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Figure 1: Jada Watson.

Jada Watson is a Ph.D. candidate in Musicology at
Université Laval under the supervision of Dr. Serge
Lacasse. She holds a Diploma in Piano Performance
(2003) from Cambrian College, and B.A. with Spe-
cialization in Music and a Minor in Russian (2006),
M.A. in Musicology (2008), and Master of Informa-
tion Studies (2011) from the University of Ottawa. In
November 2008 she was part of the first panel de-
voted to country music at the joint meeting of the
American Musicological Society and Society for Mu-
sic Theory in Nashville, TN. In addition to her doc-
toral studies, Watson is currently the Undergraduate
Research Coordinator for the University of Ottawa.

* * *

My primary research interest considers the ways in
which country musicians draw on place in their music
as a way of negotiating elements of their artistic iden-
tity. The tradition of place-based narratives in country
music dates back to early hillbilly recordings, songs
of the singing cowboy, bluegrass, and Texas Swing
music. These songs did not just define place, but also
the relationship between the individual and his or her
surrounding environment and community. In the late
1960s and early 1970s place themes began to play a

new role in the genre, as a way of defining core ele-
ments of an artistic identity, allowing artists to main-
tain ties to humble origins and a working-class cul-
ture. For example, prominent female artists like Lo-
retta Lynn (“Coal Miner’s Daughter” (1969)) and
Dolly Parton (My Tennessee Mountain Home (1973))
found success in songs that communicated their life
experiences, highlighting their poor, rural upbringing.
Contemporary country artists continue this tradition
today, and use these songs as a way to unveil ele-
ments of their identity, values, and beliefs that would
otherwise remain hidden or overshadowed.

My first project to explore the relationship be-
tween artist and place focused on the Dixie Chicks’
2006 response to lead singer Natalie Maines’ home-
town of Lubbock, Texas, in their song “Lubbock or
Leave it”. This research, recently published in the
Journal of the Society for American Music, demon-
strated that, while the trio’s lyrics appear to reject
Lubbock outright, the song’s musical setting draws
on stylistic conventions deeply associated with the
West Texas region against which Maines rails. The
use of conventions associated with Lubbock in a song
that criticizes the town’s structures and values was
not just an act of defiance toward the city; it also re-
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vealed the indelible mark that Lubbock has made on
the lead singer’s artistic identity.

Two other projects considered the ways in which
aspects of landscape or environment influenced art-
ists to write music. The first examined music by
another Lubbock native, Butch Hancock, whose 1978
concept album West Texas Waltzes and Dust-Blown
Tractor Tunes had a strong sense of place and land-
scape (Watson 2011). I explored how Hancock used
his voice, harmonica and recording strategies to
evoke contrasting characterizations of West Texas
wind, while also elaborating the complex relationship
between the farmer and his land. And in the current
issue of Canadian Folk Music, I look at how Québe-
cois singer-songwriter Emilie Clepper finds musical
inspiration in the landscape of Texas – her father’s
home state.

All of these projects have led to my dissertation
topic, which explores the ways in which Canadian
alternative country artist Corb Lund draws on place-
based themes as a way of solidifying his identity as
being uniquely Western Canadian (and Albertan in
particular). Over the span of his 17-year career as a
country artist, Lund has continually turned to aspects
of Albertan heritage, politics, and landscape to in-
form his songwriting, addressing a variety of topics,
including ranching, rodeo, conservation issues, vete-
rinary medicine, bootlegging, gambling, and, perhaps
most importantly in today’s Alberta, the energy in-
dustry.
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