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lavery, one of the most shameful
aspects of American history, has
become a focus of cultural atten-

tion in recent months. Perhaps it started
with the election of our first African-
American president, perhaps with the
150th anniversary of the Emancipation
Proclamation, perhaps with the Academy
Award-winning success of the film 12
Years a Slave.Maybe the current politi-
cal climate is conducive to a reconsider-

ation of our past, especially in light of what appear to be racially
motivated shootings around the country. Whatever the reasons,
we have seen the simultaneous opening of two off-Broadway
plays about slavery in September; rave reviews for Colson
Whitehead’s novel, The Underground Railroad; and considerable
buzz surrounding a new movie, The Birth of a Nation, based on
Nat Turner’s slave rebellion. Then, of course, there was the
opening of the National Museum of African American History
and Culture in Washington, D.C., where timed tickets have
been sold out at least through the end of 2016.
Into this tempest of activity comes a new book by former

AGO President Eileen Guenther, In Their Own Words: Slave
Life and the Power of Spirituals (MorningStar Music Publishers).
The timing is even more fortuitous because 2017 marks the
sesquicentennial of the first published collection of spirituals,
Slave Songs of the United States, edited by William Francis Allen,
Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison. There could
be no better time for us musicians to consider the impact of
spirituals on our culture.1 

More than a decade of research went into Guenther’s text,
but the original inspiration goes back 25 years. In 1991, a col-
league at Wesley Theological Seminary in Washington, the Rev.
Dr. William B. McClain, invited her to join him in teaching a
class called “Songs of Zion”—the title of a new Methodist hym-
nal supplement, for which he had chaired an advisory task force.
“It started with the musical part,” Guenther told me. And as
choir director at Foundry United Methodist Church, she said,
“It didn’t take me too long to notice that people responded more
to spirituals than anything else.” She began delving into source
material, eventually focusing on first-person slave testimonies as a
window into the spirituals’ texts and performance practices.
True to its title, the fabric of the book is woven from these

descriptions “in their own words.” It’s not bedtime reading; as
Guenther told another interviewer, “These are powerful stories.
I couldn’t read the slave narratives in bed at night. They haunt-
ed my sleep.” But they do offer a gripping insight into the histo-
ry of that period, and they are essential to an understanding of
the music. “Spirituals are snapshots,” Guenther observes in the
book. “They paint many-faceted pictures of an enslaved popula-
tion in the words of slaves as they describe their housing, food,
clothing, resistance, and evangelization.” With that in mind, the
book is organized into two major sections, one on history and
one on slave life. Each chapter is headed by the title of an appro-

priate spiritual.
Since Guenther herself doesn’t expect too many working mu-

sicians to read the 492-page volume from cover to cover, I asked
her for a few practical recommendations. You can get a good
perspective, she indicated, by reading the introduction, perhaps
the first chapter on the “Origins of Spirituals,” and then Part
III, which includes a summary of the evolution of spirituals after
the Civil War, an overview of spiritual themes, and a synopsis of
the entire book. Guenther also recommended chapter 5, “Wit-
ness,” in which numerous spirituals, organized alphabetically,
are elucidated by specific slave narratives. “If you’re preparing a
particular spiritual,” she said, “you can refer to the first-person
testimony.” (Guenther’s own favorite is the last one listed,
“Wade in the Water,” which has an especially complex inner
story.) In addition, the appendices contain an amazingly thor-
ough concordance and reverse concordance of 100 spiritual
texts with scriptural references.
I think any church musician would be remiss not to examine

chapter 2, “Musical Characteristics and Performance Practice.”
While today’s choirs rely on arrangements rather than original
sources to sing spirituals, as Guenther pointed out, these exten-
sive notes on styles and contemporary techniques will help them
come closer to a sensitive interpretation. The difficult matter of
dialect, and how views on its performance have changed over
the years, is covered in detail. “The question is, ‘Do you have to
be black to sing spirituals?’” Guenther noted. “My take is, ‘No
more than you have to be German to sing Brahms’—but you
have to do it in a way that’s faithful to how it was conceived and
the people who created it.”
Spirituals are the foundation of American music. Without

them, it would be impossible to conceive of the development of
jazz, gospel, R&B, soul, or hip-hop. Early rock ’n’ roll was di-
rectly descended from the blues, and these southern artists made
the recordings that took Liverpool and London by storm in the
mid-1950s. Paul McCartney’s spot-on imitation of Little
Richard was his form of introduction to John Lennon, who 
favored Chuck Berry. The great irony of the so-called “British
invasion” was that the invaders were armed with American
music, thinly disguised by moptops and Cockney accents. On
the classical side, beyond obvious quotations and paraphrases
by the likes of Antonín Dvořák, George Gershwin, Virgil
Thomson, Michael Tippett, and Morton Gould—and beyond
the many direct contributions of African-American com-
posers—you can find the chromosomes of spirituals in the
musical DNA of everyone from Aaron Copland to John Adams.
This music of the enslaved has become a national treasure.

DAVID VOGELS, CAGO

NOTE
1. I am using the lowercase “spirituals,” in accordance with conven-
tional style, to refer to the genre; Guenther prefers to capitalize
Spirituals in her book to avoid having to qualify them as “Negro
spirituals.”
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