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Volume II 

 

SPIRITUALS 
 

What is the best definition of a Negro Spiritual? The Rev. T. Skemmes, an 
activist in New England church music, defines the Spiritual as: 

 
"Formed from a folk tradition, which was handed down from generation to 

generation of a traditional hymn which as would happen with music not written down 
but used year after year, varied from the norm, not remaining uniform, and would 
even be different from congregation to congregation with hardly any two sounding 
alike." 

 
The early Spirituals were sung by ear, each congregation member singing as 

best pleased himself. The early American settlers and Negro slaves were really not 
interested in learning how to read music or to be a professional singer, but, in the 
business of survival, and at the same time, saving his soul. This early music of the 
American settlers was called 'early New England folk style.' 

This rote singing of hymns led to free embellishments. The traditional way of 
doing things has always been challenged by a counter-movement to change the 
existing way. In this case it was needed badly as witnessed by the many articles 
written to reform the church music of 17th Century New England. This reform 
movement led to the establishment of singing schools. The division of the reforms 
had two results: 1) the beginning of classical choral societies creating the first native 
born American composers and, 2) the large body of homespun hymnody and 
communal type singing of the newly composed hymns (plus the old hymns). Revival 
meetings in the South and Middle West became the guardians and propagators of 
these hymns or as they are now called, the 'White Spirituals.' Many editions of hymn 
books flooded the market, most of them with just the words. When notated the 
melody was in notes shaped different than we see today. The method of performance 
of these hymns was, of course, also different. 

Another definition of a spiritual:   
 
"A spiritual is nothing but a tune - never twice the same, accompanied by not 

over two standard verses, not the same - followed by as many other verses from 
different songs as the singer happens to remember." 

 
From this definition one can assume that notating a spiritual would be quite 

difficult. One of the first attempts at notating the spirituals was in the collection of 
slave songs that was published in 1868 by Allen, Ware and McKinley. They were 
written down as they were presented and heard. But, the vocal technique used by the 
Negro singers could not be accurately notated. This notated melody came as close as 
our system of notation would allow. While the collection tried to exemplify the actual 
sounds of the Negro Spirituals, it could never be as close as a recording would have 
been. There is really no notation system capable of capturing the exact sounds of 



performance of any piece of existing music, much less to notate such an embellished 
style of Negro musical performance. 

In early Christian religious practice the inclusion of secular music was 
frowned upon by church leaders. Gradually folk song melodies crept into the liturgy 
of the church. The reformation was responsible for the use of well-known tunes 
within the church service and a clergyman was heard to say, "Why should the devil 
have all the catchy melodies." The practice of singing religious songs or words to folk 
tunes was recorded in writing very early in the history of the church. In the 7th 
Century St. Aldhelm was said to have stationed himself on a bridge in the guise of a 
gleeman and would collect an audience by singing popular songs. Gradually he would 
insert into these entertaining songs, the words of the Holy Scriptures and in so doing, 
lead his listeners to salvation. Many centuries later the Negro slaves would take the 
religious hymns and add secular words to them, words with double meaning as St. 
Aldhellm did. This changing of either the words or the idiom (from secular to sacred 
or vice versus) was done many times. There are many examples: "St. James Infirmary 
Blues" - said to have its origin in the seaport of Liverpool, became a seaman's song 
under the name of St. James Hospital. Set sail for the States it became Streets of 
Laredo. Taken by the blacks it became the Gambler's Blues and finally St. James 
Infirmary. 

Folk songs are usually very hard to trace. A mountain song from Kentucky 
travels to Kansas City, to Los Angeles and finally to South Dakota, where it ends up 
as a song about the Black Hills, the end result, on a different subject, evens a different 
tune, it becomes almost impossible to trace. 

Some ballads of the Ozarks and Appalachians have been traced to Scotch, 
Irish and English ballads, many of them became hymns or tunes for the 'white' 
spirituals and when sang and adapted by the blacks became the 'black' spirituals and 
work songs. 

The gathering of blacks in their 'Praise Meetings,' away from the plantation in 
the surrounding woods, were much like the white camp meetings in natural 
surroundings. Some owners permitted 'official' Praise Meetings on their plantations 
with one of the older slaves presiding. These Praise (or prayer) Meetings were 
conducted with great solemnity. Passages of Scriptures were quoted, mostly from 
memory, and the hymns, which, in any Negro religious service, constituted the 
principle feature, were 'deaconed off' as was done at regular white and black Sunday 
services. After the Praise Meeting was over, there usually followed the performance 
of the 'Shout' always very impressive and emotional. 

In classifying the spirituals, John W. Work has divided them into three 
groups: 1) the call and response chant, 2) the slow, sustained, long-phrase melody, 
and, 3) the syncopated, segmented melody. The SHOUT was a form of pre-
emancipation Spiritual. Lorenzo Turner, the black linguist has traced the word 
SHOUT to a Wolof (African tribe) word, 'saut,' meaning 'to dance before the 
tabernacle.' 

 
THE SHOUT 

 



The SHOUT could be called a 'religious jam session.' In primitive Africa the 
dance was primarily of a ritual nature and served to exert influence and propitiate 
their Gods for favors. Strict regulated movements expressed thoughts and perceptions 
relative to their adoration of deities. The slaves version, called the shout, would being 
with a small number of people standing still, clapping their hands and beating time 
with their feet, then would begin singing, in unison one of the shout songs. It could be 
called a mini-spiritual as they were more word phrases than full length songs. The 
others of the congregation would form a circle or ring around them, also joining in 
singing the song. Soon those inside the ring stop their singing and begin dancing in a 
step - halfway between a shuffle and a dance which many have had difficulty 
explaining. At the end of each stanza of the song the dancers stop short with a slight 
stamp on the last note, and then putting their other foot forward, begin again through 
the next verse. This would go on for 20 or 30 minutes, sometimes the dancers stop 
and just walk around and join in the singing. This type of activity might go on for 
hours, pausing only between the songs. It is said that the Negress never indulges in 
the ring dance or shout if they feel down-hearted or sad at their praise meeting. The 
shout seems to be simply an outburst and manifestation of their religious fervor - their 
rejoicing to the Lord. The tunes have been described as weird, wild and barbaric 
madrigals - while others are sweet and impressive melodies. James Weldon Johnson, 
a very learned musician as well as a poet, describes the sound of the singing: 

 
"The music, starting perhaps with a spiritual, becomes a wild, monotonous 

chant. The same musical phrase is repeated over and over - one, two, three, four, five 
hours. The words become a repetition of an incoherent cry. The very monotony of 
sound and motion produces an ecstatic state. Women, screaming, drop out of the 
shout. But the ring closes up and moves around and around." 

 
The tempo and the excitement of the shout builds up faster and faster, the end 

result being a sort of trance and a possession of the Holy Spirit. It seems similar to the 
trance that young teen-agers go into when they attend a rock concert. 

The shout was looked upon by many educated ministers and members of the 
Negro church as a very questionable form of worship, and through the passage of 
time a ban was placed on the ring shout to try and wear off the primitive African traits 
of the Negro slave in America. 

Some say that the shout was a clear attempt at preserving the traditional forms 
of culture and worship from Africa in a new context. There were similar dances in the 
Dahomey region of Africa. Because the dancers never crossed their feet (which was a 
sign of the devil) the ban was circumvented and the shout remained for a number of 
years until the black church became westernized. Even today a black congregation 
has a hard time sitting still and will break off into hand clapping, foot stomping and 
body movement as the music begins to have an effect on them. If nothing else, the 
ring shouts keep the basic integral parts of African worship alive in the new setting 
the slaves found themselves in. A mid 19th Century observer to New Orleans 
described a black service he saw: 

 



"The congregation sang; I think everyone joined, even the children, and the 
collective sound was wonderful. The voices of one or two women rose above the rest, 
and one of these soon began to introduce variations. Many of the singers kept time 
with their feet, balancing themselves on each alternately and swinging their bodies 
according. Soon the preacher raised his own voice above all, clapped his hands, and 
commenced to dance." 

 
Another description of the Praise Meeting and Shout appeared in the "Nation" 

in May, 1867: 
 
"There is a ceremony which the white clergyman are inclined to 

discountenance, and even of the colored elders some of the more discreet try 
sometimes to put on a face of discouragement; (If the shout does contain the African 
heritage one can see a movement by the elders to try and discourage the shout which 
is really putting an end to ties to African culture) Still it is not considered 
blasphemous or improper if 'de chillen' and 'dem yung gal' carry it on in the evening 
for amusement's sake...but the true 'shout' takes place on Sundays, or on 'praise' night 
through the week, and either in the praise house or in some cabin in which a regular 
religious meeting has been held. Very likely more than half the population of a 
plantation is gathered together. Let it be the evening, and a light wood fire burns red 
before the door of the house and on the hearth. For some time one can hear, though at 
a good distance, the vociferous exhortation or prayer of the presiding elder or of the 
brother who has a gift that way and is not 'on the back seat' - a phrase the 
interpretation of which is 'under the censure of the church authorities for bad 
behavior' - and at regular intervals one hears the elder 'deaconing' a hymnbook hymn, 
which is sung two lines at a time and whose wailing cadences, borne on the night air, 
are indescribably melancholy. 

But the benches are pushed back to the wall when the formal meeting is over, 
and old and young, men and women, sprucely dressed young men, grotesquely half-
clad field hands - the women generally with gay handkerchiefs twisted about their 
heads and with short skirts - boys with tattered shirts and men's trousers, young girls 
bare-footed, all stand up in the middle of the floor, and when the 'sperichil' is struck 
up begin first walking and by and by shuffling around, one after the other, in a ring. 
The foot is hardly taken from the floor, and the progression is mainly due to a jerking, 
hitching motion which agitates the entire shouter and soon brings out streams of 
perspiration. Sometimes they dance silently, sometimes as they shuffle they sing the 
chorus of the spiritual, and sometimes the song itself is also sung by the dancers. But 
more frequently a band, composed of some of the best singers and of tired shouters, 
stand at the side of the room to 'base' the others, singing the body of the song and 
clapping their hands together or on the knees. Song and dance are alike extremely 
energetic, and often, when the shout lasts into the middle of the night, the 
monotonous thud, thud of the feet prevents sleep within half a mile of the praise-
house." 

 
The style of the spirituals: They are sung with freedom of self-expression, by 

groups of independent individuals as far as the vocal line, resulting in a sort of 



heterphony and limitless complications and varieties. There seems to be a prevalence 
of leader and refrain patterns. The texts are based on the gospels, with emphasis on 
salvation. The spiritual was used and sung as work songs, rowing songs, songs to 
accompany all sorts of field tasks and those sung at religious meetings. The melodies 
resemble European tunes while others are extremely wild and unaccountable. In 
talking about the character of the spirituals McIhenny states: 

 
"It is almost impossible to get exact wording of spirituals for even the same 

singer never sings one twice exactly the same. The singer will vary the words, line 
and melody every time... Stanzas never occur twice in the same order, but are sung as 
they come to the mind of the singer, and as the singer will improvise - the number of 
stanzas is unlimited. There is also great variation. It begins with a simple sweet 
melody, but as the singers become more uplifted and enthused by oft repeated lines, 
all sorts of quavering notes and melodious expression will be improvised." 

 
Irving Sablosky describes the spirituals thusly: 
 
"The role of the spiritual in the development of jazz becomes more important 

as we see its influence in all Negro music. They were the product of a peculiar 
coincidence of forces, influences, and circumstances that could not occur in Europe, 
or in Africa, nor among free Negroes in the American North, but only among the 
Negro slaves of the American South. The essence of the Negro spiritual, however, 
derived from neither, but rather from these people living in this place at this time. 
What the slave inherited of African music, what they learned of Western hymnody 
figure in the Negro spiritual much as hydrogen and oxygen figure in water; the 
process of their combing created something wholly new." 

 
Still another description by John Lovell Jr.: 
 
"Against the tradition of the plantation as a state of blessed happiness the 

spirituals speak out with power and tragic beauty. Too many rash critics have stated 
that the spirituals showed the slave turning his back on this world for the joys of the 
next. The truth is that he took a good look at this world and told what he saw. The 
spiritual is the key to the slave's description and criticism of his environment. It is the 
key to his revolutionary sentiments and to his desire to fly to free territory. The Negro 
spiritual is a positive thing, a folk group's answer to life." Locke describes the 
spiritual: 

 
"The spirituals are the most characteristic product of Negro genius to date and 

are its great folk-gift, rank among the classic folk expressions in the whole world 
because of their moving simplicity, their characteristic originality and universal 
appeal. Although they were never written down or formally composed (until much 
later) in definite versions, they have survived. Evolved from hymns, they were driven 
out of the Negro church as it became more sophisticated. After the Fisk University 
tour and others the spirituals were recorded. Dr. DuBois (he called them sorrow 
songs) gave them serious and proper interpretation the peasant's instinctive 



distillation of sorrow and his spiritual triumph over it in a religious ecstasy and hope. 
The spirituals stand out as one of the great classic expressions of religious emotion 
and Christian moods and attitudes. The heyday of spirituals 1845-65. The spiritual is 
a folk composition or a group product, spontaneously composed as a choral 
expression of religious feeling. True spirituals not solo or quartet and are more 
complex and irregular in rhythm, phrasing and harmony than those heard in concert, 
which over-emphasize the melodic elements and sound like Stephen Foster's songs, 
stress harmony and you get a barber shop sound, stress rhythm you secularize it, it 
becomes a syncopated shout, the religious tone and mood lost. It is only in a subtle 
fusion of these elements that the genuine folk spiritual exists. This solidification of 
the spiritual has turned it into an art form." 

 
Henry Russell, the famous popular song composer of the 19th Century upon 

seeing a Negro service, one of many he saw between 1833-1841 writes: 
 
"I had long taken a deep interest in Negro life, and I often wondered whether 

it was possible that Negroes could originate melody. I was desirous of testing this, 
and I made up my mind to visit many Negro meetings throughout several of the 
states. On my entering the chapel at Vicksburg (then a slave town) there was a 
restlessness about the little congregation - whether it emanated from one or two white 
people being present I cannot say. There was one peculiarity that struck me very 
forcible. When the minister gave out his own version of the psalm, the choir 
commenced singing so rapidly that the original tune absolutely ceased to exist, in 
fact, the fine old Psalm tune became thoroughly transformed into a kind of Negro 
melody; and so sudden was the transformation, by accelerating the time, that, for a 
moment, I fancied that not only the choir but the little congregation intended to get up 
a dance as part of the service." 

 
Krehbiel remarked on the religion of the southern blacks: 
 
"Slavery was the sorrow of the Southern blacks; religion was their comfort 

and refuge." 
 
Maud Cuney Hare states about the spirituals: 
 
"These were hymns that glowed with religious fervor and constant belief in 

ultimate victory through the gateway of death." 
 
Most statements about the spirituals are based on the theory that the spirituals 

were exclusively a method of escape from a troublesome world to a land of dreams, 
before or after death and that their chief motivation was pure religion. In actuality the 
slave was interested in anything that might provide a way out of the dark; to escape 
from slavery. The use of words with double meaning will be discussed later. He sang 
about escape, freedom, abolition, his feelings, etc. 

The similarity between the white and black spirituals could not be found by 
their text. Below two texts are given. Which is white, which is black? 



 
1) Where are the Hebrew Children 2) Am I a soldier of the cross, 
Where are the Hebrew children     Am I a soldier of the cross. 
Where are the Hebrew Children     Am I a soldier of the cross, 
Safe in the promised land.      A follower of the lamb? 
 
The Hebrew hymn was white, the Cross the black spiritual. 
From the middle of the 7th Century to the beginning of the 18th Century the 

theological attitude toward slavery became increasingly suspect and Baptist and 
Methodist churches began to reconsider their attitudes toward the question of slave 
proselytism. By the middle of the 18th Century this led to a diametrical reversal of the 
original attitude. Perhaps it was the economic factor that shaped this new attitude, i.e. 
that slavery was justified and the attitude became one of the conversions of slaves to 
Christianity. This saving of the Negro soul was the only thing needed to justify 
slavery as necessary for converting heathens. It is from the revival movement, from 
about 1790 to 1883, that the bulk of white spirituals originated and one can trace back 
to Africanisms, a spirit possession in the form of 'coming through,' and 'getting 
religion.' 

 
Origin 

 
The religious songs of the Negroes took three patterns of origin: 1) The 

adaptations of African ritual music to Christian liturgy, for example; The Dahomey 
River God and Baptism, or the snake spirit of Lucifer to the snake God, and the use of 
the primitive African shout in Christian services. 2) The spontaneously created songs 
of the preacher and his congregation. Here they took the natural rise and fall of Negro 
speech and intensified it by their highly rhythmical and dynamics strains of Negro 
preaching and worshipping, with the antiphonal interlocking and exaltations of the 
congregations using new words and tunes. 3) The Negro variations of European 
ecclesiastical tunes. The Negroes saw their own fate in the Hebrew stories and they 
reflected it in chronicles of faith and patience in exile. By the time Allen published 
his Slave Tunes, the spirituals were profoundly different. They now could be 
rightfully be considered as new Negro re-creations. 

Allen in "Slave Songs" talks about hearing the spirituals sung: 
 
"There is no singing in parts, as we understand it, and yet no two appear to be 

singing the same thing; the leading singer starts the words of each verse, often 
improvising, and the others, who 'base' him, as it is called, strike in with the refrain, 
or even join in the solo when the words are familiar. When the 'base' begins the leader 
often stops, leaving the rest of the words to be guessed at, or it may be they are taken 
up by one of the other singers. And the 'basses' themselves seem to follow their own 
whims, beginning when they please and leaving off when they please, striking an 
octave above or below (characteristic of African harmony) or hitting some other note 
that 'chords' so as to produce the effect of a marvelous complication and variety and 
yet with the most perfect time and rarely with any discord. And what makes it all the 
harder to unravel a thread of melody out of this strange network is that, like birds, 



they seem not infrequently to strike sounds that cannot be precisely represented by 
the gamut and abound in 'slides from one note to another and turns and cadences not 
in articulated notes.' " 

 
Some time later this new spiritual was transcibed by Turner as dictated by the 

preacher, Tom. 
The spiritual was set down in music in the following way: The melodies of the 

first stanza, and are varied by the finger to fit the others. The melodies are, as to key 
and pitch, exactly as they were sung. All except one are in the key of G minor, using 
the natural minor scale. 

 

 
 
O Lord, Search my heart (Thrice) 
For you know when I'm right, when I'm wrong. 
 
Please Jesus, search my heart, (thrice) 
For you know when I' m right, when I'm wrong. 
 
Holy Spirit, search my heart, (thrice) 
I'm so glad, search my heart. 
 
The first stanza in most of these songs is used as a refrain. 
 

Analysis of the Style of Negro Spirituals 

 
The early Negro Spirituals, unlike the common chordal spirituals or hymns we 

know today, were not intended to be harmonic music. The Spiritual has been 
described as having a certain incantatory wildness that may remind one of the music 
of medieval Europe, was more African in concept and an earthiness that recalls one of 
early Renaissance music. 

The Spirituals were sung spontaneously in a style which rightfully should be 
called heterophony. Heterophony is defined as: 'the use of slightly modified versions 
of the same melody by two or more performers.' This definition seems to describe 
very well the singing of the Spirituals (but not early jazz). The Spirituals, as sung 
originally, had no set of rules. Perhaps the African heritage of singing was similar to 
the way that Negro church congregations sang the Spirituals. The way the Africans 
thought of collective singing would be very close to the structures that appeared in the 
Negro Spirituals. 

Wintrop Sargeant, in "Jazz, Hot & Hybrid" believes the intervals heard in the 
Spiritual happened by chance. He states: 

 
"Pure Negro polyphony would appear to be merely the accidental result of 

varying Negroid intonations being sung at the same time by large groups of singers. 



The sort of polyphony is rich in pure Negro elements but can hardly be termed 
'harmonic' as Europeans understand it." 

 
As the first of the Spiritual harmonic tendencies spoken about were 

spontaneous and harmonic intervals occurred by chance, not by any academic 
planning. The harmonic intervals happened on any beat and at any time during a 
performance. In African music, there was a distinction between tribes that sang fourth 
or fifth interval music and those singing thirds. As in African music, any interval 
found in the Spirituals were from an embellished/melodic concept and not an 
intervalic or harmonic one - harmonic consideration being a much later development 
of these spirituals when adapting them to the customary key nomenclature of Western 
music. The process of developmental evolution could be compared with any stated 
progress such as a society advancing to a scientific principle such as nuclear energy. 
The secrets are there for anyone to find and each country could develop nuclear 
power by devoting enough time and money to research. Western music although 
thought of by a different concept than the Negro Spiritual went through a primitive 
period. Only after many hundreds of years did Western music (in the 16th Century) 
develop a harmonic concept. The music of the American Negro slave approached this 
harmonic differently. His assimilation of the African concept into the Western 
musical harmonic concepts diffused and it is in the spiritual that we see the best 
example of this. It might be said that it is inevitable that the African slave, with his 
music, (primitive in Western eyes) actually was on a collision course with Western 
harmonic music and the result was a natural, almost predicable outcome. 

The Negro slave practice of improvising when singing might be a carry-over 
from African heritage style. The original spirituals were created by the performers 
each singing around the melody in their own way. When singing in a large group 
heterophony would result if each one sang around the melody. 

The opening verses of the spirituals tend to be syllabic. Many analyze the 
spirituals as possessing lots of syncopation. It is true that syncopation does appear in 
some of them but in African music a conflict of rhythm was used matching three 
against two which of course gives the music a syncopated feeling but the technique 
was not that of Western syncopation either in Africa or in the original spirituals. In 
4/4/ meter with mixed quarter notes and eight notes the basic background and with 
the rhythmic accompaniment could, if in eighth notes so an eight followed by a 
quarter might not be called syncopation. 

One spiritual - "O'er the Crossing" has characteristics of the cakewalk rhythm 
- also "Lay This Body Down." This rhythm without bar lines sounds like a mordant or 
a grace note. African rhythm characterized by a part never coming in on the beat but 
before it - i.e., the Master Drummer always coming in before the Gank or Cantor 
beat. The Cakewalk, Stephen Foster songs, ragtime rhythms - all are copies of this 
African rhythmic motif. This rhythm is found in other native folk songs, - in Scotland 
it was known as the 'scotch snap'. 

In singing the spirituals the idea was for the individual to express his own 
feeling through the music and not to sing together in direct unison or in harmony. 
Any harmony was by accident or unintentional due to subconscious past experience. 

In his introduction to 'Slaves Songs' Allen describes the spirituals: 



 
"It is difficult to express the entire character of these Negro ballads by mere 

musical notes and signs. The odd tunes made in the throat and the curious rhythmic 
effect produced by single voices chiming in at different irregular intervals seems 
almost as impossible to place on the score as the singing of birds or the tones of an 
Aeolian harp." 

 
Henry Russell, talking about the Negro melodies he heard in Port Royal said: 
 
"They were completely unlike Ethiopian Serenaders." 
 
The general family resemblance in the basic melodic materials of the three 

main popular traditions of vocal music during the first half of the 19th Century; the 
Revival Hymn of the whites, the Negro spirituals and work songs, and the Ethiopian 
melodies. It was the 'working over' of the material that gave each type its peculiar 
character, a transformation of the basic elements of music through the shaping spirit 
and the prevailing trend of each tradition with its concomitant cultural factors ranging 
from ancestral African tradition to vulgarized commercial entertainment, the forces of 
tradition generally brought about the transformation required for its needs. 

The transition from heterphonic style to semi-part singing in the spirituals 
evidently took place in the decades following the Civil War, partly due to increased 
contact with whites and influence of schooling. The Negro colleges, in attempting to 
raise the cultural level of their students to white standards, were somewhat ashamed 
of the 'barbaric' elements in Negro music and attempted to have their students 
westernize their performances and taste. 

The theory of musical synthesis of West African and European elements in the 
American Negro spirituals, whether or not the hypothesis of a 'common musical base' 
he accepted, seems the soundest conclusion that can be reached in the light of the 
available evidence. Can some spirituals be traced back to Africa and others to 
religious folk songs of the rural south or the religious New England States? The 
emphasize on rhythm by the spirituals links them with the typical African use of 
rhythm, both demanding body movement, but by no means a strong link. 

I think the first original spirituals created by Protestant Negro slaves on 
American soil, can very easily be dated from the changes and fluctuations in the 
theological attitude toward slavery. From the middle of the 17th Century to the 
beginning of the 18th Century, this attitude became increasingly suspect. Baptist and 
Methodists churches began to reconsider their attitude toward the question of slave 
proselytism. By the middle of the 18th century this change led to a diametrical 
reversal of original attitudes. The conversion of savages to the 'light of God' was by 
itself a justification. In fact, the only Christian one for slavery. It was from this 
revival movement, which flourished from about 1790 to 1883, that the bulk of white 
spirituals originated and we can place most Spirituals into a definite period of 
American history, dividing hymns, ring shouts, revival chants, camp meeting and 
funeral marches into the three previously mentioned types. 

Sterling Brown writes of the Spirituals: 
 



"Against the tradition of the plantation as a state of blessed happiness the 
Spirituals speak out with power and tragic beauty. Too many rash critics have stated 
that the Spirituals showed the slave turning his back on this world for the joys of the 
next. The truth is that he took a good look at this world and told what he saw." 

 
Within the Spirituals one can find the Negroes description of his existence. In 

them he criticizes his environment and the situation in which he finds himself. No 
better examples than the Spiritual 'Some O' These Days' (Page 21-Allen). One can see 
in this Spiritual the Negro's sentiments about revolution and this message is also 
found in the Spiritual 'I Got Mah Sword in Mah Han.' The strong desire the slave had 
for freedom can be heard in the Spiritual 'If I Have Mah Tickit Lawd.' 

In African society, religious art and social life was thoroughly mixed. It would 
be hard to find one dominating over the other. So it was with the Negro Spiritual. 
Time and time again we see that the Spiritual was used for work songs and its lyrics 
for satire and communications. It is difficult to categorize the different uses the Negro 
gave to his music but from all the records available one thing is beginning to emerge - 
the music of the Negro had various uses but within these uses, the style of 
performance was much the same. 

The assimilation of white spirituals, folk songs and classical influence was 
important because through these the Negro assimilated western harmony. Jazz may 
have matured in the period between the Civil War and the early 20th Century. This 
transition from heterophony to homo/polyphonic singing seems to have taken place in 
the decade after the Civil War with the added contact between the Negro and the 
Caucasian, but in the close musical contact between the two at camp meetings. This 
contact laid the foundation for this diffusion of the musical cultures of the two. 

Somewhere and sometime the black slave had to come into contact with 
Western harmony or jazz could never have been consummated. Early jazz had simple 
chords similar to the chord progressions of the church hymns. This exposure to 
harmony was heard by the Negroes in White churches, camp meetings and other 
places that music was used. To say that the white spiritual was not an influence would 
be saying that the Negro developed harmonic music on his own. The question is than 
- Why wait until the Negro came to America to develop harmonic/homophonic 
music? The Negro would have never developed the jazz style in Africa. There were 
many other musics' of the world the time that the Negro was developing jazz in the 
United States, i.e., the West Indies, South America, Spain and North Africa but jazz 
never developed in these places. All the ingredients were present in New Orleans 
during the 19th Century for the birth of jazz. 

It was the Negroes approach to Western harmonic music that created jazz. 
Jazz was the result of the Negroes attempt to imitate Western music. An imitation is 
never exactly like the original thing. The result was not Africans singing Western 
music but African descendants interpreting Western music as American Negroes. 

Many cultural traits are put aside when not needed. Northern slaves were 
exposed to white hymns especially those written by Watts, one of their favorite 
composers. The black church had its beginning in approximately 1794. The first camp 
meeting happened around 1800. The black churches used a similar type if not the 
same technique of 'lining out' their hymns as their white counterpart. The white and 



black church goer could not read music and each gave the hymns their own 
interpretation. The white church service was soundly criticized and singing schools 
and reforms in church music were initiated. Hymn singing, especially the 'shout' was 
not encouraged by many black churches but the spiritual, with its unique style of 
performance, became established in the black church. In the camp meeting there was 
a folksy atmosphere with the hymns being sung from memory. These hymns were 
composed so that large crowds could learn them quickly. The hymns presented were 
simple, very repetitious and with the lining out process being used with the use of 
very easily remembered refrains. The Battle Hymn of the Republic was said to have 
been originally sung at these camp meetings with the familiar refrain of Glory 
Halleluia sounding through the large crowds of worshipers. Calling these white 
hymns copies of black spirituals because they contained a call and response principle 
does not prove they were influenced by this compositional techniques that is found in 
both African and European classical music. In the history of music the response can 
be found as early as the Jewish service before the time of Christ. The call and 
response - or the antiphonal effect - is as much used in western music as it was in 
Africa. It was incorporated into Gregorian style and developed into the Venetian 
polychordal technique of the Renaissance. If one type of music influenced the style it 
might be Jewish music. The music of the Hebrews would have been heard in Egypt 
(which we many times forget, is a part of Africa) during the Jewish enslavement. It is 
recognized the influence of early Jewish chant on Gregorian chant. We must look 
then, at whether the African's influenced the Jewish music. It seems unlikely that the 
Egyptians, who were heathens in the eyes of the Hebrews, would have any influence 
on Jewish music which was used primarily in the holy service. More likely it was the 
other way around - or most probable the African style of call and response came 
about separately from the Jewish style. 

The hymns and spirituals developed by both the white and the blacks probably 
were similar at first but each went separate/different ways - the Negro developed the 
spiritual into more of an improvised music, the White developed into harmonic 
(homophonic) music. There is little doubt that the folk songs of the British Isles 
influenced white hymns - many have been traced to that source. Also, there is little 
doubt that a few of the spirituals are similar to some African melodious as well as 
bugle calls and the same British hymns. The below spiritual can be played on a bugle 
(a cornet without valves or on a cornet with the 1st and 3rd valves pressed down 
throughout the complete spiritual. 

 



 
 
Both the African melodies and the folk songs from the British Isles, when 

sung in unison, would appear the same. One example would be the scotch snap and 
the characteristic rhythm of the Negro cakewalk.  

 
   A- Cakewalk       B – Scotch Snap 

                        
 
Just as two married people, after years of living together, begin to have similar 

traits and even seem to look alike, the marriage of African and Western music took on 
similar characteristics. What made them different, after existing on their own for 
years, was the interpretation and performance style and the nature of expression of 
each. The Negro church service had the congregation participating with the singing of 
hymns an integral part of the service. In articles in the 'Music Review' of 1857 we see 
some description of Negro church services: 

 
"Augusta, Georgia - The colored population, in the South at least, are 

emphatically a music-loving people. It makes but little difference what their 
occupation may be, whether indoors as waiters, or out of doors as draymen, they are 



generally laughing or singing. We went one afternoon, not long since, to the 
Springfield (colored Baptist) church, in this place, and were so much pleased, that we 
spent last Sunday there also; the first Sunday in the New Year, being one of their 
stated baptismal days, and therefore a very important one. This church members, it is 
said, over 1500 members. Their house is large, and well built; has galleries on three 
sides, and is well furnished and attended. A choir of about a dozen members, 
occupying the usual place in the gallery, rise, and with note-books in had, sing with 
great energy and precision, carrying the four parts, and generally correctly. (This 
observer was a musicians and we see that four-part harmony and the assimilation has 
been made to harmony even prior to 1857.) 

The congregation, too, (wonder how they dare to) sing just as if they had a 
right to, and we never before heard so good an illustration of the union of choir and 
congregation, as in this colored church. The preacher (simple-hearted man) did not 
look around to see what effect the singing was having, or who was in the church; but, 
having read two lines of the hymn, joined with the rest in this act of worship. (Might 
not his example profitably followed by many ministers who are not colored?) We 
doubt whether Dr. Mason ever heard "Rockingham" sung in more devout and earnest 
manner, than we did on that occasion; and although we went as a spectators yet so 
catching is the spirit of congregational singing, that we unconsciously joined in the 
song. Could we get our pupils to open their mouths as did these Negroes, one great 
hindrance to singing well would be obviated; we could dispense with so much 
practice upon "ah." We were particularly pleased with their manner of "taking the 
tone" which was generally with the shock of the glottis, and very much as Dr. Mason 
used to enjoin upon us, when singing the Hallelujah Chorus. So much for singing 
naturally. We heard George James Webb's "The Morning Light is Breaking," for a 
voluntary, and instead of playing the people out of church, the choir sang "Zarah, 
from Carmina Sacra. Their favorite tunes seemed to be "Old Hundredth," (sung in C), 
Duke Street, Arlington, Mear, Laban, St. Thomas, etc. (the thought just hit me that 
while this church seemed very westernized it does not mean that all Negro churches 
were and sang white spirituals.) When the last verse has been sung, the congregation 
rise and repeat the last two lines with great unction, and prayer generally follows. One 
prayer was very beautiful, pathetic, and solemn. With the exception of the last 
sentence it was intoned throughout. One sentence was thus: 

 

 
 
To add to the solemnity, the congregation was humming in a plaintive 

subdued manner. Though the description may excite a smile, yet the reality had a 
different effect. Mr. Robert's song of the Sad Autumn Winds, in Sabbath Bell, will 
give some idea of it. We came home fully impressed with the following conclusions: 
First, that the Negroes regard singing as an act of worship, 2) that they engage in it 
earnestly and solemnly, and 3) that many churches, North and South, East and West, 
must change their style of singing very much, before they can favorably compare with 



the Springfield Church Augusta, in carrying out the true spirit and intent of sacred 
praise."   

        Yours Truly, 
        C. Sharp Jr. 
(Music Journal, 1864) 
 

NEGRO SPIRITUALS IN THE MAKING 
Lucile P. Turner, M. Q. 

 
“As for the music, it is never written down, even in the phamplets. It is not 

necessary. The ear and the musical memory of the colored race have had generations 
to training, and, in any case, the subtle shadings of Negro harmonies cannot be set 
down on our five-line staff. It is an utter impossibility. I have one of the pamphlets, a 
small yellow one called "Songs of Mystery." There is no music - nothing but words, 
and no author's name anywhere in the book. 

But why are the songs on the ballets called spirituals, and how were they 
composed? Tom says they are spirituals because they are mystical songs inspired by 
the Holy Ghost. He uses his word mystical in its sense of direct communication with 
God. Most of them have been composed in church, by the entire congregation: but the 
germ of them may be traced to your lawn or mine - to your rugs or my stair-carpet. 

If you will go with me to Tom's church, you may hear and see how the 
composing is often done. 

You will find yourself in a small frame building with some 75 Negroes - men, 
women and children. There is the usual raised platform for the use of the preacher, 
and, in this case, for a piano. 

The service begins with a well-known song, perhaps a spiritual, perhaps an 
ordinary sacred song. There is a prayer and a reading from the Bible. Next comes the 
testifying: "You know we live by the day, and we testify how the Lord has ke' us". 
Then "the spirit begins to rise. It's like electricity," Tom explains, "When you hold o' 
hands, so with the power o' the Holy Ghost." Someone begin to "speak in tongues." 
You and I do not understand the words, but Tom assures me that everybody 
belonging to the church does - by "inspiration - like the signs of a secret order." 
Dancing and chanting begin, accompanied by soft patting and clapping, and by 
ejaculatory prayers. They are "dancing in the spirit." They are "singing in the spirit." 
A rich tenor voice suddenly sings a cebritious line "O Lord, Search my Heart." Half 
the congregation take it up, "O Lord, Search My Heart." The whole congregation 
sings, each in his own way contributing to the weird, swaying harmony which rises 
and falls like the wind: "O Lord, Search My Heart." And the rich tenor finishes alone: 
"For you know when I'm right, when I'm wrong." They repeat the four lines. They 
have the first stanza of a new spiritual. Again the tenor rises on a new line "Please 
Jesus, Search My Heart." The congregation makes a second stanza. The man at the 
piano, with eyes shut and body swinging backward and forward, follows the song in a 
most astonishing accompaniment. On they go, into the third and fourth stanzas "Holy 
Spirit, Search My Heart." I'm as glad, Search My Heart," A new spiritual is born.” 

 
SPIRITUALS: THE POETRY  



AND DOUBLE MEANING OF THE WORDS 
 

The Negro spirituals are noted for their poetry, but, for many years it was not 
known that this poetry also, to the Negro slave, had two meanings; a strong religious 
one but also a strong social meaning. Leroi Jones states that the African songs were 
'full of allusions and hidden meanings.' Nowhere is this more apparent than in the 
words of the spirituals. Sarah Bradford has quoted Harriet Tubman in regard to the 
Negro lyrics of their songs: 

 
"Slaves must not be seen talking together, and so it came about that their 

communications was often made by singing, and the words of their familiar hymns, 
telling of the heavenly journey, and the land of Canaan, while they did not attract the 
attention of the masters, conveyed to their brethren and sisters in bondage something 
more than met the ear." 

 
John Mason Brown also commenting on the lyrics of the spirituals: 
 
"I find satirical parodies growing up side by side with the spirituals. In the 

spirituals religion is chiefly an arsenal of pointed darts, a storehouse of images, and a 
means of making shrewd observations. The slave had a genius for phrase-making and 
dramatic situations; The Biblical lore was a gold mine for him; he needed it to make a 
social point; that just about tells the story." 

 
Frederick Douglass, the ex-slave/author/Statesman writes: 
 
"The spirituals were tones, loud, long and deep, breathing the prayer and 

complaint of souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish. Every tone was a testimony 
against slavery, and a prayer to God for deliverance from chains. The spiritual was 
the slave's desire for justice in the judgment upon his betrayers with what some might 
call revenge. And, the spiritual was his tactic of battle, the strategy by which he 
expected to gain an eminent future. These are the 'Leit motif' of nearly every spiritual. 
The spirituals are an awesome prophecy, rooted in the knowledge of what was going 
on and of human nature, and not in mystical lore." 

 
Julius Lester in his book "To Be A Slave," talks about the double meaning of 

some of the words of the slave's music: 
 
"The slave had many means of resisting the dehumanizing effects of slavery. 

Religion became one of them. It became a purifying force in the life of the slaves, a 
release from the everyday misery. And through the religious songs they made up from 
Biblical stories, they expressed their real feelings about slavery." 

 
The double meaning of words was not only used in the spirituals. They were 

used in other kinds of music. In the "History of Jamaica" in 1774, a description of this 
satirical music of the slaves is given: 

 



"The tunes consist of a solo part...and this is accompanied with a full or 
general chorus...for their subject matter, they generally prefer one of derision, and not 
infrequently at the expense of the overseer, if he happens to be near and listening; this 
only serves to add a poignancy to their satire and heightens the fun. In the sugar crop 
season, the mill-feeders entertain themselves very often with these 'jeux d 'espirit' in 
the night-time, and this merriment helps to keep them awake. 

 
And G. W. Cable writes in 1886: 
 
"The mingled humor and outrage of satirical songs of double meaning. They 

readily passed unchallenged among the numerous nonsense rhymes - that often 
rhymed lamely or not at all - which beguiled the hours afield or the moonlight 
gatherings in the 'quarter' as well as served to fit the wild chants of their dances." 

 
William Bartram tells about a Georgia plantation in 1775; the slave was 

improvising flattery of this master, rather than satire, into his work songs: 
 
"The regular heavy strokes of their gleaming axes re-echoed in the deep 

forest; at the same time, contented and joyful, the sooty songs of Africa forgetting 
their bondage, the chorus sung the virtues and beneficence of their master, in songs of 
their own composition." 

 
Whether this was serious sincere flattery or not is not known but it brings to 

mind what B. T. Washington said: 
 
"When your head is in the lion's mouth, pet him." (Or in the case above, sing 

him a song.) 
 
That the whites only heard and not understood what the Negro was really 

singing about might be seen in a narrative by Colonel Higginson. He mentions 
passing one of his black squads coming in on a wet morning after a rainy night out on 
picket duty. They were singing as their commander met them: "Debuchre List for 
Money - i.e., the White man enlist for money) - apparently in reference to the 
controversy about the pay question then just beginning, and to the more mercenary 
aims the Negro soldier attributed to the white soldiers. Colonel Higginson was not 
meant to hear the song. A great body of songs, mostly secular and who's subject were 
on social conditions, stayed underground during the last years of slavery. These 
would surface in the blues. 

Frederick Douglass says of the slaves singing and the misconception of white 
people hearing them sing: 

 
"Northern persons who could speak of the songs, among slaves, as evidence 

of their contentment and happiness. Slaves sing most when they are most unhappy. 
The songs of the slave represent the sorrows of his heart; and it is relieved by them, 
only as an aching hearts is relieved by tears. I have often sung to drown my sorrow, 



but seldom to express my happiness. Crying for joy, and singing for joy, were alike 
uncommon to me while in the haws of slavery." 

 
Reviewing the texts of the slave's music we notice songs telling how slavery 

really was, how cruel and inhuman their captivity was. They also sang songs to mock 
their masters, overseers and other white people. Again, in "The Negro in Virginia" 
former slave Julia Frasier writes: 

 
"One day Charlie saw ol' massa comin' home with a keg of whiskey on his 

mule. Cuttin' across the plowed field, the ol' mule slipped and Massa come tumblin' 
off. Massa didn't know Charlie saw him and Charlie didn't say nothin.' But soon after 
a visitor come and Massa called Charlie to the house to show off what he knew. 
Massa say, "Come here Charlie, and sing some rhymes for Mr. Henson." 

"Don't know no new ones, Massa," Charlie answered. 
"Come on, you black rascal, give me a rhyme for my company - one he ain't 

heard." 
So Charlie say, "all right, Massa, I give you a new one if you promise not to 

whup me." 
"Massa promised, and then Charlie sung the rhyme he done made up 'bout 

Massa: 
"Jackass reared, Jackass pitched 

Throwed of' Massa in the ditch." 
 
Well, Massa got mad as a hornet, but he didn't whup Charlie, not that time 

anyway. And don't you know us used to set the Flo' to that song? Mind yu, never 
would sing it when Massa was round, but when he wasn't we'd swing all round the 
cabin singing about how ol' Massa fell off the mule's back. Charlie had a bunch of 
verses:  

 
Jackass stamped, Jackass humped, 
Massa hear slave, you shol get whupped. ' 
 
The poetry of the spirituals pointed to the future. If we take the spiritual "I Got 

Shoe, When I Get to Heav'n Gonna Put on My Shoes." In the words of the spiritual, 
Heaven means freedom. Putting on his shoes is symbolic for the fact that the Negro 
had many talents, abilities kept hidden by slavery. The slave was capable in many 
ways as his fellow members in the human race. The words 'Shout all over God's 
Heav'n' means: When the slave gets his chance he is going to make all of his 
community feel his power. 

The subjects of the spirituals cover many areas; besides their religious 
condition, the subjects vary from social living, revolution, morals, death, love, etc. 
Satan is used as a symbol of the people who abuse the slaves. This is interesting as 
Satan was never known before as one of the Negroes villains. 

In Jesus Christ the Negro slave saw anyone who helps the oppressed and all 
those people who helped him with his right to freedom. 



In the slave's songs, especially the spirituals which can be used as examples of 
all Negro music, one can find, as he analyzes them a synthesis of the Negroes life and 
his inner-most feelings and emotions. The spiritual conceals his deepest ideals and 
thoughts, his hopes and dreams, and his progress from slave to freeman. These are all 
seen in the spirituals, one only has to look and discover them and an opening of a new 
clear beautiful world will occur. In these spirituals (for all to see) is the genius of the 
Negroes mind and heart. In them are the salvation and freedom of the black slaves, 
the final freedom of the slaves was like a heavy weight lifted from the shoulders of all 
humanity. The spirituals united the black slaves, it brought them together and seldom 
did this unity falter. The slaves formed tight units, seldom moving without mutual 
consultation. Surely the spiritual was a language well understood in all its profound 
initiate, but ironically the spirituals appeared to those outsides as harmless and 
primitively beautiful.  

 
ORIGIN OF THE SPIRITUALS 

 
Controversy surrounds the origin of the spiritual. Was the spiritual strictly a 

Negro creative form or was it an imitation of the white spiritual? 
Philadelphia was a major focal point of creative activity and from there the 

Negro carried songs to other parts and other slaves. After the Civil War the text of the 
spirituals reflected their new found freedom and the real popularity of the spirituals 
started. The tour of the Fisk University singers in 1871 did immeasurable service to 
the popularity of the spiritual. 

Before the turn of the 20th Century Negro composers began to become 
known. One, Harry Burleigh (1866-1949) was a student of Dvorak. Through 
Burleigh's singing Dvorak became acquainted with many of the Negro spirituals. He 
used this knowledge to write the "New World" Symphony. Dvorak advised American 
composers to look to the Negro spirituals as Native American folk music and to use 
them in their music. There was a movement started and the famous Wa-Wan Press 
was created. It published music by Native American composers using both Negro and 
American Indian musical material as a source for thematic material in musical 
compositions. The influence of the spirituals on America, both musically and socially, 
reached their height of popularity prior to and after the Civil War. When the Negro 
found out his new freedom was difficult, the popularity of the blues began to 
dominate the Negro's music. This large mass movement to the north mixed the 
southern Negro and the northern one, much more extensively than before the war. 

In dispersal of the Negro's spirituals and indeed all Negro songs: It was not 
only the black preacher but the slaves who would help to disperse their music. One 
class that carried their songs were the black boatmen, not only to American but to the 
ports of the Caribbean. It should be noted that those Negroes attending the camp-
meetings would take the songs they heard home with them to their communities and 
disperse them. This is evident in the slave songs published by Allen in 1801. On the 
subject of the spirituals having dual purposes Roach states: 

 
"African tribes had used music as a practical art which reflected all facets of 

everyday living. Each tribe had insisted that its members enjoy the art of music-



making. Having learned it in infancy and having retained love of this music, many 
Africans were accomplished musicians upon arrival in America. It is correct to 
conclude that this tradition as practiced by Africans was passed on to the early 
Afro/Americans. They were not all Master Drummers but did all participate in music. 
But America was a more restrictive society. During the first agonizing days, the 
multi-functional music was more African than American, gradually transforming 
itself into Afro-American sacred and secular forms. Inspired by the same 
environmental roots and conditions, secular songs grew along side religious songs 
with an inter-relationship that was often indistinguishable. The subject of a call or 
holler could well be addressed to the same God of the spirituals as worship, work, and 
realization were often performed under identical surroundings. Many elements of 
dancing, instrumentation, and other responses were necessary abandoned in 
America." 

 
Many musicologists have attempted to find the origins of the spirituals. One 

origin was in the military bugle calls. In the spiritual, "Who is on the Lord's Side?" 
(given earlier) the contour of the melody suggest the notion of bugle calls. 

In the spiritual, "In Bright Mansions Above" there is a phrase that is 
reminiscent of the Irish folk song. "The Wearing of the Green." And, in the spiritual, 
"Lord Remember Me" is likened to Stephen Foster's "Camptown Races." 

 

 
 
The last reference (i.e., Foster's music) is interesting when we look at a 

reference by Rev. Jackson (Jackson will be discussed later). He claims many of 
Stephen Foster's songs came from white spirituals. He cites one example of a white 
spiritual called "Down in the Garden." It does seem as if Foster's "Massa's in the 
Cold, Cold Ground" is akin to it. Jackson also claims that many Negro spirituals 
come from the white spirituals. Many claim that Foster had taken some of his 
melodies from Negro sources or that he borrowed parts from Negro hymns. Some of 
the white spirituals can be traced to old Scotch and English ballads. Like I said, 
folksongs are hard to trace. Jackson gives many examples, almost too many to give. 

Stephen Foster got his first impressions of Negro singing when he was taken 
to Negro churches by Olivia Pise, a Negro servant in Foster's home. She was a devout 
Christian and a member of a church of shouting colored people. The little boy 
(Stephen) was fond of their singing and boisterous devotions. She was permitted to 
take Stephen to church with her. He went often. It was here that he probably stored up 
in his mind many Negro spirituals. Foster has said, "A number of strains heard in 



Negro churches were too good to be lost." A number have been preserved by him and 
short scraps were incorporated in his songs. The true origin of some of the phrases 
used by Foster in his music are difficult to trace, many people think that "Goin 
Home," the theme of the second movement of the "New World Symphony" by 
Dvorak is an authentic Negro melody, but it was composed by Dvorak 'in the style of 
the Negro's music.' 

 
Gilbert Chase, in his book "America's Music" talks on the question of the 

source of the spiritual: 
 
"The question remains; what were the sources of this tradition? Did it 

originate with the Negro or did he adopt it from the white man; in recent years much 
controversy has surrounded this question. Some investigators, notably George Pullen 
Jackson, Guy B. Johnson, and Newmen White, maintain that the Negro spirituals 
were copied from the white spirituals, that is, the religious folk songs of the rural 
southern white population. Guy B. Johnson found pentatonic scales, flat sevenths and 
'neutral' thirds in the folk songs of the whites as well as the Negroes, and concluded 
from this evidence that the songs of the latter were imitations of the former. The 
melodic and textual analogies between White and Negro spirituals compiled by G. P 
Jackson are intended to support the same conclusion. What these investigators have 
done is to establish an incontrovertible course and/or analogy between the white and 
Negro spirituals, but they have proved nothing as regards the direction of the 
influences. The fact that the White spirituals were printed before the Negro spirituals 
is not proof that they existed earlier in the oral tradition. 

The opposite theory, upheld by Krehbiel, by Kolinski, by Herzog, and by 
Waterman, is that the Negro spirituals and all Afro-American music in general, 
embody traits that are fundamentally of African origin, though blended with Anglo-
American elements. Waterman stresses the concept of 'hot' rhythm as the essential 
characteristic of African and Afro-American music." 

 
This 'hot' treatment is discussed by Waterman: 
 
"The religious songs the Negroes learned from the missionaries were soon 

given the 'hot' treatment. Known today as 'spirituals,' they are found, in their folk 
setting...to employ hand-clapping and foot-stamping in lieu of drumming, and to 
make consistent use of off-beat phrasing in a manner directly in line with African 
musical thought patterns. The concept of 'hot' religious music had been 
communicated to Southern whites by the close of the revivalistic period, during 
which heavily rhythmic hymns were useful in inducing camp meeting 'possession." 

 
Leroi Jones discusses the origin of the spirituals: 
 
"It would be quite simple for an African melody that was known traditionally 

to most of the slaves to be used as a Christian song. All that would have to be done 
was change the words. This would take time to learn the language. Christian songs in 
African tongues are extremely rare. Almost all parts of the early Negro Christian 



church service had to do in some way with music, which was also true of the African 
religions. Black preachers were singers, giving long fantastically rhythmic sermons. 
Also African prayers and chants were used. Sermon like call and response. Another 
kind of song that the Negro church produced in America was one based on European 
or American religious songs. In these songs the words often remained the same, but 
changed the rhythm and harmonies to suit themselves. The very fact that the Negroes 
sang these songs in their peculiar way, with not only the idiosyncratic American 
idiom of early Negro speech but the inflection, rhythm, and stress of that speech, also 
served to shape the borrowed songs to a strictly Negro idiom. And usually, no mater 
how closely a Negro spiritual might resemble superficially one of the white hymns 
taken from sources like the Bay Psalm Book or other sources, when the song was 
actually sung, there could be no mistake that it had been made over into an original 
Negro song. Rhythmic syncopation, polyphony and shifted accents, as well as the 
altered timbre qualities and inverse vibrato effects of American music were all used 
by the Negro to transform most of the 'white hymn' into negro spirituals. The 
pentatonic scale of the White hymns underwent the same 'aberrations' by which the 
early musicologists characterized African music. The same chords and notes in the 
scale would be flattened or diminished. And the meeting of the two different musics, 
the white Christian hymn and the negro spiritual using that hymn as its point of 
departure, also produced certain elements that were later used in completely secular 
music. The first instrumental voicing of New Orleans Jazz seem to have come from 
the arrangements of the singing voices in the early Negro churches as well as the 
models for the 'riffs' and 'breaks,' of later jazz music. The Negro's religious music 
contained the same 'rags,' 'blue notes,' and 'stop time' as were emphasized later and to 
a much greater extent in jazz." 

 
Burleigh, the student of Dvorak and one of the master’s biggest helps in 

gathering information of Negro styles to use in the New World Symphony says of the 
Negro spirituals: 

 
"Spirituals were the spontaneous outbursts of intense religious fervor which 

had their origin chiefly in camp-meetings, revivals, and other religious exercises." 
 
In the revival meetings the intensity reached hysteria proportions and 

complete religious ecstasy was shared by the highly emotional Negro. It is interesting 
to note than in Georgia the whites were perturbed by the intensity of the Negroes 
response in Christian meetings. Negro preachers were proscribed and evening 
meetings were broken up. A decade later the Great Revival swept the restriction 
away. 

 
Sablosky writes about the spirituals: 
 
"As the 19th Century beings, there occurred with relations to the Negro and 

hymnody one of those lulls in outside influence which have so often proved creative 
for American music. The foreign slave trade was legally abolished in 1808, and 
though the law did not actually end it, it did diminish the flow of the old musical and 



religious influence directly from West Africa. At the same time, as the slave sates 
braced for a struggle to perpetuate their 'peculiar institution,' slaves were denied 
further education and white preachers began - to the Negro's disillusionment to use 
their pulpits to preach subservience. Now the Negro's hymn singing became less 
something shared with white men and more something private to him and his people. 
The verses, subtly changed from their Anglo-Saxon models, took on double meanings 
in which the themes of salvation, heaven and promised land were also taken of 
hoped-for emancipation and freedom. The melodies, no longer so often sung in 
company of whites, wandered in the direction of the Negroes own musical 
inheritance." 

 
Many writers stated their views on the origin of the spiritual. Once we read 

them we might be able to form our own opinion as to the origin of the spiritual. First, 
Leroi Jones continues to discuss the music of the Negroes: 

 
"The music that was produced by Negro Christianity was the result of diverse 

influences. First of all, there was the music which issued from pure African ritual 
sources and which was changed to fit the new religion - just as the ring shouts were 
transformed from pure African dances to pseudo-Christian religious observances, or 
the Dahomy river cult ceremonies were incorporated into the baptism ceremony. 
Early observers also pointed out that a great many of the first Negro Christian 
religious song had been taken almost untouched from the great body of African 
religious music. This was especially true of the melodies of certain black Christian 
spirituals that could also be heard in some parts of Africa." 

 
In regard to the Negro spiritual being related to African songs; M. Kolinski in 

a study of Negro spirituals and West African song states that: 
 
"Thirty-six spirituals are either identical or closely related to tonal structure 

(scale and mode) to West African songs. The spiritual 'Cyanb Ride' has an almost 
exact counterpart in a Nigerian song, and 'No More Auction Block' is clearly the same 
as one of the Ashanti songs. Certain features of melodic progressions such as 'penular 
thirds' sequences of at least three intervals of a third moving in the same direction, 
and both linear and pendular combinations of fourths, are common in both the 
spirituals and the West African songs. Duple or binary meters are predominant in 
both groups of songs. Syncopated and rubato figures, triplets, off-beat phrases, and 
sequences of several notes of equal time value, appear in the same forms in both 
bodies of music. The beginning rhythms of thirty-four spirituals are almost exactly 
like those of several songs of Dahomey and the Gold Coast. Regarding the leader-
chorus pattern generally admitted to be an African survival in the spirituals." 

 
Kolinski found that in many cases the overlapping of parts produced identical 

polyphonic patterns in the two types of songs. Fifty spirituals were discovered, in this 
respect, to have the identical formal structure of certain West African songs. Kolinski 
concludes that while many of the spirituals are evidently patterned after European 
tunes, some without apparent distortion, they are all either altered so as to conform, or 



selected for adaptation because they already did conform, to West African musical 
patterns. It's in this connection that he indicates the role of a 'common musical base' 
of European and West African music, which facilitated this musical syncretism. The 
theory of musical syncretism of West African and European elements in the 
American Negro spiritual - whether or not the hypothesis of a 'common musical base' 
be accepted - seems the soundest conclusion that can be reached in the light of the 
available evidence." 

 
A foreigner, M. Julien Tiersot in talking about the praise meetings of the 

Negro slave writes: 
 
"It is indubitable, as all who have made a special study of the question agree 

that it is in these superheated religious assemblies that the most genuine (plus clear) 
songs in the Negro repertory had their origin. They use them on all occasions. Like all 
peoples of low culture, the Negroes accompany their manual labors with song. 
Noteworthy are the 'corn songs' which are sung in the harvest season to stimulate the 
gathering of the grain. The efficiency of these songs is so well recognized that the 
owners of the plantations pay extra wages." 

 
Surely there are a number of old African oral legends that have been lost 

along with a number of African songs. Such things as lullabies sung by a mother 
surely would be passed on. Many melodies, especially the ones that had been sung 
before and still were applicable, would be retained such as the religious songs and 
lullabies and work songs. The unconscious mind would retain them. On this subject 
of the mind and memory, Harold Shapero says: 

 
"The musical mind: the musical memory, where its physiological functions 

are intact, functions indiscriminately; a great percentage of what is heard becomes 
submerged in the unconscious and is subject to literal recall. The creative portion of 
the musical mind, however, operates selectively, and the tonal material which it offers 
up has been metamorphosed, and has become unidentifiable from the material which 
was originally absorbed. In the metamorphosis which has taken place the original 
tonal material has become compounded with remembered emotional experience, and 
it is this action of the creative unconscious which renders music more than an 
acoustical series of times, which gives to music its humanistic aspect." 

 
John Mason Brown in 1868 wrote: 
 
"The religious songs of the Negro slave were composed and communicated 

without the aid of writing, and were unmistakably marked in their construction. As a 
general rule, but few hymns were borrowed from the collections used by white 
congregations. Of those that were adopted by the Negroes, the favorites were always 
such as abounded in bold imagery or striking expressions. But the religious songs 
composed by Negro preachers or 'exhorters' for the use of their congregations 
abounded to excess in metaphor of the most striking character. The saints were styled 
the 'Army of the Lord' led by King Jesus the 'Captain' and 'Conqueror'." 



 
We also find Marion Alexander Haskell writing of the spirituals: 
 
"Spirituals are the religious songs composed by the Negroes themselves, never 

written or printed, but passing from one generation to another with such additions and 
variations as circumstances may suggest. In borrowing he chooses gay, stirring 
strains, but his own native songs are nearly always minor and sad in character. The 
up-country spirituals are not lacking in imagination, but they often present abstract 
ideas, whereas the low-country spirituals are invariably pictures. Both species deal at 
times with biblical subjects, but the coast Negro sings them as personal experiences, 
and frequently alters them to suit his own conceptions, while his up-country brother 
sings them as he interprets them in the scriptures." 

 
The spiritual songs were used interchangeably - for revival shouts, for burial 

songs, for hymns, signals - communications, etc. Tracing the origin of the spirituals is 
difficult, Example - "Swing Low Sweet Chariot," - two stories can be told: 

 
In America: 
   A song arose from an incident which happened to a woman slave sold from 

a Mississippi plantation to one in Tennessee. Rather than be separated from her child, 
she was about to drown herself and little one in the Cumberland River, when she was 
prevented by an old Negro woman, who exclaimed, "Wait, let de Chariot of de Lord 
Swing low and let me take de Lord's scroll and Read it to you." The heart-broken 
mother became consoled and was reconciled to the parting. The song became known 
with the passing of the story, which seems more legendary than real." 

 
In Africa: 
"Bishop Fisher, in Central Africa, stated that in Rhodesia he had heard the 

natives sing a melody so closely resembling "Swing Low" that he felt that he had 
found it in its original form; moreover, the subject was identical, the tribe of natives 
that inhabit the region near the great Victoria Falls have a custom from which the 
song arose. When one of their chiefs, in the old days, was about to die, he was placed 
in a great canoe together with the trappings that marked his rank, and food for his 
journey. The canoe was set afloat in midstream headed toward the great falls and the 
vast column of mist that rises from them. Meanwhile the tribe on the shore would 
sing its chant of farewell. The legend is that on one occasion the king was seen to rise 
in his canoe at the very brink of the falls and enter a chariot that, descending from the 
mists, bore him aloft. This incident gave rise to the words, "Swing Low, Sweet 
Chariot," and the song, brought to America by African slaves long ago, became 
anglicized and modified by their Christian faith." 

 
George Washington Carver gives this testimony: 
 
"The Negro folksong has for the Negro race the same value that the folk song 

of any other people has for that people. It reminds the race of the 'rock whence it was 
hewn,' it fosters race pride, and in the days of slavery it furnished an outlet for the 



anguish of smitten hearts...The plantation songs known as 'spirituals' are the 
spontaneous outbursts of intense religious fervor, and had their origins chiefly in the 
camp meetings, the revivals, and in other religious exercises. They breathe a child 
like faith in a personal Father and glow with the hope that the children of bondage 
will ultimately pass out of the wilderness of slavery into the land of freedom." 

 
Spirituals are described by Hornbostel as:  
 
"They are not imitations, nor are they African songs influenced by the white 

man, but they are songs made by the Negro in European style. They are American 
Negro songs, European in style and pattern. They are American folksongs as far as 
they have originated amidst American folk and culture; they are African when sung 
by Negroes, and only then." 

 
As to the difference between white and black spirituals, Alan Lomax in "The 

Folk Songs of North America states: 
 
"The white spiritual, while noble and beautiful in its rather severe way, falls 

short of the Negro song in most points. The melody does soar and descend, but 
maintains a rigid and restrained middle course that corresponds to the severity of the 
white vision. The speech sounds do not flow with the melodic cadence. Where the 
Negroes took the white hymns, they did not copy them; rather, they touched them 
with magic and transformed them into eternal works of art, good enough to match the 
songs of any language. For the Negro, song is a natural part of life's activities; for the 
white, a self-conscious moment of communication." 

 
There are so many different opinions as to the origin of the spirituals and must 

be studied before we can reach any opinion of our own. James Weldon Johnson, a 
Negro close to the church and its music, states: 

 
"The statement that the spirituals are imitations made by the Negro of other 

music one heard is an absurdity. What music did American Negroes hear to imitate? 
It was in localities far removed from New Orleans that the great body of spirituals 
were created and sung. There remains then the music which the American Negroes 
heard their masters sing; chiefly religious music; gospel hymns. The spirituals are 
purely and solely the creation of the American Negro; that is, as much so as any 
music can be the pure and sole creation of any particular group. And their production, 
although seemingly miraculous, can be accounted for naturally. African music; 
melody has, relatively, small place in African music, and harmony still less; but in 
rhythm African music is beyond comparison with any other music in the world. (Sic: 
Does he mean the complex polyrhythm or a beat?) But what led to this advance by 
the American Negro beyond his primitive music? It was because at the precise and 
psychic moment there was blown through or sang his deep feelings of his past 
experiences." 

 



The style of singing the spirituals in the Negro church parallels the 
performance techniques of other church traditions, namely the New England church 
and the Scottish tradition. Both styles - New England Psalmody and Negro singing, 
had many things in common; they were both handed down by oral tradition. They 
were similar in techniques of performance, each style changing the hymn 
interpretation each performance. The singing of the hymns were by unlearned singers, 
knowing no rules of singing, singing by ear, and singing as best pleased himself. The 
lead singer would raise or lower notes at will, and added such turns and flourishes as 
he pleased. They both used the call and response style which was called 'lining out' or 
'deaconing' in the New England church. 

Chase, on the development of the spirituals and the New England psalmody: 
 
"Surely the reader who still bears in mind and account of early New England 

popular psalmody cannot fail to recognize the analogies between that style and the 
manner of singing described above (i.e., Chase has described singing of a spiritual by 
Negroes given in an earlier paragraph) - no two appear to be singing the same thing - 
seem to follow their own whims - striking an octave above or below hard to unravel a 
thread of melody-abounding in slides from one note to another and turns and 
cadences not in articulated notes. That is the same type of description given in the 
catalogue of indictments drawn up against the followers of the folk tradition by the 
New England reformers. That Negro singing in America developed as the result of 
the blending of several cultural traditions is certain and it seems equally certain that 
one of these traditions was the folk style of early New England psalmody and 
hymnody, carried southward in the late 18th Century and early 19th Century by the 
black preachers." 

 
Below is given a description of three style of singing spirituals. After the three 

are given, try and decide which is which - Negro, New England or Scottish tradition? 
 
1)"A deacon or the elder 'lines out' a couplet of the text in a sing-song voice 

and at a fair speaking pace ending on a definite tone. This 'tones' the tune. The deacon 
then starts singing, and by the time he has sung through, he elaborately ornamented 
first syllable the whole congregation has joined in on the 2nd syllable with a volume 
of florid sound which ebbs and flows slowly, powerfully and at times majestically in 
successive surges until the lined-out words have been sung. Without pause the deacon 
sing-songs the next couplet, and the 2nd half of the 4th line tune is sung in the same 
manner. No instrument is ever used. No harmony is indulged in accepting here and 
there a bit, hit upon by accident as it would seem, and sometimes a one-singer attempt 
at bass. The women and the men sing, with these exceptions, the same notes an 
octave apart." 

 
2) "The singing is very slow; many grace notes, passing notes, turns, 

flourishes and other ornaments are used; pitch and time values are arbitrarily altered; 
there is a lack of synchronization among the voices; everyone sings as best pleases 
himself. These tunes have been handed down from generation to generation, 
amplified by endless grace notes, and altered according to the fancy of every 



presenter. When used, they are sung so slowly as to be beyond recognition. Each 
parish and each presenter had differences of detail, for the variations were never 
written or printed, but were handed down by tradition." 

 
3) "The same person who sets the tune, and guides the congregation in 

singing...two or three staves the congregation falls from a cheerful pitch to downright 
grumbling; and then some to relieve themselves mount an 8th about the rest, others 
perhaps a 4th or 5th, by which means the singing appears to be rather a confused 
noise, made up of reading, grumbling, then a decent and orderly part of God's 
worship." 

 
These three descriptions could easily be a description of either a Negro church 

service of a New England church service. Many have said that the Negro spiritual 
came from the north and not from the south. The Negro in the north was encouraged 
to attend church and went to the same church as the whites. There they sung the 
hymns of Wesley and Watts. There the white spirituals were sung. 

 
The first is a Negro service, the second a Scottish service and the third a 

New England church service. The New England 'lining out' technique is described 
by Rev. J. Cotton: 

 
"It will be a necessary help, that the lines of the Psalm, be openly read 

beforehand, line after line, or two lines together, that so they who want either books 
or skill or reading, may know what is to be sung, join with the rest in the duties of 
singing Negroes in their special section in New England churches (1647) join in the 
singing. Northern slaves even were taught how to sing psalms." 

 
The ability of the Negro composer of spirituals is exalted in a paragraph by 

John Mason as he describes the efforts of Oscar Buckner, a Negro slave: 
 
"Allegories were developed with as much accuracy and verisimilitude as 

though the author of the hymn had carefully studied the Pilgrim's Progress. Yet it was 
imagined and composed by Oscar Buckner, an illiterate and ignorant Negro slave. As 
an example: the conductor was Jesus, the brakemen servants of the church and 
stoppages made at Gospel depots to take up waiting converts or replenish engines 
with water of life, fuel of holy zeal. The use of glory halleloo, not singularity found in 
many songs of devotion. It served to mark the time and keep the congregation well 
together in singing and give the leader time to recall the next verse." 

 
The problem of whether the black spiritual was influenced and a copy of the 

white spiritual may never be settled. We do know that the Negro tried to imitate the 
white man in other ways and we know the New Orleans Creoles established a culture 
that was an imitation of French white society. To say that the Negro did not imitate 
the white musical culture is not accurate. It is agreed that they did. But the handing 
down of certain cultural traits did occur. On this subject of what cultural traits 



remained we give a paragraph by Frazier E. Franklin, "The Negro Family in the 
United States. (New York, 1948 - page 15) 

 
"Probably never before in history have a people been so nearly completely 

stripped of its social heritage as the Negroes who were brought to America. Other 
conquered races have continued to worship their household Gods within the intimate 
circle of their kinsmen. But American slavery destroyed household Gods and 
dissolved the bonds of sympathy and affection between men of the same blood and 
household. Old men and women might have brooded over memories of their African 
homeland, but they could not change the world about them through force of 
circumstances, they had to acquire a new language, adopt new habits of labor, and 
take over however imperfectly the folkways of the American environment. Their 
children, who knew only the American environment, soon forgot the few memories 
that had been passed on to them and developed motivations and modes of behavior in 
harmony with the New World. Their children's children have often recalled with 
skepticism the fragments of stories concerning Africa which have been preserved in 
their families. But, of the habits and customs as well as the hopes and fears that 
characterized the life of their forebearers in Africa nothing remains." 

 
Another person, Melville J. Herskovits in "The Myth of the Negro Past (New 

York, 1941, page 145) expresses another view on the subject: 
 
"Negroes in the United States are not Africans, but they are the descendants of 

Africans. There is no more theoretical support for a hypothesis that they have 
remained completely African in their behavior. The realistic appraisal of the problem 
here follows the hypothesis that this group, like all other folk who have maintained a 
group identity in this country, have remained something of their cultural heritage, 
while at the same time accommodating themselves, in what ever measure the 
exigencies of the historical situation have permitted, to the customs of the country as 
a whole." 

 
What the Negro heard in Africa or from his parents in America would have 

been retained. The Negro slaves created original music in America. He used both 
African and Western European music as the basis for his own music, both styles he 
absorbed and synthesized, creating jazz style music. We cannot say that the Negro 
was not influenced by both types of music. We cannot say that only one kind of 
music influenced him. In African society music is participated in by everyone. It 
would be impossible to think that among the hundred thousand of slaves brought to 
America that there weren’t a number of them that could recall some African songs. 
Amongst all of the slaves in America there must have been some musicians and even 
some master drummers. 

Just as surely music from the African religious rituals and other sources were 
retained but changed somewhat to fit the new religion, and to fit the other situations 
the slaves found himself in. The most likely place to use music was in their religious 
exercises. The early Negro Christian Church used music in most every part of the 
service. It seems when the Negro did use a white hymn the words were retained (at 



least in the early verses) likewise the basic structure of the melody but, the rhythm, 
harmonies and the interpretation were stylized. The rhythmic syncopation, their use 
of heterphony, shifting accents and of course their way of singing that would give it 
different vocal timbre qualities transformed these white hymns into Negro spirituals 
and transformed their African songs into Negro spirituals. And it is highly likely that 
the first instrumental voicing of early New Orleans jazz came from the arranging of 
the voices in the spirituals that also used riffs and breaks later adopted by jazzmen. It 
is important to realize that the church was the only place the slave had for any kind of 
valuable human activity. 

As previously mentioned the first black church was Allen's AME, founded in 
July of 1794, which was called the Mother Bethel Church. In the service the older 
lined-out the psalms and hymns for the congregation just as the deacon of white 
Protestant sects had been compelled to do for their congregation in the 18th Century. 
As the black church movement grew the ministers gradually migrated south and 
brought their Northern customs with them. 

John Watson takes a stand as to the type of music that should be heard in 
church: 

 
"We have too, a growing evil, in the practice of singing in our places of public 

and society worship, merry airs, adapted from old songs, to hymns of our composing; 
often miserable as poetry, and senseless as matter. Most frequently these hymns were 
composed and first sung by illiterate blacks of the society." 

 
He goes on to say that the Negroes sing together for hours and actually 

compose the songs as they sing. 
Many of the black hymns or spirituals were freely composed by blacks. But 

the sources of black hymns were varied. The sources could be said to come from: 1) 
from hymns already in print, 2) self-composed, 3) orally sung from memory, 4) by 
introducing alterations or supplementary lines into some of the orthodox hymns with 
the simpler words substituted and refrains or choruses added, such as the alleluia. 

 
These hymns were sung among the black Baptist and Methodist. The blacks 

participated in the camp meetings along with the whites. The Negro service also 
contained 'lining out' like the New England services, and the call and response. The 
Negro singing was characterized by peculiar vocal effects that were impossible to 
write down. 

There were two main currents of the spiritual after the Civil War: 1) the 
assimilation of spirituals into the form and technique of European art music and, 2) 
the conservative traditional folk church retention of primitive and archaic survivals of 
the spiritual technique. 

Religious ceremonies of the Negro (especially in Voodoo) taking place during 
slavery, and later within the black church, played a crucial part in preserving and 
passing on various elements of African music: Heightened rhythm, antiphonal 
response and collective participation.  

 
NEGRO MUSIC AT BIRTH 



Natalie C. Burlin 
(In Describing the Music at a Negro convention) 

 
"And as they sat, patient in the early warmth of the April sun, suddenly a 

rhythmic tremor seemed to sway over the group as a sweep of wind stirs grasses; 
there arose a vibration, an almost inaudible hum-was it from the pine trees or from 
this mass of humanity?- and then the sound seemed to mold itself into form, rhythmic 
and melodic, taking shape in the air, and out from this floating embryo of music came 
the refrain of a song quavered by one voice, instantly caught up by another-till soon 
the entire gathering was rocking in time to one of the old plantation melodies. Men, 
women and children sang, and the whole group swung to and fro and from side to 
side with the rhythm of the song, while many of the older people snapped their 
fingers in emphasis like the sharp click of an African gourd rattle. 

It was spirited singing and it was devout; but the inspirational quality of the 
group-feeling made this music seem a lament, living thing, a bit of 'divine fire' that 
descended upon these black people like the gift of tongues. It was as though the song 
had first hovered in the trees above their swaying forms, intangible, till one of them 
had reached up and seized it, and then it had spread like flame. And as usual with 
Negroes, this was extemporaneous part-singing-women making up alto, men 
improvising tenor or bass, the music as a whole possessed so completely by them all 
or so utterly possessing them that they were free to abandon themselves to the 
inspiration of their own creative instinct. 

Often in the South I heard this same strange breathless effect of a song being 
born among a group simultaneously descending, as it were, from the air. On a 
suffocating hot July Sunday in Virginia, in a little ram-shackle meeting-house that we 
had approached over a blinding road nearly a foot deep in dust, a number of rural 
Negroes had gathered from an out-lying farm, dressed all in their dust-stained Sunday 
best for the never-to-be-omitted Sabbath service. Their intense and genuine piety with 
its almost barbaric wealth of emotion could not but touch a visitor from the cold 
North. The poverty of the little church was in itself a mute appeal for sympathy. A 
gaudy and somewhat ragged red table cloth covered the crude pulpit on which rested 
a huge and very battered Bible. It had probably sustained many vigorous thumps 
during the high-flown exhortations of the gilt-spectacled preacher. A crazy lamp, 
tilted side-ways hung from the middle of the ceiling through the broken window-
shutters, came slits of light, then the preacher began in a quavering voice a long 
supplication. Here and there came an uncontrollable cough from some kneeling 
penitent or the sudden squall of a restless child: and now and again an ejaculation, 
warm with entreaty, "O Lord!" or a muttered "Amen, Amen" - all against the 
background of the praying, endless praying. 

Minutes passed, long minutes of strange intensity. The muttering, the 
ejaculations, grew louder, more dramatic, till suddenly I felt the creative dart through 
the people like an electric vibration, that same half-audible hum arose-emotion was 
gathering atmospherically as could gather - and then, up from the depths of some 
'sinner's' remorse and imploring came a pitiful little plea, a real Negro 'moan,' sobbed 
in musical cadence. From somewhere in that bowed gathering another voice 
improvised a response: the plea sounded again, louder this time and more 



impassioned; then other voices joined in the answer, shaping it into a musical phrase; 
and so, before our ears, as one might say, from this molten metal of music a new song 
was smithied out, composed then and there by no one in particular and by everyone in 
general. (M.Q.) 

 
COMMUNAL MUSIC AMONG ARABIANS AND NEGROES 

Clifton J. Furness 
 

An account of a Negro prayer meeting: 
"I went to the meeting in one of the old slave cabins in the Negro quarter, 

known as 'de street.' The cabin was lighted only by the faint glow from an open 
fireplace. Dusky faces, shadowy figures loomed in the half-light, I shall pass over the 
scripture reading by the Negro preacher, which gradually broke off, or rather, merged 
itself into a perfervid discourse based upon the Biblical passage describing the Last 
Judgment. This sermon, it so it could be styled, increased the tempo of delivery until 
the words resembled short, staccato drum-beats. The preacher's voice gradually 
increased in range, just as Maum Hester had earlier in the day. Scriptural phrases 
were mingled with the intense outpouring of religious enthusiasm in the quaint dialect 
of the plantation. "Gawd's lightnin' qwine strike! Gawd's thundere swaller de ert'! " 

Gradually moaning became audible in the shadowy corners where the women 
sat. Some patted their bundled babies in time to the flow of the words, and began 
swaying backward and forward. Several men moved their feet alternately, in strange 
syncopation. A rhythm was born, almost without reference to the words that were 
being spoken by the preacher. It seemed to take shape almost visibly, and grow. I was 
gripped with the feeling of a mass-intelligence, a self-conscious entity, gradually 
informing the crowd and taking possession of every mind there, including my own. It 
can be likened, perhaps, to the terrifying sensation of having one's individual 
consciousness overshadowed by an invisible force, as in passing under the influence 
of hypnotism. 

Into the pulsating metrical form thus created, hanging vibrant in the air like a 
body awaiting a soul, shot these words, uttered by a black man in front of me who 
had been sitting with head bowed almost to his knees for some time, swaying and 
patting his feet: "Git right-sodger, Git right-sodger! Git right-wid Gawd!' Instantly the 
crowd took it up, molding a melody out of half-formed familiar phrases based upon a 
spiritual tune, hummed here and there among the crowd. A distinct melodic outline 
became more and more prominent, shaping itself around the central theme of the 
words "Git right, sodger!" 

Scraps of other words and tunes were flung into the medley of sound by 
individual singers from time to time, but the general trend was carried on by a deep 
undercurrent, which appeared to be stronger than the mind of any individual present, 
for it bore the mass of improvised harmony and rhythms into the most effective 
climax of incremental repetition that I heave ever heard. I felt as if some conscious 
plan or purpose were carrying us along, call it mob-mind, communal composition, or 
what you will. It must be admitted, of course, that I was completely swept into the 
tide of contagious emotion myself by this time, and my judgment may have been 



warped by attendant circumstances, but I recall distinctly that this was my conscious 
conviction at the time. 

I have been assured that this was probably an unusually vivid case of a 
spiritual 'breaking through' into a new or largely modified form. It had probably never 
been sung before with just that text, certainly never with an identical harmonic 
setting-and it never will be again. It was a unique expression, born of the creative 
quick of the particular moment of its generation. We are here in touch with the very 
matrix of the creative process - that mysterious functioning of the improvisational 
consciousness, which is on the borderland of the subconscious and of dream-life, and 
which we of 20th Century modes of life have almost completely lost sight of in our 
addiction to memorized performance based upon a printed score. Whether the 
spiritual thus brought into existence was completely original, or merely modified 
upon the basis of an old familiar tune, does not in any way alter the fact that there was 
a force of change and organic growth at work here, which is closely akin to the 
function of original composition, if not identical with it. Is it too much to assert that 
this was the result of a form of communal consciousness operating in its creative 
aspect?" M.Q. 



 
ORIGIN? 

WHITE OR BLACK SPIRITUALS 
 

The argument is still going on as to whether blacks borrowed from whites or 
vice versa. We know there was a great deal of interchange between the three types of 
spirituals; white, Black and what Don Yoder calls Pennsylvania. 

Eileen Southern in "The Music of Black Americans" a History" states: 
 
"Long before Negroes began to attend camp meetings in large numbers; they 

were singing many of the songs regarded by some scholars as campmeeting hymns. 
The evidence for this is provided by Richard Allen's hymnal of 1801, in which these 
hymn texts are printed." 

 
The "Second Awakening" and the various campmeetings are given credit for 

having produced the white spiritual and the Pennsylvania Dutch spirituals. The exact 
relationship between the two and the Negro spiritual is still debated but there are 
characteristics among the three that points back to Protestant hymnody. 

George Pullen Jackson (1874-1953) pioneered religious folk music especially 
the White and Negro spiritual and the concept of a national unity in the American 
religious folksong tradition. In his book, "White Spirituals in the Southern Uplands" 
Jackson was the first to point to a historically traceable directional trend for the 
geographical spread of American popular and folk hymnody - from New England via 
Philadelphia to the upland South and the old Southeast and Southwest. 

The Yankee singing masters and their singing school are seen for the first time 
as connecting factors in this transfer. With the transfer of the 18th Century New 
England folk manner of singing to the South via the singing schools and the religious 
revivals. 

Ten years after Jackson's book came out (1943) Donald Davidson called it: 
 
"A great landmark in our new apprehension of native American culture. From 

the moment of its appearance it was no longer possible to maintain the contemptuous 
position taken by New York critics of the Nineteen-twenties, who argued that 
America in general, and the South in particular, were culturally barren, save only for 
the Negro spirituals and blues, especially barren of folk-song." 

 
Jackson's book pairs 116 melodies of white spirituals with the Negro 

'variants." the Negro musical elements of these Negro songs are related to similar 
features in European folksong in general, and in particular to what Jackson calls the 
"Celtic melodic idiom" in British-American folk music. The prominent "call and 
response" characteristics of the Negro songs Jackson relates to the British and early 
New England Practice of "lining out" the hymns: The Negro "dirge songs" he 
identifies with the survival of the earliest New England Psalming style. He further 
argues that it was the "gray belt" of the upland south, where white majority and Negro 
minority mingled with relative freedom in the camp meetings and revivals. 



In his last chapter entitled "Farewell to Africa" Jackson, in talking about the 
unity of the British-American folk tradition, closing with the follows words: 

 
 "I do not deny the possibility that there are, in American Negro religious folk 
songs, certain African hand-overs. I would merely state that I haven't found any yet, 
nor do I know of any other who has found any. I have found what seems to be 
American Negro racial emphasis, nothing more. Others may in the future be more 
successful because more intent on finding the Ethiopian in the song-fuel heap. I wish 
them luck. That is their job. I have done mine. 
 

Folklorists, Newman I. White (1928) preceded Jackson in suggesting the 
priority of the white spiritual over the Negro spiritual, in "American Negro Folk-
Songs." 

The stimulus for White's and Jackson's work was the theory of Krehbiel 
(1914) of the essentially Negro character and origin of the Negro spiritual. (The same 
Krehbiel that called African music primitive.) 

 
"Nowhere save on the plantations of the South could the emotional life which 

is essential to the development of true folksong be developed; nowhere else was there 
the necessary meeting of the spiritual cause and the simple agent and vehicle. The 
white inhabitants of the continent have never been in the state of cultural 
ingenuousness which prompts emotional utterance in music." 

 
Gilbert Chase sums up the theories of the origin of the spiritual thusly: 
 
"What Jackson and his school have done is to establish an incontrovertible 

correspondence or analogy between the White and Negro spirituals, but they have 
proved nothing as regards the direction of the influence. The fact that the white 
spirituals were printed before the Negro spirituals is not proof that they existed earlier 
in the oral tradition." 

 
Chase further statements seem to end on a compromising note: 
 
"That Negro singing in America developed as the result of the blending of 

several cultural traditions is certain; and it seems equally certain that one of these 
traditions was the folk style of early New England psalmody and hymnody, carried 
southward in the late 18th and 19th Centuries. The theory of musical syncreis of West 
African and European elements in the American Negro spiritual - whether or not the 
hypothesis of a 'common musical base' be accepted - seems the soundest conclusion 
that can be reached in the light of the available evidence." 

 
Another compromising opinion is given by D. K. Wilgus in "Anglo-American 

Folksong Scholarship Since 1898": 
 
"Whatever the confusion some minds, no serious student has imagined that 

Negroes disembarked in Virginia singing "Deep River" or "Roll Jordan." And 



whatever the confusion in some minds, no reputable scholar who has studied the 
problem has ever said that the Negroes merely imitated or echoed white song. The 
issue lies between the extremes; and it is unfortunate that a few early commentators 
and the hysterical fringes of both sides have obscured the problem." 

 
Wilgus and Chase both see syncretism and hybridization as the solution, and 

this is applicable not only to the spiritual but to all American folk and popular music. 
There are two theories on the origin of the spiritual: 1) the spiritual was a 

Negro-to-White contribution to early America - either a Negro importation from 
Africa or an American Negro adaptation of his African heritage. 2) The direction of 
the movement was from White to Negro, like the religion of the Negro, the spiritual 
were borrowed and adapted from the general body of White spirituals. 

Jackson traces a loosely unified body of 18th Century Evangelical song, based 
on a British Isles heritage and coming to flower in America in New England at the 
time of the colonial awakening, moving southward through Pennsylvania to the 
Upland south and printed in a Southern version of the New England folk hymns. 

In the transfer of the White spirituals, Jackson theorizes that the area of 
transfer was not the Tidewater South nor the Deep South but, the Upland South, 
where Negroes and Whites mingled freely at the camp meetings and revivals 
(Kentucky, Tennessee & Shenandoah Valley of Virginia). Yoder supports this theory, 
but extends it into a second area of transfer, the Philadelphia-Baltimore area (1796-
1868) namely: Eastern & Central Penna. Northern-Western Virginia, Maryland, 
Delaware and New Jersey. There was a heavy concentration of Negro slaves in 
Delaware, Maryland and Virginia. In this area was concentrated the greatest number 
of free Negroes in the United States by the year 1810. It is Yoder's opinion that the 
Negro spiritual and the Penna. spiritual, are twin sisters, developing side by side at 
first and only later maturing into distinctive types. There seemed to be a close tie 
between the Penna. Dutchman and the Penna. Negro in these religious revivals. 

In the revival meetings the Negroes were free to worship themselves and were 
gradually developing a variation on the White spiritual that would take on distinctive 
characteristics of the Negro spiritual. 

In what may be the earliest mention of a Negro spiritual William Colbert in 
1804 comments while attending a service in the Bethel at Philadelphia: 

 
"My feelings were much hurt at Dr. D.'s by J. W's satirical and inadvertions 

on the poor black peoples singing last night, or rather what they sing." 
 
In summarizing Don Yoder states the progress as: 
 
"Beginning in 18th Century New England (with the colonial roots traced by 

G. P. Jackson), it passed southward through Penna., to the Upland South, where it 
changed color, and the Negro spiritual was born." 

 
This would make the Negro spiritual and the Penna. spiritual related, both 

born of an older English language, White spiritual tradition. 



Southern mentions the importance of Richard Allen's hymnal of 1801, but that 
book was based on the psalms and hymns of Dr. Watts. This collection of hymns was 
the favorite of the slaves, it was first published around 1729-39. Missionaries are in 
accord of the preference on the part of black folk for the music of Dr. Watts 
(mentioned in this study) Allen's collection consisted of 54 hymns, drawn chiefly 
from the collection of Dr. Watts, Wesleys and other writers. 

In tracing the hymn from the 18th Century to the White spiritual to the Negro 
spiritual one of the many examples is on a Poem by John Leland. From the original 
the first change is by the cam- meeting practice, the second the result of the Negro's 
transforming of the song. 

 
Poem 
Through grace I feel determined to conquer, though I die, 
And then away to Jesus on wings of love I'll fly. 
 
Camp meeting version 
Though grace I feel determined to conquer, though I die; 
and then away to Jesus on wings of love I'll fly. 
 
Negro spiritual remnant 
Good ol' Christians in dat day, dey'll take wings and fly away, 
For to hear de trumpet soun' in dat mornin.' 
 

MUSIC AND THE NEGRO 
William J. Dews 

 
“Sunday services were located in a near-by grove of oaks, or bush tents, 

where they held services in their own peculiar way, singing, shouting, seizing each 
other in a frantic sort of dance, frequently swinging on the limbs of trees and 
shouting, "Glory to God" in tremendous voices; and, sometimes, in case of 'revivals' 
or 'camp-meetings' they would exhibit so much excitement and violence that it 
became necessary to confine them lest they might do themselves unconsciously, some 
hurt. 

They were very enthusiastic and emotional; and, besides, they only copied the 
actions of the White people in their mode of worship, which was almost as violent 
and grotesque at that day as the Negroes. 

I readily recall the fact that the Negroes easily acquired the melodies of hymns 
and songs, but not so readily the words; hence in singing they generally 'made up' the 
words to suit themselves, which were very striking and original, and often amusing 
and be assured to a degree. It was quite natural that they should be more apt in 
learning melodies than words, as they could not read and could have no practice, as is 
necessary in committing to memory from the book, either of prose or verse, as the 
white children of the family had. 

But with these difficulties and disadvantages confronting them I can say with 
entire truth that the volume and quality of their voices compared very favorably with 
the whites, and excelled them very frequently in loudness of tone and 'vim' of 



delivery. To be sure, at that period, 50 years or more ago, neither whites or blacks 
possessed advantage of a musical education; the whites sang from hymn-books, 
without music, the leader being he or she who thought they could sing best; the 
'leader' started the 'tune' so high sometimes that it sounded much like the discordant 
notes of ducks and geese in the barnyard. I remember that in this connection an old 
'darkey' being asked if his 'old master' was a singer, replied that 'old master' could 
sing a 'powerful heap' for satin, but he, the 'old darkey,' could not determine whether 
'old mares' was 'singin' or callin' de hawgs, fore de Lord! 

The slaves, even at that period, were not only vocalists but composers in their 
quaint way, both of words and music; some of those best remembered were 'Rune, 
nigger, run, de patarole el cotch you,' 'We is all aqwine to de shuckin,' 'Dear, dear 
Belinda,' and so on. It is claimed by many that the really pretty little love-song of 
'Dearest May’ was 'made up' by the Negroes, both words and music and afterwards 
the words were improved by the 'Negro minstrels,' and then published later. I am 
quite sure that the song was sung by the Negroes when I was ten years old.  

WILLIAM EDWARD BURGHARDT DUBOIS 
 

W. E. B. Dubois was born in Massachusetts in 1868, descendant of French 
Huguenots and slaves, received his Ph.D. from Harvard University in 1895 and died 
in Ghana, Africa in 1963. Dr. Dubois became the recognized leader of a more militant 
school of Negro equality, than that of Booker T. Washington, was considered a 
moderate. It is interesting to note that the subject of one of Dubois' discourses was 
entitled 'Jefferson Davis.' Dubois wrote extensively on Negro music. While he was a 
very educated man, he was not a musician and the accounts are rather intellectual and 
are a good contrast to Johnson's views on Negro music. In his writings he states: 

 
"They that walked in darkness sang songs in the olden days - sorrow songs - 

for they were weary at heart. And so before each thought that I have written in this 
book I have set a phrase, a haunting echo of these weird old songs in which the soul 
of the black slave spoke to men, Ever since I was a child these songs have stirred me 
strangely. They came out of the South unknown to me, one by one, and yet at once I 
knew them as of me and of mine. Then in after years when I came to Nashville I saw 
the great temple builder of these songs towering over the pale city. To me Jubilee 
Hall seemed ever made of the songs themselves, and its bricks were red with the 
blood and dust of toil. Out of them rose for me morning, noon, and night, bursts of 
wonderful melody, full of the voices of my brothers and sisters, full of the voices of 
the past. 

Little of beauty has America given the world save the rude grandeur God 
himself stamped on her bosom; the human spirit this new world has expressed itself 
in vigor and ingenuity rather then in beauty. And so by fateful chance the Negro folk-
song - the rhythmic cry of the slave-stands to-day not simply as the sole American 
born this side the seas. It has been neglected, it has been and is, half despised, and 
above all it has been persistently mistaken and misunderstood; but not-withstanding, 
it still remains as the singular spiritual heritage of the nation and the greatest gift of 
the Negro people. 



Away back in the thirties (1830'2) the melody of these slave songs stirred the 
nation, but the songs were soon half forgotten. Some, like "Near the Lake where 
Drooped the Willow," passed into current airs and their source was forgotten; others 
were caricatured on the 'minstrel' stage and their memory died away. Then in war-
time came the singular Port Royal experiment after the capture of Hilton Head, and 
perhaps for the first time the North met the Southern slave face to face and heart to 
heart with no third witness. The Sea Islands of the Carolinas, where they met, were 
filled with a black folk of primitive type, touched and molded less by the world about 
them than any others outside the Black Belt. Their appearance was uncouth, their 
language funny, but their hearts were human and their singing stirred men with a 
mighty power. Thomas Wentworth Higginson hastened to tell of these songs and 
Miss McKim and others urged upon the world their rare beauty. But the world 
listened only half credulously until the Fisk Jubilee Singers sang the slave songs so 
deeply into the world's heart that it can never wholly forget them again." 

 
Dubois gives us an accurate detailed account of the Fisk University Singers as 

they toured the United States and Europe to raise money for their school: 
 
"There was once a blacksmith's son born in Cadiz, New York, who in the 

changes Cincinnati from Kirby Smith. Then he fought at Chancellorsville and 
Gettysburg and finally served in the Freedman's bureau at Nashville. Here he formed 
a Sunday School class of black children in 1866, and sang with them and taught them 
to sing. And then they taught him to sing, and when once the glory of the Jubilee 
songs passed into the soul of George L. White, he knew his life-work was to let those 
Negroes sing to the world as they had sung to him. So in 1871 the pilgrimage of the 
Fisk Jubilee Singers began. North to Cincinnati they rode, four half-clothed black 
boys and five girl-women, - led by a man with a cause and a purpose. They stopped at 
Wilberforce, the oldest of Negro schools, where a black bishop blessed them. Then 
they went, fighting cold and starvation, shut out of hotels, and cheerfully sneered at, 
ever northward; and ever the magic of their song kept thrilling hearts, until a burst of 
applause in the Congregational Council an Oberlin revealed them to the world. They 
came to New York and Henry Ward Beecher dared to welcome them, even though 
the metropolitan dailies sneered at his 'Nigger Minstrel.' So their songs conquered till 
they sang across the land and across the sea, before Queen and Kaiser, in Scotland 
and Ireland, Holland and Switzerland. Seven years they sang, and brought back a 
hundred and fifty thousand dollars to found Fisk University. 

Since their day they have been imitated - sometimes well, by the singers of 
Hampton and Atlanta, sometimes ill, by straggling quartettes. (Scott Joplin was at 
first in one of these singing quartettes but one would assume that their music was 
more refined) Caricature has sought again to spoil the quaint beauty of the music, and 
has filled the air with many debased melodies which vulgar ears scarce know from 
the real. But the true Negro folk song still lives in the hearts of those who have heard 
them truly sung and in the hearts of the Negro people. 

What are these songs, and what do they mean? I know little of music and can 
say nothing in technical phrase, but I know something of men, and knowing them, I 
know that these songs are the articulate message of the slave to the world. They tell 



us in these eager days that life was joyous to the black slave, careless and happy. I 
can easily believe this of some, of many. But not all the past South, though it rose 
from the dead, can gainly say the heart-touching witness of these songs. They are the 
music of an unhappy people, of the children of disappointment; they tell of death and 
suffering and on voiced longing toward a truer world, of misty wanderings and 
hidden ways. 

The songs are indeed the siftings of centuries; the music is far more ancient 
than the words, and in it we can trace here and there signs of development. My 
grandfather's grandmother was seized by an evil Dutch trader two centuries ago; and 
coming to the valleys of the Hudson and Housatonic, black, little, and lithe, she 
shivered and shrank in the harsh north winds, looked longingly at the hills, and often 
crooned a heathen melody to the child between her knees, thus: 

 
Do bana coba gene me, gene me (twice) Den d' nuli, nuli, nuli nuli, bed d' le. 
 

 
The child sang it to his children and they to their children's children, and so 

two hundred years it has traveled down to us and we sing it to our children, knowing 
as little as our fathers what its words may mean, but knowing well the meaning of its 
music. 

This was primitive African music; it may be seen in larger form in the strange 
chant which heralds "The Coming of John": 

 
"You may bury me in the East, 
You may bury me in the West, 
But I'll hear the trumpet sound in that morning." 
 
The Voice of Exile. 
 
   Ten master songs, more or less, one may pluck from this forest of melody-

songs of undoubted Negro origin and wide popular currency, and songs peculiarly 
characteristic of the slave. One of these I have just mentioned. Another whose strains 
begin this book is "Nobody knows the trouble I've seen." When, struck with a sudden 
poverty, the United States refused to fulfill is promises of land to the freedmen, a 
brigadier-general went down to the Sea Islands to carry the news. An old woman on 
the outskirts of the throng began singing this song; all the mass joined with her, 
swaying, and the soldier wept. 

The third song is the cradle-song of death which all men know, "Swing Low, 
Sweet Chariot," whose bars begin the life story of Alexander Crummell," Then there 
is the song of many water, "Roll, Jordan, roll," a mighty chorus with minor cadences. 
There were many songs of the fugitive like that which opens "The Wings of Atlanta," 
and the more familiar "Been a-listening." The seventh is the song of the End and the 
Beginning - "My Lord, what a Morning! When the stars begin to fall;" a strain of this 
is placed before "The Dawn of Freedom." The song of grouping - "My Way's 



Cloudy" - begins "The Meaning of Progress;" the ninth is the song of this Chapter - 
"Wreslin' Jacob, the day is a-breaking," - a paean of hopeful strife. The last master 
song is the song of songs - "Steal Away," sprung from "The Faith of the Fathers.” 

There are many others of the Negro folk-songs as striking and characteristic as 
these, as, for instance, the three strains in the third, eighth, and ninth chapters; and 
others I am sure could easily make a selection on more scientific principles. There 
are, too, songs that seem to be a step removed from the more primitive types: there is 
the maze-like medley, "Bright Sparkles," one phrase of which heads "The Black 
Belt," the “Easter Carol, "Dust, Dust and Ashes;" the dirge, "My mother's took her 
flight and gone home;" and that burst of melody hovering over "The Passing of the 
First-Born" "I hope my mother will be there in that beautiful world on high." 

These represent a third step in the development of the slave song, of which 
"You may Bury Me in the East" is the first, and songs like "March On" and "Steal 
Away" is the second. The first is African music, the second Afro-American, while the 
third is a blending of Negro music with the music hears in the foster land. The result 
is still distinctively Negro and the method of blending original, but the elements are 
both Negro and Caucasian. One might go further and find a fourth step in this 
development, where the songs of White America have been distinctively influenced 
by the slave songs or have incorporated whole phrases of Negro melody, as "Swanee 
River" and "Old Black Joe." Side by side, too, with the growth has gone the 
debasements and imitations - the Negro 'minstrel' songs, many of the 'gospel' hymns, 
and some of the contemporary 'coon' songs, - a mass of music in which the novice 
may easily lose himself and never find the real Negro melodies. 

In these songs, as I have said, the slave spoke to the world. Such a message is 
naturally veiled and half articulate. Words and music have lost each other and new 
and scant phrases of a dimly understood theology have displaced the older sentiment. 
Once in a while we catch a strange word of an unknown tongue, as the "Mighty 
Myo," which figures as a river of death; more of ten slight words or mere doggerel 
are joined to music of singular sweetness. Purely secular songs are few in number, 
partly because many of them were turned into hymns by a change of words, partly 
because the frolics were seldom heard by the stranger, and the music less often 
caught. Of nearly all the songs, however, the music is distinctly sorrowful. The ten 
master songs I have mentioned tell in word and music of trouble and exile, of strife 
and hiding; they grope toward some unseen power and sigh for rest in the end. 

The words that are left to us are not without interest, and, cleared of evident 
dross; they conceal much of real poetry and meaning beneath conventional theology 
and unmeaning rhapsody. Like all primitive folk, the slave stood near to nature's 
heart. Life was a 'rough and rolling sea' like the brown Atlantic of the Sea Islands; the 
'Wilderness' was the home of God, and the 'lonesome valley' led to the way of life. 
'Winter' soon be over,' was the picture of life and death to a tropical imagination. The 
sudden wild thunder-storms of the South awed and impressed the Negroes, - at times 
the rumbling seemed to them 'mournful,' at time imperious: 

 
"My Lord calls me, He calls me by the thunder, 
The trumpet sounds it in my soul." 
 



The monotonous toil and exposure is painted in many words. One sees the 
ploughmen in the not, moist furrow, singing: 

 
"Dere's no rain to wet you, Dere's no sun to burn you. 
Oh, push along, believer, I want to go home." 
 
The bowed and bent old man cries, with thrice-repeated wail 
 
"O Lord, keep me from sinking down." 
 
and he rebukes the devil of doubt who can whisper: 
 
"Jesus is dead and God's gone away." 
 
Yet the soul-hunger is there, the restlessness of the savage, the wail of the 

wanderer, and the plaint is put in one little phrase: 
 

 
"My soul wants somethin' that's new, that’s new" 
 
Over the inner thoughts of the slaves and their relations one with another the 

shadow of fear ever hung, so that we get but glimpses here and there, and also with 
them, eloquent omissions and silences. Mother and child are sung, but seldom father; 
fugitive weary wanderer call for pity and affection, but there is little of wooing and 
wedding; the rocks and the mountains are well known, but home is unknown. Strange 
blending of love and helplessness signs through the refrain: 

 
"Yonder's my ole mudder, Been waggin' at de hill so long; 
'Bout time she cross over, Git home bime--by." 
 
Elsewhere comes the cry of the "motherless" and the "Farewell, Farewell, my 

only Child." 
Love-songs are scarce and fall into two categories - the frivolous and light, 

and the sad. Of deep successful love there is ominous silence, and in one of the oldest 
of these songs there is a depth of history and meaning: 

 

 
 
"Poor Rosy, poor gal; Poor Rosy, poor gal; Rosy break my poor heart, 

Heave'n shall  -be my home. 
 



A black woman said of the song, "It can't be sung without a full heart and a 
troubled sperrit." The same voice sings here that sings in the German folk-song: "Jetz 
Geh I' an's brunele, trink aber net." 

 
Of death the Negro showed little fear, but talked of it familiarly and even 

fondly as simply a crossing of the waters, perhaps-who knows? - back to his ancient 
forests again. Later days transfigured his fatalism, and amid the dust and dirt the toiler 
song: 

 
"Dust, dust and ashes, fly over my grace, 
But the Lord shall bear my spirit home." 
 
The things evidently borrowed from the surrounding world undergo 

characteristic change when they enter the mouth of the slave. Especially is this true of 
Bible phrases. "Weep, O captive daughter of Zion," is quaintly turned into "Zion, 
weep-a-low," and the wheels of Ezekiel are turned every way in the mystic dreaming 
of the slave, till he says: 

 
"There's a little wheel a-turnin' in-a-my heart." 
 
As in olden time, the words of these hymns were improvised by some leading 

minstrels of the religious band. The circumstances of the gathering, however, the 
rhythm, of the songs, and the limitations of allowable thought, confined the poetry for 
the most part to single or double lines, and they seldom were expanded to quatrains or 
longer tales, although there are some few examples of sustained efforts, chiefly 
paraphrases of the Bible. Three short series of verses have always attracted me, the 
one that heads this chapter, of one line of which Thomas Wentworth Higginson has 
fittingly said, "Never, it seems to me, since man first lived and suffered was his 
infinite longing for peace uttered more plaintively.”The second and third are 
descriptions of the Last Judgment, the one a late improvisation, with some traces of 
outside influence: 

 
"Oh the stars in the elements are falling, 
And the moon drips away into blood, 
And the ransomed of the Lord are returning unto God, 
Blessed be the name of the Lord." 
 
And the other earlier and homelier picture from the low coast lands: 
 
"Michael, haul the boat ashore, Then you'll hear the horn they blow, 
Then you'll hear the trumpet sound, 
Trumpet sound the world around 
Trumpet sound for rich and poor, 
Trumpet sound the Jubilee, 
Trumpet sound for you and me." 
 



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 confidence. Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a faith in death, 
sometimes assurance of boundless justice 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. Is such a hope justified? Do the Sorrow Songs sing 
true? 

 
The silently growing assumption of this age is that the probation of races is 

past, and that the backward races of today are of proven inefficiency and not worth 
the saving. Such an assumption is the arrogance of peoples irreverent toward time and 
ignorant of the deeds of men. A thousand years ago such an assumption, easily 
possible, would have made it difficult for the Twuton to prove his right to life. Two 
thousand years ago such dogmatism, readily welcome, would have scouted the idea of 
blond races ever leading civilization. So woefully unorganized is sociological 
knowledge that the meaning of progress, the meaning of 'swift' and 'slow' is human 
doing, and the limits of human perfectibility, are veiled, unanswered sphinxes on the 
shores of science. Why should Aeschylus have sung two thousand years before 
Shakespeare was born? Why has civilization flourished in Europe, and flickered, 
flamed, and died in Africa? So long as the world stands meekly dumb before such 
questions, shall this nation proclaim its ignorance and unhallowed prejudices by 
denying freedom of opportunity to those who brought the Sorrow Songs to the Seas 
of the Mighty? 

Your country? How came it yours? Before the Pilgrims landed we were here. 
Here we have brought out three gifts and mingled them with yours; a gift of story and 
song-soft, stirring melody in an ill-harmonized and unmelodious land; the gift of 
sweat and brawn to beat back the wilderness, conquer the soil, and lay the 
foundations of this vast economic empire two hundred years earlier than your weak 
hands could have done it; the third, a gift of the Spirit. Around us the history of the 
land has centered for thrice a hundred years; out of the nation's heart he have called 
all that was best too throttle and subdue all that was worst; fire and blood, prayer and 
sacrifice, have billowed over this people, and they have found peace only in the altars 
of the God of Right. Nor has our gift of the Spirit been merely passive. Actively we 
have woven ourselves with the very warp and woof of this nation, we fought their 
battles, shared their sorrow, mingled our blood with theirs, and generation after 
generation have pleaded with a headstrong, careless people to despise not Justice, 
Mercy, and Truth, lest the nation be smitten with a curse. Our song, our toil, our 
cheer, and warning have been given to this nation in blood-brotherhood. Are not these 
gifts worth the giving? Is not this work and striving? Would America have been 
America without her Negro people? 

Even so is the hope that sang in the songs of my fathers well sung. If 
somewhere in this whirl and chaos of things there dwells Eternal good pitiful yet 
masterful, then anon in. His good time America shall rend the Veil and the prisoner 
shall go free. Free, free as the sunshine trickling down the morning into these high 
windows of mine, free as yonder fresh young voices welling up to me from the 
caverns of brick and mortar below-swelling with song, instinct with life, tremulous 



treble and darkening bass. My children, my little children, are singing to the sunshine, 
and thus they sing: 
 

 
  

"Let us cheer the weary traveler, Cheer the weary traveler, Let us cheer the 
weary traveler along the heavenly way." 

 
JAMES WELDON JOHNSON 

 
James Weldon Johnson, author, diplomat, poet, but more important to this 

study, accomplished musician, was born in Jacksonville, Florida in 1871. He died in 
an automobile accident in 1938. In his works Johnson mentions Negro music and uses 
musical concept in his poetry. He, in his "The Autobiography of an Ex-Colored 
Man," tells of his various experiences in music: Telling of music with a background 
of good musical training is invaluable for our further understanding of Negro music 
and Negro's in music during the turn of the 20th Century. His views are doubly 
important as he was an accomplished musician, well educated in both the European 
school and in Ragtime. Johnson tells of his music education and his various 
experience with his music: 

 
"At a very early age I began to thump on the piano alone, and it was not long 

before I was able to pick out a few tunes. When I was seven years old, I could play by 
ear all of the hymns and songs that my mother knew. I had also learned the names of 
the notes in both clefs, but I preferred not to be hampered by notes. About this time 
several ladies for whom my mother sewed, heard me play and they persuaded her that 
I should at once be put under a teacher; so arrangements were made for me to study 
the piano with a lady who was a fairly good musician; at the same time arrangements 
were made for me to study my books with this lady's daughter. My music teacher had 
no small difficulty at first in pinning me down to the notes. If she played my lesson 
over for me, I invariably attempted to reproduce the required sound without the 
slightest recourse to the written characters. I made rapid progress in both my music 
and my books. And so for a couple of years my life was divided between my music 
and my school books. Music took up the greater part of the time. At this time I went 
in for music with an earnestness worthy of mature years; a change of teachers was 
largely responsible for this. I began now to take lessons of the organist of the church 
which I attend with my mother; he was a good teacher and quite a thorough musician. 
He was so skillful in his instruction and filled me with such enthusiasm that my 
progress-these are his words-was marvelous. I remember that when I was barely 
twelve years old I appeared on a program with a number of adults at an entertainment 
given for some charitable purpose, and carried off the honors. 

I can believe that I did astonish my audience, for I never played the piano like 
a child; that is, in the 'one-two-three' style with accelerated motion. Neither did I 
depend upon mere brilliancy of technique, a trick by which children often surprise 
their listeners; but I always tried to interpret a piece of music; I always played with 



feeling. Very early I acquired that knack of using the pedals, which makes the piano a 
sympathetic, singing instrument, quite a different thing from the source of hard or 
blurred sounds it so generally is. I think this was due not entirely too natural artistic 
temperament, but largely to the fact that I did not begin to learn the piano by counting 
out exercises, but by trying to reproduce the quaint songs which my mother used to 
sing, with all their pathetic turns and cadences." 

 
Johnson had a white father and had light skin coloring. The influence of the 

way he heard his mother sing in important as he eventually did what the early jazz 
musicians did - take vocal music and transfer it to an instrument; an early important 
technique and element used in the development and progress of early jazz. He 
continues: 

 
"Even at a tender age, in playing I helped to express what I felt by some of the 

mannerisms which I afterwards observed in great performers; I had not copied them. I 
have often heard people speak of the mannerisms of musicians as affectations adopted 
for mere effect; in some cases they may be so; but a true artist can no more play upon 
the piano or violin without putting his whole body in accord with the emotions he is 
striving to express than a swallow can fly without being graceful. Often when playing 
I could not keep the tears which formed in my eyes from rolling down my cheeks. 
Sometimes at the end or even in the midst of a composition, as big a boy as I was, I 
would jump from the piano, and throw myself sobbing into my mother's arms. She, 
by her caresses and often her tears, only encouraged these fits of sentimental hysteria. 

One afternoon after school, during my third term, I rushed home in a great 
hurry to get my dinner, and go to my music teacher's. I was never reluctant about 
going there, but on this particular afternoon I was impetuous. The reason of this was I 
had been asked to play the accompaniment for a young lady who was to play a violin 
solo at a concert given by the young people of the church, and on this afternoon we 
were to have our first rehearsal. At that time playing accompaniments was the only 
thing in music I did not enjoy; later this feeling grew into positive dislike. I have 
never been a really good accompanist because my ideas of interpretation were always 
too strongly individual. I constantly forced my accelerandos and rubatos upon the 
soloist, often throwing the duet entirely out of gear. 

 
Johnson, while attending college in Atlanta, describes his attendance at his 

first public ball given by the waiters of some of the big hotel, often patronized by 
hotel guest who came to 'see the sights.' 

 
"These balls were attended by a great variety of people. The crowd was 

always noisy, but good-natured; there was much quadrille-dancing, and a strong-
lunged man called figures in a voice which did not confine itself to the limits of the 
hall. 

It is not worth the while for me to describe in detail how these people acted; 
they conducted themselves in about the same manner as I have seen other people at 
similar balls conduct themselves. When one has seen something of the world and 



human nature, one must conclude, after all, that between people in like stations of life 
there is very little difference the world over. 

However, it was at one of these balls that I first saw the Cakewalk. There was 
a contest for a gold watch, to be awarded to the hotel head-waiter receiving the 
greatest number of votes. There was some dancing while the votes were being 
counted. Then the floor was cleared for the cake-walk. A half-dozen guests from 
some of the hotels took seats on the stage to act as judges, and twelve or fourteen 
couples began to walk for a sure enough, highly decorated cake, which was in plain 
evidence. The spectators crowded about the space reserved for the contestants and 
watched them with interest and excitement. The couples did not walk round in a 
circle, but in a square, with the men on the inside. The fine points to be considered 
were the bearing of the men, the precision with which they turned the corners, the 
grace of the women, and the ease with which they swung round the pivots. The men 
walked with stately and soldierly step, and the women with considerable grace. The 
judges arrived at their decision by a process of elimination. The music and the walk 
continued for some minutes; then both were stopped while the judges conferred; 
when the walk began again, several couples were left out. In this way the contest was 
finally narrowed down to three or four couples. Then the excitement became intense; 
there was much partisan cheering as one couple or another would execute a turn in 
extra elegant style. When the cake was finally awarded, the spectators were about 
evenly divided between those who cheered the winners and those who muttered about 
the unfairness of the judges. This was the cake-walk in its original form, and it is 
what the colored performers on the theatrical stage developed into the prancing 
movements now known all over the world, and which some Parisian critics 
pronounced the acme of poetic motion. 

There are a great many colored people who are ashamed of the cake-walk, but 
I think they ought to be proud of it. It is my opinion that the colored people of this 
country have done four things which refute the oft-advanced theory that they are an 
absolutely inferior race, which demonstrate that they have originality and artistic 
conception, and, what is more, the power of creating that which can influence and 
appeal universally. The first two of these are the Uncle Remus stories, collected by 
Joel Chandler Harris, and the Jubilee songs, to which the Fisk singes made the public 
and the skilled musicians of both America and Europe listen. The other two are rag-

time music and the cake-walk. No one who has traveled can question the world-
conquering influence of rag-time, and I do not think it would be an exaggeration to 
say that in Europe the United States is popularly known better by rag-time than by 
anything else it has produced in a generation In Paris they call it American music. 
The newspapers have already told how the practice of intricate cake-walk steps has 
taken up the time of European royalty and nobility. These are lower forms of art, but 
they give evidence of a power that will some day be applied to the higher forms. 
(Johnson became a prophet with that statement, as classical music was influenced by 
this ragtime many times in many compositions). In this measure, at least, and aside 
from the number of prominent individuals the colored people of the United States 
have produced, the race has been a world influence; and all of the Indians between 
Alaska and Patagonia haven't done as much." 

 



Johnson describes an early ragtime piano player that he was very excited 
about. He describes this encounter while attending a club: 

 
"There was a young fellow singing a song, accompanied on the piano by a 

short, thickset, dark man. The stout man at the piano began to run his fingers up and 
down the keyboard. This he did in a manner which indicated that he was master of a 
good deal of technique. Then he began to play; and such playing; I stopped talking to 
listen. It was music of a kind I had never heard before. It was music that demanded 
physical response, patting of the feet, drumming of the fingers, or nodding of the head 
in time with the beat. The barbaric harmonies, the audacious resolutions, often 
consisting of an abrupt jump from one key to another, the intricate rhythms in which 
the accents fell in the most unexpected places, but in which the beat was never lost, 
produced a most curious effect. And, too, the player-the dexterity of his left hand in 
making rapid octave runs and jumps was little short of marvelous; and with his right 
hand he frequently swept half the keyboard with clean-cut chromatics which he fitted 
in so nicely as never to fail to arouse in his listeners a sort of pleasant surprise at the 
accomplishment of the feat. 

This was rag-time music, then a novelty in New York, and just growing to be 
a rage, which has not yet subsided. In was originated in the resorts about Memphis 
and St. Louis by Negro piano-players who knew no more of the theory of music than 
they did of the theory of the universe, but were guided by natural musical instinct and 
talent. It made its way to Chicago, where it was popular sometime before it reached 
New York. These players often improvised crude and, at times, vulgar words to fit the 
melodies. This was the beginning of the rag-time song. Several of these 
improvisations were taken down by white men, the words slightly altered, and 
published under the names of the arrangers. They sprang into immediate popularity 
and earned small fortunes, of which the Negro originators got only a few dollars. I 
have learned that since that time a number of colored men, of not only musical talent, 
but training, are writing out their own melodies and words and reaping the reward of 
their work. I have learned also that they have a large number of white imitators and 
adulterators." 

 
Johnson stayed the rest of the night listening to this un-named musician. In the 

below paragraph Johnson thinks about the acceptance of ragtime by the musical elite: 
 
"American musicians, instead of investigating rag-time, attempt to ignore it, 

or dismiss it with a contemptuous word. But that has always been the course of 
scholasticism in every branch of art. What ever new thing the people like is pooh-
poohed; whatever is popular is spoken of as not worth the while. The fact is, nothing 
great or enduring, especially in music, has ever sprung full-fledged and 
unprecedented from the brain of any master; the best that he gives to the world he 
gathers from the hearts of the people, and runs it through the alembic of his genius. In 
spite of the bans which musicians and music teachers have placed upon it, the people 
still demand and enjoy rag-time. One thing cannot be denied; it is music which 
possesses at least one strong element of greatness: It appeals universally; not only the 
American, but the English, the French, and even the German people find delight in it. 



In fact, there is not a corner of the civilized world in which it is not known, and this 
proves it originality; for if it were an imitation, the people of Europe, anyhow, would 
not have found it a novelty. Anyone who doubts that there is a peculiar hell-tickling, 
smile-provoking, joy-awakening charm in rag-time needs only to hear a skillful 
performer play the genuine article to be convinced. I believe that it had its place as 
well as the music which draws from us sighs and tears." 

 
Johnson traveled through Europe and it was while in Germany that he was 

amazed at a meeting he attended of musicians, artists, writers, etc. began to talk 
music: 

 
"Then some fellow would run excitedly to the piano and give a demonstration 

of his opinions, and another would follow quickly, doing the same, every man in the 
party was a musician. I was at the same time impressed with the falsity of the general 
idea that Frenchmen are excitable and emotional, and that Germans are calm and 
phlegmatic. Frenchmen are merely gay and never overwhelmed by their emotions. 
When they talk loud and fast, it is merely talk, while Germans get worked up and red 
in the face when sustaining an opinion, and in heated discussions are likely to allow 
their emotions to sweep them off their feet. 

My millionaire planned, (Johnson's sponsor) in the midst of the discussion on 
music, to have me play the 'new American music' and astonish everybody present. 
The result was that I was more astonished than anyone else. I went to the piano and 
played the most intricate rag-time piece I knew. Before there was time for anybody to 
express an opinion on what I had done, a big bespectacled, bushy-headed man rushed 
over, and, shoving me out of the chair, exclaimed; "Get up! Get up!" He seated 
himself at the piano and, taking the theme of my ragtime, played it through first in 
straight chords; then varied and developed it through every known musical form. I sat 
amazed. I had been turning classic music into rag-time, a comparatively easy task; 
and this man had taken rag-time and made it classic...The desire to begin work grew 
stronger. I made up my mind to go back into the very heart of the South, to live 
among the people, and drink in my inspiration firsthand. I gloated over the immense 
amount of material I had to work with, not only modern ragtime, but also the old 
slave songs - material which no one had yet touched." 

 
Johnson told his sponsor he wanted to return to the United States and 

concentrate on writing music based on Negro themes. The man answered Johnson 
thusly: 

 
"My boy, you are by blood, by appearance, by education, and by taste a white 

man. Now, why do you want to throw your life away amidst the poverty and 
ignorance, in the hopeless struggle, of the black people of the United States? Then 
look at the terrible handicap you are placing on yourself by going home and working 
as a Negro composer; you can never be able to get the hearing for your work which it 
might deserve. I doubt that even a white musician of recognized ability could succeed 
there by working on the theory that American music should be based on Negro 
themes. Music is a universal art; anybody's music belongs to everybody; you can't 



limit it to race or country. Now, if you want to become a composer, why not stay right 
here in Europe? I will put you under the best teachers on the continent. Then if you 
want to write music on Negro themes, why, go ahead and do it. (This was before 
Dvorak told the composers of America to do the same thing.)" 

 
Johnson was determined to become this type of composer and thought that he 

had a greater chance of attracting attention as a colored composer than as a white one. 
He felt the desire inside to voice all the joys and sorrows, the hopes and ambitions, of 
the America Negro, in classic musical form. 

Johnson came back to the United States and began gathering material for his 
work, jotting down in his note-book themes and melodies, trying to catch the spirit of 
the Negro in his relatively primitive state. While in Nashville he had the opportunity 
to attend a "Big Meeting." "Big Meeting" is an institution something like the camp-
prayer meetings, the difference being that it is held in a permanent church, and not in 
a temporary structure. He describes this "Big Meeting.": 

 
"The big meeting which I was lucky enough to catch was particularly well 

attended; the extra large attendance was due patricianly to two attractions, a man by 
the name of John Brown, who was renowned as the most powerful preacher for miles 
around; and a wonderful leader of singing, who was known as “Singing Johnson." 
The most striking example of John Brown's magnetism and imagination was his 
"heavenly march." I shall never forget now it impressed me when I heard it. He 
opened his sermon in the usual way; then, proclaiming to his listeners that he was 
going to take them on the heavenly march, he seized the Bible under his arm and 
began to pace up and down the pulpit platform. The congregation immediately began 
with their feet a tramp, tramp, tramp, in time with the preacher's march in the pulpit, 
all the while singing in an undertone a hymn about marching to Zion. Suddenly he 
cried: "Halt!" Every foot stopped with the precision of a company of well-drilled 
soldiers, and the singing ceased. The morning star had been reached. Here the 
preacher described the beauties of that celestial body. Then the march, tramp, tramp, 
tramp, and the singing were again taken up. Another "Halt!" They had reached the 
evening star. Interesting as was John Brown to me, the other man, "Singing Johnson," 
was more so. He was a small, dark-brown, one eyed man, with a clear, strong, high-
pitched voice, a leader of singing, a maker of songs, a man who could improvise at 
the moment lines to fit the occasion. It is indispensable to the success of the singing, 
when the congregation is a large one made up of people from different communities, 
to have someone with a strong voice who knows just what hymn to sing and when to 
sing it, who can pitch it in the right key, and who has all the leading lines committed 
to memory. Sometimes it evolves upon the leader to "sing down" a long-winded or 
uninteresting speaker. Committing to memory the leading lines of all the Negro 
spiritual songs is no easy task, for they run up into the hundreds. But the 
accomplished leader must know them all, because the congregation sings only the 
refrains and repeats; every ear in the church is fixed upon him, and if he becomes 
mixed in his lines or forgets them the responsibility falls directly on his shoulders. 
For example, most of these hymns are constructed to be sung in the following 
manner: 



 
Leader - Swing low, sweet chariot 
Congregation - Coming for to carry me home. 
Leader - Swing low, sweet chariot. 
Congregation - Coming for to carry me home. 
Leader - I look over yonder, what do I see? 
Congregation - Coming for to carry me home. 
Leader - two little angels coming after me. 
Congregation - Coming for to carry me home. 
 
The solitary and plaintive voice of the leader is answered by a sound like the 

roll of the sea, producing a most curious effect. In only a few of these songs do the 
leader and the congregation starts off together. Such a song is the well-known "Steal 
Away to Jesus 

The leader and the congregation begin with part-singing: 
 
Steal away, steal away, steal away to Jesus; 
Steal away, steal away home, I ain't got long to stay here. 
Then the leader alone or the congregation in unison: 
 
My Lord he calls me, He calls me by the thunder, 
The trumpet sounds within-a my soul. 
 
Then all together: 
 
I ain't got long to stay here. 
 
The leader and the congregation again take up the opening refrain; then the 

leader sings three more leading lines alone, and so on almost ad infinitum. It will be 
seen that even here most of the work falls upon the leader, for the congregation sings 
the same lines over and over, while his memory and ingenuity are taxed to keep the 
songs going. 

Generally the parts taken up by the congregation are sung in three part 
harmony, the women singing the soprano and a transposed tenor, the men with high 
voices singing the melody, and those with low voices a thundering bass. In a few of 
these songs, however, the leading part is sung in unison by the whole congregation, 
down to the last line, which is harmonized. The effect of this is intensely thrilling. 
Such a hymn is "Go Down, Moses." It stirs the heart like a trumpet call. 

 
"Singing Johnson" - all of his leisure time he devoted to originating new 

words and melodies and new lines for old songs. He always sang with his eyes- or, to 
be more exact, his eye-closed, indicating the tempo by swinging his head to and fro. 
He was a great judge of the proper hymn to sing a particular moment; and I noticed 
several times, when the preacher reached a certain climax, or expressed a certain 
sentiment, that Johnson broke in with a line or two of some appropriate hymn. The 
speaker understood and would pause until the singing ceased. 



As I listened to the singing of these songs, the wonder of their production 
grew upon me more and more. How did the men who originated them manage to do 
it? The sentiments are easily accounted for; they are mostly taken from the Bible; but 
the melodies, where did they come from? Some of them so weirdly sweet, and others 
so wonderfully strong. Take, for instance, "Go Down, Moses." I doubt that there is a 
stronger theme in the whole musical literature of the world. And so many of these 
songs contain more than mere melody; there is sounded in them that elusive 
undertone, the note in music which is not heard with the ears. I sat often with the tears 
rolling down my cheeks and my heart melted within me. Any musical person who 
had never heard a Negro congregation under the spell of religious fervor sing these 
old songs have missed one of the most thrilling emotions which the human heart may 
experience. Anyone who without shedding tears can listen to Negroes sing "Nobody 
Knows de Trouble I see, Nobody Knows but Jesus" must indeed have a heart of 
stone. 

As yet, the Negroes themselves do not fully appreciate these old slave songs. 
The educated classes are rather ashamed of them and prefer to sing hymns from 
books. This feeling is natural; they are still too close to the conditions under which 
the songs were produced; but the day will come when this slave music will be the 
most reassured heritage of the American Negro." 

 
Johnson again shows an amazing intuition in his poetry and his various 

writings became world famous. But more important is his insight into the future and 
the importance of American Negro music. 

 
NARRATION OF CHARLOTTE FORTEN (1838-1914) 

 
Charlotte Forten was a teacher, author and poetess that have written a 

narrative on her teaching experiences and life among the Negro slaves of the Sea 
Island off the coast of South Carolina. I give only the parts that spoke of music and 
music related activities: 

 
"Many of the children had, however, received instruction during the summer. 

It was evident that they had made very rapid improvement, and we noticed with 
pleasure how bright and eager to learn many of them seemed. They sang in rich, 
sweet tones, and with a peculiar swaying motion of the body, which made their 
singing the more effective. They sang "Marching Along," with great spirit, and then 
one of their own hymns, the air of which is beautiful and touching: 

 
My sister, you want to git religion, 
Go down in de lonesome valley; 
My brudder, you want to git religion, 
Go down in de lonesome valley 
 Chorus  
Go down in de Lonesome Valley, 
Go down in de Lonesome Valley, my Lord, 
Go down in de Lonesome Valley, 



To meet my Jesus dere. 
 
They repeat their hymns several times, and while singing keep perfect time 

with their hands and feet. 
 
"It was very pleasant to listen to the beautiful hymns, and look from the crowd 

of dark, earnest faces within, upon the grove of noble oaks without. The people sang, 
"Roll, Jordan, Roll," the grandest of all their hymns. There is a great, rolling of sound 
through it all.” 

She next describes the children and their singing of a Shout: 
 
"In the evenings, the children frequently came in to sing and shout for us. 

These "shouts" are very strange - in truth, almost indescribable. It is necessary to hear 
and see in order to have any clear idea of them. The children form a ring, and move 
around in a kind of shuffling dance, singing all the time. Four or five stand apart and 
sing very energetically, clapping their hands, stamping their feet, and rocking their 
bodies to and fro. These are the musicians, to whose performance the shouters keep 
perfect time. The grown people on this plantation did not shout, but they do on some 
of the other plantations. It is very comical to see little children, not more than three or 
four years old, entering into the performance with all their might. But the shouting of 
the grown people is rather solemn and impressive than otherwise. We cannot 
determine whether it has a religious character or not. Some of the people tell us that it 
has, others that it has not. But as the shouts of the group are always in connection 
with their religious meetings, it is probable that they are the barbarous expression of 
religion, handed down to them from their African ancestors, and destined to pass 
away under the influence of Christian teachings. The people on this island have no 
songs. They sing only hymns, and most of these are sad. Prince, a large black boy 
from a neighboring plantation, was the principal shouter among the children. It 
seemed impossible for him to keep still for a moment. His performance was most 
amusing specimens of Ethiopian gymnastics. Amaretta the younger, a cunning, 
kittenish little creature of only six years old, had a remarkably sweet voice. Her 
favorite hymn, which we used to hear her singing to herself as she walked through the 
yard, is one of the oddest we have heard: 

 
What makes ole Satan follow me so? 
Satan got nuttin' 't all fur to do wid me. 
  chorus 
Tiddy Rosa, hold your light! 
Brudder Tony, hold your light! 
All de member, hold bright light 
On Canaan's shore!' (Tiddy - sister) 
 
At a Christmas party at the church gifts were given to the children and after 

having listened to some speeches they sang: 
 
"I wonder where my mudder gone; 



   Sing, O graveyard! 
Graveyard ought to know me; 
   Ring Jerusalem! 
Grass grow in de graveyard; 
   Sing, O graveyard; 
Graveyard ought to know me; 
   Ring, Jerusalem!" 
 
They improvise many more words as they sing. It is one of the strangest, most 

mournful things I ever heard. It is impossible to give any idea of the deep pathos of 
the refrain, "Sing, O graveyard!" 

 
In this, and many other hymns, the words seem to have but little meaning; but 

the tones, - a whole lifetime of despairing sadness is concentrated in them. They sing, 
also "Jehovyah, Hallelujah," which we like particularly: 

 
"De foxes hab holes, 
An' de birdies hab nes,' 
But de Son ob Man he hab not where 
To lay de weary head. 
 chorus 
Jehovyah, Hallelujah! De Lord He will pruvide! 
Jehovyah, Hallelujah! De Lord He will pruvide!" 
 
They repeat the words many times "De foxes hab holes,' and the succeeding 

lines, are sung in the most touching, mournful tones; and then the chorus (Jehovah, 
Halleluhjah') - swells forth triumphantly, in glad contrast. 

Christmas night, the children came in and had several grand shouts. They 
were too happy to keep still. 

"Oh, Miss, all I want to do is to sing and shout! said our little pet, Amareta. 
And sing and shout she did, to her heart's content." 

 
Ms. Forten describes a prayer meeting she attended: 
 
"On this, as on several other large plantations, there is a 'Praise-House,' which 

is the special property of the people. Even in the old days of slavery, they were 
allowed to hold meetings here; and they still keep up the custom. They assemble on 
several nights of the week, and on Sunday afternoons. First, they hold what is called 
the 'Praise-Meeting,' which consists of singing, praying and preaching. We have 
heard some of the old Negro preachers make prayers that were really beautiful and 
touching. In these meetings they sing only the church-hymns which the Northern 
ministers have taught them, and which are far less suited to their voices than their 
own. At the close of the praise-meeting they all shake hands with each other in the 
most solemn manner. Afterward, as a kind of appendix, they have a grand 'shout,' 
during which they sing their own hymns. Maurice, an old blind man, leads the 
singing. He has a remarkable voice, and sings with the greatest enthusiasm. The first 



shout that we witnessed in the Praise-House impressed us very much. The large, 
gloomy room, with its blackened walls - the wild, whirling dance of the shouters, - 
the crowd of dark, eager faces gathered around, - the figure of the old blind man, 
whose excitement could hardly be controlled, and whose attitude and gestures while 
singing were very fine, - and over all, the red glare of the burning pine-knot, which 
shed a circle of light around it, but only seemed to deepen and darken the shadows in 
the other parts of the room - these all formed a wild, strange, and deeply impressive 
picture, not soon to be forgotten. 

Maurice's special favorite is one of the grandest hymns that we have yet 
heard: 

 
"De tallest tree in Paradise 
De Christian calls de Tree ob Life, 
An' I hope dat trumpet blow me home 
To my New Jerusalem. 
 chorus 
Blow, Gabrile! trumpet, blow louder, louder! 
An' I hope dat trumpet blow me home 
To my New Jerusalem! 
 
Paul and Silas jail-bound 
Sing God's praise both night and day, 
An' I hope dat trumpet blow me home 
To my New Jerusalem. 
 chorus 
The chorus had a glad, triumphal sound, and in singing it the voice of old 

Maurice rings out in wonderfully clear, trumpet-like tones." 



The Transition Period 

Negro Music - 1865-1929 
 

There have been numerous writings on the origins of jazz and the 

influence upon that music by the Negro Spiritual and Negro music of the slaves. 

While this research is important, the investigation of the music of the Freeman 

(Sic: name of ex-slaves in pre-Civil War era) is equally important. After the war 

the freed slave continued his religious fervor but now it was more of an 

individual effort, expect perhaps in the larger cities were there was a large Negro 

population. What did the music of the free slave sound like and what was it used 

for? No longer were there large populations of Negro workers under the hard 

dictatorship of an overseer or a master. The era between the Civil War and the 

turn of the century is a period of 35 years. It is in these formative years that are 

important to the development and evolution of jazz. 

Interest in Negro music was at a zenith after the Civil War. Musicologist 

began to realize the importance of Negro slave music and began to attempt to 

write down this oral music. While there were no recording mechanism the 

attempt was made to recreate this music that surely would be lost if not acted 

upon. While these interested parties began to interview and write down the 

spirituals, work songs, etc. we have a number of articles written about the music 

and while the music was difficult the lyrics were preserved. Slavery was dead as 

an institution but the labor of the Negro was not. Many became 'sharecroppers' 

and others moved north to find jobs. The music of the Negro was becoming an 

individual expression of their feelings. This probably fostered an emphasize on 

the solo endeavors and could be one influence of the popularity of the Blues, a 

definitely solo medium. The music of the plantation, so influential in the fields 

and in group participation now moved to the cities where Negroes congregated, 

both in the commercial establishments such as dance halls and in the black 

church, the continued haven for black religious music. 

Monthly magazines began carrying articles about Negro music and tours 

by choral groups from several Negro colleges began bringing their unique style 

of singing to the world and the Negro spiritual became concert music. Without 

these writings and performances Negro music would not have been in the eras of 

the general public, and ragtime and jazz might not have been able to emerge and 

be accepted by the world. 

 

In the article "Under the Palmetto" we have an excellent and enlighten 

view of a society of freed slaves. The war was still being fought. On Port Royal 

Island the Union had set up a free society with the freed slaves being paid for 

their labor. Interesting is what one ex-slave remarked when asked why he had 

stayed and not fled north like his former master: "this is my home." It describes 

the abolishment of slavery: "The whip is lost, the handcuff broken, the whipping 

post destroyed and the cotton gin broken down."  

It also mentioned the mental atmosphere stating that "There was soul 

searching and there was melancholy, thus the foundation for the Blues was 

presented." The article also gives one of the best descriptions of an early black 



minstrel troupe, the "Charleston Minstrels. The black minstrels had given their 

face a coating of burnt cork."  

Finally there is one of the best descriptions of the religious music of these 

black freedmen and especially interesting is the description of the Negro 'shout.' 

In reference to Negro music we read that: "Apart from religious songs, there is 

no music among the South Carolina freedmen except the simple airs which are 

sung by the boatmen." 

1863 - CONTINENTAL MONTHLY -AUGUST 
 

UNDER THE PALMETTO. On Saturday, the 31st of January, 1863, the 
steamer "S. R. Spaulding,” flagship of General Foster's fleet, left the harbor of 
Morehead City, N. C., on a supposed expedition to some point on the Southern coast. 
For two days we had watched from her deck the long procession of vessels moving 
slowly round Fort Macon, and then, with all sails set, or under full head of steam, 
passing proudly on in their southward course. Only those who have witnessed such 
scenes can realize the eager interest and intense excitement which attend the 
preparation for a naval expedition. Then, too, there were glories of the past to kindle 
hope and stimulate ambition. The successes of Burnside, DuPont, and Farragut were 
fresh in memory, and why should not we win new laurels for the old flag, and place 
our commander's name high on the list of fame? And so, with feelings of pride and 
expectation, we gladly saw the shores of North Carolina with their forests of pines 
recede from sight, as, under a cloudless sky and over a waveless sun, we glided on 
toward the hated mother State of the rebellion. 

The sequel of the 'Foster Expedition' is well known. We anchored, on the 2nd 
of February, in the capacious harbor of Port Royal, and were mpta flagship no longer. 
Fortunately, the long interval between our arrival and the final departure for 
Charleston under another commander, gave abundant opportunities for studying new 
phases of life and character, and for learning something of the 15,000 freedmen who 
compose the loyal population of the Sea Islands. 

 
On the Plantations 

 
A geographical description of these outlying islands of South Carolina is 

hardly necessary at a time when we are studying the map of the republic under the 
guidance of bayonets and rifled cannon; and the guns of Admiral DuPont revealed 
more of Port Royal and its surroundings than we should ever have learned from our 
geograhics. Previous to the rebellion these islands seen to have been rarely visited - 
so rarely, indeed, that the presence of one of our naval vessels in the Beaufort River, a 
few years ago, was the signal for a week's festivities and a general gathering of all the 
inhabitants to see the strangers - while the 'cotton lords' vied with each other in 
entertaining the distinguished guests. For the most part the islands are low, abounding 
in salt-water creeks and marshes, and covered, here and there, with forests of pine and 
live oak. The climate in winter is delightful, and the rapid advance of vegetation in 
March and April - the sudden bursting into bloom of a great variety of flowers and 
flowering shrubs - lends additional charms to the early spring. Sitting, on one of those 
delicious April days, in the upper piazza of an old plantation house - the eye resting 



on the long stretch of the cotton fields, now green with the growing plant - or tracing 
the windings of the creek through the numerous small islands, till it is lost in the haze 
which covers all the distance - or, again, watching the shadows as they pass over the 
groves of oak and pine - while over the whole scene there broods the stillness of a 
midsummer's noon - I could but wonder at the madness which had driven the former 
dwellers in such a fair land into the desperate hazards and unaccustomed privations of 
civil war. 

Those who visit these islands today must not expect to realize, in the altered 
condition of affairs, their ideal of plantation life; however that ideal may have been 
formed. The change which has been wrought in little more than a year is truly 
wonderful. The traces of slavery may indeed be found in an exhausted soil and an 
exhausted race, but all outward signs of the institution have been removed. 'The whip 
is lost, the handcuff broken,' the whipping post destroyed, and the cotton gins broken 
down. At the 'great house' you find, instead of the master and over-seer, the 
superintendent and school teacher. In the field, the cotton tasks are comparatively 
small, but the garden patch in the rear of the cabin is large, well fenced in and well 
cultivated. If you see few indications of positive happenings, you find no appearances 
of overburdened misery. There is about the whole place something of the air of a New 
England farmstead, where labor, being honored, crowns even the humblest with 
dignity and peace. You take unspeakable comfort in the fact that, open what door you 
may into the life of these people, there is no skeleton of oppression to startle and 
haunt you. Go with me, then, on this calm bright day of early March, to visit one of 
the plantations on Port Royal Island, a few miles out of Beaufort. The quartermaster 
kindly furnishes us with a carriage, somewhat shabby and rickety to be sure, but one 
of the best that 'Secesh' has left for our use. Our steeds, too, are only slow-moving 
Government mules, but there is one aristocratic feature of our establishment to 
remind us of the life that was, viz. a Negro party have been conveyed from plantation 
to plantation on social visits like ours to-day. Uncle Ned speaks kindly of his 'ole 
massa' and says be ‘would hab stayed wid 'um of mass hadn't run away from herself.' 

'But why didn't you go with him, uncle?' 
'Oh, sah, I could nebber go to de secesh.' 
Doubtless many more of the house slaves and body servants of the planters 

would have followed their masters, had they not been deterred by fear of the rebel 
soldiers and hard work in the trenches. 

'Use your whip, uncle.' and away we go at a respectable trot over the principal 
road on the island, which, from the fact of its having been made of oyster shells, is 
called the 'shell road,' and extends ten miles to Port Royal Ferry, at the extreme 
western point of the island. Timely showers have laid the dust, and all the trees and 
bushes wear clean faces. In the yards there are peach trees in bloom, beautiful 
crimson in ponias the janquil and snow deep, while everywhere by the road side we 
see the ungainly form and course flower of the prickly pear. Passing the rifle pits and 
picket station, we soon turn off from the shell road, and pass through what was 
formerly a handsome forest of pines, but which now has been cleared by the soldier's 
axe, and rejoices in the title of 'pickpicket tract.' Few of the plantations lie on the 
main road, and many of them, like the one we are now seeking, are approached only 
by going over several cross roads and by lanes. Our last turn takes us into a handsome 



avenue of live oaks, whose overarching branches are adorned with long ringlets of the 
graceful Spanish moss. In the woods on either side of the drive way are dogwood and 
Pride-of-Asia trees in full blossom, wild honeysuckle, and the sweet yellow jasmine 
which fills the air with its delicious fragrance. As we drive into the yard, the 
plantation house suddenly appear to view, half hidden by the dense foliage of 
magnolia and orange trees. Although called one of the finest residences on the island, 
the house is inferior to many of our larger farmhouses in New England, and is a 
simple two-story structure of wood, resting on brick piles, with a veranda in front. 
Just beyond the path that leads by the house, is a handsome flower garden, while both 
in the rear of the 'great house' and beyond the flower garden are rows of Negro huts. 
We are soon greeted by our hosts - one, a brave Vermonter, who served faithfully in 
the army till disabled, the other, a Quaker of Philadelphia, who has left family and 
friends to labor for the freedman - and ushered into the principal room of the house, 
where we are presented to a party of the neighboring superintendents and school 
teachers. Dinner is all ready, and we sit down to a right royal entertainment, the chief 
dishes of which are portions of an immense drumfish cooked in various fashion. Few 
entertainers can prove more agreeable than Northern men with Southern hospitality, 
and we eat and make merry without even a thought of Colonel Barnwell, whose home 
we have thus 'invaded,' and who, perchance, is shivering in the cold, and suffering the 
privations of a rebel camp in Eastern Virginia. We must not omit the praise due to our 
cook, a woman taken from the 'field hands,' and whose only instructors have been our 
hosts, neither of whom can boast of much knowledge of the art of cooking. It would, 
however, be hardly safe to trust to an untutored field hand, as I once learned to my 
cost, when my contraband of the kitchen department called me to dinner by 
announcing that the eggs had been boiling for an hour, and the oysters stewing for 
twice that time! 

 
Home Life of the Freedmen 

 
After dinner we visit the Negroes in their cabins. The home life of the 

freedmen is at once the most noticeable and most interesting feature of their new 
condition. Even in former days, however often the sanctity of their homes may have 
been violated, with however weary limbs and suffering souls they may have gone to 
them, yet here they must have found their chiefest joy. Now, the humble cabins have 
become transfigured, and we find therein not only joy, but peace and comfort, and, 
indeed, in greater or less degree, every element of that domestic order which makes 
the home the corner stone of our free institutions. I have frequently, when conversing 
with the freedmen about the flight of their former masters, asked them why they did 
not accompany them, and have invariably received the reply, 'Oh, sah, we couldn't do 
dat. We belongs yere. Dese are our homes.' This strong attachment to the soil, which 
has been made still stronger by the removal of everything which could in any way 
remind them of their former condition, has proved to be the great lever to raise them 
into the dignity of free laborers. It is true their cabins are not yet free holds; but the 
assurance that, unless the government itself fails, no fault or misfortune of another 
can ever deprive them of their homes, puts them at once, on their good behavior, that 
they may retain in their possession what they prize so dearly. The good results of this 



transformation of the home are seen in every direction. The marriage relation is 
observed with a constantly increasing strictness. Family ties are knitted more closely 
together. Parents take a deep interest in the education of their children, and the 
children become in turn teachers to the parents of much that is improving and 
civilizing. In the field there are generous rivalries between families to see which will 
cultivate the largest patches of corn and cotton. Greater neatness and order are 
observable about the dwellings, and wherever new cabins have been erected - always 
by Negro carpenters - there has been marked improvement in the style and comfort of 
the buildings. Freedom has also created new wants, and the freedman purchases from 
time to time, as he has ability, articles of luxury and of ornament for his home. 

I must, however, acknowledge a feeling of disappointment at not finding the 
Negroes more joyous in this new condition of freedom and progress. Those who 
know them best - the superintendents and teachers - testify to the happiness of their 
daily lives and their light-hearted enjoyment of all their blessings; but to the casual 
observer there seems to be a general absence among the freedmen of that cheerfulness 
and mirth which he naturally expects to find in their homes. A simple explanation of 
this fact may be found in the sense of insecurity which the uncertain issue of the Civil 
War that rages about them creates in their minds. They have seen one after another of 
those islands which have been in our possession given up to the reoccupation of the 
rebels; the disastrous battles of Jamesis Island and Pocotaligo and the fruitless 
campaigns in Florida are fresh in their minds; while that wearisome waiting for 
something to be accomplished which spreads such a spirit of restlessness and 
discontent among our soldiers, is felt even more keenly by the freedmen. There is 
very much in the uncertainties of their present condition to justify the favorite 
allusion of their preachers, who often compare the freedmen to the children of Israel 
before they had fairly gained the Promised Land. Until a permanent peace shall give 
to these people that feeling of security, without which, though there may be 
contentment, there can be little joyousness, it is absurd for us to 'require of them 
mirth,' or ask them to sing songs of gladness. 

With this new found freedom came insecurity about the future. The Negro 
was now responsible for his own welfare and for his family. There was soul searching 
and there was melancholy, thus the foundation for the Blues was present. 

 
Free Labor 

 
Cochin, in his admirable work on the 'Results of Emancipation,' asserts of the 

Negroes; 'This race of men, like all the human species, is divided into two classes, the 
diligent and the idle; freedom has nothing to do with the second, while it draws from 
the labor of the first a higher yield than servitude.' Has this statement proved true on 
the Sea Islands? The prejudiced are ready with their negative answer, and point to the 
comparatively small amount of cotton raised during the past year. By such persons no 
allowance is made for the peculiarly unfavorable circumstances under which the 
experiment of free labor thus far has been tried, and they are only too happy to charge 
upon emancipation all the evils which labor has suffered from the presence of our 
soldiers and the continuance of the war. The causes of the smallness of the cotton 
crop produced last year are obvious to the most careless observer. Owing to the late 



arrival of the first company of superintendents who were sent from the North, no 
preparations were made for planting till more than two months after the usual time. 
On many of the plantations the seed used was of a poor quality, while it was almost 
impossible to find any implements of culture or to obtain the necessary mules or 
horses. As a consequence of the late planting, the cotton was not sufficiently 
advanced to resist the attacks of the caterpillars in September, and for a month these 
insects held grand carnival on the yet immature plants, causing widespread damage to 
the crop. The low wages offered to the freedmen by Government were no offset to the 
attractions of trading with the army and navy, and all the Negroes were ambitious to 
have some connection with camp life. As a natural result of this condition of things, 
both the industry and interest of the freedmen were drawn away from the cotton 
fields. Early in the season, also, when the young crops required constant attention, all 
the able-bodied men were drafted into General Hunter's regiments, and kept in camp 
till the fall. The influence of the draft upon those who remained at home, added to the 
delay and smallness of the Government payments, made the laborers discouraged at 
their prospects, disaffected toward the superintendents, and careless at their work. 

The obstacles in the way of successful agricultural operations, produced by 
the military occupation of the islands, are still further evident from the fact that both 
provision and cotton crops improved in proportion to the distance from the camps. 
Thus, on Port Royal and Hilton Head Islands, where most of the troops were 
encamped, very little cotton was raised, and so small a crop of provisions, that it 
became necessary for Government to ration many of the freedmen during a brief 
period. On Ladies' and St. Helena Islands, away from the immediate vicinity of the 
camps, very fair crops of cotton were raised, and nearly enough provision for the 
support of all the laborers. The rations furnished by government, and which have 
given rise to so much unfriendly comment, were called for, either by the refugees 
from the mainland and adjacent islands, many of whom had at first no means of 
subsistence, or by the freedmen on those plantations so exposed to the camps and so 
harassed by the soldiers, that the crops which they were able to gather failed to last 
them through the year. In one district on St. Helena Island, including three 
plantations, which was under the care of a capable and judicious superintendent, of 
sufficient means to advance his private funds to the payment of the laborers, the total 
receipts from the sale of the cotton and the surplus provisions raised were more than 
double all the expenses incurred in wages, clothing, and superintendence. 

Such were the results of the first year's experiment. Early in the present year 
several of the plantations passed into the possession of private individuals, and thus 
an important change has been effected in the aspect of the free-labor problem. On the 
government plantations, which are under the care of salaried superintendents as last 
year, a uniform system of labor has been adopted, embodying the results of previous 
experience. Under this system, the laborers agree as to the amount of cotton land 
which they will cultivate, and are then paid twenty-five cents a day for their work. At 
the end of the year they are to receive a bonus of two cents per pound of unginned 
cotton for picking. This additional reward at once stimulates them to exertion, and 
teaches them that steady and continued labor brings the best return. In addition to 
raising the amount of cotton agreed upon, each freedman is responsible for cultivating 
corn and potatoes enough for his own subsistence, and land is allotted for this 



purpose. The laborers are also required to produce corn enough for the subsistence of 
the plantation mules and horses, for the use of the superintendents, and for the 
subsistence of all the old and disabled persons for whom provision not otherwise 
made. As regards payments, the Government theory is most excellent, inasmuch as it 
provides for partial payments while the work is going on, so as to furnish the 
freedman enough money for his immediate wants, and the laborer, by the bonus 
which is paid at the end of the year, supplies him with an amount greater than his 
wages, to be laid up or put out at interest. Unfortunately the practice of the 
Government has been most injurious. The delay in the monthly payments during the 
past year, sometimes for as long a period as six months, caused the laborers to 
become discouraged, discontented, and suspicious. Unlike the soldier, the freedman is 
not clothed or fed by Government (except in the case of those who are utterly 
destitute), nor can he, like other laborers, obtain credit to the extent of the wages due 
him. Under these circumstances, the delay on the part of the Government in paying 
the freedman has been not only unjust to the laborers but disastrous to the workings 
of the free-labor system. 

On the purchased plantations we find a wholly different state of things, and, as 
might be expected, a great variety of systems of labor. Some of the best managers 
keep up the government scale of prices, but pay the laborers more promptly, and 
increase their wages by many indirect means, such as giving them bacon and 
molasses in proportion to the amount of cotton land which they cultivate, providing a 
store for the plantation, where the freedmen can purchase articles at a much lower 
rate than elsewhere, keeping the cabins in good repair, building new ones, and having 
always on hand the necessary plantation implements for facilitating the culture of the 
cotton. Others pay higher wages, and also increase the bonus which is paid for 
picking the cotton. Some promise the freedmen so much per pound for the cotton 
which they shall raise, and see that all their wants are supplied till the crop is 
gathered; while still others, from lack of judgment or capital, offer the Negroes a 
certain portion of the crop - in some cases as high as two thirds - in return for their 
labor. On all these plantations the freedmen are doing better than on those which are 
still retained by Government. The average amount of cotton land which has been 
planted this spring is from an acre and a half to two acres for each 'full hand.' Under 
slavery a full hand took care on an average of three acres, but it must be remembered 
that all the able-bodied Negroes, excepting only a foreman to each plantation, have 
been drafted into the army, or are working in the Quartermaster's Department. 

At the present time all indications point to a successful season. Riding over 
many of the plantations, I have seen the Negroes at work breaking up the ground or 
planting the seed, and everywhere found them laboring diligently, and even showing 
a manly emulation in their tasks. Yet it would be unreasonable to expect too much 
where so many obstacles beset the way. As one of the new planters writes: 'For 
success in an experiment of free hired labor among ignorant blacks just emancipated, 
conditions of peace and quiet are absolutely necessary. However, the difficulties in 
our way are purely natural workings, and merely show that black is more nearly white 
than is usually allowed.' Perhaps the greatest of these obstacles is the vicinity of the 
camps at Beaufort and Hilton Head, which tempts the freedmen to leave their regular 
employments and obtain an easy livelihood by the sale of eggs, chickens, fish, 



oysters, etc. Such markets affect the blacks on the plantations just as the California 
fever affected the laboring men of the North a few years ago; and it is a matter of 
surprise and congratulation that the presence of the soldiers has not produced a 
greater demoralization among the Negroes than we find to be the case. 

Five of the plantations were bought by the freedmen themselves, who are now 
carrying them on as independent cultivators. Everywhere the freedmen, on hearing 
that the lands were to be sold, were eager to buy, and it was found in many cases that 
they had saved considerable sums of money from their earnings of the previous year. 
This almost universal desire of the Negroes to become landowners is a complete 
refutation of the charge that sudden emancipation from forced labor opens the door 
for the return of the blacks to barbarism. 

The conditions, under which the trial of free labor is now carried on in South 
Carolina, are unparalleled in history. Those who are familiar with the results of 
emancipation in the French and English colonies will find few points of comparison 
between those results and the present workings of freedom on the Sea Islands. 
Consider that at no previous time, and in no other country, has there ever been an 
immediate and unconditional abolition of slavery. France, in the frenzy of the 
Revolution, declared that slavery was abolished, but was forced to reestablish it under 
the consulate; and, during the half century which followed before the complete and 
final emancipation of the slaves in 1846, we find continually acts and measures 
adopted which gradually paved the way to this ultimate success. England, too, after 
the abolition of the slave trade, made repeated efforts to ameliorate the condition of 
the slave population of her colonies, and when, in 1833, the Act of Emancipation was 
passed, it was found that, while declaring all slaves on English soil to be instantly 
free, it made provisions for transforming them into apprenticed laborers. In South 
Carolina, emancipation, proclaimed by the guns of Admiral Dupont, was instant, 
unlooked for, and without conditions. However ardently it may have been desired by 
the slaves themselves, they surely could not have expected it, at a time when the 
belief universally prevailed among the planters that the forts which defended their 
islands were impregnable. 

In the colonies of France and England, there was no civil war, bringing into 
the midst of the plantations the demoralizing influences of the camp, harassing the 
simple-minded freedmen with constant fear of reverses, which would consign them to 
a worse bondage than they had ever known, and tending, in the absence of all civil 
law and the restraints of a well-ordered society, to draw away the laborer from the 
cultivation of the soil. In South Carolina, moreover, no masters or overseers were left, 
as in the French and English colonies, to direct the Negroes in their labor; and, in 
consequence, their guidance has been entrusted to a body of superintendents from the 
North, most of them young men, and all without experience, either in the 
management of the blacks or the culture of the cotton. This complete separation of the 
freedmen from their former masters, by reason of the flight and escape of all the 
planters, has been, in many respects, most favorable to their progress in Liberty. 
Consider for a moment what would have been the result if, at any time during the past 
thirty years, it had been possible to effect the abolishment of slavery in these islands 
by an act of the General government. Who can doubt that such an act, passed against 
the wills of the slaveholders, would have produced the most disastrous consequences, 



and that such an experiment of free labor as is now going on would have been utterly 
impossible? Those, at least, who have had opportunities for observing the bitter hate 
engendered toward the Negroes, among those master whom the proclamation of the 
lst of January deprived of their former 'chattels,' cannot but regard with satisfaction 
such peaceful solutions of this fearful problem as that effected at Port Royal, where 
the shot and shell of our gunboats, in breaking the chains of the slave, at the same 
moment compelled the master to flight. 

 
Religion of the Freedmen 

 
The religious condition of the South Carolina freedmen presents many 

peculiar and interesting features. Whether, like the Negroes in the 'old North State,' 
they celebrated their new birth into freedom by services of praise and thanksgiving at 
the altar, I have been unable to learn; but certain it is, that the wonderful tranquility of 
their sudden transition from bondage, and the good use which they have made of their 
liberty, are owing in great measure to their deep religious earnestness. This 
earnestness, it is evident, is not the result of conviction or enlightenment, so much as 
of the strong emotional nature of the blacks, intensified by sympathy, and kept alive 
to religious feeling by their frequent meetings for prayer and praise. Yet, to the 
careful observer, the blind and often superstitious worship of these people, which, as 
is now so plainly seen, was fostered by slavery, is one of the saddest results of the 
system. Those who are now permitted to watch over the religious progress of the 
freedmen can bring new and abundant proof to the assertion of De Tocqueville, that 
'Christianity is a religion of freemen.' The present opportunities for religious worship 
which the freedmen enjoy consist of their 'praise meetings' - similar in most respects 
to our prayer meetings - which are held two or three times a week on the plantations, 
and the Sunday services at the various churches scattered about the islands. These 
services are usually conducted by white preachers, and are attend not only by the 
Negroes, but also by the superintendents, teachers, and many casual visitors from the 
camps. At Beaufort and Hilton Head large and flourishing Sunday schools are in 
operation. Most of the freedmen belong either to the Baptist or Methodist 
denomination, and the fervor and zeal of the preachers of the latter persuasion always 
find a response in the excitable and impulsive nature of the blacks. It is not a little 
singular that, while Cochin can write concerning the freedmen in the French colonists 
that 'the Catholic worship has incomparable attractions for the blacks,' we find the 
Negro in our own country everywhere attracted toward that sect of Protestants which 
has always been the most powerful antagonist to Romanism. 

On Sunday, the 15th of March, in company with a party of superintendents 
and teachers, I attended a service held for the freedmen on St. Helena's Island. Our 
ride from the plantation took us through field and wood, till we reached the main road 
on which the church is situated. It is a simple, unpretending structure of brick, shaded 
on all sides by handsome live oaks. Near by is the small cemetery and the drooping 
moss from the oaks hangs in sombre beauty over the graves. Under the trees is a 
group of superintendents discussing the news and the last order of General Hunter. As 
we ride up, a party of officers comes galloping in from camp, while from the other 
direction is seen approaching a venerable carryall, conveying a party of lady teachers 



from a distant plantation. The service has already begun, and the church is crowded 
with the dusky auditors, while here and there may be seen a pew filled with 'white 
folks.' The day is warm, so we can stand by the open window and take in the whole 
scene at a single glance. No danger to-day of any manifestations of overwrought 
feelings; no groans nor excited shouting of 'Amen.' The preacher has taken his text 
from the first chapter of Genesis, and he is describing the wonders of the creation. His 
sermon might properly be entitled a 'disquisition upon the universe.' It is evident that 
his colored hearers fail to see the 'beauty and mysterious order of the stellar world' 
which he is portraying, for most of them are already dozing, and the rest are nodding 
their heads as if in sleepy assent to the undoubted truth of the good man's words. He 
has overreached his mark, and hits neither the heads nor the hearts of his 
congregation. At length the discourse is ended, and all rise to join the closing hymn, 
which is 'deaconed call' by the minister, and responded to by the Negroes in a 
monotonous 'yah, yah.' They have not recovered from the soporific effect of the 
sermon, and, besides, can hardly be blamed for not catching the feebly altered words. 
But their time is coming. No sooner is the benediction pronounced, than one of the 
Negro elders strikes up a well known hymn, and, suddenly rousing from their stupor, 
the whole congregation join in singing in clear and ringing tones verse after verse of 
the jubilant song. Then follow other hymns and chants peculiar to the Negro worship, 
the crude expressions of their deep emotional feeling. As we leave the church, we are 
convinced that the religious teachers of the newly freed blacks are sadly at fault in 
repeating so much the kind of preaching to which the Negroes were accustomed 
under the old system, and in neglecting to pour into their perceptive souls both the 
light and warmth of the gospel. As an officer remarked who had stood at our side 
listening to the service: 'These people had enough of the Old Testament thrown at 
their heads under slavery. Now give them the glorious utterances and practical 
teachings of the Great Master.' 

At some of the meetings of the freedmen, they are addressed by Negro 
preachers, who never fail to speak with great effect. In Alexandria, Va., I was told by 
the superintendent of the freedmen of an old Negro teacher and exhorter, the self-
elected pastor of all the blacks there, going about from house to house to minister to 
the wants of the sick and afflicted, teaching the young, and speaking in all the 
meetings. 'This old Negro,' said the superintendent 'has more influence over the 
blacks, and does more good among them, than all the missionaries and chaplains who 
have been sent here.' To the same effect is the testimony of all who have listened to 
the colored preacher at Port Royal, and who know the great power which the chief 
elders of their churches possess over the rest of the Negroes. A verbatim report of an 
exhortation given, just before the expedition to Jacksonville, Fla., to the soldiers of 
Colonel Higginson's 1st South Carolina Volunteers, by one of these Negro preachers, 
would be worthy a place in 'American oratory.' I remember only one striking passage, 
where, in his appeal to the troops to fight bravely, he urged them to seek always the 
post of danger, since heaven would be the immediate reward of all who should be 
killed in battle; for, said he, as if moved by an oracle: 'What hab been, dat will be. He 
who is de fust man to get into de boat, and de fust to jump on shore, him, if he fall, 
will be de fust to get to heaben.' Then, as if standing already in the midst of the fight, 
and with all the feelings of his nature roused against his enemies, he added: 'An' when 



do battle comes - when you see de Eunn'l put his shoulder to de wheel, and hear de 
shot and shell flying all round like de rain drops, den remember dat ebery one ob dose 
shot is a bot ob de Almighty God to send dem rebels to deir eberlasting damnatin.' 
Such fervent utterances are not uncommon among the Negro preschers, and are well 
calculated to produce a powerful effect upon the susceptible natures of their hearers, 
'deep answering unto deep." 

 
Negro 'Shouts' and Shout Songs. 

 
At the 'praise meetings' on the plantations, one of the elders usually presides, 

and conducts the exercises with great solemnity. Passages of Scripture are quoted 
from memory, and the hymns, which constitute the principal feature of the meeting, 
are deaconed off as at church. Sometimes the superintendent or one of the teachers 
attends these meetings, and is then expected to conduct the exercises and make an 
address. After the praise meeting is over, there usually follows the very singular and 
impressive performance of the 'shout' or religious dance of the Negroes. Three or 
four, standing still, clapping their hands and beating time with their feet, commence 
singing in unison one of the peculiar shout melodies, while the others walk round in a 
ring in single file joining also in the song. Soon those in the ring leave off their 
singing, the others keeping it up the while with increased vigor, and strike into the 
shout step, observing most accurate time with the music. This step is something 
halfway between a shuffle and a dance, as difficult for an uninitiated person to 
describe as to imitate. At the end of each stanza of the song the dancers stop short 
with a slight stamp on the last note, and then, putting the other foot forward, proceed 
through the next verse. They will often dance to the same song for twenty or thirty 
minutes, once or twice, perhaps, varying the monotony of their movement by walking 
for a little while and joining in the singing. The physical exertion, which is really very 
great, as the dance calls into play nearly every muscle of the body, seems never to 
weary them in the least, and they frequently keep up a shout for hours, resting only 
for brief intervals between the different songs. Yet, in trying to imitate them, I was 
completely tired out in a very short time. The children are the best dancers, and are 
allowed by their parents to have a shout at any time, though, with the adults, the shout 
always follows a religious meeting, and none but church members are expected to 
join. It is to one of these shouts of the Negro children that Mr. Russell alludes in his 
diary when describing a visit which he paid to a plantation near Charleston in April, 
1861. He speaks of the children as a set of "ragged, dirty, and shoeless urchins, who 
came in shyly, oftentimes running away till they were chased and captured, dressed 
into line with much difficulty, and, then, shuffling their flat feet, clapping their hands, 
and drawing out in a monotonous sort of chant something about the River Jawdam." 
Such a sketch conveys no idea of the shout as it may be witnessed to day on any of 
the plantations among the Sea Islands. You will find the children clean, and, in 
general, neatly dressed, coming into the room when asked by the superintendent, 
rendering of their impressive and oftentimes pleasing melodies in a manner seldom 
surpassed in our schools at the North, while their 'shouting' reveals a suppleness of 
limb and peculiar grace of motion beyond the power of our dancing masters to 
impart. 



There are many features of the Negro shout which amuse us from their 
strangeness; some, also, that strike the observer as wholly absurd. Yet, viewed as a 
religious exercise - and in this light it is always considered by the older Negroes - I 
cannot help regarding it, in spite of many of its characteristics, as both a natural and a 
rational expression of devotional feeling. The Negroes never indulge in it when, for 
any reason, they feel downhearted or sad at their meetings. The shout is a simple 
outburst and manifestation of religious fervor - a 'rejoicing in the Lord' - making a 
'joyful noise unto the God of their salvation.' 

The words of the shout songs are a singular medley of things sacred and 
profane, and are the natural outgrowth of the imperfect and fragmentary knowledge 
of the Scriptures which the Negroes have picked up. The substitution for these crude 
productions of appropriate hymns, would remove from the shout that which is now 
the chief objection to it in intelligent minds, and would make of the dance, to which 
the Negroes are so much attached, a useful auxiliary in their religious culture. The 
tunes to which these songs are sung, are some of them weird and wild - 'barbaric 
madrigals' - while others are sweet and impressive melodies. The most striking of 
their barbaric airs it would be impossible to write out, but many of their more 
common melodies are easily caught upon being heard a few tunes. This music of the 
Negro shout opens a new and rich file of melody - a mine in which there is much 
rough quartz, but also many veins of sparkling ore. 

What, for example, could be more animated, and at the same time more 
expressive of the thought conveyed in the verse than the following chorus? - The 
introduction to which is a sort of recitative or chant: 

 

 
 
The words of the chant are evidently a very childlike expression of the wish to 

die with the same good will and spirit of forgiveness which were manifested in the 
Savior's death. 

Of a very different character is the following verse, sung to the same 
recitative:  

 



'O, Death he is a little man. He goes from do' to do'., 
He kill some soul, an he wounded some, An' he lef' some soul for to pray.' 
 
A most striking contrast between the recitative and chorus, is presented in the 

following: 
 
Recitative (Sung to one note like a chant, with a cadence at the end):- 
    'I wonder why Satan do follow me so? 
    Satan hab noting't all for to do, long 'wid me.' 

 
 
The next song presents a greater variety in melody, as well as in the different 

verses, which seem to have no connection whatever with each other. The 'Parson 
Fuller' referred to is the Rev. Dr. Fuller, of Baltimore, who owns a plantation on one 
of the islands: 

 

 
 
 
The following has evidently been composed since the Negroes became free, 

and expresses very forcibly their feelings toward 'driber, massa, and missus': 



 
Perhaps the best illustration of the Scriptural patchwork which characterizes 

many of the shout songs is seen in the 'Lonesome Valley,' the music of which is very 
quaint and plaintive: 

 

 
 
The example above given will convey a good idea of the general character of 

the shout songs. Apart from these religious songs, there is no music among the South 
Carolina freedmen, except the simple airs which are sung by the boatmen, as they row 
on the rivers and creeks. A tinge of sadness pervades all their melodies, which bear as 
little resemblance to the popular Ethiopian melodies of the day as twilight to 
noonday. The joyous, merry strains which have been associated in the minds of many 
with the Southern Negro are never heard on the Sea Islands. Indeed, by most of the 
Negroes, such songs as 'Uncle Ned' and 'O Susanna' are considered as highly 
improper. In the schools, many of the best songs which are sung in our Sunday and 
public schools have been introduced, and are opening new sources of pleasure to a 
race so musical by their very nature as are the Negroes of the South. 

While in Beaufort, I attended a concert given by a band of genuine 'Negro 
minstrels.' The company had take the name of the 'Charleston Minstrels,' and was 
composed mainly of refugees from Charleston, who were then servants to various 
officers in General Saxton's Department. The concert was held in the Episcopal 
Church, and the proceeds devoted to the benefit of the sick and wounded of the First 
South Carolina Volunteers. The first view of the performers, as they sat round the 
stage, a dozen finely formed and good looking Negroes, caused the spectator to fancy 
himself in the presence of the famous band of Christy, or some other company of 
white Ethiopian Serenaders. Soon, the opera glass revealed the amusing fact, that, 
although every minstrel was by nature as black as black could be, yet all the 
performers had given their faces a coating of burnt cork, in order that their 
resemblance to Yankee minstrels might be in every respect complete. There were 
excellent voices among the singers, and some of the players handled their instruments 



with surprising skill; but the presence of an audience composed entirely of white 
people, and including many of the highest officers in the Department, evidently 
caused great embarrassment to performers so unaccustomed to the stage. Not a single 
song which could be called comic was included in the programme; and, with the 
exception of a few patriotic airs, the songs were of the 'Lily Dale,' half-mournful sort. 
Between the pieces there was the customary telling of anecdotes and cracking of 
jokes, some of which were quite amusing, while others excited laughter from the 
manner in which they were told. As an imitation of our Northern minstrelsy given by 
a band of uneducated Negro musicians, the performance was a wonderful success. 
Yet the general impression left upon the mind of the hearer was far from pleasing. 
One could not help feeling that a people, whose very natures are attuned to harmony, 
are capable of something better than even the most perfect imitation of those who 
have so grossly caricatured their race. 

 
Schools and Education Among the Freedman 

 
The education of the children of the freedmen was begun simultaneously with 

the work of employing the Negroes as free laborers. Teachers, both men and women, 
from Boston, New York, and Philadelphia, accompanied the superintendents, who 
were sent to Port Royal in March, 1862. The results of their labors during the past 
year have been most encouraging, in spite of the changes and confusion caused by the 
war and the numerous obstacles in the way of a steady and continued application on 
the part of the children. The teachers in their reports all unite to attest the 'universal 
eagerness to learn,' which they have not found equaled in white persons, arising both 
from the desire for knowledge common to all, and the desire to raise their condition 
now so very strong among these people. The details of these reports present few 
points of special interest to the common reader. A common mistake, both of those 
who visit these schools for the first time, and of others who have merely heard of 
their existence, arises from comparing the Negro schools, where children of all ages 
are to be seen, with our district schools in New England, where difference of age 
implies a corresponding difference in attainments. 'What are your most advanced 
classes studying?’ Is very often asked of the teachers, when a moment's reflection 
would convince the inquirer that the Primer and First Reader are the only books 
which we expect to see in the hands of children who have but just learned their 
letters. Viewing the rapid progress which these colored children have made in 
learning to read during the past year - many of them being obliged to leave school and 
work in the field during a considerable portion of the time - the retentive memories 
which they have shown in their studies, and their great eagerness to learn, which 
requires no urging from parents or teachers, and which manifests itself in the punctual 
attendance even of those who are obliged to walk from long distances to the school 
house - we may well be satisfied with what has already been accomplished and with 
the prospects for the future. 

As a general rule, the adults are as eager to learn as the children and the 
reading or spelling book is the almost invariable companion of the freedmen when off 
duty. On the wharves, in the intervals between labor - in the camp, whenever a leisure 
moment is found - on the plantations, when work is done - everywhere, you will see 



the Negroes with book in hand, patiently pouring over their lesson, picking the way 
along as best they can, or eagerly following the guidance of some kind friend who 
stops to teach them. Probably few of these adult students will ever advance beyond a 
simple knowledge of reading, and many, doubtless, will stop short of this, lacking the 
perseverance necessary to attain success. Most of the freedmen, however, are so 
earnest and determined in their pursuit of knowledge, so patient and untiring in their 
efforts to learn, and, withal, enjoy such keen pleasure in this awakening to 
consciousness of their mental powers, that they cannot fail to elevate themselves 
thereby, and also to feel an increased interest in the education of their children. 

 
In Camp 

 
Negro soldiers on the Sea Islands have long since ceased to be objects of 

wonder or curiosity, and may be seen to-day in camp, on picket, or on detached 
service, everywhere doing their work in a quiet, soldierly manner, and attracting no 
more attention than the white troops about them. Through many difficulties, and 
against great opposition, they have conquered their present honorable position in the 
Department of the South. The untimely draft of the freedmen made by General 
Hunter in May, 1862, the violence and deception, with which the order was enforced, 
as well as the refusal of the Government to receive these regiments into the service, 
causing the dispersion of the troops without pay and without honor, was enough to 
discourage all further enlistments. But when, last winter, General Saxton called for 
volunteers, an entire regiment was soon raised, and early in the present year, the lst 
South Carolina volunteers were ready to take the field. Fortunately for the regiment 
and for the country, the services of Thomas Wentwroth Higginson, of Worcester, 
Mass., were secured as commander of this first regiment of Union soldiers raised in 
South Carolina. 'The right man in the right place' has not become so common a sight 
in our army, as to prevent our being thankful that so fit an appointment was made and 
accepted. Surely we are but just beginning to learn what heroes we have, when we see 
a man of high literary attainments, whose eloquent words, both spoken and written, 
have contributed so largely to the physical, mental, and moral culture of his 
countrymen, laying down the mighty sword at the call of duty, and winning at once 
by his wisdom and skill the two highest objects of one officer's ambition, the devotion 
of his men, and the commendation of his superiors. 

Soon after arriving at Port Royal, I paid a visit to Colonel Higginson's 
regiment, then encamped about four miles from Beaufort. Setting out on horseback in 
company with one of the superintendents, our ride took us along the banks of the 
Beaufort River, past cotton plantations, and through pleasant woods bright with the 
golden blossoms of the pines. although it was early in February, we saw the Negroes 
at work in the fields, 'listing' the around - a process of breaking up the soil with hoes - 
while here and there a solitary palmetto stood, like a scarecrow, as if to warn away all 
invaders. We soon reached 'Camp Saxton,' which we found pleasantly situated near a 
large and magnificent grove of live oaks, just at the bend of the river, where a fine 
view is given of the winding stream, the harbor of Port Royal, and the low-lying 
islands in the distance. The grove, which is the handsomest on the islands, was 
formerly part of a plantation belonging to a master well known by his cruelty toward 



his slaves, and the tree which served as the whipping post is still pointed out. A short 
distance from the camp, by the river side, may be seen the remains of an old Spanish 
fort, built of oyster shells, and said to have been erected in the year 1637. 

To one accustomed to notice the sanitary appearance of camps, the neatness 
observable both in the streets and tents of 'Camp Saxton' was an agreeable surprise. 
Few camps in any department of the army are better policed, or present to the visitor 
such a general air of order and cleanliness as this first encampment of Colonel 
Higginson's regiment. As we enter one of the streets a company inspection of arms is 
going on, which displays to good advantage the proficiency of the colored soldier in 
the militia of his work. Soon after, we are summoned to witness a battalion drill, and 
my companion, who has been both an army officer and a 'Democrat,' is extravagant in 
his praise of the movements and evolutions of the troops. Before leaving the camp we 
visit the snug and comfortable hospital into which Yankee ingenuity has 
metamorphosed the upper story of an old ginhouse. The surgeon informs us that the 
most common disease in the regiment is pneumonia, and that, in order to guard as far 
as possible against this, he has the middle board of the tent floor taken up just at 
night, and a fire built on the ground, to remove the dampness. 

We are careful to make our exit at the proper place, as Negro soldiers on 
guard observe unwonted strictness, and we hear of their having threatened to shoot 
the commanding general himself for attempting to pass out at some other turn the 
regular passage way. 

I have seen the soldiers of Colonel Higginson's regiment on several other 
occasions than the one above described, and have always found them displaying the 
same soldierly qualities. Their picketing of Port Royal Island has not been surpassed 
by any white regiment for the rigor and watchfulness with which it was enforced. 
'Will they fight?' is a question which the events of the war are fast answering in the 
affirmative. The South Carolina volunteers have not as yet met the rebels in close 
conflict; but, in holding captured places against large numbers of the enemy, in 
passing rebel batteries on the Florida rivers, and in hazardous excursions into the 
heart of the enemy's country, where they have been constantly exposed to the fire of 
sharp-shooters and guerrillas, they have behaved as bravely as any other regiments in 
the service; while they have united in their ready obedience and prompt execution of 
orders, a dash and fierceness such as might have been expected from their excitable 
nature when under the stimulus of actual warfare. In view, therefore, of the admirable 
manner in which these freedmen have performed all the duties of a soldier's life 
which have thus far been required of them, it is fair to presume that in the fierce 
shock of open battle, they will acquit themselves like men. A striking illustration of 
the wide difference between the theories of those who oppose the use of the Negro as 
a soldier, and the facts which the war is constantly revealing, was furnished on our 
passage from North Carolina to Port Royal. 'Will the Negro troops be clean?' was 
asked of an officer of the regular army, and his reply was a highly wrought and 
imaginary description of the horrible condition of the garrisons, and the fearful 
epidemics, which would be occasioned by placing black soldiers in the forts on our 
southern coast. The facts of the case in reference to the comparative cleanliness of 
white and black troops showed that, while the companies of regulars under this 
officer's car habitually neglected on shipboard the simplest sanitary regulations, such 



as sweeping and washing the decks, the Negro soldiers who had been taken on our 
Government transportation various points on the Florida coast, daily observed these 
important rules, gaining thereby the commendation of the ship's officers, and 
promoting at the same time their own health and comfort. The explanation of this fact 
is found in the prompt and unquestioning obedience of the black soldier, the peculiar 
characteristic of those who have been accustomed in a state of servitude to execute 
the commands of those who were over them. 

The tide of public opinion is setting so strongly in favor of the use of Negroes 
as soldiers that the present danger seems to lie in the direction of our indulging in too 
extravagant expectations of their efficiency. We must now overlook the fact that, in 
the case of the former slaves, as much depends upon the character of their officers as 
upon the valor of the men. Nor should it be forgotten that among the freedmen who 
come within our lines, there is only a small proportion of able-bodied men capable of 
enduring the hardships of the service. In too many instances slavery has sapped the 
vigor of their lives, and the examinations of our surgeons have revealed an extent of 
physical weakness which is truly surprising. There can, however, no longer be any 
doubt in the minds of candid and loyal men, that the freedmen who are able to bear 
arms will prove themselves valiant soldiers, jealous defenders of their own and their 
country's liberties, and a terror to their enemies, who have so madly attempted to 
destroy both 'Liberty and Union." 

 
Another excellent description of the Negro spiritual and an analysis of 

them is given in the June, 1867 Atlantic Monthly entitled "Negro spirituals." It 

speaks of the double meaning of the words and the symbolism used in the lyrics. 

It also illustrates the developing of a new spiritual by one of the boatmen. All the 

Negro music had religious motives even the songs they import from the 

Ethiopian Minstrel from the north.  These and other spirituals were published in 

a collection entitled ''Slave Songs of the United States." 

1867 - ATLANTIC MONTHLY - JUNE 
 

NEGRO SPIRITUALS - The war (Sic. Civil War) brought to some of us, 
besides its direct experiences, many a strange fulfillment of dreams of other days. For 
instance, the present writer had been a faithful student of the Scottish ballads, and had 
always envied Sir Walter the delight of tracing them out amid their own heather, and 
of writing them down piecemeal from the lips of aged crones. It was a strange 
enjoyment, therefore, to be suddenly brought into the midst of a kindred world of 
unwritten songs, as simple and indigenous as the Border Minstrelsy, more uniformly 
plaintive, almost always more quaint, and often as essentially poetic. 

This interest was rather increased by the fact that I had for many years heard 
of this case of songs under the name of "Negro Spirituals," and had even heard some 
of them sung by friends from South Carolina. I could now gather on their own soil 
these strange plants, which I had before seen as in museums alone. True, the 
individual songs rarely coincided; there was a line here, a chorus there-just enough to 
fix the class, but this was unmistakable. It was not strange that they differed, for the 
range seemed almost endless, and South Carolina, Georgia, and Florida seemed to 



have nothing but the general character in common, until all were mingled in the 
united stock of camp melodies. 

Often in the starlit evening I have returned from some lonely ride by the swift 
river, or on the plover-haunted barrens, and entering the camp, have silently 
approached some glimmering fire, around which the daily figures moved in the 
rhythmic barbaric dance the Negroes call a "shout," chanting, often harshly, but 
always in the most perfect time, some monotonous refrain. Writing down in the 
darkness, as I best could,-perhaps with my hand in the ____ covert of my pocket,-the 
words of the song. I have afterwards carried it to my tent, like some captured bird or 
insect, and then, after examination, put it by. Or, summoning one of the men at some 
period of leisure,-Corporal Robert Button, for instance, whose iron memory held all 
the details of a song as if it were a fad or a forest,-I have completed the new specimen 
by supplying the absent parts. The music I could only retain by ear, and tough the 
more common strains were repeated often enough to fix their impression, there were 
others that occurred only once or twice.  

The words will be here given, as nearly as possible, in the original dialect; and 
if the spelling seems sometimes inconsistent, or the misspelling insufficient, it is 
because I could get no nearer. I wished to avoid seems to me the only error of 
Lowells' "Biglow Papers" in respect to dialect,- the occasional use of an extreme 
misspelling, which merely confuses the eye, without taking us any closer to the 
peculiarity of sound.  

The favorite song in camp was the following,-sung with no accompaniment 
but the measured clapping of hands and the clatter of many feet. It was sung perhaps 
twice as often as any other. This was partly due to the fact that it properly consisted of 
a chorus alone, with which the verses of other songs might be combined at random. 
 

I. Hold Your Light  
 
"Hold your light, Brudder Robert, Hold your light 

Hold you light on Canaan's shore 

"What make old Satan for follow me so? 

Satan ain't got nothin' for do wid me. 

Hold your light, hold your light, 

Hold your light on Canaan's shore." 

 
This would be sung for half an hour at a time, perhaps, each person present 

being named in turn. It seemed the simplest primitive type of "spiritual." The next in 
popularity was almost as elementary, and, like this, named successively each one of 
the circle. It was, however, much more resounding and convivial in its music.  
    

II.  Bound to Go 
 
"Jordan River, I'm bound to go bound to go, bound to go 

Jordan River, I'm bound to go, bound to go, etc. 

"My Sister Lucy, I'm bound to go, etc. 

 



Sometimes it was "tink 'em" (think them) "fare ye well." The ye was so 
detached, that I thought at first it was "very" or "vary well." Another picturesque 
song, which seemed immensely popular, was at first very bewildering to me. I could 
not make out the first words of the chorus, and called it the "Romandar," being 
reminded of some Romantic song which I had formerly heard. That association quite 
fell in with the Orientalism of the new tent-life. 

 
    III.  Room In There 
 
"O my mudder is gone! my mudder is gone! My mudder is gone into heaven, my Lord! 

I 

can't stay behind! Dere's room in dar, room in dar, Room in dar, in de heaven, my 

Lord! I 

can't stay behind, my dear, I can't stay behind. 

"O my fader is gone!" etc. 

"O, de angels are gone!" etc. 

"O, I'se been on de road! I'se been on de road" I'se been on de road into heaven, my 

Lord! I 

can't stay behind! O, room in dar, room in dar, room in dar, in de heaven, my Lord! I 

can't 

stay behind! 

 
By this time every man within hearing, from oldest to youngest, would be 

wriggling and shuffling, as if through some magic piper's bewitchment; for even 
those who at first affected contemptuous indifference would be drawn into the vortex 
erelong.  

Next to these in popularity ranked a class of songs belonging emphatically to 
the Church Militant and available for camp purposes with very little strain upon their 
symbolism. This for instance, had a true companion-in-arms heartiness about it, not 
impaired by the feminine invocation at the end. 
 
   IV. Hail Mary 
 
"One more valiant soldier here one more valiant soldier here  

One more valiant soldier here, to help me bear de cross. 

O hail, Mary hail! Hail, Mary, hail! Hail, Mary, hail! to help me bear de cross." 

  
I fancied that the original reading might have been "soul," instead of 

"soldier,"-with some other syllable inserted, to fill out the metre,-and that the "Hail, 
Mary," might denote a Roman Catholic origin, as I had several men from St. 
Augustine who held in a dim way to that faith. It was a very ringing song, though not 
so grandly jubilant as the next, which was really impressive as the singers pealed it 
out, when marching or rowing or embarking. 

  
  V.  My Army Cross Over 
 



"My army cross over, my army cross over, We'll cross de river Jordan. My army 

cross over; 

We'll cross de danger water, my army cross over; We'll cross de mighty Myo. My 

army cross 

over. (thrice.) O Pharaoh's army drowned! My army cross over." 

  
I could get no explanation of the "mighty Myo," except that one of the old 

men thought it meant the river of death. Perhaps it is an African word. In the 
Cameroon dialect, "Mawa" signifies "to die."  

The next also has a military ring about it, and the first line is well matched by 
the music. The rest is conglomerate, and one or two lines show a more Northern 
origin. "Done" is a Virginia shibboleth, quite distinct from the "been" which replaces 
it in South Carolina. Yet one of their best choruses, without any fixed words, was, 
"De bell done ringing," for which, in proper South Carolina dialect, would have been 
substituted, "De bell been a-ring." This refrain may have gone South with our army.  

 
   VI.  Ride in, Kind Saviour 
 

"Ride in, kind Saviour! no man can hinder me 

O, Jesus is a mighty man! no man, etc. 

We're marching through Virginny fields, no man, etc. 

O, Satan is a busy man, no man, etc. 

And he has his sword and shield, no man, etc. 

O, old Secesh done come and gone! no man can hinder me." 

 

Sometimes they substituted "hinder we," which was more spicy to the ear, and 
more in keeping with the usual head-over-heels arrangement of their pronouns.  

Almost all their songs were thoroughly religious in their tone, however quaint 
their expression, and were in a minor key, both as to words and music. The attitude is 
always the same, and, as a commentary on the life of the race, is infinitely pathetic. 
Nothing but patience for this life,-nothing but triumph in the next. Sometimes the 
present predominates, sometimes the future; but the combination is always implied. 
In the following, for instance, we hear simply the patience.  

 

  VII. This World Almost Done 

 

"Brudder, keep your lamp trimmin' and a-burnin 'Keep your lamp trimmin' and a-

burnin' 

(twice) For dis world most done. So keep your lamp, etc. Dis world most done." 

  

But in the next, the final reward of patience is proclaimed as plaintively.  
 

   VIII. I Want To Go Home. 

 

"Dere's no rain to wet you, O, yes, I want to go home. 

Dere's no sun to burn you, O, yes, I want to go home. 



O, push along, believers, O, yes, etc. 

Dere's no hard trials, O, yes, etc. (other verses given) 

 

This next was a boat-song, and timed well with the tug of the oar. 
  

   IX.  The Coming Day 

 

"I want to go to Canaan, (thrice) To meet 'em at de comin' day. O, remember, let me 

go to 

Canaan, (thrice.) to meet 'em, etc. O brudder, let me go to Canaan, (thrice) to meet 

'em, etc. 

My brudder, you-oh! remember (thrice.) 

To meet 'em at de comin' day." 

 

The following begins with a startling affirmation, yet the last line quite out-
does the first. This, too, was a capital boat-song.  

 

   X.  One More River. 

 

O, Jordan band was a great old band! Dere ain't but one more river to cross.  

We have some valiant soldier here, Dere ain't ,etc. 

Dere's a hill on my left, and he catch on my right,  

Dere ain't but one more river to cross." 

 
I could get no explanation of this last riddle, except, "Dat mean, if you go on 

de leff, go to 'struction, and if you go on de right, go to God, for sure." In others, more 
of spiritual conflict is implied, as in this next: 
  
   XI  O The Dying Lamb! 
 
"I want to go where Moses trod, O de dying Lamb! For Moses gone to de promised 

land, O 

de dying Lamb! To drink from springs dat never run dry, O, etc. 

Cry O my Lord! O, etc. 

Before I'll stay in hell one day, O, etc. 

I'm in hopes to pray my sins away, O,  etc. 

Cry O my Lord! O, etc. 

Brudder Moses promised for be dar too, O, etc. 

To drink from streams dat never run dry, O de dying Lamb!"  

 
In the next, the conflict is at its height, and the lurid imagery of the 

Apocalypse is brought to bear. This book, with the books of Moses, constituted their 
Bible all that lay between, even the narratives of the life of Jesus, they hardly cared to 
read or to hear. 
 
   XII.  Down in the Valley 



 
"We'll run and never tire, (thrice), Jesus set poor sinners free, way down in de valley, 

Who will rise and go with me? You're heern talk of Jesus, Who set poor sinners free. 

"De lightnin' 

and de flashin', de lightnin' and de flashin',(thrice)Jesus set poor sinners, free I can't 

stand de 

fire (thrice) Jesus set poor sinners free. De green trees a-flamin'. (thrice) Jesus set 

poor sinners 

free, Way down in de valley. Who will rise and go with me" You're heern talk of Jesus 

who 

set poor sinners free." 

  

"De valley" and "de lonesome valley" were familiar words in their religious 
experience. To descend into that region implied the same process with the "anxious-
seat" of the camp-meeting. When a young girl was supposed to enter it, she bound a 
handkerchief by a peculiar knot over her head, and made it a point of honor not to 
change a single garment till the day of her baptism, so that she was sure of being in 
physical readiness for the cleansing, rite, whatever her spiritual mood might be. More 
than once, in noticing a damsel thus mystically kerchiefed, I have asked some dusky 
attendant its meaning, and have received the unfailing answer,-framed with their 
usual indifference to the genders of pronouns, "He in de lonesome valley, sa."  

The next gives the same dramatic conflict, while its detached and impersonal 
refrain gives it strikingly the character of the Scotch and Scandinavian ballads 

 
  XIII Cry Holy 
 

. Here is an infinitely quaint description of the length of the heavenly road; 
  

   XIV O'er The Crossing. 
 
"Yonder's my old mudder, been a-waggin' at de hill so long. It's about time she'll 

cross over; 

Get home bimeby. Keep prayin', I do believe We're a long time waggin' o'er de 

crossin' -eey 

prayin', I do believe We'll get home to heaven bimeby.  (other verses given) 

 
One of the most singular pictures of future joys, and with a fine flavor of hospitality 
about it, was this:-  
 
   XV.  Walk 'Em Easy. 
 
"O, walk 'em easy round de heaven, Walk 'em easy round de heaven,(twice) Dat all 

de people 

may join de band. Walk 'em easy round de heaven (thrice) O, shout glory till 'em join 

dat 

land!" 



 
The chorus was usually the greater part of the song, and often came in 

paradoxically, thus: 
  

   XVI. O Yes Lord. 
 
"O, must I be like de foolish man? O yes, Lord! Will build de house on de sandy hill, 

O 

yes, Lord! I'll build my house on Zion hill, O yes, Lord! Bi wubd bir raub cab blow 

me 

down, O yes Lord!" 

  
The next is very graceful and lyrical, and with more variety of rhythm than 

usual: 
  

   XVII.  How Low, Mary 
 
"How low, Mary, how low, Martha, For Jesus come and lock de door, and carry de 

keys away. 

Sail, sail, over yonder, and view de promised land, for Jesus come, etc. Weep, O 

Mary, bow 

low, Martha, for Jesus come, etc. sail, sail, my true believer: Sail, sail, over yonder; 

Mary, 

bow low, Martha, bow low,  

For Jesus come and lock de door and carry de keys away." 

 
But of all the "spiritual" that which surprised me the most, I think,-perhaps 

because it was that in which external nature furnished the images most directly,-was 
this. With all my experience of their ideal ways of speech, I was startled when first I 
came on such a flower of poetry in that dark soil. 

  
   XVIII.  I know Moon-Rise. 
 
I know moon-rise, I know star-rise, lay dis body down. 

I walk in de moonlight, I walk in de starlight, to lay dis body down. 

 I'll walk in de graveyard, I'll walk through de graveyard, to lay dis body down. 

  
"I'll lie in de grave and stretch out my arms." Never, it seems to me, since man 

first lived and suffered, was his infinite longing for peace uttered more plaintively 
than in that line.   

The next is one of the wildest and most striking of the whole series; there is a 
mystical effect and a passionate, striving throughout the whole. The Scriptural 
struggle between Jacob and the angel, which is only dimly expressed in the words, 
seems all uttered in the music. I think it impressed my imagination more powerfully 
than any other of these songs. 

  



   XIX.  Wrestling Jacob. 
 
"O wrestling Jacob, Jacob, day's a breakin': I will not let thee go! O wrestling Jacob, 

Jacob, 

day's a-breakin'; He will not let me go! O, I hold my brudder wid a tremblin' hand; I 

would 

not let him go! I hold my sister wid a tremblin' hand; I would not let her go!" (there is 

a 

second verse)  

 
Of "occasional hymns," properly so called, I noticed but one, a funeral hymn 

for an infant, which is sung plaintively over and over, without variety of words. 
 
   XX. The Baby Gone Home. 
 
"De little baby gone home, (twice), De little baby gone along, for to climb up Jacob's 

ladder. 

And I wish I'd been dar, I wish I'd been dar, I wish I'd been dar Lord, For to climb up 

Jacob's 

ladder 

 Still simpler is this, which is yet quite sweet and touching.  
 

   XXI.  Jesus With Us 
 
"He have been wid us, Jesus, He still wid us, Jesus. 

He will be wid us, Jesus, Be wid us to the end." 

 
The next seemed to be a favorite about Christmas time, when meditations on 

"de rollin' year" were frequent among them. 
  

   XXII.. Lord, Remember Me! 
 
"O do, Lord, remember me (twice), O do, remember me, until de year roll round!  

Do Lord remember me If you want to die like Jesus died, lay in de grave, 

 you would fold your arms and close your eyes and die wid a free good will." 

  (two additional verses) 

  
The next was sung in such an operatic and rollicking way that it was quite 

hard to fancy it a religious performance, which, however, it was. I heard it but once. 
 
   XXIII. Early In The Morning 
 
"I meet little Rosa early in de mornin', O Jerusalem! early in de mornin': 

And I ax her, How you do, my darter? O Jerusalem ! early in de mornin'.  



The next was sung in such an operatic and rollicking way that it was quite hard to 

fancy it a religious performance, which, however, it was. I heard it but once." (three 

additional verses)  

 
"Tittawisa" means "Sister Louisa." In songs of this class the name of every 

person present successively appears.   
Their best marching song, and one which was invaluable to lift their feet 

along, as they expressed it, was the following. There was a kind of spring and lilt to 
it, quite indescribable by words 

  
   XXIV.  Go in the Wilderness 
 
"Jesus call you. Go in de wilderness, (thrice) To wait upon de Lord. Go wait upon de 

Lord.(thrice) my God, He take away de sins of de world."  

 
The next was one of those which I had heard in boyish days, brought north 

from Charleston. But the chorus alone was identical; the words were mainly different, 
and those here given are quaint enough.  

 
   XXV.  Blow Your Trumpet, Gabriel. 
 
"O, blow your trumpet, Gabriel, Blow your trumpet 

louder; And I want dat trumpet to blow me home to my new Jerusalem." 

 (three additional verses) 

 
The following contains one of those odd transformations of proper names with 

which their Scriptural citations were often enriched. It rivals their text, "Paul may 
plant, and may polish wid water," which I have elsewhere quoted, and in which the 
sainted Apollos would hardly have recognized himself. 

  
   XXVI.  In the Morning 
 
"In de mornin' (twice) chil'en? Yes, my Lord! Don't you hear de trumpet sound? If I 

had 

a-died when I was young, I never would had de race for run Don't you hear de 

trumpet sound?" 

(two additional verses) 

 
These golden and silver fancies remind one of the King of Spain's daughter in 

"Mother Goose," and the golden apple, and the silver pear, which are doubtless 
themselves but the vestiges of some simple early composition like this. The next has a 
humbler and more domestic style of fancy. 

  
   XXII.  Fare Ye Well 
 



-"My true believers, fare ye well, (4 times) by de grace of God, For I'm going home. 

Massa 

Jesus give me a little broom for to sweep my heart clean and I will try, by the grace of 

God, 

to win my way home. 

 
Among the songs not available for marching, but requiring the concentrated 

enthusiasm of the camp, was "The Ship of Zion," of which they had three wholly 
distinct versions, all quite exuberant and tumultuous.  

 
   XXVIII.  The Ship of Zion 
 
"Come along, come along, and let us go hom, O, glory, hallelujah! Dis de ole ship o' 

Zion 

Halleloo! Halleloo! Dis de ole ship o' Zion Hallelujah!" (3 more verses and two more 

versions)  

 
This abbreviated chorus is given with unspeakable unction.  
The three just given are modifications of an old camp-meeting melody; and 

the same may be true of the three following, although I cannot find them in the 
Methodist hymn-books. Each, however, has its characteristic modifications, which 
make it well worth giving. In the second verse of this next, for instance, "Saviour" 
evidently has become "soldier."  

 
   XXXI.  Sweet Music 
 
"Sweet music in heaven, just beginning for to roll 

Don't you love God? Glory, hallelujah!" (3 more verses) 

 
   XXXII.  Good News 
 
"O, good news! (twice) De angels brought de tidings down. Just mornin' from de 

trone."(three more verses) 

  
   XXXIII.  The Heavenly Road 
 
"You may talk of my name as much as you please, and carry my name abroad, but I 

really do believe I'm a child of God as I walk in de heavenly road. O, won't you go 

wid me"(Thrice) for to keep our garments clean. (two more verses)  

 
Some of the songs had played an historic part during the war. For singing the 

next, for instance, the Negroes had been put in jail in Georgetown, S. C., at the 
outbreak of the Rebellion. "We'll soon be free," was too dangerous an assertion, and 
though the chant was an old one, it was no doubt sung with redoubled emphasis 
during the new events. "De Lord will call us home," was evidently thought to be a 
symbolical verse; for, as a little drummer-boy explained to me, showing all his white 



teeth as he sat in the moonlight by the door of my tent, "Dey tink de Lord mean for 
say de Yankees." 

  
   XXXIV.  We'll Soon Be Free 
 
"We'll soon be free, (thrice) When de Lord will call us home. My brudder, how long 

(thrice) 

''Fore we done sufferin' here?  etc." 

 

The suspicion in this case was unfounded, but they had another song to which 
the Rebellion had actually given rise. This was composed by nobody knew whom, 
though it was the most recent, doubtless, of all these "spirituals,"- and had been sung 
in secret to avoid detection. It is certainly plaintive enough. The peck of corn and pint 
of salt were slavery's rations.  

 
   XXXV.  Many Thousand Go. 
 
"No more peck o' corn for me, no more, no more. No more peck o' corn for me, many 

thousand go. No more driver's lash for me, (twice) Many thousand go. etc." (4 more 

verses)  

 
Even of this last composition, however, we have only the approximate date, 

and know nothing of the mode of composition. Allan Ramsay says of the Scotch 
songs, that, no matter who made them, they were soon attributed to the minister of the 
parish whence they sprang. And I always wondered, about these, whether they had 
always a conscious and definite origin in some leading mind, or whether they grew by 
gradual accretion, in an almost unconscious way. On this point I could get no 
information, though I asked many questions, until at last one day when I was being 
rowed across from Beaufort to Ladies' Island, I found myself, with delight, on the 
actual trail of a song. One of the oarsmen, a brisk young fellow, not a soldier, on 
being asked for his theory of the matter, dropped out a coy confession. "Some good 
sperituals," he said, "are start jess out o' curiosity. I been a-raise a sing, myself, once." 

 My dream was fulfilled, and I had traced out, not the poem alone, but the 
poet. I implored him to proceed.  " Once we boys," he said, "went for tote some rice, 
and de nigger-driver, he keep a-callin' on us; and I say, 'O, de ole nigger-driver!' Den 
anudder said, 'Fust ting my mammy tole me was, notin' so bad as nigger-driver,' Den I 
made a sing, just puttin' a word, and den a nudder word."  

Then he began singing, and the men, after listening a moment, joined in the 
chorus as if it were an old acquaintance, though they evidently had never heard it 
before. I saw how easily a new "sing" took root among them.  
 
   XXXVI.  The Driver 
 
"O, de ole nigger-driver! O, gwine away! First time my mammy tell me, O, gwine 

away! Tell 



me 'bout de nigger-driver, O, gwine away! Nigger-driver second devil, O. gwine 

away! Best ting for do he driver, O, gwine away! Knock he down and spoil he labor, 

O, gwine away!"  

 
It will be observed that, although this song is quite secular in its character, its 

author yet called it a "spiritual." I heard but two songs among them, at any time, to 
which they would not, perhaps, have given this generic name. One of these consisted 
simply in the endless repetition-after the manner of certain college songs-of the 
mystery line.  

 
  "Rain fall and Wet Becky Martin." 

 

 
 

 (Editor note:  Above from music in "Slave Songs" by Allen.) But who Becky 
Martin was, and why she should or should not be wet, and whether the dryness was a 
reward or a penalty, none could say. I got the impression that, in either case, the event 
was posthumous, and that there was some tradition of grass not growing over the 
grave of a sinner; but even this was vague, and all else vaguer.  

The other song I heard but once, on a morning when a squad of men came in 
from picket duty, and chanted it in the most rousing way. It had been a stormy and 
comfortless night, and the picket station was very exposed. It still rained in the 
morning when I strolled to the edge of the camp, looking out for the men, and 
wondering how they had stood it. Presently they came striding along the road, at a 
great pace, with their shining rubber blankets worn as cloaks around them, the rain 
streaming from these and from their equally shining faces, which were almost all 
upon the broad grin, as they pealed out this remarkable ditty: 

  
   Hangman Johnny 
 
"O, dey call me Hangman Johnny! O, ho! O, ho! But I never hang nobody, O, hang, 

boys, 

hang! "O, dey call me Hangman Johnny! O, ho! O, ho! But we'll all hang togedder, 

O, hang, 

boys, hang!" 



  
My presence apparently checked the performance of another verse, beginning, 

"De buckra 'list for money," apparently in reference to the controversy about the pay-
question, then just beginning, and to the more mercenary aims they attributed to the 
white soldiers. But "Hangman Johnny" remained always a myth as inscrutable as 
"Becky Martin." 

 As they learned all their songs by ear, they often strayed into wholly new 
versions, which sometimes became popular, and entirely banished the others. This 
was amusingly the case, for instance, with one phrase in the popular camp-song of 
"Marching Along," which was entirely new to them until our quartermaster taught it 
to them, at my request. The words, "Gird on the armor," were to them a stumbling-
block and no wonder until some ingenious ear substituted, "Guide on de Army," 
which was at once accepted, and became universal. "We'll guid on de army, and be 

marching along," is now the established version on the Sea Islands. 
These quaint religious songs were to the men more than a source of 

relaxation; they were a stimulus to courage and a tie to heaven. I never overheard in 
camp a profane or vulgar song. With the trifling exceptions given, all had a religious 
motive, while the most secular melody could not have been more exciting. A few 
youths from Savannah, who were comparatively men of the world, had learned some 
of the "Ethiopian Minstrel" ditties, imported from the North. These took no hold upon 
the mass; and, on the other hand, they sang reluctantly, even on Sunday, the long and 
short meters of the hymn-books, always gladly yielding to the more potent excitement 
of their own "spirituals." By these they could sing themselves, as had their fathers 
before them, out of the contemplation of their own low estate, into the sublime 
scenery of the Apocalypse. I remember that this minor-keyed pathos used to seem to 
me almost too sad to dwell upon, while slavery seemed destined to last for 
generations; but now that their patience has had its perfect work, history cannot afford 
to lose this account of its record. There is no parallel instance of an oppressed race 
thus sustained by the religious sentiment alone. These songs are but the vocal 
expression of the simplicity of their faith and the sublimity of their long resignation.  

 
The previous two articles did mention the Negro camp meetings. Our 

next article goes into detail about the songs used in these camp meetings. The 

gatherings would last for hours with music a large part of the activities of the 

participates - singing and dancing. The lyrics and music were freely improvised 

and it is these gatherings that fostered the creative imagine and ability of the 

Negro musicians.  These camp meetings were said to have originated in southern 

Kentucky and spread throughout the land, due to a large extent because of the 

freedom of worship, large attendance possible outdoors and the need for 

expressive religious fervor. The 35 years from the end of the war to the turn of 

the century are the transition years, not only for the society upheaval but as 

stated: "the old time melodies are fast disappearing and a new order of things is 

beginning to supplant them." This new 'thing' is the beginning of the evolution 

of Negro music that develops into jazz. 
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NEGRO CAMP-MEETING MELODIES (By Henry Cleveland Wood) On my 
grandfather's land, near a creek which runs through the town of Harrodsburg, Ky., 
there stood for many years a sycamore three under which, history relates, the first 
religious services were held by early settlers on soil then a portion of the extensive 
wilderness district belonging to Virginia. The genuine camp-meeting was said to have 
originated in southern Kentucky, and the small gathering of intrepid pioneers under 
the arching white limbs of a tall sycamore was probably the nucleus of a band of 
worshippers which has since spread to large proportions. As the wild lands were 
settled by increasing immigration, the camp-meeting became a recognized feature of 
the new country on the one had, from the want of suitable places of worship, and on 
the other, from the magnificent forest-trees and beautiful woodlands which offered 
such alluring shade and ample accommodation to the seekers after righteousness.  

Dating from the war, the liberated race has taken most kindly to the camp-
meeting, perhaps as much on account of the novelty if affords as the freedom of 
worship and large attendance it permits; for during slavery the race was prohibited 
from holding large assemblies even of a religious nature.  

The Negro is nothing if not religious. It matters not how young, or how old, or 
how good, or how sinful he may be in his normal state, he never fails to extract from 
religion that fervid enjoyment that characterizes his type. He never wearies of 
attending church; it comprises not only his religious, but his social life. He cares little 
for pastime or entertainment, in general. He manages to extract both from his 
devotional exercises, and is satisfied.  

A friend of mine who lives near a church where the congregation is colored, 
avers that a protracted meeting has been in active progress there for the past twenty 
years; and the long series of meetings, of one kind and another, which have been held 
in the building almost constantly, year after year, would almost warrant the assertion.  

To see the Negro at the height of his religious frenzy, however, and in the full 
enjoyment of its influence, one should attend camp-meeting, where the dusky 
worshipper yields up himself fully to the spell of the fervor which enwraps him with 
its intensity, and sways him with its peculiar forces. 

This was especially the case a few years ago. Progress and imitative influence 
have been at work, and have touched the scene, robbing it of much that was 
characteristic. The last Negro camp-meeting I attended was held under a commodious 
canvas, while a fashionable choir did the singing and rendered popular hymns of the 
day to an organ accompaniment. Alas! I sorely missed the picturesque groupings 
under the forest-trees and the grand volume of powerful voices chanting the weird 
songs of this dusky people.  

There were few scenes more impressive than the old-fashioned camp-meeting, 
held at night-time beneath the overhanging branches of the trees, through which the 
moonlight came in subdued rays, while brightly-burning torches amid the deeper 
gloom made sharp studies in lights and shades. Add to this the rich, sonorous voices 
of the worshippers, rising and falling in rhythmical cadences, lending to the silence of 
the night their rare melody, and the scene is one that cannot readily be forgotten.  

The words of these tuneful songs are frequently improvised, and are full of 
repetitions, as is usually the case with compositions by the Negroes; and to reproduce 
them apart from their proper surroundings is to rob them of much of their wild beauty 



and the strange impressiveness which they possess in so marked a degree, when 
voiced by the lusty lungs of the camp-meeting worshipper.  

The sermons are usually lurid, and carry convictions to the hearts of the 
hearers, as numerous groans and mournful exclamations testify during its delivery. 
"Oh! my soul," "Yes, Lord!" "jes' lis'en at 'im!" "Talkin' ter me!" "Now yer 
Preachin'!" "Bress Jesus!" "Now yer hittin' me Hard!" are some of the expressions 
heard, on this hand and on that, as the speaker waxes varyingly exhortative and 
menacing. The climax is reached by a repentant sinner shouting out the joy of a new-
found religion; and amid the moaning and praying and weeping, the excited, swaying 
congregation takes up some jubilant refrain, until the echoes, far and near, are 
awakened to tumultuous life. 

 The sermons themselves become almost a chant, delivered in a high-pitched 
key, and with a sing-song monotony and a catch of the breath between sentences, or a 
running of one sentence into another, all of which produces an effect that one must 
hear to fully comprehend. The speakers are often very illiterate, and many amusing 
mistakes are made in the use of words. The Negro orator usually has a great liking for 
long and high-sounding words, and handles them recklessly at times. I recall hearing 
one prayer offered up for all "ignominious" sinners, while another speaker grew 
thankful for the number present of God's "childring," and dropped a tear for those 
who were "casted away from out his glorifious presence," while yet another spoke of 
the days that had been "hypothecated an' gone."  

While gathering some of the most characteristic songs, I was informed by a 
dusky singer that I had been "miscorrected" in regard to the words of one of them, 
and that to have him, for a small consideration, line it out to me while I wrote it 
down, would be the "supernatural" way to get at the matter.  

The old-time melodies are fast disappearing and a new order of things is 
beginning to supplant them; therefore, I have striven to preserve a few fragments, at 
least, of song, in an effort toward perpetuating some of the quaint melodies before the 
drilled choir and accomplished organist have fully established their innovations on 
this distinctive feature of the Negro camp-meeting.  

 
Chief among those hymns that stir one with their fervor is the one. "Camp-

meetin' in de wilderness." 
 

 
 



"Some says that nothin' ails me, some gives me up fer lost, An' ebery refuge 

fails me, an' all 

my hopes is crossed. 

Chorus 

Nex' door ter death they foun' me an' snatched me frum de grave, I tells ter all 

aroun' me His 

wondrous power ter save," 

Chorus 

 
Several other verses are sung, which, are often improvised to suit the melody. 

Another fine song is that entitled "I'm jes' from do Founting." 
 

 
 

How grandly the voices rise and fall as this truly fine old hymn is sung by an 
enthusiastic congregation, swaying their dusky bodies in rhythmic motion.  

"Ain't Dat Lovely?" 
 

 
 



 
 
 

At the passage "an' its um-m-m," etc., each singer clasps his jaw and cheek in 
his hand and rocks backwards and forwards, mourning dismally as if suffering with 
an aggravated case of toothache. The effect is highly grotesque, as one may imagine.  

 
"Who's Dat A Callin'?" 

  Moderato 

 
 

Here is a portion of a hymn which reminds one of a Chinese novel that runs 
into the hundred volumes, it is so lengthy; indeed, I have never been able to learn just 
the number of verses which compose it:   (Texts given) 

  
"Done Took My Lord Away" 

 


