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Reviews

Book Reviews
In Their Own Words: Slave Life and 
the Power of Spirituals, by Eileen 
Guenther. MorningStar Music, St. 
Louis, Missouri, 2016. 492 + xv 
pp., illustrated, softbound, $28.00.  
www.morningstarmusic.com.

This is an intensely moving book. In 
1774 the Reverend John Wesley in Lon-
don wrote a letter to abolitionist William 
Wilberforce, encouraging his efforts to 
eradicate slavery in Great Britain. In his 
letter Wesley declared American slavery 
“the vilest that ever saw the sun.” In 1807 
Parliament abolished slave trade in the 
British Empire, but slaves were not freed 
until 1833. It took a bloody and devastat-
ing Civil War (1861–65) to end slavery 
in America. Its vile aspect is exposed in 
Eileen Guenther’s new book as the key 
motivation in the anonymous creation 
of Negro Spirituals, which she dubs 
“among the most powerful music ever 
created.” Utilizing thousands of primary 
sources, notably letters by participants 
and observers and actual interviews in 
the 1930s with living former slaves in 
their own words (a project of President 
Franklin Roosevelt’s Works Progress 
Administration), she paints a truly 
devastating picture of the most shame-
ful aspects of American slavery. That 
picture is indispensable to any authentic 
understanding of the creation of Spiritu-
als, and it helps explain their disarming 
poignancy when performed. Underlying 
the whole experience is the fact that in 
order to enslave persons they fi rst must 
be dehumanized, downgraded to the 
level of animals, particularly if they are to 
be worked like beasts of burden as farm 
laborers. The auctioning off into slavery 
of human family members, resulting in 
tragic separation and uncontrollable 
grief, generated a genuine emotional 

yearning in the slave songs that forever 
elevates them above and beyond the 
mundane neutral category “folk music.” 

After an Overview-Introduction setting 
forth the book’s purpose and method, 
Guenther proceeds to tell the story, pas-
sionately, in three parts. Part I comprises:  
The Origins of Spirituals (defi ned and 
described, Ch. 1); Musical Characteristics 
and Performance Practice (characteristics, 
musical styles, improvisation, the “Ring 
Shout,” Ch. 2); The “Maafa” (Disaster) 
and History of Slavery (Ch. 3); Antebel-
lum Slave Narratives and Interviews 
(Ch. 4); Witness Slave Testimonies (Ch. 
5); Christian Religion and Slavery (Ch. 
6); Slave Religion, the “Tertium Quid” 
or Third Item (Ch. 7). Part II deals with 
slave life and work, using some of the 
research of Dena Epstein in her classic 
Sinful Tunes and Spirituals (1977 and 
subsequent editions): The Big House 
and the Master (relationships, food, and 
clothing, Ch. 8); Life in the Slave Quarter 
(housing, education, broken promises of 
freedom, Ch. 9); The Most Vulnerable 
(women and children, the elderly, fami-
lies, Mulattos, Ch. 10); Work Conditions 
and Grinding Routine (Ch. 11); Rituals 
and Celebrations in Slave Life (Ch. 12); 
“Sold Down the River” (Auctions, Ch.13); 
Control of Slaves (overseers, drivers, 
patrollers, punishment, infractions and 
consequences, impunity of the master, 
Case Law, Ch. 14); Slave Rebellion (Ch. 
15) and Escape (Underground Railroad, 
ingenious and failed escapes, challenges, 
Ch. 16). Part III encompasses: Spirituals 
after the Civil War, names the earliest 
publications and most signifi cant early 
arrangers of Spirituals: Harry Burleigh, 
James Weldon Johnson and Rosamund 
Johnson, R. Nathaniel Dett, John Wesley 
Work, Jr., Hall Johnson, William Daw-
son, infl uence on other musical genres 

(Dvorák and Harry Burleigh, leading to 
Dvorák’s dictum that Spirituals could form 
the basis of a uniquely American musical 
language), and Spirituals in the Civil 
Rights Movement (Ch. 17). A most valu-
able chapter (18) devoted entirely to the 
Themes of Spirituals, and a concluding 
chapter (19), Slavery and Spirituals: a Syn-
opsis, wind down this powerful narrative. 
Finally, and of highest usefulness to busy 
church musicians, appear two appendices: 
A. 100 Spirituals: A Biblical Concordance, 
and B. 100 Spirituals: A Reverse Concor-
dance. These brief, insightful exegetical 
comments on the lines of the texts, tie the 
Spirituals to their biblical roots and enable 
directors and clergy to make maximum 
use of this rich heritage in worship and 
other programming.  

Eileen Guenther has provided an 
authoritative, scholarly, historically 
informed, and practical resource that 
no church musician can now afford to 
be without. To ignore this indisputable 
treasure of distinctly American music for 
worship in these times of sporadic racial 
disharmony is criminal. Though popular, 
Spirituals are not inappropriate “pop” 
music. Hall Johnson wrote, “It is always 
serious music and should be performed 
seriously, in the spirit of its original con-
ception” (p. 343). Performed that way, 
they are at home in every denomination’s 
worship. The book ends with a very thor-
ough bibliography and careful index.

  —John M. Bullard
Spartanburg, South Carolina

New Organ Music
Seasonal Hymn Preludes, Volume 
8: Pentecost and Ascension, Robin 
Dinda. Wayne Leupold Editions, 
WL600281, $18.00. Available from 
www.wayneleupold.com.

Robin Dinda is well known as a com-
poser in many styles, and this volume 
of Pentecost and Ascension pieces is 
a welcome addition to his published 
works. There are settings of eleven hymn 
tunes, which, in general, are of two to 
four pages in length each. Although 
they are not diffi cult, Dinda employs 
ostinato fi gures that can be tricky to 
keep going at times as he occasionally 
alters the rhythm of the tune itself to fi t 
the ostinato. The tunes featured in the 
volume are St. Agnes, St. Magnus, 
Trentham, Veni, Creator Spiritus, 
Munich, Mendon, Morecambe, Nun 
danket all’, Bryn Calfaria, Hyfry-
dol, and In Babilone.

My favorite piece is the fi nal one, In 
Babilone. Set as a trumpet tune, the 
solo trumpet alternates with the accom-
paniment and the statement of the mel-
ody. Although it has some of the tune’s 

characteristic motives, it is so altered that 
I had to look the tune up to remember 
how it actually moves! The same form, 
which begins in G major, moves steadily 
through B-fl at major and E major before 
returning to G. It worked very well for 
me as a postlude one Sunday.

In my opinion, some of the other 
pieces do not work quite as well as In 
Babilone. One of these is the soft little 
toccata on Nun danket all’. The right 
hand follows the left hand on a different 
manual, at the same pitch, exactly one 
sixteenth note later than the left and the 
two parts patter around above the tune, 
which appears slowly in the pedal. It is to 
be played softly, and I never could quite 
get the hang of it!

This volume covers a liturgical season in 
which there are fewer resources available 
than in some other seasons and is, there-
fore, a welcome addition to the literature. 
One handy feature is that Dinda has given 
more than one English title to many of 
the pieces so that they may be used in 
multiple liturgical situations. It is a fi ne 
volume to own, and I recommend it.

 —Jay Zoller
Newcastle, Maine

New Handbell Music
Holy, Holy, Holy, arranged for 3, 
4, 5, or 6 octaves of handbells with 
optional trumpet(s), brass quintet, or 
organ, by Jason Krug. SoundForth (a 
division of The Lorenz Corporation), 
MSF201969SF, handbell part, $5.50; 
MSF201973SF, handbell and organ 
score, $7.95; MSF303440, trumpet 
parts, $5.95; MSF303441SF, score 
and parts for brass quintet, $25.46, 
Level 3+ (D).

The stirring setting of the familiar 
tune Nicaea will be the highlight 
of your next celebratory service or 
concert. While the arrangement is 
majestic with handbells alone, options 
for brass and organ will add even a 
more festive touch. A variety of ring-
ing techniques have been employed to 
keep ringers challenged and listeners’ 
interest engaged. 

Amazing Grace, arranged for 3 
octaves of handbells or hand-
chimes, by Tyleen Stults. Concordia 
Publishing House, 97-7718, $4.25, 
Level 2 (E+). 

Here is a lovely, gentle setting incor-
porating the tunes O Waly Waly, Away 
In A Manger (James R. Murray), and 
Amazing Grace in a creative and 
inspiring manner. Simply written and 
adapted, yet hauntingly effective.  

 —Leon Nelson
Vernon Hills, Illinois
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Twenty-three choirs, three conductors, and 
a clutch of organists and soloists came 
together to honor CLARENCE DICKINSON. 
Today, the name of participant VIRGIL 
FOX still commands attention, but the 
veneration with which Dickinson and his 
wife were then honored was notable. 
The event celebrates her life, his 85th 
birthday, and his 50 years’ service 
as organist/choirmaster of the Brick 
Presbyterian Church in New York City. 

ENJOY!
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