
Inside An African American Steel Guitar
Tradition
The steel guitar is an iconic instrument that has played a significant role in
American music for over a century. While it is often associated with country
music, the steel guitar has its roots in the African American community. In
the early 20th century, African American musicians began experimenting
with the steel guitar, and they soon developed their own unique style of
playing. This style, known as "bottleneck" or "slide" guitar, has been used
by countless blues, jazz, and country musicians over the years.

In this article, we will take a closer look at the African American steel guitar
tradition. We will explore its origins, evolution, and impact on various
musical genres. We will also highlight some of the most influential African
American steel guitarists.
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Origins of the African American Steel Guitar Tradition

The steel guitar is believed to have originated in Hawaii in the late 19th
century. Hawaiian musicians began experimenting with different ways to
modify guitars, and they eventually developed the steel guitar. The steel
guitar is played by sliding a metal bar or "bottleneck" up and down the
strings. This creates a unique, shimmering sound that is unlike any other
guitar.
In the early 20th century, African American musicians began to adopt the
steel guitar. These musicians were attracted to the steel guitar's unique
sound and its ability to produce a wide range of expressive sounds. African
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American musicians developed their own style of playing the steel guitar,
and they soon became known for their virtuosity and innovation.
Evolution of the African American Steel Guitar Tradition
The African American steel guitar tradition has evolved over the years, and
it has been influenced by a variety of musical genres. In the early days,
African American steel guitarists were primarily blues musicians. However,
as the steel guitar became more popular, it began to be used in other
genres, such as jazz and country. Today, the steel guitar is used in a wide
range of musical styles, from blues and jazz to country and rock.
One of the most significant developments in the African American steel
guitar tradition was the development of the "bottleneck" style of playing.
This style involves using a metal bar or "bottleneck" to slide up and down
the strings. The bottleneck style creates a unique, singing sound that is
often associated with blues music. Some of the most famous bottleneck
steel guitarists include Robert Johnson, Muddy Waters, and B.B. King.
Impact of the African American Steel Guitar Tradition
The African American steel guitar tradition has had a profound impact on
American music. The steel guitar has been used in countless blues, jazz,
and country songs, and it has helped to shape the sound of these genres.
The steel guitar has also been used by a variety of other musicians,
including rock and roll, folk, and even classical musicians.
The African American steel guitar tradition is a rich and diverse musical
tradition that has made a significant contribution to American music. The
steel guitar is a versatile instrument that can be used to create a wide
range of sounds, and it has been used by countless musicians over the
years. The African American steel guitar tradition is a testament to the
creativity and innovation of African American musicians.
Some of the Most Influential African American Steel Guitarists



There have been many great African American steel guitarists over the
years, but some of the most influential include:

Robert Johnson was one of the most influential blues musicians of all
time. Johnson's bottleneck steel guitar playing was a major influence
on the development of the blues genre.

Muddy Waters was another legendary blues musician who was
known for his innovative use of the steel guitar. Waters' steel guitar
playing helped to define the sound of Chicago blues.

B.B. King is one of the most successful and influential blues
musicians of all time. King's bottleneck steel guitar playing is known for
its soulful and expressive sound.

Buddy Guy is a contemporary blues guitarist who is known for his
virtuoso steel guitar playing. Guy's steel guitar playing has been
influenced by a variety of musical genres, including blues, rock, and
funk.

Derek Trucks is a young blues guitarist who is one of the most
promising steel guitarists of his generation. Trucks' steel guitar playing
is known for its technical proficiency and emotional depth.

These are just a few of the many great African American steel guitarists
who have made a significant contribution to American music. The steel
guitar is a versatile instrument that can be used to create a wide range of
sounds, and it has been used by countless musicians over the years. The
African American steel guitar tradition is a rich and diverse musical tradition
that continues to inspire and influence musicians today.
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