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18.

Bouoker T. Vashington beurs this testimony of the religigus
origin of the Spirituals:-

"The plantations songs knovwn as Lhe 'spiritusls' are the
spontaneous outbursts of intense religious fervor, snd
hid their origin chiefly in the camp-meetings, the revi-
vals, and in other religl ous exercises. They breathe a
childlike failh in a personal Father and glow wvith the
hope that the enildren of bondage will ultimately pass
out oi*ti-_e vilderness of slavery into the land of free-
dom."

In eoncluding our discussion of the religious origin of the
Spirituals I quote Ifrpm three more authors that the reader may have
a fuller understanding of the part religion played in formingz
the Spirituals.

"Ffhe musical talent o the uneduczted Hegro finds almost

its only expression in religious soneg, and ior this

there is a simple explanatioun. i race strungly imbued

with religious sentiment, one rarely finds among them

an adult who has not gone through that emutional ex-

perience inpwn as conversion, after whiceh it is cun-

sidered vanity and sinfulness to indulge in song other

than that of a saerecd character. The new-found child

of the chureh knows but little of that which he must

forgo, for his mother before him sang only spirituals,

and tv these he naturolly turns as to 0ld friends

vihom his own religious experiences have cluthed in

nevi dignity and light." **
From this statement we cun see the influence oi liethodism with
its perfectionism &nd the Baptist cnurch with its stress upon
the importance of the individual. Furthermore, since they had
n: doetrinal confessions except thouse contained in their spiri-
tuals, once the Negro was Christisnized the spiritunl acted as
2 toacher and a method «¥ counveying the sacred truths of tae
Bible. }ust of the Hegroes could neither write nor read, but
the lack of this method of religious edueation was counter-

acted by the spiritual znd the Negro's love for musie, which

%k v e
KRELHBIEL, op. cit., chapter 3, pp.s0.
** HASKELL, lerion Alexamier, The Century Magazine, Aug. 1899.
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were both used by negro paremts snd white preachers to perpetuate £
the Christian religion. The mire we study the Spiritusl the

more we parceive of the great importance the spirituzl had in

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

outlet for his emoticns; it was 2 confession i faith. And

when an opportunity to express this faith, tz learn the

truths of the Bible, %o be free presented itself in their

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

and danced for Jjuy? Boussed and maligned, held in check and :
mal-treated by their masters during the week or ior minths

at = time, whenever the opportunity fur expression presented

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

coportunity 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",

yvet we must also remember what il. Julien Tiersot has stated
eoncerning the dance,-

"It is thne hymn which must sanctify the dance.
Carefully do they guard it agsinst any admixture of
the profane element! A suverstitious dread in this
regard is another convineing proof of how complete-
ly they have forgotten their Afriean origin. They
would believe themselves damned were they to re-
reat the songs of poganism; to do this would, in
their gies, be tu commit original and unpardsnable
sin."

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

dance, vhich we shall discuss under a seperate headins later.

* KRENBIEL, op. cit. Chapter 3, pp.33.
** KREIBIEL, op. cit. Chapter 3, pp.32.
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Firmlly, "Why did he, (the Hegro),nuvt revive and cintinue
the beating ovut of complex rhythms on tom toms snd drums
while he uttered burbaric and martizl ceries to their
accumpeniment? It was becsuse at the precise snd psy-
chic moment there was blown through or fused into the
vestiges of his African music the gpirit 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 Ipund himself thrust. ... "-the Negro
seized Christianity, the religion uf compensations in
the life tv cume Tfor the ills svifered in the present
existence, the religion which implied tie hope that in
the next world there wiuld be a reversul of conditions,
¢ rieh mayi =ndé pocy mon, of proud and meek, of master
ani slave. The result was a budy uf songs vopicing sall
thie curdinal virtues of Clristianity-palience-ifurbear-
ance-love-faith-and houpe--through &« necesssrily mo&ified
form of primitive Afriean music. The Negro took complete
refuge in Christianity, and the Spirituals were liter-
ally forged of sovrrow in the heat of religious fervor.
They exhibited, miresver, & reversion to the simgle
principles of »rimitive, communal Christianity.”

"Phe thought that the llegro mignt have refused or fail-
ed tg adopt Christianity--and there were several good
reasons for sueh an subtcome, sne being the vast gulf
between the Christianity that was pmreached ts him and
the Christianity vracticed by those who preasched it--
leads to sume curious speculations. (Gne thing is cer-
tain, there would have been no llegro Spirituals.—--
Indecd, the questiun srises, wiould he hzve been able
to survive slavery in the way in whieh he did? It is
not possible 1o estimate the sustaining influence that
the story of the trials and tribulations of the Jews
as related in the (ld Testament exerted upon the INlegro
bards, andi they sang, sang their hungry listeners into
a firm faith that as God saved Daniel in the lion's
den, so would Ife save them; as God preserved tae
Hebrew children in the fiery furnace, so would lle pre-
serve them; as (Gud delivered Israel out of bondage in
Beypt, so would He deliver them. How much this Iirm
faith had to do with the Negro's physicual and spiris-
ual survivalffor two_and @ hsli centuries uf slavery
cennol be knownl" *¥

Christianity, therefore, is the back-bone of tihe Spirituals
and the greatest single factur in the origin of the Spirit-
uals.

*g ** JOHNSON, James Weldon, The Books of american Hegro Spirituals
The Viking -L’I‘es, i\-?c, Igzt’- DPDe. 26“5‘ . i
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The latest article we could find which has direect bearing
on the origin of the Spirituals and which ought to be men-

tiored here is from the Religious Digest, the liarch edition

Tor 194%:-

"As Roland Hayes once said to wueen lisry, the must
important thing to inow abput the Negro spiritual is
that il was created in the service of God. Born of
religious impulse, inspired by Huly Scripture it was
dedicated to God and religion. And so it belonzs to-
day to the immortal literature of religious mysti-
cism--and not to the cabaret.

"-=the sacered music, which sprang straight from the
love of God ard the hope 01 hesaven, belongs in the
category of authentice spiritual exercise.”

"The spiritual came into existence as the spontan-
eous expression of spuls which looked beyond impri-
sonment in enslaved and sufferine bolies o peace in
tiie Fromised Lanc which lay across Deed River. Its
urigins are mysterisus. The poetic languagescnse of
its anonymous composeXrs fed upon simple sltories
routed in the ling James' Version of the Bible; and
yvet, before the advent of lNorthern missiomaries in
the eighteenth century, the IEnglish speech which the
slaves had learned irom their masters was largely
nrofane. And then, what was afterwards learned zbout
the Christisn religion, in story and parable, was
set to a form of music which must be regarded s a
nsv crestion. Upon the manifold and various rhythms
remembered out of aAfrica--remembered by the very
nerves and muscles oI the bdy--there were laid mel-
odious inventions, hundreds of them, freshly begotten
by sue musical intelligence uf the smul.”

Befure vie discuss how the spiritusls were sactually made we

nute that--
“"eoit was by sheer spiritual forees that African

chants were metamurphosed into the Spirituals; that
upon the fundamental throb of African rhythms were
reared those reaches of meloiy that rise above earth
and spar into the pure, ethereal blue. And this is
the miracle of the ereation of the Spirituals.” **

* HELM, MacKinley, The Negro Spiritual: An ict of Faith,
"Religlous Digest", Lurch 1943. p.29. 243 Fearl St.

5 Grand Rapids, liich.
** JONNSON, James Veldon, op. cit. Preface p.2l.
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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
llegro at the propeyr time snd brought about the Spiritual.

But how were they actually nade? ilow were they composed?

There are twu theories as 1o the manmner in which the spirituals
were composed; the one theory holding that the groups burst
forth into the songs and the other that the individuals
thought thom up. Perhaps it is best to say that both aided

in egnmposing the spiritusls, but most of the work was done

by the individuals, sf whom the bards, who traveled aboutb 5
from nplantation to plantation, had a great nart; but the re- |
gponses and added lines and the modifications vierec composed

by the grouns. * The bards viere obviously very talented and

mmd to heve "a gift of melody, & talent £or »oetry, &
strong voice, and a good menury. lere we have a de-
mand for a great nany gifts in one individual; yet,
they were u.ll necessary. The recognized bard re-
quircd the abilit; to make up the appesling tune,
to fashion the gramnc phrase, Lo piteh the tune
true and lead it clearly, =znd to remember all the
lines. There was, at least, one leader of singing
in every c_:sw;rega..i'* but makars of songs vere lcss
commdn." T

The fundamental wuords axd mclody, therefore, were created
by individuvals, but the spiritual did not reach its final
form until it had been sung by the group which oftén added
choruses or more words. How these individuals made their
gsongs is t0ld us in the followingi-

*JOHNSON, James Weldon, op. ¢it. Cf. p. 21, preface.
o ditta, Preface, p.22.




"And I always wondered, about these, whether they

ad always a conseious and definite origin in some
leading wind or whether they grew by gradual acere-
tion in an almust uncongscious way. Un this point I
could get no informatiun, though I asked many dues-
tions, until at last one day when I was being rowed
across from Beaufort to Ladies' Island, I found my-
gel®, with delight, uon the actual trail of a song.
One of the parsmen, a brisk yuvung fellow, not a spl-
diexr, on being aslked for his theory of the matier,
dropred out & copy confession. "Some good spirituals”,
he seid, "are start Jest out o' curiosity. I bin a-
raise a sing (song) nmyself once." My dream was ful-
Tilled, and I had traced out not the poem alone,

but the poet. I implored him tou proceed. "Once we
boys went for tote some rice, and de nigger driver,
he keep a-esllin' on us: and I say, '0, de ole nigger
driver!' Den annudder said, "Fust ting my marmy tole
me was not'in 8o bad as a nigger driver.' Den I made
a sing, Just puttin' a word and den anudder word."
Then be begun singing and the men, after listening

a moment, Joined in the chorus as if it were asn plad
acqu2intance, tiough they evidently had never heard
1t 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 primted, was told by
J. Miller !MeXim in an address delivered in Fhiladel-
phis on July 9, 1862: "I asked cvne of these blacks,
cne of the most intelligent of them, where they got
thiese sorngs. 'Dey make 'em, sah.! How do they make
them?"

"After a pauvse, evidently casting sbout for sn explan-
ati on, he said: 'I'1l tell you; it's dis way: liy master
call me up =n' order me 2 shourt peci oi corn and a
hundred lash. Iy Ifriends sec it and is sorry for me.
Wihen dey ceorme to de »nraige meeting dat night dey
sing about it. Suvme's very good singers and know howj
and dey work it in, worl it in, you know, till dey
get it right; and det's de way.'n**

Each spiritual had its own osrigin and author but they expressed
the sentiments of the biack—folk and aroused a sympsthetic
feeling which kept them alive. Other negro songs were the re-
sult of the cruelty of their masters. This we find the case
*KRENBIRL, pne clt. chap. 2, p.23-24 quoting Colonel Thomas
Ventworth Higrinson's essay, "Negro Spirituals"™ found in

: the magazine "Atlantic lionthly", June, 1867.
** KREHBILL, op. cit. chap.2, p.24.




in bpth the VWest Irdies and nl so in the United States where
thelr masters were olso at tines severely cruel thouzh not as
frequently. Yes, the negro music in America was truly "born,
not mde", and thereifore is truly Americon folksung. And since
these folksungs had Lo be spread by "bards”, cnly the best were
kept. The trash drovped oub, ard this made them the grester
rusic.

We have mentioned several times that the Ilegro Spirituals
arve folksones. This point is quesi;i:meﬂ. by sore who claim that
they were copied from other races snd mitiinslities. If they
are nst truly HNegro fulksongs then they do not contein his

-

beliefs and thoushts ané emoptiins. Ve shall mve Ly discuss

this point at some length to show that the spiritusls really
are the produet of the Fesro in Amerieca, 2 new product, a
new American folksong, and so they do contain his religicus
convietions and his philosophy of life. This must alsp come
und.er the point in considcerati on- the birth or origin of the
spirituals. But before we g£o into mch_tud.v, let me give the
origin of one of the must beloved spirituals to show how they

actually were mde.

"I4 must be understupd that slthough there were many
with extragrdinary talent and capacity for artistie
feeling end expression, the conditions of the ruce
at this veriod impposed upon them a double handicap.
On the one hand, they were unable to express them-
selves fully or antly in speech. Illiterate, they con-
fronted & language with & foreign idiom and alien
mode of Teeling; and on the other hand, in many in-
stances, even when capable, they did not dore ex-

. vress ovenly what they really thuught and Ielt.
An example of the latter is here given in the song,
Steal Away to Jesus. In this instance the Negrpes of




