example, or deep in conversation with other legends (such as John 
Fahey, Mississippi John Hurt, or Skip James, who was “rediscovered” in 1964 on the 
exact same day as Son) – but this one speaks to me. There is something in his look 
that grabs my attention – it is a singular combination of grace, dignity, wariness, 
and a depth of knowledge. When you stop to consider that Son’s life spanned 
almost the entirety of the twentieth-century (he was born in 1902 and died in 
1988), his proximity to one of America’s most cherished symbols of democracy 
assumes an even greater poignancy. Son experienced the American South when 
it was still in the throes of the bitterness brought about by Reconstruction; he 
experienced some of the most naked forms of racism, such as the institution of 
Jim Crow laws; and he was present at the dawn of our modern-day concepts of 
celebrity – a world away from the days of playing music simply to make a few 
dollars, drink a bit of whiskey, and (perhaps) meet a pretty woman.

When asked to share some of his thoughts about working on Revival: The 
Resurrection of Son House, Billy Thompson, the play’s Musical Director, seemed 
to have this in mind when he commented on Son’s journey through the century 
and it’s resonance with contemporary audiences. “Son,” said Thompson, “was a 
diamond in the rough – I hope that people see that in this story. I also hope that 
audiences can see part of our history as a nation through Revival, and understand 
that Son House was a founding father of modern music. We want them to feel an emotional connection to Son and his music.”

One of the joys in having a connection to Revival since its initial stirrings in 2009 has been redefining my relationship with Son House 
and his music. I’ve been accumulating records for the better part of 40 years and am continually surprised, in going through my 
collection, to see just how many times his songs have been covered by artists that I admire, and to consider how much of the music 
that I love shares an artistic DNA with this man. And the deeper I continue to dig, the connections – I’m sure – will be all the richer. 

Your students, of course, are only at the beginning of their own journeys and have so many discoveries (and rediscoveries) ahead of 
them. We’re so glad that you have chosen to bring them to this production, and to share the work and life of Son House with them. 
We’re confident that his story will remain with them long after they’ve left the theatre.

Eric Evans 
Education Associate 
eevans@gevatheatre.org  
(585) 420-2035

A note about the use of the word “rediscover” in this guide: While many articles, books, and documentaries often make reference 
to Son’s “rediscovery” by three white men in June of 1964, that word, we believe, takes away from the fact that Son possessed 
his own agency to take advantage of whatever prospects came his way. In the instances where we have chosen to use the 
word “rediscover,” we have employed quotation marks to indicate it as a reflection of its common usage at the time of Son’s 
reemergence.

The following documents and resources are available at  
www.GevaTheatre.org/engage-learn/programs-for-students/:

•     College and Career Readiness Anchor  
      Standards for high school audiences
•     A PDF version of this guide 
•     Works cited
•     Extended Son House biography

•     Discussion questions
•     Cast photos
•     Student matinee etiquette guide for 
      students
•     Student matinee policies for educators 



“And even if the plagues of heaven continue to rise against me I will  
continue to sing the blues!” – Son House

Revival Development Timeline  Geva has  long played a role in the development of new work, both 
as a host for workshops and as the producer of World Premieres, and Revival: The Resurrection of Son House takes its place in that 
history. Similar to last season’s production of The Agitators: The Story of Susan B. Anthony and Frederick Douglass by Mat Smart, 
which explored the work and friendship of those two historical icons, Revival is a local story developed in Rochester and created 
with the input of people with vast knowledge of Son House. It is, of course, only fitting that Revival will receive its debut in 
Rochester for Geva audiences.

In a 2015 article in American Theatre magazine, Geva’s Literary Director and Resident Dramaturg, Jenni Werner, who was 
instrumental in the development of the script, noted that she hopes Revival will continue a dialogue not only about Son House, 
but “about what Rochester means, and how we can play a part in telling the city’s story. We’re storytellers, and we want to 
continue telling the story and connecting with our community as we tell it.”

Synopsis Revival: The Resurrection of Son House begins with the legendary blues singer and guitarist Eddie “Son” House 
on the banks of the mighty and fabled Mississippi River, surrounded by the remnants of centuries of journeys. As the story shifts 
to an undefined version of the afterlife, Son is joined by six powerful – and opinionated – spiritual figures. This is Son’s Judgment 
Day and the six angels, gods, and deities have arrived to weigh his deeds, both good and bad, and rule if he is worthy of spiritual 
redemption. After much debate, it is decided by the angels that the best way to truly judge the man is to travel back to many of 
the pivotal moments in his life and inhabit them as the individuals who shared those events with Son, allowing them access to 
his thoughts, feelings, and intentions at the time. They examine his time in the Mississippi Delta as a preacher, as well as his life-
altering introduction to blues music; they revisit his relocation from the South to Rochester, his two distinct brushes with fame, 
his frequent encounters with racism (often in the guise of Jim Crow laws), his multiple love affairs, his battles with alcohol and 
religion, and his life-long spiritual quest, all in an effort to give them a complete picture of the enigmatic singer, and to decide 
upon his otherworldly fate. Revival celebrates the complicated and singular life of Son House, his unique body of work, and his 
enduring influence on generations of musicians.

December,,2013: Geva receives a $100,000 Cultural 
Creative Collision grant from the Rochester-based Max 
and Marian Farash Charitable Foundation to support the 
Journey to the Son festival, which will include a reading of 
a Geva-commissioned script based on the life of long-time 
Rochester resident, Eddie “Son” House. 

August,,2014: Geva commissions Keith Glover, both a 
playwright and blues musician, to write a play about Son 
House. Geva had previously produced Glover’s play, Thunder 
Knocking on the Door.

September,,2014: Skip Greer, Geva’s Director of 
Education/Artist-in-Residence, and Jenni Werner track Son 
House’s roots by taking a research trip to Mississippi and 
Louisiana, meeting Dick Waterman (Son’s former manager) 
in Oxford, Mississippi, spending time in Clarksdale and the 
surrounding areas, and then meeting up with Keith Glover 
in New Orleans. Glover returns to Rochester with Greer and 
Werner, and meets people familiar with Son and his work, 
including author Daniel Beaumont, musicians Brian Williams 
and Joe Beard, and music store owner and former concert 
promoter Armand Schaubroeck. 

June,,2015: First four-day workshop of the play, with no 
audience. Skip Greer directs.

August,,2015: Second four-day workshop, also directed 
by Greer. Then, Journey to the Son festival. On day one of 
the festival, a reading of the play  is performed to a sold-out 
audience.

January,,2017: Glover works with collaborator Ed Stern 
on a new draft, adding the Seraphim to the story of Son 
House.

October,,2017: Geva commits to produce the play in an 
upcoming season.

July/August,,2018: Third four-day workshop of the play 
in New York City. No audience and no music, just working on 
the text, which is draft 12 of the play. Glover directs.

March,,2019: Fourth four-day workshop of the play in 
Rochester. Staff invited to hear the play and music together. 
The draft at this workshop is the 15th draft of the play.

March,,2019: Glover continues to revise the script.

April 2,,2019: Rehearsals for Revival begin in Rochester, 
directed by Glover.

May 1,,2019: First preview performance

May 4,,2019: Revival opening night
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“I done shed blood. It ain’t come easy and it takes a terrible price.” – Son House

“Expensive Music”: From Revival’s Creators,
Once Geva commissioned Keith Glover to write the script for Revival, he quickly enlisted the help of his long-time musical collaborator, 
Billy Thompson. Below, Keith and Billy share some of their thoughts about Son House’s life and music, and why he remains relevant 
over thirty years after his death.

On the development of Revival,

Keith: I started with the spine of a journey wherein a man who 
has faith loses that faith and then tries to find his way back again. 
I wanted to ask a question that the journey of the play would try 
to answer. I had a fantastic book by Daniel Beaumont, Preachin’ 
the Blues: The Life and Times of Son House, but the early version 
of the script was like a poor movie-of-the-week dissection of it. 
I had to find the reason for the play to exist. Once the idea of 
judgment became part of the story, I knew that I had a question 
worth exploring.

Billy: We condensed Son’s tunes in order to tell more of his 
story without becoming a tutorial.  The works of Son House are 
unique, however, and must be treated in such a way as to serve 
his timeless art.

On creating two distinct worlds in Revival,

Keith: Even though they are separate worlds (the earthly and 
the spiritual), I was very interested in how each world bounced 
off the other. You have these characters from Son’s life and 
then the Seraphim arguing about who plays which person. It 
was intriguing to decide who would play who and why. I also 
had to balance the somewhat abstract differences between 
damnation and salvation. In addition, many of the otherworldly 
elements of the story came out of the beliefs of the people in 
Son’s time, such as the belief that supernatural beings walk 
amongst the living. This battle for grace and salvation is a very 
real thing. So, when the preacher confronts an unrepentant 
Son, he (the preacher,) believes he’s not just going against his 
charge, but facing down the devil himself. 

Billy: We have much of the play living in the acoustic guitar realm 
(particularly the use of the Resonator guitar, Son’s instrument of 
choice)...as it should be. But, we’ll also have some electric guitar 
and electric bass in places to color the otherworldly scenes.

On writing and directing the play

Keith: I think the advantage for me in these roles is I never 
began the play deciding to direct it. I kept those paths separate. 
When I’m writing Son’s world, creation is wide open. So, when 
I began the project, I was focused solely on writing. I believe 
keeping these disciplines separate allowed me to let the play 
go where it wanted to go and, when I decided to direct it later, 
I had to learn the play from scratch as an outsider. I will tell you 
that those arguments between playwright and director are 
fierce.

On creating the music for Revival,

Keith: My fingerprints are all over it and that means I get the 
blame for whatever doesn’t work. As to the creation of the 
original music, I felt strongly that I needed to find out what was 
going on musically when Son was “rediscovered,” and I felt we 
needed a balance between past and present. Son reemerged 
in 1964 during the time of the folk explosion and Freedom 
Marches. The voices that stood out were the Staple Singers, led 
by Pop Staples, who was heavily influenced by Charlie Patton. 
This led me to refashion lyrically familiar spirituals to fit Son’s 
journey, and write new spirituals when I felt we needed a 
sharper point. Bringing Billy in as my Musical Director and co-
writer was a selfish decision, as he is a joy to work with, and I 
knew I would need that vibe on this project. Billy is the MVP 
and should get most of the credit. He is a fantastic musician, 
and I don’t believe I could be at this place with Revival without 
him. He can play it, decipher it, interpret it, and defend it. The 
music of Son House is still such a mystery. The music publishing 
company didn’t even have it written down. 

Billy: For the most part, Keith would write lyrics and have a 
timeline and initial approach to a tune. I’d start playing and 
singing until we had chords, rhythm, and melody to fulfill his 
vision.

On their biggest discoveries,

Keith: That Son did so many things backwards, such as being 
born in the church and then leaving to do the “devil’s music,” 
only to find his way back. Most musicians, or just people in 
general, have a straight trajectory. Son was constantly circling 
back. He never did anything less than a hundred percent. Even 
when it was a negative thing, he was down for the cause, but he 
led a heroic life because he lived it without apology.

Keith Glover Billy Thompson
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“Oh, Gabriel, I prayed for the chance to persuade the father with a more balanced means
than just the counting of sins and deeds.” – Sandalphon

Billy: I knew he was one of the great Delta bluesmen, but I was 
unaware he’d been a preacher at a young age, even though I 
could hear the gospel approach in his tunes and voice. That 
is, until he heard that slide guitar! Honestly, Son House is one 
for all blues-reverent ladies and gents to study. Many folks 
think Robert Johnson wrote “Walking Blues” in 1936 because 
he released the tune before Son. But in 1985, the discovery 
and release of Son’s Paramount Records “Walking Blues” test 
pressing, which is dated 1930, gives proof that Son penned one 
of the most popular of blues standards.

On Son House’s legacy,

Keith: I think the honesty of Son in all areas of his life and how 
he was able to project that in his music continues to resonate 
with younger artists. I am gratified whenever a younger artist 
cites Son House as a springboard for finding that emotional 
honesty in their music.

Billy: He speaks to the human condition. Our imperfection. Our 
strengths, our demons, our perseverance and, simply, our will 
to survive.

On the personal cost of Son’s music,

Keith: His music is the bedrock and it informs the play. To play 
the music correctly, you have to pay the piper in emotional 
investment – that cannot be faked. That belief extends to the 

playing of it on stage. I know, firsthand, that was part of the 
writing and directing. You have to spend time in some very dark 
places. Everything in Revival is earned with blood, sweat, and 
tears. Working on Revival has left a mark.

Billy: If one looks at Son’s accomplishments, given the hand he 
was dealt, that should be a good place to begin thinking about 
why Keith calls this “expensive music.” I look at the scarring left 
in the wake of pre- and post-Civil War slavery, for starters. Son 
worked in sweltering fields, on ranches and riverboats, and did 
prison time – one can only imagine playing in a roadhouse at 
night until the wee hours and getting to work sleep deprived 
the next day. That’s quite a feat for most mortals. Trying to put 
oneself in his shoes is a lot to internalize – it’s alarming and 
enlightening.

On students seeing and hearing Revival,

Keith: I hope they take away the belief that life as it is lived 
comes down to choices, and we should strive for a life filled with 
grace and honesty. The Golden Rule still applies, and sometimes 
we fall down, but if we get up and try again, we will be forgiven 
and be given salvation. If that sounds pretty heavy, blame the 
playwright for the sentiment. I’m just the director.

Passing Judgement: Storytelling in Revival,
Son House’s life was full of dichotomies, and no telling of his story would be complete without an examination of his 
contradictions – he was a hard-drinking, womanizing blues singer who desperately wanted a personal relationship with God; 
some who knew him tell of acts of kindness and generosity, while others attest to a thorny nature and a tendency towards 
violence, when provoked. It was this dual nature – and the dramatic storytelling possibilities that it offered – that became 
one of the guiding principles for Revival: The Resurrection of Son House playwright and director Keith Glover. After several 
unsuccessful attempts to find his way into the story, Glover realized that a life as full of opposite impulses as Son’s was the 
perfect vehicle for a rumination on the nature of judgment, and who amongst us might be the best equipped to make such 
a weighty decision. “Once I landed on the idea of judgment,” says Glover, “[the frustrations] started to fall away and [the story] 
took on a different form.”

The Seraphim,
When we meet Son House in Revival, at his moment of final judgment, he is greeted by six Seraphim 
– the highest order of angels. While not all of the angels in the play are Seraphim, as religious scholars 
would recognize them, they are all equally essential to the story. The following information on the six 
figures was gathered by Jenni Werner. Werner’s primary source was A Dictionary of Angels including the 
Fallen Angels, by Gustav Davidson. 
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 “I will not ask you again. I will abandon you because you have abandoned me. As for your servants, I will 
call them out for their transgressions for I know them too well!” – Son House (speaking to God)

The Seraphim (continued)

Gabriel Gabriel is lord of the 1st Heaven, is seated on the left-hand side of God, and usually plays the 
role of revealer, or messenger. The name translates to “God is my strength,” and is one of only two angels 
mentioned in the Old Testament (Michael is the other). Gabriel is the angel of annunciation, resurrection, 
mercy, vengeance, death, and revelation, and is the “prince of justice.”

Michael In Biblical and post-Biblical lore, Michael, whose name means “who is as God,” ranks as the 
greatest of all angels, whether in Jewish, Christian, or Islamic writings. He is chief of the order of virtues, 
chief of archangels, prince of the presence, angel of repentance, righteousness, mercy, and sanctification. 
He is viewed as the angelic model for the virtues of the spiritual warrior, with the conflict against evil, at 
times, viewed as the battle within.

Eshu Eshu, also known as Elegba or Legba, is a trickster god of the Yoruba people of Nigeria in West 
Africa. He is unpredictable, sly, and fond of pranks that can be cruel and disruptive. Eshu, who knows 
all the languages spoken on earth, serves as a messenger between the gods and people. As the god of 
change, chance, and uncertainty, Eshu is sometimes paired with Ifa, a god representing order. In this way, 
order and disorder are often paired, and neither can exist without the other.

Baron Samedi One of the loa, or spirits, of Haitian Vodou and Louisiana Voodoo. Samedi is a loa 
(also spelled lwa) of the dead. He is usually depicted with a top hat, black tail coat, dark glasses, and 
cotton plugs in the nostrils, as if to resemble a corpse dressed and prepared for burial in the Haitian 
style. He is noted for disruption, obscenity, debauchery, and having a particular fondness for tobacco 
and rum. Additionally, he is the loa of resurrection, and is often called upon for healing by those near 
or approaching death. He is notorious for his outrageous behavior, swearing continuously, and making 
filthy jokes to the other spirits. Baron Samedi can usually be found at the crossroads between the worlds 
of the living and the dead.

Meretsegre Meretsegre (or Mertseger) is a Theban cobra-goddess in ancient Egyptian religion, who 
is in charge of guarding and protecting the vast Theban Necropolis on the west bank of the Nile. Her 
name means “She Who Loves Silence,” in reference to the silence of the desert cemetery area she kept. 
Meretsegre was the patron of the artisans and workers who built and decorated the great royal and 
noble tombs. She was sometimes portrayed as a cobra-headed woman. Meretsegre was a particularly 
special goddess, as she was the only one whom Egyptians asked for mercy and forgiveness of their sins. 

Sandalphon Sandalphon is Greek for “co-brother,” and was originally the prophet Elias, or Elijah. 
Sandalphon, according to Davidson, is credited with “gathering the prayers of the faithful, making a 
garland of such prayers, and then ‘adjuring them to ascend as an orb to the supreme King of Kings.’” 
Similar to Michael, he carries on ceaseless combat with the apparently indestructible Samael (Satan), 
prince of evil.

“God in one hand and the Devil in the other”: A Biography of Son House,

“If the blues were an ocean distilled into a pond and, ultimately into a drop, this drop on the end of your finger is Son House.  
It’s the essence, the concentrated elixir.” – Dick Waterman

If much of modern music descends from the blues and the essence of the blues, as Dick Waterman contends, is Son House, then 
the entire American musical landscape would seem to owe a debt to this man. And yet, he spent a significant portion of his adult 
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“Why do you need God, if ’n you got the blues? Now if yo’ God won’t come to yo’ aid, have 
no fear! Cause you can find strength in the blues!” – Son House

The Preaching Years

Son House’s early years were 
dominated by the church and 
preaching, a calling that would 
remain with him for the rest of 
his life. A devout churchgoer 
from early childhood (the year 
of his birth had long been 
disputed, but is now generally 
accepted as 1902), House 
preached his first sermon at 
the age of fifteen, became a 

pastor by twenty, and married his first wife – a woman ten years 
his senior – not long after that. He strived to establish himself 
as a serious and conscientious family man. House, like most 
residents of his native Mississippi, was familiar with the various 
forms of music that emanated from numerous plantations 
that populated the South – gospel tunes, field hollers and, 
what House called, “the old long-meter songs.” And, of course, 
House was acquainted with the blues performed by traveling 
players, as well as local musicians – a form of music that House 
initially abhorred as “one of the wrongest things in the world to 
be doing.” Even the sight of a guitar – an instrument played by 
his father and any number of other musicians – angered him as 
“just putting your hands on an old guitar look like…a sin.” He 
would maintain this outlook until his preaching took him to a 
small town outside of Clarksdale, Mississippi, where he came 
across a crowd that had gathered. The cause of their fascination 
was a guitar player named Willie Wilson. House joined the 
crowd and was forever altered. Wilson played the instrument 
in a way never before heard by House – by attaching a small 
medicine bottle to one of his fingers as he made his way up 
and down the fret board, and playing the guitar in a slide style. 
House’s sudden epiphany was that he “believe[d] he want[ed] 
to play one of them things,” realizing that he could “make the 
guitar say what I say.”

The Playing Years
As his abilities developed, House began to join Wilson on stage 
at Saturday night plantation dances (or frolics, as they were 
commonly known) – rough affairs full of drunken patrons with 
loaded firearms. It was at a frolic in 1928 when Son killed a man 
in Clarksdale –  he claimed that he was defending his uncle, 
but the story is unsubstantiated. As a result of the incident, 
House was convicted of manslaughter and sentenced to fifteen 
years at Mississippi’s notorious Parchman Work Farm. House 
was released after serving two years of his prison term – and 
promptly made his way down to Lula, Mississippi, a small town 
situated near a number of plantations. It was in Lula where he 
met Charlie Patton, already a big name in blues circles. Patton, 
at the request of his manager and record label, brought 
House along to a recording session in Grafton, Wisconsin. The 
gregarious Patton and the spiritually-conflicted House initially 
seemed to have little in common aside from a taste for alcohol, 
but they became friends quickly and travelled together often. 
The Grafton session was considered a success and went a long 
way toward establishing House as a bluesman of some renown. 
He returned to Lula and resumed playing the Saturday night 
frolics while continuing to hone his skills.

It was at these frolics where House would make yet another 
indelible contribution to the blues – his mentoring (of sorts) 
of the legendary Robert Johnson. By his late teens, Johnson 
had fallen under the influence of House and his musical 
partner, Willie Brown. The 
duo, however, thought 
little of Johnson’s still-
developing skills. Johnson 
took the admonishments 
as inspiration and, after 
disappearing for a still-
disputed length of time, 
returned with a facility and 

years in almost total obscurity until his “rediscovery” by three white blues enthusiasts in the Corn Hill district of Rochester in the 
early summer of 1964. This reemergence led to the revival of his career until health concerns forced his permanent retirement in 
the mid-1970s. He then relocated to Detroit, where he resided until his death from cancer of the larynx in 1988. 

House’s life, which spanned the greater part of the twentieth-century, can be roughly divided into four separate periods:
       •     his early years as a preacher
       •     his emergence as an influential blues musician
       •     his “disappearance” for two decades
       •     his reemergence as a revered elder statesman among (predominately white) younger musicians

Reflect on Son’s relationship with religion. Are there times when you have been 
at odds with the teachings of the belief system in which you were raised? How 
did you reconcile those differences?

Consider Son’s reaction to hearing the slide guitar for the first time. Has music ever 
had a similar effect on you? Are there times when art seems to “speak” for you?
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“I want to live in a sanctified house. A clean house. I don’t ask you to make promises you can’t keep  
for that leads to lying and I don’t ever want to live in a house of lies. And that Blues don’t need to  

come into the house.” – Evie

ease on the instrument that no one had anticipated. The legend 
then developed that Johnson had sold his soul to the devil in 
exchange for such staggering abilities. House, begrudgingly, 
took Johnson under his wing and gave him some “basic 
instruction,” later admitting that “[Johnson] could play more 
blues than [any] of us.”

House continued to play the frolics with Brown throughout the 
1930s, while also continuing to attempt to preach, but found it 
increasingly difficult to locate a pulpit because no respectable 
church would allow a bluesman access to its parishioners. He 
played live frequently, but did not record again until folklorist 
Alan Lomax contacted House with a request to be a part of a 
Library of Congress project that Lomax was heading. House 
recorded for Lomax in 1941 and 1942, both solo and with a 
small backing band, and the intimate field recordings (tracked 
in a tiny general store) quickly attained legendary status with 
House’s intense vocals and singular guitar style capturing his 
long-running battle to reconcile the sacred with the secular. 
Then Son “disappeared” for over two decades.

The Rochester Years
Tired of the rough and drunken atmosphere of the Saturday 
night frolics, House decided to stop “fooling with those country 
balls,” despite continued opportunities to play and record. 
Following the Library of Congress recordings, Lomax attempted 
to secure for House a number of high-profile shows in New York 
City. Unpublished letters on file in the Library of Congress show 
Lomax, repeatedly, trying to convince House to travel to New 
York City to play. House, from all indications, never replied.

A friend of Son’s had recently moved to Rochester to work for 
a company making military equipment used in World War II. 
He encouraged House to join him, as work was plentiful and 
the wages were good. In 1943, he relocated to Rochester (and, 
for a period, Buffalo as well) where he kept a very low profile 
while holding an eclectic series of jobs. At various points he 
was a porter for the New York Central Railroad, a veterinary 
assistant, department store associate, a short order cook at a 
Howard Johnson restaurant and, reportedly, the private chef 
for a gangster present at the infamous meeting of mafia bosses 
from across the United States, Canada, and Italy in the tiny 
town of Apalachin, New York. House was joined in Rochester 

several years later by his music partner from Mississippi, Willie 
Brown. He disliked the cold Rochester winters, however, and 
Brown – who had been living in Memphis prior to the move –  
headed back  to the south in 1953. Not long after his return to 
Memphis, Brown passed away. It was then that House decided 
he “wouldn’t fool with playing anymore.” And he didn’t – until 
his “rediscovery” by three young folklorists on June 23, 1964.

By the early 1960s, young, predominantly white blues 
enthusiasts set about criss-crossing the country in search of the 
artists responsible for a number of influential blues releases. 
They concentrated their efforts primarily in the south, and 
especially the Delta region of Mississippi – often to the irritation 
of the local residents. Three such researchers, Nick Perls, Phil 
Spiro, and Dick Waterman (House’s eventual manager) followed 
a trail that began in Boston with an off-handed remark by 
another older blues singer, Bukka White, who heard that House 
had recently been spotted in Memphis. Their investigations 
took them from Memphis to several cotton fields in Mississippi, 
and back to Memphis, where they obtained the phone number 
of House’s stepdaughter in Detroit. After a series of phone calls 
and missed connections, word reached House that the three 
researchers were looking for him. He contacted the searchers 
and agreed to meet them upon their arrival in Rochester two 
days later.

The Reemergence
House met the three men outside of his apartment building on 
Greig Street in Rochester’s Corn Hill neighborhood. House’s 
neighbors, however, may not have realized what the fuss was 

Research the stereotype of a blues musician. Are there common traits amongst 
blues musicians? Or musicians in general? Artists in general? Why do you think 
these stereotypes continue to exist?

Son House’s relocation to Rochester was part of several waves of The Great 
Migration of African Americans leaving the south during much of the twentieth-
century. Aside from employment, why else might people have decided to move  
to a new city? What were they leaving behind? What were they seeking to gain?

Son House did not seek out his fame – it was presented to him. Consider the 
ways in which his life may have changed as a result of his notoriety. How do you 
think your life would be different if you were to become famous?

Why do you think the blues became so meaningful to young white music 
listeners in the 1950s and 60s? What was occurring in America socially, culturally, 
and politically at the time? How might this have impacted the ways in which  
music spoke to them? And why was it important to them to find the musicians 
who created this music?
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“The blues is what makes you matter, man! Without the blues, what are you? Nothing!
Just a fall down drunk!” – Dick Waterman

about as he claimed that most of them didn’t “even know if [he] 
could blow a whistle.” House had, over the years, developed a 
serious drinking problem and, as a result, was considered by 
many of his neighbors to simply be a hopeless drunk. Word 
of his reemergence traveled quickly through the blues world, 
however, and even gained notice in the mainstream press 
with articles in Newsweek and the influential jazz publication 
Downbeat. It also galvanized the blues community in Rochester, 
as younger players began to seek House out for instruction and 

tales of his early years. Many of 
these musicians – Joe Beard, 
John Mooney, Brian Williams, 
Aleks Disljenkovic, and Ted 
Mosher – are still active locally, 
nationally or internationally, 
and speak fondly of their time 
with House. To these young 
musicians, House was the 
embodiment of the blues and, 
equally as important, a direct 
link to previous generations of 
bluesmen.

As the news spread that House was alive and well, and living 
in Rochester, a second career in music opened up before him. 
Within a week of his “rediscovery,” he was booked to play a set 
at the venerable Newport Folk Festival in front of thousands 
of enthusiastic music fans – a world removed from the chaotic 
Saturday night frolics of decades earlier. Unfortunately, House 
was unable to play the show due to poor health, but by 1965, 
Waterman had managed to secure for House a recording 
contract with the highly-influential Columbia Records label, 
as well as a booking at Carnegie Hall. A documentary about 
his life followed a few years later, as did a number of tours of 
the United States and England, where he played concert halls 
and coffeehouses alike. Throughout House’s second career, 
he remained a presence in Rochester, often playing shows in 
local venues booked by Armand Schaubroeck, the eventual 
owner of the world-famous music store The House of Guitars. 
Schaubroeck recalls that House would often open for local 
rock bands that “wouldn’t have a chance” after he’d played, 
so powerful were his sets. Schaubroeck also recalls seeing the 
continuing effects of his drinking, as House would often secure 
money to buy alcohol by selling off the expensive National 
Steel guitars that manufacturers would send to him. House 
continued to perform until 1974, despite his declining health. 
Suffering from the advances of dementia, House relocated to 
Detroit in 1976, where he lived for another twelve years.

Throughout the second phase of House’s career, he continued 
to wrestle with his conflicted feelings about playing the blues, 

as he still considered himself a 
preacher. In concert, he would 
often take time between songs 
to preach at length to his 
audience about these conflicts, 
instructing them that they had 
to choose between God and the 
Devil since “those two don’t get 
along so good together.” Early 
in his career, House seemed to 
make his own choice as he told 
an audience in Wabash, Indiana 
before launching into “Preachin’ 
the Blues”:

“I [couldn’t] hold God in one hand and the Devil in the other 
one … I [had] to turn one of ‘em loose. So I got out of the pulpit 
… [and] said the next time I make a record, I’m gon’ to name 
it ‘Preachin’ Blues’. I’m preaching on this side and the blues 
on that side.” 

House’s Legacy
Forty-five years after his last 
performance, and thirty-one years after 
his death, Son House’s influence can 
still be felt in Rochester and the music 
world in general. Rochester’s Record 
Archive record store, for example, hosts 
a weekly open mic night named after 
House. A number of benefit concerts 
in recent years have been staged to 
celebrate House’s legacy, as well as raise 
money to fund a shelter and vocational 
center for homeless men. The shelter, 
which opened in March of 2014, bears 
House’s name. In 2015, a Mississippi 
Blues Trail marker was installed on 

 Son House reemerged during a tumultuous period of the Civil Rights movement, 
which included disturbances in Rochester. Research 1964 and its importance 
in Civil Rights and American history. What would have been at stake for black 
southerners to assist white researchers seeking out blues musicians? What might 
each group stand to gain? 

Think about people in your neighborhood who you may not know very well. 
Consider interviewing a few of them and learning about their histories. What do 
you think you might discover about them?

Son’s wife, Evie, often expressed concern for her husband’s health and well-being 
once he began playing music again, particularly in connection to his alcohol 
consumption. What other concerns do you think she may have had? And would 
they have been worth the trade-off for Son’s fame? 
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“You believe these mortals complex, I see them as simple. This unyielding eternal 
judgment gives them clarity as how to live.”  – Michael

the spot of House’s former residence on 
Greig Street, one of only a handful of such 
plaques to be found outside of the South. 
A full-length (and very well-received) 
2011 biography of House’s life, Preachin’ 
the Blues: The Life and Times of Son House, 
was written by University of Rochester 
professor Daniel Beaumont. A brightly-
painted power box on the corners of 
South Avenue and Gregory Street in 
Rochester’s South Wedge neighborhood 
features House’s face. 

And future generations will continue to hear about Son House 
and his works.  Young, contemporary artists like Larkin Poe and 

The Tallest Man on Earth, for example, have cited House as a 
major influence on their work. In addition, the 2009 guitar-
centric documentary, It Might Get Loud, features a number 
of highly-respected guitarists, including Jack White from the 
group The White Stripes. During the film, White (often seen 
playing a National Steel guitar) expresses his deep affection for 
the musicians who have been influential throughout his career. 
First among those influences? Son House. 

The Art of Collaboration: Designing Revival,
The world of Revival is one that is constantly shifting, as angels morph into numerous human forms, including blues singers, 
white blues enthusiasts, church parishioners, and laborers. As the angels change, the details of this world must change as 
well, as farms turn into factories, and a gas station becomes a recording studio. The challenge for Revival’s design team and 
Geva’s production departments became the question of the best way to create a universe that encompasses so many different 
characters and locations while, at the same time, remaining faithful to the story that is being told.

“Theatre is an art of collaboration,” said Revival Sound Designer Andrew Wilhelm, 
“especially when it comes to design. Every designer is bringing their experiences and 
ideas to the table, and it is their job to work together to produce the final product seen 
by the audience.” Revival takes places in two distinct worlds that frequently overlap – 
and sometimes clash – with one another. A major test for the group of designers – 
Costume Designer Loren Shaw, Scenic Designer David Gallo, Lighting Designer Thomas 
Hase, and Wilhelm – was to develop their own visions for their designs, while at the 

same time, considering the choices being made by the others on the team, and – more importantly – bearing in mind how all 
of those individual concepts could be merged into a greater whole.

A significant part of this group collaboration is the acknowledgment early in the design process of some of the main 
inspirations to which the designers can refer when approaching their work. One of the central inspirations for Keith Glover and 
his designers for the look of Revival was the work of Harlem Renaissance painter Aaron Douglas. Douglas’s work was noted for 
its frequent use of African American subjects in silhouette, and the common suggestion of forms of African dances. He often 
used a narrow color palette with subtle gradations of color within it, and frequently employed concentric circles to influence 
the viewer to focus on a specific part of the painting. Many of these techniques can be seen in his painting Aspects of Negro Life: 
From Slavery Through Reconstruction, which served as source of inspiration for several of Revival’s designers, especially Scenic 
Designer David Gallo. Watch for Douglas’s influence on a number of the design team’s choices.

While Shaw notes that many of her choices were “primarily influenced by 
the writing, the music, the director’s vision, and the scenic design,” she 
frequently conversed with the other designers, and found their voices 
valuable to her work. As Revival occurs in a somewhat abstract version of 
an afterlife, often in the form of memories, Shaw took special care when 
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“Mark how we relate to each other in the playing. We are feeling deeper than we have
ever felt. These feelings are bewitching, intoxicating, dangerous.”  – Eshu

formulating the looks of the angels. “The angels appear to Son in a form he can understand,” she shared, “and in accordance 
with his religious experience and the time frame. They have Christian inspired wings made from an array of religious images 
and materials [inspired] by the world of religious pageants. The pagan deities also have details that tie them to their traditions 
and images. In addition, they all stand to judge him wearing late twentieth-century inspired black judges robes.”

Wilhelm also took steps to incorporate the grandness of these angels into his sound design concept. While noting that the 
fantastic is felt throughout Revival, there is certainly an acknowledged “desire in the design to build up the Heaven portions of 
the story, and to make the Seraphim sound larger than life.” As important as this is to our sense of the grandeur of the angels, it 
also carries with it some more practical and logistical implications. “In a show like Revival,” explains Wilhelm, “where there is live 
music, a big sticking point ends up being a location for the musicians, as well as speaker placement for everyone onstage and 
in the house, to properly hear the show.” Fortunately, Gallo – who has designed sets and stages for bands like Phish and the 
Blue Man Group – incorporated these considerations into his early vision for the set design, allowing Wilhelm to concentrate 
on other aspects of the sound design.

It is at a pivotal moment of inhabitation by one of these angels assigned to pass 
judgment on Son House where Gallo’s scenic choices inspired his colleagues to 
reexamine their own designs. The design team was tasked with exploring the notion 
of one of the angels suffering from the intensity of shouldering one of Son’s more 
harrowing experiences. Gallo hit upon an idea involving the transformation of the 
angel’s wings towards a more otherworldly direction. “We were all very excited by 
this idea,” offered Shaw, “so in turn, my ideas for what the costume needed had to be 
shifted to compliment David’s vision instead of fighting against it.” Wilhelm notes that 
the idea altered his approach to the sound design as well, as each designer sought to 
enhance what each has acknowledged as a particularly powerful moment in the story.

This atmosphere of collaboration existed not only amongst the design team, but also extended to Geva’s production 
departments including the costume, prop, scene, and paint shops. In one section of Revival, which has Son and several other 
characters travelling to a recording session, their journey begins at a restaurant and then moves 
them, in quick succession, to walking along a dirt road, driving in a car – with a detour to a filling 
station – and, finally, arriving at the studio. Butch Kane, one of the artists in Geva’s prop shop, 
shared how they went about creating the car for this series of moments. “At a certain point in the 
scene, there are a number of people sitting in the car, so we assumed that it would need to be 
able to hold several hundred pounds of weight. After considering aluminum for the car’s frame, 
we settled on steel – which the scene shop welded for us. Because steel is heavy, we had to look 
for other ways to lighten the weight of the vehicle. One solution was to make the tires of the 
car out of wood, since it will be moved onstage by hand. For each tire, we purchased spoked 
hubcaps, traced them out on two lighter-weight pieces of wood, and filled the space between 
them with black foam pipe insulation to give them a sense of depth. We then painted the outer 
piece of wood white to give the appearance of whitewall tires. The scene shop also helped us by 
altering a grill for the front of the car, as well as bumpers that had originally come from a 1960s-era Volkswagon Beetle.  This 
entire process has been such a team effort – and will be right up until we open the show.”

Since Revival is a world premiere, many of the design elements of the production are still undergoing revisions as Glover, 
the design team, and Geva artists continue to discover the best ways to tell this story visually and aurally. As you watch the 
performance, look for those instances where the individual designers are particularly supportive of one another’s choices. 
Look, for example, for the moment mentioned above regarding the transformation of an angel’s wings, and consider how each 
of the designers and Geva production departments contributed to its overall impact. How else might they have approached 
designing such a powerful moment? 
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