
Song Title:  BYE BYE BLACKBIRD 

Rating:  YES: Note 

REVIEWERS’ NOTE  

This song is admissible because it was not created to demean, and both lyrics and 
message are innocuous, with no racial references at all. It remains a popular standard to 
this day, having been recorded nearly 600 times, since its release through 2021. Its 
popularity, no doubt, is what led to its use by bad actors. 

Segregationists used Bye Bye Blackbird to taunt Black civil rights protestors in the 1965 
Selma to Montgomery, Alabama marches for voting rights. On “Bloody Sunday,” 
loudspeakers blared Bye Bye Blackbird: “there are people who remember vividly the 
crack of billy-club on skull and the whiff of teargas as the state troopers sang a jeering 
'Bye Bye Blackbird' while driving the marchers back, leaving 70 in hospital.”  Many 
African American artists, however, have covered the song before and since (for details, 
scroll down to the Song History section). 

The song was also racially weaponized in the following ways:*  
●​ 1927 Chicago Mayoral race: supporters of the incumbent mayor sent calliopes 

“through the streets playing Bye Bye Blackbird and distributed cartoons showing 
a trainload of Negroes coming up from Georgia, piloted by Thompson [the 
mayor’s challenger].”  

●​ 1983 Chicago Mayoral race: “Who can forget the blatant racial appeals of the 
1983 mayoral campaign in Chicago, when opponents of Harold Washington sang 
‘Bye Bye Blackbird’ and wore campaign buttons that pictured a crossed-out 
watermelon?" 

●​ 2013 President Obama’s visit to Arizona: “A protester waves a sign ‘bye bye black 
sheep’ and a small chorus chimes in and puts it to the popular song ditty of Bye 
Bye Blackbird in front of Desert Vista High School in Phoenix where President 
Obama spoke about housing finance reform.” 

*screenshots of references regarding the above are provided at the end of this 
document. 

Bye Bye Blackbird was also appropriated by Nazis during World War II, using lyrics 
designed to demoralize the Allied forces.  

✱ ✱ ✱ 

What year was this song written? 1926 

https://secondhandsongs.com/work/1939/versions#nav-entity
https://www.nps.gov/articles/selmatomongtomerymarch.htm
https://www.nps.gov/semo/learn/historyculture/bloody-sunday.htm
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2000/sep/12/duncancampbell
https://www.google.com/books/edition/A_House_for_All_Peoples/Q0coEAAAQBAJ?hl=en&gbpv=1&dq=bye+bye+blackbird+played+in+negro&pg=PT134&printsec=frontcover
https://www.governing.com/archive/race-baiting.html
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/method-to-racist-madness-_b_3749451
https://www.steynonline.com/10068/bye-bye-blackbird


Who wrote the lyrics? Mort Dixon 

What did your research tell you about the lyricist?​
Mort Dixon (1892 – 1956) was an American lyricist and was active from the early 1920s into the 
1930s. He achieved success with his first published effort, 1923’s “That Old Gang of Mine” and 
scored musicals for Broadway & Hollywood. His chief composer collaborators were Ray Henderson, 
Harry Warren, Harry M. Woods and Allie Wrubel.  His composing output declined in the late 1930s 
and he retired early in life. He is a member of the Songwriter’s Hall of Fame. 

What other material has been written by this lyricist? ​
That Old Gang of Mine, I’m Looking Over a Four Leaf Clover, Nagasaki, Would You Like to Take a 
Walk, I Found a Million Dollar Baby (in a Five and Ten Cent Store), You’re my Everything,  River, Stay 
‘Way from My Door, Flirtation Walk, Mr and Mrs is the Name, The Lady in Red. 

Who is the composer of this song? Ray Henderson 

What did your research tell you about the composer?  
Ray Henderson (born Raymond Brost; 1896 – 1970) was an American songwriter who was a popular 
composer in Tin Pan Alley. He was one third of a successful songwriting and music publishing team 
with Lew Brown and Buddy De Sylva from 1925 through 1930, responsible for several editions of the 
revue called George White's Scandals and such book musicals as Good News, Hold Everything!, and 
Follow Thru. He also worked with lyricist Ted Kohler. Inducted into the Songwriters Hall of Fame in 
1970 and in 2001, into the Buffalo Music Hall of Fame. In 1956, a biographical film about DeSylva, 
Brown and Henderson was made with the title being one of their songs, The Best Things in Life Are 
Free. 

What other material has been written by this composer?​
Henderson's biggest hit songs include Annabelle, Alabamy Bound, Bye Bye Blackbird, Has Anybody 
Seen My Girl? (a/k/a "Five Foot Two, Eyes of Blue"), I'm Sitting on Top of the World, Don't Bring Lulu, 
The Birth of the Blues, It All Depends on You, The Varsity Drag, The Best Things in Life Are Free, 
You're the Cream in My Coffee, Button Up Your Overcoat, Sonny Boy, You Are My Lucky Star, I'm a 
Dreamer, Aren't We All, (Keep Your) Sunny Side Up, The Thrill Is Gone, Life Is Just a Bowl of Cherries, 
Animal Crackers in My Soup. 

Please provide a link to the song lyrics. 
https://digitalcommons.conncoll.edu/sheetmusic/1825/ ​
 
Who and what is this song about, as originally intended by the composer and earlier 
performers? ​
Much speculation has been made that this song is about a prostitute. Some suggest the narrator is a 
young man who is disenchanted by the big city, where he has become mixed up with a prostitute, 
and ready to return home to his wholesome girlfriend ("sugar sweet so is she"). Or is it about the 
prostitute leaving the mean streets and going home to mother? No matter what the interpretation, 
most agree that the blackbird represents a dark period that the narrator is finally willing to move 
beyond.  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tin_Pan_Alley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Lew_Brown
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Buddy_De_Sylva
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_White%27s_Scandals
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Good_News_(musical)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hold_Everything!
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Follow_Thru_(musical)
https://digitalcommons.conncoll.edu/sheetmusic/1825/


What did you learn about the history OF THE SONG?  
It is considered a popular standard and the first hit recording was by Gene Austin in June 1926. 
Other recordings include Paul McCartney, Peggy Lee and Ella Fitzgerald. It was first 
performed/recorded March 19, 1926 by Sam Lanin’s Dance Orchestra (Vocal Chorus Arthur Hall). ​
Original versions of Bye Bye Blackbird | SecondHandSongs.  It was the number 16 song of 1926 according 
to Pop Culture Madness. Recordings of the song often include only the chorus; the verses are far less 
known.The song was featured in the 1955 movie musical Pete Kelly's Blues, sung by Peggy Lee in the 
role of alcoholic jazz singer Rose Hopkins. 

During the American Civil Rights Movement, segregationists adopted this as an anti-black anthem - 
spinning the title into hate speech against African Americans - blasting it from loudspeakers during 
the Selma to Montgomery marches. Many African American artists, however, have covered the song 
before and since, including Ella Fitzgerald, Nina Simone, Josephine Baker, Miles Davis, Sammy Davis 
Jr., and Sonny Thompson. Johnny Coltrane also performed a near 18-minute jazz rendition on his 
album Bye Bye Blackbird, which earned him a posthumous Grammy Award in 1982 for Best Jazz Solo 
Performance.   

Share a link to the earliest performance of this song that you can find. 
SAM LANIN ARTHUR HALL -1926 | Gene Austin 1926 | Ella Fitzgerald - live recording 1967 

Does any illustration or other characteristic of the original sheet music reflect an 
inappropriate theme?  No 

Please explain why the illustrations ARE or ARE NOT problematic.​
Shows a monocled man in a top hat and a blackbird: 
https://i.gyazo.com/e529f79c7a7f2fa7f5314419649ae9f9.png  

Did this song, originally or subsequently, demean a marginalized racial/cultural group (a 
group considered at a social disadvantage) through idiomatic expressions, metaphors, 
jargon, or message? And/or does the song present a sanitized/idyllic or false narrative 
regarding the American South and the life of the enslaved or newly freed? Unsure 

Please explain your reasoning for the answer above and indicate if your group feels the 
song should not be performed by Sweet Adelines. 
I'd answer No, if only looking at the words, lyricist and composer, even if it was written about a young 
man who is disenchanted by the big city, where he has become mixed up with a prostitute, and ready 
to return home to his wholesome girlfriend ("sugar sweet so is she"). Or if it’s about the prostitute 
leaving the mean streets and going home to mother, no matter what the interpretation, most agree 
that the blackbird represents a dark period that the narrator is finally willing to move beyond. 

The reason for Unsure: During the American Civil Rights Movement, segregationists adopted this as 
an anti-black anthem and turned the title into hate speech against African Americans, blasting it 
from loudspeakers during the Selma to Montgomery marches.  However, African American Artists 
have covered the song before and since, including Ella Fitzgerald, Nina Simone, Josephine Baker, 
Miles Davis, and Sammy Davis Jr. 

https://secondhandsongs.com/work/1939
https://youtu.be/qhdHky_zoyQ
https://youtu.be/rX_75D0lC2o?si=TSSNPQnPECf2sCJl
https://youtu.be/BNozTrgq_Kc?si=MQXstgIbq15p1uHp&t=28
https://i.gyazo.com/e529f79c7a7f2fa7f5314419649ae9f9.png


Please supply the links to any additional sources you used for this section of research.​
Ray Henderson | Mort Dixon ​
Blackbird Fly: Paul McCartney's Legend, Billy Preston's Gospel, and Lead Belly's Blues​
BYE BYE BLACKBIRD? WHAT WHAT? (Gene Austin)​
Stories of Standards: "Bye Bye Blackbird" ​
Bye Bye Blackbird ​
​
 
Additional Questions to Consider (do not pertain to Admissibility) 
The remaining questions pertain to Diversity, Equity & Inclusion issues other than those of race. As such, 
THESE QUESTIONS DO NOT AFFECT A SONG'S ADMISSIBILITY. They are provided to encourage your 
group to consider factors that may affect members of your audience and/or your performers with regard 
to religion, gender, sexual orientation, age, disability, and more. Please refer to the Music Choices section 
of Chapter Choices to Address Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (in the Chorus Toolkit) for details and 
strategies related to these factors. 

Could the message/lyrics of the song, original or subsequent, limit any singer or 
audience member’s ability to engage related to the following?  A YES answer does not 
imply that the song is demeaning or exclusionary. Please see instructions here.  

Age: No 
Disability: No 
Gender: No 
Religion: No 
Sexual Orientation: Yes 
Visible Physical Difference: No 
Other? No 
 
Please explain your reasoning for YES/UNSURE answers and any NO answers you wish 
to explain. 
The more common/obvious interpretation is that the gender of the love-interest is identified in the 
lyrics as female: Where somebody waits for me sugar’s sweet so is she … possibly though, the “she” 
may refer to the narrator’s mother. 

Are there any adjustments to the lyrics that would make it more inclusive or current to 
our chorus culture or societal norms? *  ​
Yes 

Write any suggested changes to the lyrics (if applicable) or explain why changes to 
lyrics will not address identified categories (if applicable). *​
To be more inclusive, ensembles may want to discuss and consider making changes to render the 
love interest gender neutral. E.g., where somebody waits for me sugar’s sweet just for me. 

Given that the original lyrics contain a female love-interest, switching to male (rather than 
gender-neutral) may be problematic for a group, as it is a direct action that imposes this male 
love-interest for all singers, making assumptions about their sexuality. If gender-neutral changes are 
not made, ensembles may want to discuss and consider leaving the original lyrics intact. (See 
Changing Gender Pronouns in Songs.) 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ray_Henderson
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mort_Dixon
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1yVeuvejyCKbDR7l_MZ2wZFFBeoaq0pSr/view?usp=sharing
https://illfolks.blogspot.com/2016/03/bye-bye-blackbird-what-what-gene-austin.html
https://www.kuvo.org/stories-of-standards-bye-bye-blackbird/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bye_Bye_Blackbird
https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/Education/Diversity-Equity-Inclusion/5_Toolkit_Chapter_Choices_to_Address_Diversity_2021Aug04.pdf
https://sweetadelines.com/diversity-equity-inclusion/member-resources/chorus-toolkit
http://tinyurl.com/47ma9ndh
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1-di9FC614WtmhmTw0qboSROEov0CO26ICNGOn8pYmgA/edit?usp=sharing


*These decisions are left to the discretion of ensembles based upon their assessment of member and 
audience sensibilities. Please consult the Music Choices section of Chapter Choices to Address 
Diversity, Equity, and Inclusion (in the Chorus Toolkit) for details and strategies related to these 
factors. 

●​ For information on important considerations for lyric changes, especially in contest songs, 
see Topic II. D. in the Music Category section of the Judging Category Description Book. 

●​ To be inclusive, it is not necessary for 100% of an ensemble’s songs to be gender neutral.  

RESEARCH SCREENSHOTS 

 

https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/Education/Diversity-Equity-Inclusion/5_Toolkit_Chapter_Choices_to_Address_Diversity_2021Aug04.pdf
https://sweetadelines.com/sites/default/files/Education/Diversity-Equity-Inclusion/5_Toolkit_Chapter_Choices_to_Address_Diversity_2021Aug04.pdf
https://sweetadelines.com/diversity-equity-inclusion/member-resources/chorus-toolkit
https://sweetadelines.com/education/jcdb


 



 

 



 

 

 

 


