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Two major approaches have dominated the study of the oral texts of Black Spirituals in
the United States. The first is the folkloristic approach, which emphasizes the collection of
original texts and the historical or sociological interpretation of them in the context of
slavery. In the early twentieth century, the origins of the songs became the central point of
contention for those who took this approach; the debate centered around whether Black
Spirituals were an imitation of European songs or a variation on African songs. These
arguments were obviously biased by competing concepts of race. The second is the musical
approach. Musicians and scholars of the nineteenth and early twentieth century presented
Black Spiritual songs to general audiences and readers after having arranged them to meet
prevalent musical standards of the time. They shared the common understanding that the
songs represented a form of high art and were, naturally, evidence of African American’s
artistic talent. Thus, the songs were often referred to in political speeches and literature that
advocated civil rights for African Americans. This annotated bibliography, introduced by my
explication of specific texts, demonstrates that the study of Black Spirituals has been

considerably inflected by the racial consciousness of society of the time.
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There are evidently, | think, two legitimate methods of treating this music: either to render it in its
absolute, rude simplicity or to develop it without destroying its original characteristics, the only proper
field for such development being in harmony. (“Preface to Music”)
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... it is impossible to more than suggest their [of “songs sung by the colored people”] beauty and charm;
they depend so largely upon the quality of voice, the unerring sense of rhythm and the quaint religious
spirit peculiar to the colored people who have spent their lives on Alabama cotton plantations, untouched
by civilization. (“Preface”)
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The collection here presented is not definitive, but we have striven to make it representative of this whole
field of music, to give examples of every variety of Spiritual. ... In the arrangements, Mr. Rosamond
Johnson and Mr. Brown have been true not only to the best traditions of the melodies but also to form. No
changes have been made in the form of songs. The only development has been in harmonizations, and
these harmonizations have been kept true in character. (“Preface”)
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Folk-songs are shy, elusive things. If you wish to capture them, you have to steal up behind them
unbeknownst, and sprinkle salt on their tails. Even so, as often as not they fly off saucily from under your
nose. ... Sometimes shyness increases, and again it grows less, under guileful persuasion. Some people will
confess to acquaintance with folksongs, perhaps the very ones you may at the moment be most ardently
pursuing, yet refuse to sing. They “never could sing,” or they have quite forgotten how. ... In such cases |
often explain the difference between pleasure singing and singing for science.
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What is the secret of the wide variety of perennially fresh appeal of the Spirituals? How is it that an
audience can listen to them for two hours without interlude and without boredom or satiety? The
Negro took as his basic material just his native African rhythms and the King James version of the
Bible and out of them created the Spirituals.... ... In Spirituals the Negro did express his religious
hopes and fears, his faith and his doubts. In them he also expressed his theological and ethical
views, and sounded his exhortations and warnings. ... Indeed, the Spirituals taken as a whole contain
a record and a revelation of the deeper thoughts and experiences of the Negro in this country for a
period beginning three hundred years ago and covering two and a half centuries. If you wish to know
what they are you will find them written more plainly in these songs than in any pages of history.
(“Preface™)
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Here are spontaneous products of the Negro’s workaday experiences and conflicts. Here are reflections of
his individual strivings and his group ways. Here are specimens of folk art and creative effort close to the
soil. Here are new examples of the Negro’s contributions to the American scene. Here is important
material for the newer scientific interest which is taking the place of the old sentimental viewpoint. And
here is a mine of descriptive and objective data to substitute of the emotional and subjective attitudes of the
older days. (“Chapter 1)
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1927. Dett, R. Nathaniel, ed. Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro as Sung at Humpton Institute.
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Possibly it was the moderate success of these post-war publications that suggested the idea that the Negro
might exploit his own songs to the advantage of the Negro race. At any rate the idea was broached in 1872
at Fisk University (Nashville, Tennessee).... All [Negro colleges] have found the device a most successful
means of getting money and desirable publicity, and have continued its use to the present day. Although
they used the spirituals mainly to obtain the interest of the white man, these colleges all made a practice of
singing them at home, and no doubt contributed greatly to the preservation of the spiritual during the time
when most of the literate and semi-literate member of the Negro race were desirous of forgetting it. ...

Since the Negro colleges first put singers on the road, the Negro song has never been allowed to fall back
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into obscurity. The song collections originally published from Negro colleges have gone through
successive editions, generally with an increase in the number of songs included. ... [Later this period]
Various collections and articles appeared from miscellaneous sources, most of them following the early
post-war tradition of neglecting the secular songs and emphasizing the spirituals as a record of racial
sufferings.
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These reconstructed spirituals [“spirituals” whose words and music faintly resemble the spirituals of old]
have during the past ten or fifteen years become very popular, due first to their being broadcasted by
phonograph records, and more lately through the air by radio, and second, because the white people of the
stage have sung them through the length and breadth of the land, and due to their melody they have
become very popular.
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Are the white spirituals and the negro spirituals essentially the same body of song, differing merely with
the different character of the singers? If they are one body of song did that body come into being among
the whites and go over to the blacks, or was it the other way around? ... If the American negroes made
them, what song materials or song characteristics stem from their remote African racial background?
What from their American environment? If the white people made them, what remote white-racial
earmarks show such origins? If the origin and direction of development was white to negro, why have we
had to wait so long for the correction of the general notion that it was the other way around?
(“Introduction”)
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