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Those who grew up in the 
1960s and ’70s in the deep south 
have vivid memories of  the in-
tegration of  schools and society 
brought on by the Civil Rights 
Act and the Brown v. Board of  
Education decision. I grew up in 
South Georgia in a family that 

was strongly pro-integration. My father was an educa-
tion professor and spent a year in a grant-funded proj-
ect to help Georgia’s rural school districts develop plans 
for integrating their schools successfully. My mother 
was a public school teacher, and as the small towns of  
the south developed private academies that were racial-
ly exclusive, we were among those children from white 
families who were determined to attend and support 
public schools.

It is no surprise that racial integration did not hap-
pen in our churches. And my parents were part of  a 
group of  church members who tried to get our Baptist 
church to open its doors to anyone who wished to wor-
ship there. The doors eventually opened, but not be-
fore their group started another church among whose 
founding principles were racial and gender equality.

As my formative church and school experiences be-
came opportunities to meet and befriend people from 
whom I had previously been segregated, I heard the 
music of  the black church for the fi rst time. My class-
mates sang gospel and spiritual songs in school talent 
shows, frequently with great success and audience ap-
proval. This music was new and diff erent and (in the 
verbage of  that time) more soulful than our church’s 
worship music.

As a freshman music major in a small college in 
Alabama, the fi rst piece I encountered in the choral 
rehearsals that would eventually defi ne my career path 
was William L. Dawson’s “There Is a Balm in Gilead.” 
Our conductor, a soft-spoken man who had grown 
up in the north, was deeply committed to the native-
Alabamian treasure of  the Dawson spirituals. That 
commitment was contagious, and we all loved the ex-
perience of  these deep wells of  musical and spiritual 
refreshment. When I attended graduate school at Au-
burn University I encountered Dr. Dawson at nearby 

Tuskegee Institute and grew in my love for these songs.
I went on to Florida State University to pursue a 

doctorate, where a new professor had come the previ-
ous year. At thirty years old, André Thomas was al-
ready displaying the artistry, scholarship, and charisma 
that have made him such a great choral conductor. And 
while he joined a well-known faculty that was steeped 
in the western European choral tradition, it was a rev-
elation to us all to hear him teach about the slave-songs 
of  the deep south. I loved my encounters with Negro 
Spirituals as they occurred with my schoolmates and in 
the college choirs to which I had belonged. But I began 
to understand them better and desired to never stop 
studying them when this true scholar of  the art form 
taught about them.

As a church choir director for most of  the last forty 
years, I have observed that among the vast canon of  
sacred repertoire only a small percentage of  available 
pieces brings equal parts of  aesthetic beauty, musical 
challenge, and spiritual inspiration. For me, achiev-
ing the stylistic, technical, and emotional demands of  
the spiritual repertoire as presented by great historical 
arrangers like Dawson, William Henry Smith, Jester 
Hairston, and their contemporaries, or the added chal-
lenges of  the modern settings of  Moses Hogan, André 
Thomas, and many others, is among the more diffi  cult 
and worthwhile opportunities I can present to my vol-
unteer choir.

I hope you will read with interest as Eileen Guen-
ther describes her new book in the following article, 
and gives the slaves from whom these miraculous musi-
cal expressions emerged the opportunity to be heard 
in their own voices. The songs of  the Negro Spiritual 
tradition are worthy of  our use as congregational and 
choral music, and the stories of  their originators make 
the experience of  singing them infi nitely more mean-
ingful.

Hallelujah, Amen!
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Editor’s Note: This article is based on the author’s book 
In Their Own Words: Slave Life and the Power of  Spirituals 
(MorningStar Music Publishers, 2016)

Through all the sorrow of  the Sorrow Songs 
there breathes a hope—a faith in the ultimate 
justice of  things. The minor cadences of  despair 
change often to triumph and calm confi dence. 
Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith 
in death, sometimes assurance of  boundless jus-
tice in some fair world beyond. But whichever it 
is, the meaning is always clear; that sometime, 
somewhere, men will judge men by their souls 
and not by their skins. 

    —W. E. B. Du Bois1

Slavery has been called “America’s original sin.” It 
ripped apart families, communities, churches, and a na-

tion. The number of  victims of  slavery will never be 
known, nor will the extent of  its poisonous eff ect ever be 
fully recognized. Its poison affl  icted an entire social, po-
litical, religious, and economic system and everyone in it: 
the owners (the victimizers) and the slaves (the victims). 
The balance of  power was totally unequal and, in the 
gross immorality of  slavery, it is the story of  the victim 
that captures our hearts, our sympathy, our imagination, 
and our admiration.

The creators of  Negro Spirituals were fi ercely deter-
mined survivors of  the largest forced migration in histo-
ry. Many of  the captives did not survive. Because of  star-
vation, disease, and cruelty, fi fteen to thirty percent of  
those enslaved died on the march from their African vil-
lages to the slave ship that would bring them to the New 
World. An estimated additional ten to fi fteen percent did 
not survive the Middle Passage. Between the march and 
the Middle Passage, millions of  Africans died. “For every 
100 slaves who reached the New World, another forty 
had died in Africa or during the Middle Passage.”2
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The cruelty they endured once they had been pur-
chased and settled on a plantation reinforced the de-
termination to survive. The enslaved peoples’ frustra-
tion and anger at the oppression, torture, and control 
of  body, mind, and soul are refl ected in their Spirituals 
and in their autobiographical narratives (over 200 book-
length documents) and the 2,300 interviews conducted 
by the Works Progress Administration. 

The following article is based on a book about the 
history of  the Negro Spiritual. The text from the book 
appears in this article as it was transmitted—sometimes 
in dialect, sometimes not, and the entries are refl ective 
of  the importance a subject held for the slave. There are 
also excerpts from specifi c spirituals. When considering 
the narratives, there are more entries relating to pun-
ishment and freedom than any other category because 
these subjects were foremost in the minds and memories 
of  the slave or former slave. While the subject of  punish-
ment does not always fi gure signifi cantly in the music, 
freedom is a prevalent subject. 

The Spirituals sing of  hope—hope for eternal life and 
hope for escape from the often diabolical control of  the 
owner, or from the many others who controlled a slave’s 
life such as the owner’s spouse and children, overseers, 
slave drivers, jail-house masters, and any white person 
who saw the slave doing anything arbitrarily considered 
wrong.

Why Write about the Spirituals and Slavery? 
Spirituals are among the most powerful music ever 

created. Spirituals are also universal; they apply to situ-
ations well outside of  slavery. As psychologist and mu-
sician Arthur Jones writes, Spirituals are “available to 
all persons who are prepared to open themselves to the 
unsettling healing power that inhabits these marvelous 
songs of  life.”3 They come out of  slavery, indisputably 
“deeply meaningful, archetypically human experiences, 
relevant not only to the specifi c circumstances of  slav-
ery but also to women and men struggling with issues 
of  justice, freedom, and spiritual wholeness in all times 
and places.”4 Indeed, they transcend their original cir-
cumstances and are “sources of  wisdom and guidance 
in addressing current societal and psychological issues.”5

I remember a student who started to cry as we were 

rehearsing the Spiritual Sometimes I Feel like a Motherless 
Child. When I asked him why he was crying, he said he 
was gay, had just “come out” to his family, and had then 
been told that he was consequently not welcome home at 
Christmas. At that moment, he truly felt like a motherless 
child. A recent study of  older African Americans, led by 
Jill B. Hamilton of  the University of  North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill School of  Nursing, showed that at the other 
end of  the age spectrum, individuals not only found their 
feelings mirrored in the music but that, like the creators 
of  the Spirituals, “song was a coping strategy for par-
ticipants experiencing stressful life events who described 
feelings of  being comforted, strengthened, able to en-
dure, uplifted, and able to fi nd peace.”6

James Lovell, a former Howard University professor 
and author of  arguably the single most important book 
on Spirituals, estimated their number to be in the range 
of  800 to 1,000.7 In addition to the songs tracing themes 
such as the life of  Jesus and celebrating the liberation of  
iconic fi gures in the Hebrew Scriptures, I have identifi ed 
approximately forty subjects. Some of  the subjects these 
songs address are: resistance, accountability, community, 
religion, death, steadfastness in the face of  adversity, cre-
ation, consolation. More Spirituals are devoted to free-
dom, the second coming, and heaven (basically the same 
songs) than to any other subject.

There is beauty and genius in these “musical products 
of  an enslaved community’s struggle with the vital hu-
man issues of  life and death, hope and despair, slavery 
and freedom.”8 While focusing on the text helps identify 
themes and specifi c subjects, it takes the combination of  
melody and words to enable the full power of  the Spiri-
tual to come through, and it takes both to deliver the 
insight and healing that can transform a hurting world.

Spirituals: Beginnings and Their Value
Spirituals began with the chants and moans of  the 

fi eld, becoming more subtle and complex over time. 
Their creation paralleled the hold Christianity took on 
the slave population, with the real explosion coming after 
the Second Great Awakening began in 1800. In addition 
to using rhythms and melodies the slaves had brought 
from Africa, the creators heard hymns of  Isaac Watts 
and John Wesley in white services and at camp meetings 

Hallelujah, Amen!
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and appropriated the characteristics of  those hymns into 
the Spirituals. The Spirituals were not composed in the 
traditional sense of  that word but created, with one per-
son beginning a song and others adding to it, resulting in 
a song that was “owned” by the community. 

Society in the American South placed little or no value 
on the enslaved individual. The Spiritual counters that 
devaluation with affi  rmation: “I exist, and I matter.” The 
eminent theologian James H. Cone explained that “the 
essence of  ante-bellum black religion was the emphasis 
on the somebodiness of  black slaves. The content of  the 
black preacher’s message stressed the essential worth of  
their person.”9 One of  the most important aspects of  the 
Spiritual is that it allowed the slave to feel a sense of  per-
sonal dignity in a situation where they were treated and 
legally defi ned, in the words of  philosopher and theo-
logian Howard Thurman, as “a tool, a thing, a utility, 
a commodity.”10 This affi  rmation is unequivocal: “You 
are created in God’s image. You are not slaves…you are 
God’s children.”11 The language of  Spirituals is rich and 
symbolic, refl ecting the slaves’ African heritage. And, as 
Arthur Jones has observed, Spirituals have a “seemingly 
magical ability to speak to universal issues of  the human 
spirit.”12 

Musical Styles
The three widely recognized types of  Spirituals are: 

• Slow, long-phrase melodies: Deep River; Nobody Knows the 
Trouble I’ve Seen

• Songs with syncopated, segmented melodies: Every Time 
I Feel the Spirit; Glory, Glory, Hallelujah

• Call-and-response (African roots, with leader and group 
alternating): Woke Up This Morning; Go Down, Moses

Spirituals are not limited to one type of  song but en-
compass a variety of  genres: sermons-in-song, jubilees, 
contemplative sorrow songs, work songs, shouts. Regard-
less of  genre, the most prevalent structure is that of  call-
and-response. There are certain prevailing characteris-
tics. Many Spirituals are repetitive and easily extended. 
By changing only a word or phrase in each verse (Lord, I 

Want to Be a Christian; Give Me that Old Time Religion) a song 
could be extended to last infi nitely. This was important 
for two reasons: work went faster and was more produc-
tive if  accompanied by singing, and the relief  from the 
boredom of  manual labor—picking cotton in the fi elds 
or grinding grain in the mill—was essential. 

 The imagery of  the text is sometimes unique (Keep 
a-Inchin’ Along), and there is an eternality to the mes-
sage. The religious songs are overwhelmingly based on 
biblical texts. Throughout, there are double meanings: 
Canaan might refer to heaven, a life of  freedom in the 
North, across the Mason-Dixon Line, or in Canada, or 
even freedom after emancipation. Code songs might 
seem harmless enough to owners or overseers but could 
convey to the slaves a hidden meaning, such as the time 
of  a secret meeting or the arrival of  a guide to lead them 
to freedom. 

Spirituals address a wide range of  emotions, from the 
wrenching cry when a family is torn apart by a sale (Some-
times I Feel Like a Motherless Child) to the quiet confi dence 
of  Steal Away, the joy of  In That Great Gettin’ Up Morning, 
or the outright defi ance of  Go Down, Moses. Song was the 
slaves’ way of  expressing their feelings. They sang of  the 
present and sang of  the future; they sang in the cabins 
and the fi elds, the mill and the kitchen—and the songs 
were of  brokenness and sorrow, expectation and hope.

Melodic and Rhythmic Origins
Melodies of  the music have certain modal character-

istics and often use the pentatonic scale, a fi ve-note scale 
utilizing notes spaced the same way as black keys on a pi-
ano. The melodies also use patterns that include the fl at-
ted third or seventh or the raised sixth. No matter how 
engaging the melody might be, it is the rhythm—the 
primary characteristic of  African music—that remains 
the key characteristic of  the Spiritual. Countless trav-
elers and scholars have cited the relationship between 
Spirituals and the music heard in Africa, particularly in 
West Africa, the region so many slaves had called home, 
although that is a topic that goes beyond the scope of  
this particular article.

 Creation process? Make no mistake about it: This 
is folk music! “Every folk song, verse, and melody is the 
product of  a folk community,” said Lovell. 
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