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Booker TI. Washington bears this testimony of the religious 

origin of the Spirit usls:- 

"The plantatims songs known as the 'spirituals' are the 
spontaneous outbursts of intense religious fervor, end 
hsd their origin chiefly in the camp-meetings, the revi- | 
vals, and in other relisious exercises. They breathe a | 
childlike faith in a personal Father and glow with the 
hope that the children of bondage will ultimately pass 
out of the wilderness uf slavery ints the land of free- 
dom.’ 

In coneluding our discussion of the religious origin of the : 

Spirituals I quote from three more authors that the reader may have 

a fuller understanding of the part religion played in forming: 

the Spirituais. 

"The musical talent of the uneducated Hegro finds almost 
its only expression in religious sone, and for this 
there is a simple explanation. A race stronsly imbued 
with religious sexntiment, one rarely finds among them 
an adult who has nut gone through that emotional ex- 
perience known as conversion, after which it is cxon- 
sidered vanity and sinfulness to indulge in song other 
than that of a sacred character. The new-found child 
of the church knows but little of that which he must 
forgo, for his mother before him sang only spirituals, 
and to these he naturally turns as to old friends 
wnom his own religivus experiences have clothed in 
new Gienity and light." ** 

From this statement we can see the influence oi Methodism with 

its perfectionism and the Baptist church with its stress upon 

the importance of the individual. Furthermore, since they had 

ns doctrinal confessions except those contained in their spiri- 

tuals, once the Negro was Christianized the spiritual acted as 

a teacher and a wethod of conveying the sacred truths of tie 

Bible. Most of the Negroes could neither write nor read, but 

the lack of this method of religious efucation was counter- 

acted by the spiritual und the Negro's love for music, which 

* . & 
KREHBIEL, ope cit., chapter 5, pp.d50. 

** HASKELL, Marion Alexander, the Century Magazine, Aug. 1899. 
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were both used by negro parents and white preachers to perpetuate ve 

the Christian religion. The more we study the Spiritual the 

more we perceive of the great importance the spiritual had in 

the life of the Negro. It was his teacher; it served as an 

outlet for his emotions; it was 2 confession of faith. And 

when an opportunity to express this faith, to learn the 

truths of the Bible, to be free presented itself in their 

camp mectings and services,is it any wonder thet they shouted 

and danced for joy? Bossed and maligned, held in check and 

mal-treated by their masters during the week or for months 

at = time, whenever the vpportunity fur expression presented 

itself they either sans their religious songs, or, if the 

ovportunity presented itself, would have a religious dance. 

"Though it is not unlikely that this remarkable 
religious ceremony is a relic of some native 
African dance, as the Romaika is of the classic 
Pyrrhic", 

yet we must also remember what M. Julien Tiersot has stated 

concerning the dance,- 

"It is the hymm which must sanctify the dance. 
Carefully do they guard it agsinst any admixture of 
the profane element! A superstitious dread in this 
regard is another convincing proof of how complete- 
ly they have forgotten their African origin. They 
would believe themselves damned were they to re- 
peat the songs of paganism; to do this would, in 
their eyes, be to commit originsl and unpardonable 
sin." * 

These paragraphs bring us to a discussion of the shout, or 

dance, vhich we shall discuss under a separate heading lster. 

* KRENBIEL, op. cit. Chapter 3, pp.33. 
** XRENBIEL, op. Cit. Chapter 5, pp.d2.      
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Firally, "Why did he, (the Nesro),not revive and continue 
the beating out of complex rhythms on tom toms snd drums 
while he uttered barbaric and martial cries to their 
accompaniment? It was because at the precise and psy- 
chic moment there was blown through or fused into the 
vestiges of his African music the spirit of Christ- 
ianity as he knew Christianity. At the psychic moment | 
there wes at hand the precise religion for the condi- ' 
tion in which he found himself thrust. ... "-the Negro 
seized Christianity, the religion of compensations in 
the life to evume for the ills suffered in the present 
existence, the religion which implied the hope that in 
the next world there would be a reversal of conditions, 
of rich man snd poor mon, of proud and meek, ot master 
and slave. the result was a body of songs voicing 411 
the exurdinal virtues of Christianity-patience-forbear- 
ance-liuve-faith-and hope--thrwagh « necessirily mo@ified 
form of primitive African music. The Negro took complete 
reiuge in Christianity, and the Spirituals were liter- 
ally forged of sorrow in the heat of religious fervor. 
They exhibited, moreover, @ reversion to the simple 
principles of primitive, communal Christianity." 

"fhe thought that the Negro mignt. have refused or fail- 
ead to adopt Christianity--and there were severel good 
reasons Lor such an outcome, one being the vast gulf 
between the Christianity that was preached to him and 
the Christianity practiced by those who presched it-- 
leads to some curious speculationse Gne thing is cer- 
tain, there would have been no Negro Spirituals.-- 
Indecd, the question arises, would he have been able 
to survive slavery in the way in which he did? It is 

| not possible to estimate the sustaining influence that 
. the story of the trials and tribulations of the Jews 
. as related in the 01d Testament exerted upon the Negro 

bards, and they sang, sang their hungry listeners into 
a firm faith that as God saved Daniel in tne lion's 
den, so would He save them; as God preserved the 
Hebrew children in the fiery furnace, so would Ne pre- 
serve them; as God delivered Israel out of bondage in 
Egypt, so would He deliver them. How much this firm 
faith had to do with the Nezro's physical and spirit- 
ual survivalffor two and « heli centuries of slavery 
cennot be known!" * 

Christianity, therefore, is the back-bone of the Spirituals 

and the greatest single iactor in the origin of the Spirit- 

uals. 

*s, ** JOHNSON, James Weldon, The Books of american Negro spirituals 
Tne Viking Press, N.¥., 1940. pp. a0-2l.   
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The latest article we could find which has direct bearing 

on the origin of the Spirituals and which ought to be men-— 

tiorec here is from the Keligious Digest, the larch edition 

for 1945:- 

"As Roland Hayes once said to (ueen Mary, the must 
important thing to know about the Negro spiritual is 
that it was created in tie service of God. Born of 
religious impulse, inspired by Holy Scripture it was 
dedicated to God and religion. And so it belones to- 
day to tne immortal literature of religious nysti- 
Cism--and not to the cabaret. 
"eetne sacred music, which sprang straight from the 
love of God ard the hope of heaven, belongs in the 
category of authentic spiritual exercise." 
"fhe spiritual came into existence as the spontan- 
eous expression of souls which looked beyond impri- 
sorment in enslaved and suffering bodies to peace in 
the Promised Lanc which Lay across Deep River. Its 
origins are mysterious. The poetic lLanguagesense of 
its anonymous composers fed upon simple stories 
rooted in the King James' Version of the Bible; and 
yet, before the advent of Northern missionaries in 
tie eighteenth century, the English speech which the 
slaves had learned from their masters was largely 
profane. And then, what was afterwards learned about 
the Christian religion, in story and parable, was 
set to a form of music which must be regarded 2s a 
new crestion. Upon the manifold and various rhythms 
remembered out of Africa--remembered by the very 
nerves and muscles of the body--there were laid mel- 
odious inventisns, hundreds of them, freshly begotten 
by some musical intelligence sf the s:u1.” 

Before we discuss how the spirituals were actually mde we 

note that-- 
".-it was by sheer spiritual forces that African 
chants were metamorphosed into the Spirituals; that 
upon the fundamental throb of African rhythms were 
reared those reaches of melody that rise above earth 
and soar into the pure, ethereal blue. And this is 
the miracle of the creation of the Spirituals." ** 

* HWLM, MacKinley, The Negro Spiritual: An Act of Faith, 
"Religious Digest", lurch 1943. p.29. 243 Pearl St. 
Grand Rapids, Mich. 

** JOHNSON, James Weldon, op- cit. Preface p21.  
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As Martin Luther appeared in history at the proper time and 

brought to pass the Reformation, so Christianity came to the 

Negro at the proper time and brought about the Spiritual. 

But how were they actually made? How were they composed? 

There are two theories as to the manner in which the spirituals 

were composed; the one theory holdin; that the groups burst 

forth into the songs and the other that the individuals 

thought them un. Perhaps it is best to say that both aided 

in composing the spirituals, but most of the work was done 

by the individuals, sf whom the bards, who traveled about 

from plantation to plantation, had a great part; but the re- 

sponses and added lines and the modifications were composed 

by the groups. * The bards were obviously very talented and 

nd to have “a gift of melody, a talent for poetry, a 
strong voice, and a go00d memory. Here we have a de~- 
mand for a great nany gifts in one individual; yet, 
they were all necessary. The recognized bard re- 
quired the ability to make up the. appealing tune, 
to fashion the graphic phrase, to pitch the tune 
true and lead it clearly, and to remember all the 
lines. There was, at Searle one leader of singing 
in every congregatio 1 but makers of songs were less 
common." ** 

The fundamental words ord meloiy, therefore, were created 

by individuals, but the spiritual did not reach its final 

form until it had been suns by the group which oftén added 

choruses or more words. How these individuals mde their 

soness is told us in the following:- 

*JOHNSON, James Weldon, op- cit. Cf. p. 21, preface. 
** Gitto, Preface, D-22. 
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"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 acere- 
tion in an almost unconsci ous way. On this point I 
could set no information, though I asked many aues- 
tions, until at last one day when I was being rowed 
across from Beaufort to Ladies' Island, I found my- 
self, with delight, on the actual trail of a song. 
One of the oarsmen, a brisk young fellow, not a sol-~ 
dier, on being asked for his theory of the matter, 
droped out a coy confession. "Some good spirituals", 
he said, "are start jest out o' curiosity. I bin a- 
raise a sing (sone) myseli' once." My dream was ful- 
filled, and I. had traced out not the poem alone, 
but the poet. I implored him to proceed. "Once we 
boys went for tote some rice, and de nigger driver, 
he keep a-csllin' on us: and I say, '0O, de ole nigger 
a@river!' Den annudder said, 'Fust ting my manny tole 
me was not'in so bad as a nigger driver.' Den I made 
a sing, just puttin' a word and den anudder word." 
Then he begen singing and the men, after listening 
amoment, joined in the chorus as if it were an old 
acauzintance, tioush they evidently had never heard 
it before. I saw how easily a new "sing" took root 
among them." * 
"A similar story, which also throws light on the e- 
raneipation sones which I have printed, was told by 
J. Miller MeKim in an address delivered in Philadel- 
phia on July 9, 1862: "I asked one of these blacks, 
one of the most intelligent of them, where they got 
these songs. 'Dey make 'em, sah.' How do they make 
them?" 
"After a pause, evidently casting ebout for an explan- 
ation, he said: ‘I'll tell you; it's dis way: My master 
call me up en! order me a short peck of corn and a 
hundred lash. ily friends see it and is sorry for me. 
When dey come to de praise meeting dat night dey 
sing about it. Some'’s very good singers and know how; 
and dey work it in, work it in, you know, till dey 
gst it right; and dat's de waye'"** 

  

Each spiritual had its gain srigin and author but they expressed 

the sentiments of the black-folk and aroused Ss sympsthetic 

feeling which kept them Slive. Other negro songs were the re- 

sult of the cruelty of their masters. This we find the case 

*KREHBIEL, one Git. chap. 2, p-25-24 quoting Colonel Thomas 
Wentworth Higginson's essay, "Negro Spirituals" found in 

: the magazine "Atlantic Monthly", June, 1567. 
** KREHBIUL, op. cit. chap.2, p.24- 
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in both the West Indies and slso in the United States where 

their masters were olso at times severely cruel though not as 

frequently. Yes, the negro music in America was truly "born, | 

not mde", and therefore is truly American folkssne. And since ) 

these folksines had to be spread by "bards", only the best were 

kept. The trash dropped out, oni this made then the greater 

music. 

We have mentioned several times that the Negro Spirituals 

are folksones. This point is que ati oned by some who cleim that 

they were copied from other races ané mtiinslities. If they 

are not truly Negro folksongs then they do not contain his 

= 
beliefs and thoughts and emoticns. We shsll mve to discuss 

this point ut some length to show that the spiritusls really 

are the product of the Nesro in America, & new product, a 

new American folksong, and so they do contain his religisus 

convictions ard his philosophy of Life. This must also come 

umer the point in considcration- the birth a@ origin of the 

spirituals. But before we so into su.ca study, Let me give the 

origin of one of the most beloved spirituals to sho how they 

actually were mde. 

"Ti must be understvod that although there were many 
With extracrdinary talent and capacity for artistic 
feeling end expression, the conditions of the rxuce 
at this period imposed upon them a double handicap. 
On the one hand, they were unable to express then- 
selves fully or avtly in speech. Illiterate, they con- 
fronted a language with a foreign idiom and alien 
mode of feeling; and on the other hand, in many in- 

stances, even when capable, they did not dare ex- 
. press ovenly what they really thiwght and felt. 
An example of the latter is here given in the song, 
Steal Away to Jesus. In this instance the Negroes of 

   


