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Brian Jones – Authenticity and Significance 

By Christian Botta 

The Rolling Stones’ guitarist and founder Brian Jones’ importance as a blues player is 

hard to define. At once a skilled multi-instrumentalist and an iconic symbol of sixties’ excess, he 

was also a central figure in the British Blues Boom, from which the group began. Because of his 

early death, the rapidly evolving nature of the Stones’ music in the 1960s, and his being 

overshadowed by blues players such as Eric Clapton, Jones’ legacy as a blues musician is 

enigmatic. This paper will take a look at Jones’ work and decide whether or not he was one of 

the important British blues players of the 1960s.  

Brian Jones began his career as an acolyte of the British blues scene that began to flower 

in London around the late 1950s, sitting in on slide guitar with bands like Alexis Korner’s Blues 

Incorporated. He was one of the first Britons to master slide guitar,1 and was considered to be 

one of the best blues harmonica players on the scene, as well.2 At the start, he was a blues purist 

in a milieu that was finding its way with great energy and enthusiasm. But the forces of pop 

stardom and the creative and competitive drive of Jones’ band mates Mick Jagger and Keith 

Richards eventually came to bear on Jones’ focus on the blues.  

What was Brian Jones’ importance to the spread of blues to the world at large and 

especially to musicians? Who did he influence? How authentic was his playing of the blues? 

This writer believes that Jones was a significant figure in the British Blues Boom and that he had 

an effect on American musicians, as well, and that his music has a degree of authenticity. These 
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points will be examined in a discussion of Jones’ musical contributions to specific Stones songs 

to see how they affect his legacy as a blues musician.  

After the Stones’ peak success in the late sixties and early seventies that began with 

“Jumpin’ Jack Flash” and Beggar’s Banquet and ended with Exile On Mainstreet, it’s possible to 

downplay the band’s beginnings. Briefly, Jones (b. Cheltenham, England, February 1942, d. July 

3, 1969) was playing with Blues Incorporated in 1962 when he met vocalist Mick Jagger (b. 

Dartford, England, July 1943) and guitarist Keith Richards (b. Dartford, England, December 

1943), fellow blues enthusiasts. The three subsequently formed a group which was later 

completed by Bill Wyman (b. 1936) on bass and Charlie Watts (b. 1941) on drums. Their 

residency at the Crawdaddy club in Richmond in early 1963 led to their association with 

publicist Andrew Loog Oldham (b. Jan. 1944), who became the groups’ manager and producer.  

Oldham had worked for the Beatles and he persuaded John Lennon and Paul McCartney 

to give a song to the Stones. The resulting collaboration, “I Wanna Be Your Man,” (ex. 1) was a 

hit and became a blueprint for the sound of the early Stones: A propulsive beat topped by a blues 

inflected pop melody and supported by a pair of raucous guitars, in this case led by Jones’ slide.  

 

 



3 

 

Example 1. The Rolling Stones. I Wanna Be Your Man, words and music by John Lennon 

and Paul McCartney, The Rolling Stones Singles Collection – The London Years. 

ABKCO Music, Inc. (New York), 1991, p. 14-15 

 

One of Jones’ original inspirations was Elmore James, whose bottleneck electric guitar 

style was in turned influenced by Robert Johnson. “I discovered Elmore James, and the Earth 

seemed to shudder on its axis,” Jones stated.3 Because James played in an ensemble with bass, 

drums and harmonica, for example on “Dust My Broom,” a Robert Johnson song, he was able to 

emphasize more chords and high register single note lines. Jones utilized this approach and 

expanded on it on “I Wanna Be Your Man,” playing sliding double-stops over the verses and 

adding a heavily amplified, single note solo that references the vocal melody of the verse before 

heading for bluesy variations.  

In a recent article in which Jimmy Page discussed his influences, including Muddy 

Waters’ “I Can’t Be Satisfied,” he recalled meeting Jones’ and learning about slide guitar 

technique from him. “It had been rumored that Elmore had a bottleneck, but you thought, ‘what’s 

that?’ I went to the Ealing Jazz Club because Alexis Korner was playing down there and I saw 

Brian Jones doing “Dust My Broom,” which he did much better than I did. He had got a tube that 

he used. So we had a little chat about that. ‘What did I use?’ A piece of old melted tubing that 

was awkward, very uncomfortable. His version looked like it was very much part of the hand as 
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opposed to something that was totally alien.”4 While Page is not thought of primarily as a slide 

guitarist, he used slide extensively on records, for example on “In My Time of Dying.” 

One of Brian Jones’ next important recordings with the Stones was a cover of Waters’ “I 

Can’t Be Satisfied.” Their version of the song is more or less a straight cover with a fuller and 

more spacious sound owing to Jones more fleshed out slide part, the addition of percussion and 

better recording technology. Jones’ slide playing has improved from the previous performance 

and he has created something of his own in a synthesis of Muddy Waters and Elmore James with 

a loose, inventive style.  

The Stones’ cover version of Howlin’ Wolf’s (Chester Burnett) “The Red Rooster” 

would prove to be the next major success for them in the U.K. and is highly effective. Taken at 

almost exactly the same tempo (quarter note = 72), the Stones nonetheless manage to make the 

song sound slightly more upbeat through the use of percussion and by moving the emphasis of 

the rhythm to the one as opposed to the off beat. They also drop the key from A to G and the 

overall feeling is more relaxed and spacious. Jones uses a good portion of the fretboard and 

sounds less like Wolf, Muddy Waters or Elmore James than himself. Wyman comments, “I 

believe ‘Rooster’ provided Brian with one of his finest hours. It realized a cherished ambition to 

put blues music at the top of the charts, and meant his guilt at having ‘sold out’ completely to 

pop fame was diminished.”5 

One of Jones’ relatively few performances on straight lead guitar is central to “The Last 

Time,”6 the Rolling Stones’ first self-written hit. The riff is somewhat reminiscent of Hubert 
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Sumlin’s lick in “Smokestack Lightnin’,” and is utilized in much the same way. Played over a 

simple D – A – E chord progression in the key of E, the riff adheres closely to the rhythm of the 

acoustic guitars and snare drum accents on the two and four of the beat. His smooth playing style 

creates a hypnotic effect. Jones’ lead style could be characterized as having more finesse than 

Richards, who generally sounds more raw and aggressive. 

 

Example 1. The Rolling Stones. The Last Time, The Rolling Stones Singles Collection – The 

London Years. ABKCO Music, Inc. (New York), 1991, p. 86 

 

Why Jones didn’t pursue the style of extended blues-rock soloing that “provided a new 

identity for rock guitarists”7 is somewhat of a mystery. His work on “Last Time” shows a deft 

touch. Perhaps, as a team player, he saw that Richards already had the style covered. Or perhaps 

Jones felt that he couldn’t compete in a field of competitors in which one guitarist had already 

established himself as clearly dominant: Eric Clapton. Though Clapton would display his 

mastery of blues soloing on the album, Bluesbreakers – John Mayall with Eric Clapton and later 

with Cream and others, Clapton had already developed his sound by mid-1964, as evidenced by 

his solo in Jimmy Reed’s, “I Ain’t Got You,” the B side of the Yardbirds’ “Good Morning Little 

Schoolgirl” single (June 1964).8 
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An aspect of the Stones’ music that bears mentioning is the difference between their live 

and studio sounds. In the studio they were experimental, using numerous instruments to 

complete their arrangements, often substituting acoustic for electric guitar, and adding keyboards 

and strings or stringed instruments such as dulcimer or mandolin. Live, the Stones were a 

straightforward, aggressive, rhythm-oriented band, with a raw, loose feel that bespoke of the 

blues. The American release of December’s Children (and everybody’s) (Dec. 1965), contains 

two cover songs recorded in concert, Bobby Troup’s “Route 66,” and Hank Snow’s “I’m Moving 

On.” “Route 66” showcases Richards’ Chuck Berry inspired lead playing, with a distorted 

rendering of the song’s driving riffs and an intense, “Johnny B. Goode” styled solo. 

Jones’ approach on “I’m Moving On” is more sophisticated and original. He takes the 

song from cover version to something more by adding his distinctive slide playing. His tone is 

rich, smooth and warm, and sits perfectly in the mix behind the lead vocal but slightly above the 

band. His synthesis of Chicago and Delta Blues slide styles is complete at this time, and his own 

distinctive tone and phrasing have emerged. Additionally, while the Stones’ live “Route 66” is 

somewhat of a showcase for Richards with Jagger vying for the spotlight, “I’m Moving On” 

presents the five group members on fairly equal footing, with Jagger front and center on vocals 

and harmonica. The recording presents a microcosm of the Stones’ approach: A fusion of 

American genres, including country and western, blues and rock and roll, combined into a 

seamless whole. 

But even as Jones’ was perfecting his approach to slide guitar, Jagger and Richards were 

starting to achieve the songwriting success that would ultimately force Jones into third place in 

the Stones’ hierarchy. “(I Can’t Get No) Satisfaction,” a song fueled by Richards’ repeating fuzz-

guitar riff, proved that the Jagger-Richards songwriting team was no fluke. With its socially 
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conscious lyrics and an arrangement that echoed “Last Time,” “Satisfaction” was a top seller on 

both sides of the Atlantic and caused a stir with the authorities over its lyrics, as well. 

The Stones’ pop success changed Jones’ role in the band. Backing away from the guitar 

and the blues in general, he saw that his natural talent as a multi-instrumentalist could serve him 

well. He would eventually contribute recorder, dulcimer, harpsichord and other instruments to 

the Stones recordings. But a landmark shift began when Jones added sitar to the song “Paint It 

Black,” which was the opening track on the U.S. version of their breakthrough album, Aftermath.  

Rock musicians have long remarked on the record’s significance. The Doors’ drummer 

John Densmore recalled that the California group, “talked endlessly about (the Stones’) new 

album, Aftermath.”9 An important facet of the 1966 album is that Jagger and Richards wrote all 

of the songs. Another is Jones’ instrumental eclecticism. On the U.K. version, “Mother’s Little 

Helper” included an instrumental motif in which “dulcimer, bottleneck guitar and a twelve-string 

tuned to a lower octave are played in unison to create a wiry, sitar-like effect.”10 “Lady Jane” and 

“I Am Waiting” feature Jones on dulcimer, while on “Under My Thumb” and “Out of Time” he 

plays marimba.11 Although there are bluesy rhythm guitars on the album, the sole remnant of 

Jones’ blues slide playing is the prominent lick that forms the hook of “Doncha Bother Me,” a 

song that recalls the early style of the group.  

Jones’ and his group’s sphere of influence was wide. Alan Clayson states in Legendary 

Sessions: The Rolling Stones’ Beggar’s Banquet, that Lowell George, the leader of the West 

Coast band Little Feat and one of the most renowned slide players of the seventies, “first 
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attempted bottleneck after hearing Brian.”12 This quote was somewhat hard to verify, but George 

also played sitar and other instruments, and it’s not difficult to imagine that a master slide 

guitarist and multi-instrumentalist who played sitar could be strongly influenced by Brian Jones. 

Before finishing our musical analysis and concluding, it seems appropriate to add some 

thoughts on Brian Jones’ personality. Jones was a restless individual who left home early. He 

was often in trouble and fathered five children out of wedlock by his early twenties. He had 

serious drug and alcohol problems. Many peers commented on his frail psychology. He told a 

friend, Danish photographer Bent Rej in 1965, “I never express my real self except when I’m 

playing. A good concert bucks me up for days on end. A poor one knocks me out.”13 Heading 

into the late sixties, Jones was falling apart. 

After the Stones released Their Satanic Majesty’s Request (1967), a psychedelic album 

many consider to be an answer record to the Beatles’ Sergeant Peppers Lonely Hearts Club 

Band, a decision was made to return to their blues roots on Beggar’s Banquet (1968). This would 

be the last Stones record to which Brian Jones made significant contributions. He played slide 

guitar on the acoustic ballad, “No Expectations,” (ex. 3) and on “Parachute Woman.”14 Due to 

Jones’ increased drug use and alienation from the band, he only showed up to the studio 

sporadically. Keith Richards even began to play slide guitar on the album and it’s easy to tell his 

simpler style on songs such as “Jigsaw Puzzle” apart from Jones’. 

The depths to which Jones fell are sadly captured on two films made during this time. 

Filmed for television in 1968 but released in the 1990’s on video, The Rolling Stones’ Rock and 

Roll Circus includes a performance of “No Expectations” with Jones on slide guitar. He appears 
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to be very strung out and suffering from stage fright, and his playing is mechanical. In Jean Luc 

Godard’s Sympathy for the Devil, Jones is drugged out and isolated; a relative non-participant.  

 

 

Example 3. The Rolling Stones. No Expectations, The Rolling Stones Singles Collection – 

The London Years. ABKCO Music, Inc. (New York), 1991, p. 245 

 

In 1969 The Rolling Stones released Let It Bleed, and planned to mount their first U.S. 

tour in three years. In frail health unable to secure proper U.S. work visas due to a drug 

conviction, Jones was unable to make the tour. For these reasons, he was fired from the Stones 

on June 8th. Less than a month later he was found dead at his estate, Cotchford Farm in Sussex. 

 

Conclusion 

The concept of authenticity is at the heart of many discussions of the blues and blues 

artists. Applying the term to a white Briton such as Brian Jones is challenging because he is 
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twice removed from the traditionally black American experience associated with the ‘authentic’ 

blues. Critics and musicians entertain a variety of diverging definitions of authenticity which 

sometimes serve only to maintain their own position as ‘experts.’  

James McKune, the blues record collector who was instrumental in the American blues 

revival of the 1960s, held the opinion that a raw, austere and emotional style with no theatrical 

artifice was the definition of authenticity. He found these qualities in the songs of artists like 

Robert Johnson and Charley Patton.15 Author and musicologist Samuel Charters employed a 

more contextual approach, defining the important blues artists of the 1930s by the black audience 

who bought their records. These included Leroy Carr and Big Bill Broonzy.16 A more inclusive 

point of view is held by author Ted Gioia, who points out the “vagueness” of such standards, 

although he is not directly commenting on McKune and Charters.17  

Roberta Freund Schwartz offers us perhaps the most useful definition relative to Jones 

when she states that during the first half of the British Blues Boom, “sincerity, emotional 

connection to the material and disregard for commercial appeal were still widely accepted 

criteria…”18 As far as the first point on Schwartz’ list, we can believe Jones when he says that 

hearing Elmore James changed his life. The proof is in the sound of his playing, which brings us 

to the second point – is it possible to play the blues well without an emotional commitment? An 

affirmative answer to that question would seem to have few takers. As far as Jones playing well 

is concerned, only the individual listener can judge for himself, although it must by now be 

obvious that this writer feels that he played very well.  
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There are others who are in agreement. In early November of 1964, The Rolling Stones 

stopped at Chess studios in Chicago to record. There’s no doubt that they were thrilled just to see 

the studios where so many of their idols recorded, but it seems likely that they were also in 

search of authenticity, or perhaps even approval. Their versions of “I Can’t Be Satisfied” and 

“Little Red Rooster” were recorded at this time. Bill Wyman quotes Muddy Waters as having 

said, “That guitar player, Brian, weren’t bad.”19  

As for Schwartz’ last point, the Stones releasing “Little Red Rooster” as a single may not 

be enough to convince anyone of their disregard of commercial concerns. The Rolling Stones 

were undoubtedly a commercially oriented band. Jones willingly switched to playing pop music 

on numerous instruments as the Stones moved in that direction, although his slide skills were 

undiminished, for example on “Doncha Bother Me.” There is evidence of a subdued quality to 

his slide playing on Beggar’s Banquet, owing no doubt to his mental state and drug abuse. This 

doesn’t make it ‘inauthentic,’ however. If anything, the slide guitar remained at the core of 

Jones’ musicianship up until the end. 

Jones may not have been a bluesman in the traditional sense of the word, but he played 

authentic blues guitar. During his short life he influenced important blues rock musicians in 

England and in the U.S., and through his playing on songs such as “Last Time” and “Little Red 

Rooster,” and the music of his group, he helped to spread the blues to the young white audience 

that in many respects were responsible for helping to keep the music alive.  
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