
of the people clarify and deepen our un-
derstanding; their voices are haunting,
powerful, and compelling. The original
source quotes are not incidental; they are
the significant feature that creates the tex-
tual rhythm that continues throughout
the book. 
In addition, the organizational clarity

of the large sections and subsequent chap-
ters contributes to the book’s effective-
ness. There are three major sections, each
arranged into chapters that unfold in a
sequence. 
Part One provides the foundation with

three chapters on the Origins of the Spiri-
tuals, Musical Characteristics, and the His-
tory of Slavery. 
Chapter Four presents the genesis of the

slave narratives, autobiographical stories
from primary sources that provide evidence
of “the life of the slaves and the environ-
ment that produced the Spiritual.” They
were drawn from two sources; the 204
autobiographies written or dictated by
escaped slaves from 1772 to the mid-19th
century, and a collection produced by the
WPA Federal Writers Project (created in
1935), which chronicled interviews with
more than 2,300 living Americans who en-
dured slavery. 
Chapter Five is comprised of links be-

tween 50 Spirituals and related slave testi-
monials. Each quote illuminates a song in
some way. The author recommends read-
ing the text to choruses when introducing
and rehearsing specific Spirituals to assist
singers in reflecting upon and developing a
deeper understanding of the song. Part
One ends with chapters concerning the
two versions of church experienced by
slaves; the Christian religion of the owners,
and the secret churches where slaves could
sing their own songs and worship in their
own way.
Part Two develops readers’ understand-

ing about the environment that produced
Spirituals in more depth. Extensive con-

BOOKS

IN THEIR OWN WORDS: SLAVE
LIFE AND THE POWER OF SPIRITU-
ALS, Eileen Guenther. St. Louis: Morn-
ingStar Music Publishers, 2016. 518 pp.
ISBN 9780944529713 (perfect paper-
back). In Their Own Words: Slave Life and
the Power of Spirituals is a book for the head
and the heart. Written by Eileen Guenther,
professor of church music at Wesley Theo-
logical Seminary, it fuses Guenther’s pro-
fessional interests in musicology and his-
tory with her deep appreciation and love for
Spirituals. Readers may initially read the
book to learn more about the history and
traditions surrounding the Spirituals. But
the slave narratives woven throughout the
text will quickly sweep readers up into the
history and realities of slavery in the United
States. The words express stories impossible
to ignore. Their power stirs readers to pay
attention and listen with care, thus trans-
forming this eloquent book into a powerful
tool for shining light on the painful and ap-
palling conditions of slavery.
The juxtaposition of the author’s text

with relevant slave testimonials is the
book’s central structural characteristic. In
every chapter, Guenther’s text conveying
information, history, and concepts about
Spirituals, is intertwined with quotes from
slave narratives; real voices illuminating
the conditions of life in slavery. The words
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textual information about the culture of
slavery: their status as property, what they
did and how they worked, their faith and
rituals such as marriage, baptism, and cel-
ebrations, the crushing impact of being
sold, the job duties of those in charge of
controlling slaves, rebellion, escape, the
Underground Railroad, and dreams of
freedom. 
The chapters in Part Three address the

Spirituals after Emancipation and the end
of the Civil War, and include topics such as
early publications, those who sang Spiritu-
als after slavery was abolished, the Fisk Ju-
bilee Singers and how they kept Spirituals
alive, information about early collectors
who carefully documented the songs they
gathered from original sources, and some of
the early and contemporary composers
who arranged and are still creating new
arrangements of Spirituals. Of special
interest is how Spirituals energized the
1950s–1960s Civil Rights Movement.
Other unique resources add value to the

book. Chapter 18 identifies some 40
themes addressed in the Spirituals, and
Chapter 19, Slavery and Spirituals, is an ex-
cellent synopsis of the main themes and
ideas in In Their Own Words: Slave Life and
the Power of Spirituals.
Two appendices include a Concordance

of 100 Spirituals aligned with Biblical ref-
erences and a Reverse Concordance con-
necting Biblical passages with songs. An ex-
tensive bibliography and detailed index are
both helpful tools.
Eileen Guenther’s book is an exemplary

resource for church organists, conductors,
choirs, and libraries, but it must reach be-
yond that circle because it will do an enor-
mous amount of good if it can make it into
the hands of educators. 
Music educators include Spirituals as

repertoire from elementary grades through
high school across the United States. Because
they are such a familiar genre, educators
may lack the primary cultural resources for

Guenther review.qxp_master file  1/5/18  3:27 PM  Page 1



JANUARY 2018                                                                                                                                                                                               2

J          

teaching the Spirituals. Consequently, the
songs are often sung in isolation without the
context necessary to understand the songs.
Using the primary resources and other ma-
terials in this book can help teachers build a
scaffold of understanding for students
about who created the songs, when, where,
and why, and the circumstances of their cre-
ation. It roots student learning in deeper
knowledge and understanding. 

In Their Own Words also offers an exem-
plary resource for social studies educators.
The study of history and events strives to il-
luminate understanding and “historical
thinking.” There is a need for multiple
sources in classrooms; the primary re-
sources in Guenther’s book are vital for
constructing concepts about America’s past
through the voices of the slave narratives.
And one can perhaps imagine secondary
schools where choral music educators and
social studies faculty undertake a collabora-
tive venture to integrate their curriculum,
learning goals, and outcomes more fully by
organizing lessons built upon In Their
Own Words: Slave Life and the Power of
Spirituals.
This is a scholarly text about a significant

musical genre, one written through the
words of the slaves who gave birth to the
music. It is also a book that engages the
hearts and minds of readers as they strive to
better understand what they are hearing,
singing, and teaching. 

“Spirituals are powerful, beautiful music
of sorrow and hope. They enrich the life of
the singer as well as the listener. Regardless
of the race or circumstances of the singer or
the audience, this is music that speaks to the
human condition—and it speaks ‘from the
heart to the heart.’” (Guenther, 2016, p. xix)

JOANNA CORTRIGHT
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