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THE BALLAD OF BLIND TOM, SLAVE PIANIST: 

AMERICA'S LOST MUSICAL GENIUS 

By Deirdre O'Connell

Overlook Duckworth 

On May 25, 1849, Tom Wiggins was born into slavery on a Columbus, Georgia, plantation. Tom was born blind and his mother, Charity, was deeply concerned about his future in a society where a slave's security depended on economic utility. By the age of four, however, Tom displayed remarkable musical gifts, composing his own tunes on the piano and playing tunes he had heard only once (or a few times; accounts differ). By his death in 1908 "Blind Tom" had played sold-out shows in the most respectable concert halls of North America, toured Europe, and been chronicled by a press that could never decide if he was an authentic musical genius or a glorified sideshow freak. 

The improbable rise to fame and fascinating but tragic personal life of this largely forgotten American musician is the subject of The Ballad Of Blind Tom, Slave Pianist. Ballad is the creation of Australian writer and filmmaker Deirdre O'Connell. Her previous works include a documentary film for the Jimi Hendrix estate. On The Ballad Of Blind Tom O'Connell's skill as a filmmaker has served her well - she has created an exciting narrative text full of powerful visual imagery. 

At times, however, it is also a disturbing and emotionally challenging read. Two aspects, in particular, may be unsettling to modern sensibilities. 

First, Ballad pulls no punches portraying the day-to-day evils of slavery - the ease with which entire families were split-up and a mother could be barred from contact with her son or the dangers faced by a disabled slave. 

Second, whatever Tom's musical gifts, they clearly came at a price. Tom could be unpredictably aggressive, had great difficulties communicating with others or understanding their emotions (especially early in life), and suffered from many obsessive/compulsive behaviors. Modern writers have debated whether Tom was severely autistic or simply faced challenges with education and socialization resulting from growing up blind in a very different world. In either case, Tom clearly had considerable special needs. Far from being addressed in way that allowed him more meaningful interaction with society at large, his needs were ignored or even exacerbated to enhance his reputation as a "freak" or prodigy. 

When Tom was young, he and his mother were acquired by the family of General James Bethune, a colorful and eccentric figure who, by the standards of the day, may not have been exactly benevolent but at least possessed a certain sense of noblesse oblige. "By the standards of the day" is a fairly substantial caveat: Bethune looked after Tom's material needs, while Tom's enormous musical gifts enhanced the Bethune family's social standing and lined their pockets. 

The Bethunes began exhibiting Tom at concert halls, first around the South and then around the nation. Such performances consisted of a variety of light entertainment and classical fare, followed by a challenge in which Tom attempted to repeat any song presented to him. 

Perhaps the most remarkable aspects of these performances were Tom's original compositions. Typically, Tom would take natural, non-music sounds such as rain on a tin roof, waves on the shore, or horses and cannon fire, and then translate them into sounds on the piano. These sounds would then serve as themes for more elaborate, formal compositions. 

One difficulty with the book is that even with exhaustive research and extensive use of primary sources, the reader is still left with little clue as to who Blind Tom really was. But this is no fault of O'Connell's - even considering the paucity of records and lack of contemporary understanding of Tom's condition, there are few statements about Blind Tom from a credible source that are not contradicted by another equally credible source. 

Blind Tom was not a blues or roots musician. Apart from his original compositions, his repertoire was firmly grounded in European and European-American musical traditions. Indeed, with his tight connections to a prominent antebellum southern family, Blind Tom was marginalized or even denigrated by the African American press and musical community until very late in his life. However, the story of this fascinating but largely forgotten figure in American music will appeal to many blues and roots fans. 

There are also intriguing and disturbing parallels between the reactions of white Americans to Blind Tom and, half a century later, the early generations of bluesmen. In both eras, white audiences imposed previously held assumptions about African Americans and their society on these artists without critically examining evidence or considering these artists as individuals. 

The Ballad Of Blind Tom is a story without a happy ending. Even after the abolition of slavery, his relationship with the paternalistic Bethunes changed very little. As that family's fortunes fell, Tom passed through the hands of a series of less sympathetic and attentive "managers." 

Even in death, Blind Tom was long denied the respect that his talents as an artist and fundamental human dignity would merit. In spite of the unpleasant emotions Ballad sometimes raises, or perhaps in part because of them, it is an irresistible read. 

It is also part of America's musical history that needs to be better remembered, as much for the inspiring accomplishments of this unique musician as for the unsavory truths about our collective history that we should not forget. 

-Jon Black

