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Alexa Lim: Tell us why this audio piece is important [Henry Butler: To me?] to you personally. 

Henry Butler: I hardly remember it, but… 

AL: Have you heard a lot of documentaries on this topic before? 

HB: Oh. Well, I’ve been involved in documentaries on this topic before. And… OK. I’ll give you an answer 

to that. You ready? [AL: Yeah.] OK. Anything that puts the message of blind people out into the ears of 

the public is important to me. Anything that allows blind people to get their story out—whether it’s in 

music, science, art/other forms of art—is very important to me. I spend lots of time working on trying to 

bring more light into the blind community and trying to bring more light into other communities, too. 

But, since I’m a blind guy I figure that it’s important to get more people in my community to be more 

informed. And to get other people—sighted people—to be more informed about what we’re doing. 

AL: Right. And what, specifically, informed about? What would you say? I mean what’s a misconception 

or something? 

HB: Well. First of all, sighted people—because they don’t… because they’re not exposed to blind people 

a lot in many cases—they just don’t have an idea of what we’re able to do and what we do and how we 

do it. So it’s just good for everybody to have that kind of information about each other. It helps us to 

grow our own personalities, it helps us to grow our intellect, it helps us to be able to connect in certain 

ways and it’s just good for the soul of mankind for us all to know a little bit about each other.  

AL: Right. And you are from… where did you grow up? 

HB: I’m from New Orleans, Louisiana. And I spent more time in Baton Rouge in my youth. I went to 

school at the Louisiana State School for the Blind in Baton Rouge from about five years—five years of 

age—til… when was this?... I was about 17 when I graduated. Went to Southern University in Baton 

Rouge for my undergrad work and then I went to Michigan State for my grad work. 

AL: When did you pick up the piano then? 

HB: Oh. Well, I was playing around with the piano at a neighbor’s house when I was about six and I 

started taking lessons on the piano when I was eight—at the school for the blind in Baton Rouge. 

AL: OK. How was that? Were there a lot of arts for the blind or…? 

HB: Well. There were different segments of that school that actually participated in different arts. A lot 

of people in the school were into crafts and some were interested in sort of building things using wood 

and metals and that kind of thing. They had an industrial arts component at the school. I didn’t spend 

much time in that. And then there were people who did Home Ec stuff. You know? I found that I was 

more comfortable and more at home dealing with piano and vocal things. 



AL: Right. And in the with David, he mentioned “Dark Was the Night” by Blind Willie Johnson, and you 

kind of compared that to…  

HB: “Dark Was the Night”? 

AL: Right.  

Margaret Bresnahan: That Blind Willie Johnson song? 

HB: Oh yes! Yes! Yes. Yes. I’m sorry. 

AL: Oh, sorry. 

HB: It’s been a long day, man. [AL: No, it’s cool.] OK. That’s alright. 

AL: So you compared that to the church that you grew up in. The call and response that went up in 

there? 

HB: Yes. 

AL: Can you talk a little bit about the music in church that you heard? 

HB: Well, much of black music came out of the call and response experience. As a matter of fact, much 

of jazz came out of that—much of jazz and blues. You know, we find that in the way say people solo in 

jazz and the way they trade off—sometimes they trade off in fours, sometimes they trade off in eights. 

Maybe sometimes even 16-bar sequences. You hear it in gospel—especially the older more traditional 

gospel all the time. Somebody might say: 

[singing] 

I know the Lord 

He heard my cry 

The church says: 

Ahhhh 

I know the Lord 

And then it goes on and on. A lot of songs like that—not only in black music, but in Appalachian music. 

We find that there’s a bit of a call and response. There’s also some of that in European music. 

AL: Right. 

MB: What kind of music were you listening to when you were learning the piano and growing up and 

listening to music? 

HB: Well, I started out as a musician studying classical music. But all around me there was blues, rhythm 

and blues and gospel and so I got a lot of stuff. I got stuff from everywhere. As a matter of fact, I didn’t 



know that you weren’t supposed to be specialized as a musician until I left Louisiana and went to 

Michigan State. And I realized that all those guys—they were either rock musicians or jazz musicians or 

country musicians. Very, very few up there did anything outside of their little musical box. 

MB: And thinking about the music that we’re featuring on this program—yours—going back in time, 

what do you think… You were talking earlier—in the beginning—about how it’s important to have these 

conversations to learn about each other. What do you think is in that music that is so important to 

preserve and to share—to teach other people? 

HB: Everything. Everything cultural. Everything artistic. Everything in the message. The message in some 

cases—in a lot of cases—may not be the most literate, may not be the most intellectual, but it says a lot 

and it reflects on the cultural that those lyrics that the music came from. So, just as an intellectual study, 

it’s great. And it will be great for people coming online say 25, 50, 100 years from now. There’s so many 

devices in every type of music that musicians will want to learn, will want to maybe emulate, will want 

to study so that they can use some of those devices in creating their own stamps. I think it’s very 

important. Just like we study Bach, and like we’ve studied Handel, David Diamond, von Williams, 

Debussy , um, Stravinsky, uh, and anybody else that came from a different flavor in the classical musical 

styles. Just like we study and listen to the tin pan alley stuff or stride or ragtime. 1930s swing. 1930s, late 

30s, bop and early 40s bebop. Post bop. And all these things. They all offer different things we can use in 

our own musical development and for some intellectual development.  

MB: Is there anything you can say about the culture of blind musicians. 

HB: Well, there are many blind musicians who contributed mightily to the American culture, including 

Blind Willie Johnson.  Later on, Ray Charles and Jose Feliciano. Stevie Wonder. I mean, there are quite a 

few out there. (cough) You know, blind musicians. Let me step back a little bit. I did a little informal 

survey in an informal study on blind musicians versus partially sighted and sighted musicians. And we 

found every year that we did this study, we found that blind musicians more easily internalized what 

they were doing, versus the sighted musicians. And, I’m not sure we have all of the reasons of why that 

happens, but some of them are pretty obvious. So, some people seem to think that blind musicians 

come by it more naturally. I’m not quite ready to say that yet. But they certainly have, all these guys that 

I named -  Ray Charles, Jose Feliciano, Willie Johnson, Stevie Wonder – all those guys have created 

something unique and added their uniqueness to the sound that we’ve all been listening to over the last 

75, 100 plus years. 

My name is Henry Butler.  

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 


