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The Father of Waters Shares His Truths

Many articles and books have been written about music from the Mississippi River Valley.  This

very large geographic area drains 41% of the mainland United States, basically everything between the 

Appalachians and the Rocky Mountains. The drainage basin includes parts of thirty-one states and two 

Canadian provinces, according to the US Army Corps of Engineers, which manages the river (“The 

Mississippi River and Tributaries Project”). In this respect, the Mississippi ranks as the third largest 

river in the world, behind the Amazon and the Congo.  The valley has seen many different cultures 

passing through, beginning with the Native American tribes who inhabited the area before the 

Europeans arrived.  For the past 2000 years, one tribe displaced another, until around the year 1700 the 

Ojibwe displaced the Dakota (“Music Along the River”).  These Ojibwe were the inhabitants of the 

northern Mississippi River Valley when the French missionary/explorers arrived in the late eighteenth 

century. The French in turn were joined in the southern part of the valley by other northern Europeans 

with their African slaves (Pasquier 172).  There was a huge influx of immigrants to America in the late 

1800s, and this surge prompted the first immigration restrictions in the United States.  The result was 

that the frequent changes in inhabitants of the Mississippi River valley finally slowed.  

All of these unique cultures brought their musical traditions with them. The music mixed and 

melded, mirroring the bloodlines of the settlers. The National Park Service claims that “the Mississippi 

River may be the most musical river in the entire world” (Songs of the Mississippi River).   Elijah Wald 

quotes John Hartford, a current riverboat captain from St. Louis, Missouri, who also happens to be an 
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accomplished fiddler, says:

I think the real true music of the river is just about any kind of music that you can think of, 

because so many different kinds of people were on the river.  I would say that probably every 

race and kind of person in the world has traveled up and down the Mississippi at one time or 

other (River of Song 121).  

This paper, however, examines not music from the Mississippi River Valley, but music about the

Mississippi River.  This includes music from the Ojibwe culture, from the French voyageurs, and from 

towns and cultures all up and down the Mississippi.  The music is from the eighteenth, nineteenth, 

twentieth, and twenty-first centuries. I contend that music inspired by the Mississippi River falls into 

groups based on similar themes, and that those themes in turn describe the river itself as well as life in 

general.  Please bear in mind that there are thousands of songs about the Mississippi River and that I 

have analyzed only a fraction of those.  In physics, one must repeat an experiment thirty times to have a

reliable result.  There are fifty songs quoted in this paper,  but even this small sampling of the total 

number reveals overall trends.

The Mississippi River Valley has made many contributions to America.  As a dividing line 

between the settled East and the wild and woolly West, it served as the gates of hell to some and the 

portal to heaven for others.  It guided to the north the earliest explorers of the continent, and brought to 

the south the first reapings of North American natural resources. Again, the US Army Corps of 

Engineers stresses the importance of the Mississippi:  

No river has played a greater part in the development and expansion of America than the 

Mississippi. In 1705 the first cargo was floated down the river from the Indian country around 

Wabash, now the states of Indiana and Ohio. This was a load of 15,000 bear and deer hides 

brought downstream for shipment to France (“The Mississippi River and Tributaries Project”). 

Early on in the history of the United States the Mississippi was the biggest shipping channel in the 
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country, and remains so today. “In measure of tonnage, the largest port district in the world is located 

along the Mississippi River delta in Louisiana” (“Mississippi,” National Park Service). Musically, the 

Mississippi River Valley is known as the birthplace of jazz, ragtime, and blues, America's only home-

grown music genres (Hentoff).  Most books discussing music from this region focus on these three 

closely-related types of music, but this paper intentionally minimizes that connection.  Again, it is the 

subject matter of the songs, not the type of music, which is of interest.

The contention of this paper is that when one observes the Mississippi River, it is nearly 

impossible to think tiny thoughts.  The Mississippi River has a flow of 611,000 cubic feet per second 

when it empties into the Gulf of Mexico (“Rivers, Major World”). It is deep and it is wide.  

Consequently, songs written about the Mississippi tend to be about deep and wide subjects. I propose 

that there are certain common “eternal truths” that rise to the surface when examining songs about the 

Mississippi River.  First, what is meant by “eternal truths”?  There seems to be some disagreement 

about the term.  Ambiguity about “truth” arises when one asks, “to whom?”  And “eternal” can mean 

“for this time and place,” “for all of eternity,” “for the foreseeable future,” and so on.  Frederick Engels

asks in his 1877 book Anti-Dühring,“But are there any truths which are so securely based that any 

doubt of them seems to us to be tantamount to insanity?”(Engels).  Bruce Hauptli summarizes the ideas

of Rene Descartes, a French philosopher from the seventeenth century, in his essay on eternal truths:  

“Eternal truths must be “knowable, certain, and, ultimately, indubitable” (Hauptli).  I don't claim that 

my “eternal truths” are so profound and/or true for all of eternity, but I do think that they apply to 

situations larger than their own, meaning they transcend the Mississippi River. These truths could be 

extended to any large river, and to lives other than those lived near the Mississippi. I examined 

numerous songs for common ideas, or “eternal truths,” so to speak, and found that the songs contained 

themes which could be sorted into these categories:  1)life is like a river; 2)the river evokes melancholy

and longing; 3)humans sometimes think of the river as a person; 4)life presents obstacles, some 
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surmountable, some not; and 5)the river's gifts are readily available for those who look for them.  Each 

of these five truths is now developed and supported with examples from Mississippi River songs. 

1. Life is like a river.

A river begins as a small trickle, grows bit by bit, and eventually becomes a “mature” river.  

This scenario is paralleled in the life cycle of all things, including humans.  We begin this life tiny and 

helpless and gradually grow to be independent and willful.  We begin our lives at one end of our 

lifetime, flow along through life, over obstacles, into backwaters, and eventually reach the end.  This 

idea is manifested in many songs about the Mississippi River.  The first of these is quoted in full:

I was born in the path of the winter wind

And raised where the mountains are old.

Their springtime waters came dancing down

And I remember the tales they told.

The whistling ways of my younger days

Too quickly have faded on by,

But all of their memories linger on

Like the light in a fading sky.

River, take me along in your sunshine,

Sing me your song, ever moving and winding and free,

You rolling old river, you changing old river,

Let's you and me, river, run down to the sea.

Someday when the flowers are blooming still, 

Someday when the grass is still green,

My rolling waters will round the bend

And flow into the open sea (“River”).
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The words to this song trace the whole life of both the river and the speaker, from insignificant 

beginnings to the end of life. Jim Post wrote a musical named Mark Twain and the Laughing River,  

based on the life of Mark Twain. The lyrics from one of the songs in that musical also tell of the 

journey through a life that ends with “learning to fly,” which is an euphemism for going to heaven:

Somewhere in the distance

An ancient river rolls

I'm gonna skim down that river 

Where everyone must go.

I'm gonna go and live by a river

'Til I learn to fly (“Live By a River”).

In the previous song, Post refers to the river as ancient, which indeed it is.  Chandler says that the 

Mississippi River is at least five million years old (5).  The American poet Langston Hughes uses this 

same age descriptor in his poem, “The Negro Speaks of Rivers”:

I heard the singing of the Mississippi when Abe Lincoln 

     went down to New Orleans, and I've seen its muddy 

     bosom turn all golden in the sunset.

I've known rivers:

Ancient, dusky rivers.

My soul has grown deep like the rivers (8-13).

The preceding is technically a poem, not a song, but it is included because it was referenced in 

Frantz Fanon's essay, “The Fact of Blackness,” which was one of the readings for this class (68).

Another American poet, Eugene Redmond, speaks of the Mississippi River in his poem “River 

of Bones and Flesh and Blood.”  Again, there is a reason for including this poem in a paper about song:

the poem is included in the book River of Song, and Eugene Redmond is an important figure in the 
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chapter about St. Louis and its Mississippi music (150).  He also calls the Mississippi “ancient”:

River of Time:

Vibrant vein, 

Bent, crooked,

Older than the Red Men 

Who named you;

Ancient as the winds 

That break on your

Serene and shining face;

One time western boundary of America

From whose center 

Your broad shoulders now reach

To touch sisters 

On the flanks (1-13)

The song “Hannibal” changes the river of life to the “oceans of life”, but the idea is the same:

Hannibal on the Mississippi

Is where I built my boat to take me

Across the oceans of my life (Post 1-3).

Continuing with the metaphor, “As the River Runs” adds  a wish for the listener as her life flows on:  

May you live each day as the river runs 

May you find joy all the days of your life

May you carry on as the river runs.

All of my life as the river runs

Every day of your life as the river runs (Eder).
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Many of the Mississippi River songs use the same idea of “life is a river,” but change it to “time

is a river.” The moments of our lives slip past almost unnoticed, just as water slides by an observer on 

the bank.  The words to the famous song from Showboat, “Ol' Man River,” have the inevitability of 

time as an undercurrent:  “Ol' Man River, he just keeps rollin' along” (Hammerstein). The river is 

steady and relentless, just as is time. “Watching the River Run” likens temporal displacement to spatial 

displacement: 

And it goes on and on, watching the river run,

Further and further from things that we've done

Leaving them one by one

And we have just begun watching the river run

Listening and learning and yearning to run, river, run (Loggins).

It is not just American songwriters who think life is like a river of time.  Anyone who has spent 

a few hours gazing at the water flowing by has doubtless come to the same conclusion.  Here are the 

lyrics to a song that a heavy metal band from Norway sings:

On the banks of the Mississippi

An old man sits on his bench

Watching the river's water flow

Smoking cigarettes as time goes by

Reminiscing about the years passed

And his loved ones who've gone old

Now his life is shortened

His better days are gone.

And his loved ones who've gone old

His better days are gone (In Vain).
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2. The river evokes melancholy and longing.

This truth was the most common theme in the Mississippi River songs. Almost half of the 

analyzed songs expressed regret, remorse, or longing for the good old days in reference to the river.  

This is an example of the “imagined cultures” discussed by Featherstone in “Localism, Globalism and 

Cultural Identity”:  “the existence of a less violent, more law-abiding and harmonious community in 

the past of their childhood” (345).  Why the Mississippi River makes so many people sad is up to 

conjecture, but I think that the magnitude of the river itself overwhelms the emotions and drags one 

back to “safer” times, which in our subjective memories are usually in the past, or are places we once 

lived.  It is presumed that most songwriters who write of longing for the happy times along the 

Mississippi River actually spent part of their lives in that place.  However, the song “Mississippi 

Water” was written by the British rock band Breathe, and presumably none of the band members ever 

lived along the Mississippi:  “Looking for a perfect love, longing for a perfect love” (Breathe).  

Huckleberry Finn, of Mark Twain fame, spent his whole life on the Mississippi.  A 1984 Broadway 

musical named Big River, about the life and times of Huckleberry Finn, includes a song called “Muddy 

Water” in which the singer is feeling lost:

Look out for me, oh muddy water

Your mysteries are deep and wide..

I've got to hide some place and find myself again (Miller).

Hank Snow, who sings “Mississippi River Blues,” knows the only way to find himself is to head to the 

river:

I'm gonna pack my grip and head that way

You'll see me hanging 'round again some day

'Cause I know that's the only way to lose

The Mississippi River blues (Snow).
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Doyle Lawson regrets decisions in his life:

Once your week away from home's turned into all these years

One regret, one broken heart was taunted into tears

Oh river when I look at you

I think of time I've lost

Mississippi River let your waters flow

Carry me down to the Gulf of Mexico (Lawson).

“Mississippi Moon” also expresses regrets:

Mississippi Moon hangin' in the haze

Wish I'd never left you . . . 

Been a long time and I missed your face

Goin' on back to the delta

I'm tired of searching for the answers (Anderson).

John Oates wrote the song Mississippi Mile after the 2010 flood in Nashville and is also regretting 

decisions he's made:

Sometimes it feels like the road is my home

And I've been living on it much too long

I want to finally face my trial

But every step is a long hard mile . . .

It's been such a long hard life

You know I can't survive another Mississippi mile

What's behind is a broken life 

What's up ahead is a danger sign

I'll stand my trial
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It's such a long hard life

But I can't survive another Mississippi Mile (Oates).

A third song expressing regrets at some of life's choices is the currently popular “Mississippi”:

Spend your life running

That angel's sweet sound

Chasing the ghosts

Of a faraway town.

Oh, Mississippi, running through my veins

Oh, Mississippi, never the same again (Rea).

The following two songs sung by Charley Pride speak of his youth spent along the river:  “When we 

were young along the Mississippi / life was never lonely way back then” (“Along the Mississippi”);  

Roll on, Mississippi, you make me feel like a child again.

Roll on Mississippi, big river roll

You're the childhood dream that I grew up on

Roll on Mississippi, carry me home

Now I can see I've been away too long

Roll on, Mississippi, roll on (“Roll On, Mississippi”).

This singer is also seriously thinking of returning home:

I turned my back and walked away

But lately I ain't seen a sunny day

Been thinking 'bout rolling on back home

Back where I belong.

So won't you put me on that riverboat Queen

Let the side wheels spin
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'Cause I ain't seen that muddy water town 

In I can't remember when

All these years they played a trick on me

No, I ain't the man I used to be

Tonight I feel like Mississippi (Nail).

Bruce Springsteen sings about the lost innocence of youth in “The River”:

When she was just seventeen

We'd ride out of that valley

Down to where the fields were green

We'd go down to the river

And into the river we'd dive 

At night on them banks I'd lie awake

And pull her close just to feel each breath she'd take

Now those memories come back to haunt me

They haunt me like a curse (Springsteen).

The band Train sings about unrealized dreams in “Mississippi”:

They call her Mississippi but she don't flow to me

She's the one that makes my dreams

They call her Mississippi but she don't flow to me (Train).

“Mississippi River Girl” also describes unrequited love:

She was always running away

No matter how hard I tried

She would never stay

And I wish that she would run to me
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Like the Mississippi River 

Is running towards the sea,

And now my poor heart is on the mend,

And I'll always be with her,

Because the Mississippi River never ends (Kelley).

This version of “Mississippi” has been recorded by many artists and describes the inability to escape 

the pull of the river: 

Love and understanding everywhere around . . .

Mississippi, I'll remember you

Whenever I shall go away

I'll be longing for the day

Mississippi, you'll be on my mind

Every time I hear this song, Mississippi, roll along

Until the end of time

And every time when summer nights are falling

I always will be calling dreams of yesterday

Mississippi, I'll remember you (Fairchild).   

Arlo Guthrie, one of America's most popular folk singers of the 1970s, sings in “Miss the 

Mississippi and You” of his weariness and longing:

I'm growing tired of the big city lights

Tired of the glamour and tired of the sights

In all my dreams I am roaming once more

Back to my home on the old river shore

I am sad and weary far away from home
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 Miss the Mississippi and you, dear.

Memories are bringing happy days of yore

Longing for my homeland, muddy water shore

Miss the Mississippi and you (Guthrie).

The singer of “Ghost Along the Mississippi” seems to have some mental issues born of regret:

I'm dying prematurely, I'm wasting my life for sure

I'm trying to kill what's happening to me

A ghost along the Mississippi. . .

Destroying what's got ahold of me

No more ghost of the Mississippi (Down).

Blues is a form of music that first became popular in the southern part of the Mississippi Valley 

in the 1920s.  It is characterized by a slow tempo, a minor key, and subject matter that is sad, lonely, or 

sorry.  In other words, blues music is a made-to-order vehicle for the second truth: the river evokes 

melancholy and longing..  Bessie Smith was one of the first blues singers.  Her signature song, “Muddy

Water (Mississippi Moan)” included these lines:  “Got my toes turned Dixie way / 'Round the delta, let 

me lay  /  My heart cries out for muddy water” (Smith).    Doc Watson, a long-time American bluegrass

musician, wrote the “Deep River Blues”:

Give me back my old boat,

I'm gonna sail if she'll float

'Cause I got them deep river blues,

I'm goin' back to Mussel Shoals

Times are better there I'm told

'Cause I got them deep river blues

Let it rain, let it pour,



Sherve-Ose14

Let it rain a whole lot more,

'Cause I got them deep river blues (Watson).

This last song, “Roll River Journey,” turns the tables—it is the river that is sad, not the singer:

Rambling river Mississippi

Her sad sweet singing sounding through the air

Roll river journey, roll

Her wandering water waiting just down there

Her long lost loving lingers everywhere

He sad sweet singing sounding through the air

Roll river journey, roll (Maguire).

3. Humans sometimes think of the river as a person.

Personification is prevalent in poetry (as is alliteration, apparently!)  Personification is the 

artistic assigning of human characteristics to inanimate objects.  Poetry makes frequent use of this tool, 

and musical lyrics do the same. When personification is used, the Mississippi River is most often 

personified as a female: “I've often ridden on your bosom . . .” (Snow) and “Born every day at Itasca / 

She rides through heart of this country / She is a wide-shouldered river” (Maguire “Great Mississippi”).

Sometimes this female is uncooperative: “She's the one that makes my dreams, but she don't flow to me

/ When she puts her eyes on each and everyone” (Snow), or unpredictable and deceptive: “She's a 

changing river / Don't let her easy going fool you / Don't let her peaceful manner fool you” (Maguire 

“Falling Waters”).  Sometimes the Mississippi is depicted as a male: “Muddy Mississippi, roll on! Ol' 

Man river keeps on playing his song” (Charlie Daniels Band), or famously as a slave:

You don't look up, you don't look down . . .

Ol' Man River, Ol' Man River,

He don't say nothing', he must know somethin'
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But Ol' Man River, he just keeps rollin' along (Hammerstein).

The river is even portrayed as human body parts such as blood: “Oh Mississippi, running through my 

veins” (Rea) and “They taught me how to love the Mississippi mud / Now there's Mississippi water 

flowing in my blood (Goldsboro); flesh and bones: “River of bones and flesh—bones and flesh and 

blood (Redmond 44-45); or guts: “The nation's largest intestine . . . (Redmond 46-47).

The river even takes on equine characteristics: “I got a need to climb upon your back and ride” 

(Miller). The Mississippi is often a genderless trouble-maker: “Once again you have messed up this old

town / So get down, river, get down!” (Bottle Rockets) and “Then come the floods, ripping like the 

devil / Like Injun Joe, it's as mean as it can be (Post “Mighty Big River”). The river is treated as a 

friend in a camp song:

River, take me along in your sunshine,

Sing me your song, ever moving and winding and free,

You rolling old river, you changing old river,

Let's you and me, river, run down to the sea (“River”).

and by Charlie Maguire:

I'll introduce you to her, big River Mississippi,

She surely is a friend of mine.

Graceful as a dancer when I wake up in the morning,

She's my long-time pal (“Take a Look”).

Finally, the Mississippi River is sometimes portrayed as a lover. Kenny Loggins does this in “Watching

the River Run”:

Winding and swirling and dancing along

Let's pass by the old willow tree

Where lovers caress as we sing of our song, 
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Twisting together when we greet the sea (Loggins)

and so does Roger Miller in “River in the Rain” from Big River:

Winding your way away somewhere

River, I love you!  Don't you care?

Carryin' away the things I treasure

Hell, there ain't no way to measure

Why I love you more than I did the day before (Miller).

All of this personification reveals the intimacy the songwriters feel toward the river.  In human 

relationships, getting to know someone very well unveils the bad sides as well as the good.  The 

Mississippi has at least two personalities, depending on the season.  My best discovery while 

researching this paper was a song that describes not only the seasons along the river, but also how the 

Mississippi is the heartbeat of the whole country.  It is from the musical Mark Twain and the Laughing 

River, and is quoted here in full:

Mighty Big River

Everybody knows it's a mighty big river

Flows from Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico

Drinks the Alleghenies and Mighty Rocky Mountains

Everybody knows how the Mississippi rolls

From Northern Minnesota to the Gulf of Mexico

Chorus:  And I know, that the river has a rhythm

I know, like an Indian drum

And I know that the rhythm of the river

It's the rhythm of life, it's the rhythm of man

The Mighty Mississippi is the heartbeat of the land.
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Everybody knows that springtime on the river

Is as near to heaven as a boy can be

Then come the floods, ripping like the devil

Looking for Huck, Tom Sawyer and me

Like Injun Joe, it's as mean as it can be.

Chorus

Everybody knows that summer on the river

Riverboat town as busy as a bee

River town boys dream about the river

Standing in the pilot house behind the big wheel

They want to be a pilot and ring the big bell

Chorus

Everybody knows that autumn on the river

Out on the islands under the trees

Lay on your back and look up to heaven

Cathedral ceiling through stained glass leaves

Indian summer on Canadian breeze

Everybody knows that winter on the river

Under northern lights the river will freeze

But way down South the river keeps a-rolling

Magnolia honeysuckle on tropical breeze

It's enough to make a Yankee weak in the knees

And I know, that the river has a rhythm

I know, like an Indian drum
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And I know that the rhythm of the river

It's the rhythm of life, it's the rhythm of man

The Mighty Mississippi is the heartbeat of the land.

It's the rhythm of life, it's the rhythm of man,

The mighty Mississippi is the heartbeat of the land

It's a mighty big river! (Post)

4. Life presents obstacles, some of which are surmountable, others not.

The Mississippi River to many people is a force that cannot be tamed, a willful tyrant who does 

what it wishes.  Others, including the US Army Corps of Engineers that built the series of 27 locks and 

dams between Minneapolis and St. Louis, see the river as a challenge, a thing to dominate, a horse to 

break.  Still others see it as an obstacle that can be met, worked with, and overcome.   The tyrannical 

aspect appears in Bob Dylan's “Watching the River Flow.”  He describes the obstinance of the river:

This ol' river keeps on rollin', though

No matter what gets in the way and which way the wind does blow

And as long as it does I'll just sit here

And watch the river flow (Dylan).

Many other lyricists are resigned to the fact that the river will do whatever it pleases, and that human 

efforts have little effect on it. Maguire says so in “Old River”:

You went wherever you wanted to go, in a time of your own.

Before you had a name, you ran your own way.

You were whatever you wanted to be, in a time of your own (Maguire).

and in “Falling Waters”:

Mississippi, she's a changing river

and she don't stay in one place for very long (Maguire).
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In “Rising Tide”, he describes an impending flood:

Nowhere to go, nowhere to hide 

when the river wants to ramble on the rising tide. . .

You can't stop her, no, no

Rising up on her own, running hard, bound to go

On the rising tide (Maguire).

Floods have plagued the Mississippi River valley for centuries. In an article in Callaloo, Rebecca 

Johnson recounts the disastrous Mississippi flood of l923.  She quotes the lyrics to another of Bessie 

Smith's songs, “High Water Everywhere”:

Lord, the whole round country,

Lord, river has overflowed

Lord the whole round country,

Man, is overflowed (Johnson 845).

Johnson describes another song written about the same flood, this one a blues song named “Lonesome 

Refugee”:

Dikes all washed away, wires down

Levee's busted, goodbye town

All I had went floating down the stream

You'll never know 'less you've been there . . .

Tide is rising, water everywhere

Trouble in its wake and much despair

I”m so weary heavy-laden and blue

With no one to tell my troubles to

I'm just a wandering homeless lonesome refuee (Johnson 845).



Sherve-Ose20

Several songs describe the  temporary roadblock that the Mississippi has thrown in their way.  Usually 

this roadblock is coming between two lovers.  The first set of lyrics is Big Bill Broonzy singing   

“Mississippi River Blues”:

Mississippi River is so long, deep, and wide

I can see my good girl standin' on that other side . . .

Ain't it hard to love someone when they are so far from you . . .

Lord, I'm gonna get me a boat and paddle this old river blue (Broonzy).

Loretta Lynn sings about the same obstacle:

Well, Mississippi River, Lord, it's one mile wide

And I'm gonna get me to the other side.

The Mississippi River can't keep us apart

There's too much love in this Mississippi heart (Lynn).

George Jones echoes their sentiments:

I'd jump the Mississippi, deep and wide

If you was a waitin' on the other side

Honey, just to hug and hold you tight

I'd jump across and never get wet (Jones).

As for the domination attitude, Botkin states that “in their battle with the river, men became like the 

enemy they fought, now deceptively calm and quiet, now rebellious, rampaging and roaring.  This 

dualism is inherent in the river wilderness, in clearing which men conquered the river but not always 

themselves” (Botkin xx). Judging from the numerous battles with flooding along the Mississippi, the 

most recent in 2011, it is a stretch to say that the “men conquered the river,” but they continue to try.  

Here is an excerpt from the Army Corps of Engineers website:  “This great river is, truly, one of the 
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Nation's outstanding assets. Uncontrolled, it would be just as great a liability” (“The Mississippi River 

and Tributaries Project”).  Needless to say, people who think this way are not going to be writing songs 

about the virtues of the Mississippi.  No songs were found describing how the Mississippi was subdued

by humans.

5. The river's gifts are readily available for those who look for them.

The Native Americans named the Mississippi River.  According to the official website of the 

state that shares the name with the river, in the Anishinaabe (Ojibwe or Algonquin) language, the name 

for the river, "Misi-ziibi," means "Great River” or “gathering in of all the waters” (“About 

Mississippi”). We learn in elementary school that the Mississippi is the “Father of Waters,” and that too

is a translation from the Ojibwe.  The river begins in wild rice country at Itasca State Park in northern 

Minnesota, and flows 2552 miles to the Gulf of Mexico (Cozzens 17). Water is sacred to Native 

Americans of all tribes, and consequently the Mississippi is a “holy site.” The Native Americans, 

perhaps more than any other group of people, understand the importance of taking care of the gifts we 

receive from nature.  They have many songs about water and its importance to life.  Here is a 

translation of an Ojibwe water song, provided by Deborah L. White, widow of an Ojibwe medicine 

man:

Water is the gift of life 

The water is alive 

Our ancestors guide the water 

The water guides us

We sing to the water 

Our song purifies the water 

We thank the water (White).

The Ojibwe song “Nkweshkoodaadidaa Ekobiiyag,” translated as “Meet Me By The Water,” asks for 
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guidance from the river:

Let's meet by the water.

We will sing all night.

Let's meet by the water.  

We will drum under the stars.

We will see the full moon.             

As we seek guidance (Nkweshkoodaadidaa).

Another gift from the river that Native Americans accept, especially in northern Minnesota, is 

the gift of wild rice.  Here that contribution by the river is acknowledged in a song written by Charlie 

Maguire:  “The rice is like a treasure, a gift from the river / Ripe and ready for the knocker-- pass the 

bowl (“Pass the Bowl”). One doesn't need to be Native American to recognize the cleansing properties 

of the river.  Paula Cole sings: “Oh Mississippi, come and wash my pain away / Oh Mississippi, come 

and take my pain away (“Mississippi”).

Another group of people learned from the Native Americans the best way to travel the 

Mississippi's often treacherous waters.  These were the French voyageurs who carried beaver pelts on 

their backs and in their canoes from the upper reaches of Canada to New Orleans.  The following song 

(translated from the original French) was sung by the voyageurs as they paddled, and tells of a young 

Indian maid, “The Savagess,” whose gifts from the river included fish, game, thunder, and lightning:

I have a heart for great deeds.

My joy is to be in my canoe,

To guide it skilfully.

My life is to hunt and to fish.

In the end, I am a Savagess.

Tou ratatou ratoura
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I have a heart for great deeds 

And gallant exploits.

Inspired by the great Manitou,

My parents named me the water girl.

Tou ratatou ratoura

How I love to quit the shore,

To venture forth in my bark.

The thunder is a gentle echo,

The brilliant lightning does me good.

Tou ratatou ratoura (Botkin 581).

The Girl Scouts is an organization which, among other things, teaches young girls many of the old 

Native American ways, including camping, environmental stewardship, and growing into strong and 

courageous women like the Savagess in the previous song.  The following is a Girl Scout camp song:

Peace, I ask of thee, oh river,

Peace, peace, peace.

When I learn to live serenely

Cares will cease.

From the hills I gather courage

Visions of the day to be

Strength to lead and faith to follow

All are given unto me.

Peace, I ask of thee, oh river,

Peace, peace, peace (Girl Scouts).

The five “eternal truths” of Mississippi River songs have been discerned and discussed with 
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multiple examples.  However, there is another category of Mississippi River music that has not yet 

been addressed.  It cannot fall into one of the eternal truths categories because there are no words. 

Although it is more difficult to analyze the meaning of music when there is no text, one particular piece

of orchestral music makes this easy.  I am referring to the orchestral suite by Ferde Grofé named 

Mississippi: A Journey in Tones, which came to be known as the Mississippi Suite.  This was the first of

many “geographical” pieces composed by Grofé depicting America through music.  Denise Von Glahn 

quotes his thoughts about his music in The Sounds of Place: Music and the American Cultural 

Landscape:

My hand had always been best at composition more closely related to nature.  In such 

as the Grand Canyon Suite, Mississippi Suite, and Death Valley Suite, I measured in

music the sights, sounds and sensations, which seemed to spring so naturally from our 

land (Von Glahn 198). 

In music, a suite is a collection of pieces united by a common theme and viewed as one composition. 

This particular suite falls under the genre of “program music” because the composer had in mind a 

definite “program” which he communicated to the listener.  Mississippi Suite has four movements, each

based on a different section of the river.  Grofé communicates his intentions to the listener by the way 

he names his movements. The first is named “Father of Waters” and portrays the northernmost part of 

the river.  The second movement is named “Huckleberry Finn” and is a playful depiction of a childhood

spent on the banks of the river.  The third movement, named “Old Creole Days”, is a soft slow lullaby.  

The final movement is named “Mardi Gras” and is a lively raucous celebration with jazz overtones.  Of

these movements, it is the first, “Father of Waters,” that is of importance to this paper, as it is the only 

one focusing on the river itself.  Grofé was considered a master of instrumentation, and in this first 

movement, he uses his talent to depict the tripping cascading nature of the upper reaches of the 

Mississippi River.  Later he portrays fluttering rapids and the calm flatwater stretches of the river.  
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Mississippi Suite was composed  in 1925.  Oscar Hammerstein's musical Showboat was 

composed two years later.  This Broadway musical also depicts life on the Mississippi River, but with 

actors and words instead of simply an orchestra.  An interesting side note is that the most famous song 

from Showboat, “Ol' Man River,” uses the exact same opening melodic motif that Grofé used in 

Mississippi Suite.  That four-note melody “helped to shape an aural concept of the Mississippi River in 

the first half of the nineteenth century” (Von Glahn 202). Another interesting side note is that the theme

from the fourth movement of the Mississippi Suite, “Mardi Gras”, was used as the main melody for a 

Frank Sinatra song, “Daybreak” (Sinatra).

The five eternal truths discussed above apply not only to the Mississippi, but to all rivers.  They 

apply not only to rivers, but to many beautiful or powerful things in nature.  They apply not only to 

songs, but to poems and other forms of the written or spoken word. They apply not only to our culture, 

but to other cultures around the world. They apply not only to us in the twenty-first century, but to all 

time.  The Mississippi River and its music, however, helped me to decipher and verbalize these truths.
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