AMERICAN MASTERS
“Muddy Waters: Can’t Be Satisfied”
Muddy Waters, a Mississippi Delta sharecropper’s son, had two choices for escaping the life of a field hand: preacher or musician. In 1943, the sometime guitarist, sometime bootlegger hopped a train to Chicago, where he became the voice for a generation of like-minded Southerners scrambling for opportunity in the North. By the mid-1950s, Waters had, literally, electrified the blues. His hit songs — “Hoochie Coochie Man,” “I Just Want to Make Love to You,” “Rollin’ Stone” — spoke for both a people and an era. His “dirty blues” entered the popular pantheon through performances by seminal rock stars from Led Zeppelin to Jimi Hendrix. The Rolling Stones, who took their name from Waters’ song, Jeff Beck and Eric Clapton all credit Waters with nothing less than paving the path for rock ’n’ roll. To this day, Muddy Waters can be found on jukeboxes throughout the world. Bonnie Raitt sums up his raw power and sizzling vibe this way: “He is the sexiest blues man ever.”

AMERICAN MASTERS “Muddy Waters: Can’t Be Satisfied” encores on PBS Wednesday, May 24, 2006, 10:00-11:00 p.m. ET. The film, originally broadcast in 2003, is based upon co-producer/co-director Robert Gordon’s award-winning book, Can’t Be Satisfied: The Life and Times of Muddy Waters, and features rare 1941 recordings, never-before-aired film and radio interviews, photos from personal family albums and interviews with musicians B.B. King, Bill Wyman, Bonnie Raitt, Buddy Guy, Charlie Musselwhite, Chuck D, Willie Dixon, James Cotton and Keith Richards, and blues historian Ron Wynn.
“Muddy Waters is easily one of the top three seminal figures in blues,” says Susan Lacy, creator and executive producer of AMERICAN MASTERS, which is a five-time winner of the Emmy for Outstanding Primetime Non-Fiction Series. “Born into poverty, he went on to change the face of American music. His is a classic story, and this film is all about the mood and the time he lived in and electrified.” 

“At 30, Muddy was a dirt-poor farmer living in Mississippi. By 40, he was spreading the gospel of those hardscrabble times to the world,” says co-producer/co-director Morgan Neville. “He was an outsider who opened the door for the world to change.”           

Says Gordon, “In addition to his incredible musical impact, Muddy brought respect to a culture that had been wholly dismissed. The result — rock ’n’ roll — became the voice of the latter 20th century, the voice of angry people demanding change.”

AMERICAN MASTERS “Muddy Waters: Can’t Be Satisfied” traces Waters’ life from his beginnings picking cotton through his death from cancer in 1983. “I had the blues, I mean, I had them bad,” says Waters in the film. “I couldn’t pay my light bill and I couldn’t pay my rent. Today, I can pay my rent and I can pay my light bill, and I still got the blues. I must have been born with them … That’s my religion, blues.” 

Humble and hard-living, Waters created an original sound — and then watched his successors achieve greater fame and fortune with his music. Along the way, he endured a debilitating car crash, his wife’s cancer and death, the death of Otis Spann, his longtime friend and piano player, and the dissolution of his label, Chess Records. Waters’ unflagging spirit and rough-hewn personality are revealed through frank interviews with his family, mistress and the last of his four wives. The intensity of Waters’ music is evoked through rare film clips and early interviews with Waters himself, as well as intimate conversations with his band mates and musical cohorts.
AMERICAN MASTERS, now celebrating its 20th season, has won 16 Emmys, including Outstanding Primetime Non-Fiction Series for 1999, 2000, 2001, 2003 and 2004, in addition to seven Peabodys, an Oscar and two Grammys. The AMERICAN MASTERS film library is one of the most highly honored in television history, with profiles of more than 140 artistic giants. 
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■ To take AMERICAN MASTERS beyond the television broadcast and further explore the themes, stories and personalities of masters past and present, the companion Web site (pbs.org/wnet/americanmasters) offers interviews, essays, photographs, outtakes and other resources.

