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CHAPTER 3

Practical Performance
Practice in the
African american Slave Song

Anton E. Armstrong
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A close look at the role of music in West African culture reveals that
music was an integral and functional part of African life, not some abstract art
form. Important events like births, marriages, funerals, and simple day-to-day
life activities were celebrated with music. Workers had music to aid them in
accomplishing common tasks. Music was also used to spread news and gossip,
satirized those in positions of power, and expressed discontent with employers
and those who were in government positions. Music also accompanied the
daily lives of children for playing games and other types of entertainment. In
many ways, song represented the preservation of communal values, solidarity,
and culture. The following quotation by Cloud and Curtis (1991) summarizes
the significance of music/song for the preservation of cultural and communal
values and solidarity in traditional West African culture.

It is said you can say publicly in song what you cannot say privately
to a man’s face. So this is one of the ways African society [took] to
[maintain] a spiritually healthy community. In this way, West African
music represented the preservation of communal values and solidari-
ty. Songs provided the chance for individuals to transcend, at least
symbolically, the inevitable restrictions of environment in society by
permitting the expression of deeply held feelings.

Griots, the trained musicians of West African society, were experts in
rytelling, poetry, genealogy, religion, and political and social customs.
ese individuals, usually men, memorized and passed down the oral histories
eir people through song. It is through these stories and traditions that we
over those who took on the roles of the preservers of song and story in the
¢ and the positions of slave society. In addition to the preservation of
s and tales, “music sharing” is another slave song characteristic shared
West African song that was integral to the very form and fabric of the
ional culture.

_most common form of musical sharing is the “call-and-response,”
at allows a very spontaneous and improvised sense of choral song.
he most famous modern day examples of this would be the B. Jester
setting of Amen. Another example is Undine Smith-Moore’s “Fare
L,” in which there is a soloist and/or a solo ensemble and the full
ensemble response. Another distinguishing characteristic of the
that has its origins and roots in West African song is the use and
ythms and percussion. West African music is filled with
- Drums of many sizes and timbres are used. What we often forget,
hen we look at these rhythmic patterns, is that they are often tied
1 patterns of the native dialects. These patterns of speech, which
ated to the rhythmic patterns in the drum, not only maintain
ythmic vitality of the piece but also send messages in many

25




Teaching Music through Performance in Choir: Volume !

(@ Chapter 3

ways, and, most importantly, create the mood for the use of body movement

or dance in song.
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esponse and polyrhythms %I?les riﬂes:?ed African forms such as Callmtoda
past and also incorporated S ey then instinctively drew from their Af/ and-
Nowr World. (Lo, Afiican tomeliof the music and sounds they heard irlC;n
oo note scale), Slave Sonona ity .and scales combined with the \X/n the
also became an instrument %s provided unity for the slave communi y nd
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involved as conductors Pier orming the slave song. For example tt 1:1"— theice is
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4. The shout and hollers: The whole idea of this category of song 18 tO
serve as instruction. It is also a part of the ring-shout tradition One
famous example of this type of spiritual is «Ezekiel Saw the Wheel.” In
William Dawson’s setting, instructions are given on how to proceed with
the dance. For example, the Verse: «You better mind my brother how
you walk on the cross, your foot might slip and your soul get lost” makes
a very direct reference as to where the shout 0CCurs and specific instruc-
do while shouting. The first line of the text in this

cions on what to
verse, “You better mind my brother how you walk on the cross,” refers o
the front of the church where the pews arc pulled back to the side. A terms of th
cms a circle that moves counterclockwise while a practice isiif&rvaggn of the songs. What [ suggest i
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foot might slip and your soul get lost,” refers tO the shouters’ and the
church’s belief that there ate Jdifferences between sacred and
secular dance. Secular dance takes the feet up off the ground, while
sacred dance maintains conftact with the earth. This may be a subcate-
gory of slave songs that needs greater investigation. Many of the
Jigious slave songs could be used for educational purposes:

1. Dialect and the use of it.
2. Tempo and rhythm.

3

ople worked in the fields. One
Before we N
get into
these three concepts, which often are at the h
e heart of

rformanc ‘
: € practice, one a :
- ain has t
ction of slave so 'g 0 go back and und
ngs. , ndaerstan
Ip people as the el I'think my earlier description of th d the cultural
, y delve into this realm of literatu ¢ categories should
re.

5. Work songs: These songs Were used as pe
example is Andre Thomas’ “Goiny Up 10 Glory.” Other songs have

connotations with slave songs, such as “John Henry,” which tell stories,
but were used for wortk. This category has a rich abundance of songs that
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the struggles.” The spiri
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is altogether a subtle and elusive thing. ltis
The religious ecstasy

o it is a perfect unton-

embodies the whole congregation. Swing
is responding to the baton of some extremely sensitive conductor... it
is necessary to know the truth about their origins and history, tO
get in rouch with the association of ideas that surround them, and to
realize something of what they have meant and experienced in the
people who created them. In a word, the passing of feeling in these

songs in singing them was more important than any amount of mere

artistic technique.

The swing of the spiritual
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1so the question
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we look at the words?” The clearest example 1 can think of
«goon Ah Will Be Done.” For year
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concept of what chat text meant. He notated it, and we've been

it. With all due respect, 1 believe those words can suggest another way-
seeing the 1959 movie Imitation of Life with Lana Turnet,
influenced by the closing scene when Mahalia Jackson sings at
comes from a gospel background, and she sings this oneasa lament:

will be done with the croubles of the world, going home to

che oral tradition, Dawson may have heard those wo
but there is another way it could be understood—as 2

also lament.
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etation of the slave vocal ;/(I)lor would reflect the most irider?u?n
o ‘pr()f . song. uCh Of that d egrity in
essional, well-trai understanding co
; g . mes aft
who perf , trained art sin . er
orm the - . gers, especial .
repertoire. This is where YOupdeV 11Y African
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«] would imagine chat was how Moses

dditionally 1 would also ask, “Do you expect that Bernstein did
4s von Karajan ot Ormandy? No, they wete all gifred musicians.

1 also perform Andre Thomas’ pieces, but 1 don’t just rake those pieces OF
Moses music on face value. I play with “My Soul’s Been Anchored in the
Lord” because 1 have other ways of hearing that piece.”
This is my personal point of view. The danger of doing 2 workshop is that

P'll say something and people will think I'm «God.” The decisions I make are
bhased on some degree of study and trying t© put the music into context sO the

pieces have some integrity about them. This is not @ defense—it’s just SOMeE”

thing on which I question Thomas. 1 feel he is more in che “second school,” i.e.

rakes a hybrid approach. Some of his pieces have che dialect, others don’t. He
tends to do that. 1 Is have more relevance if you put them in

chink that spiritua
the context of performance practice. There is @ compelling reason for this.
Many times We have a negative reaction to using any type of dialect, and
this was especially true during the period of the Civil Rights Movement.
During this time, youns African Americans, especially, did not want to be
reminded of anything having o g the infancy of the

do with slavery. Durin
Civil Rights period to the modern ¢ contention. 1

day, this has heen a point o
believe this argument all goes back to letting chese songs have 2 flavor in their
ext to some degree, and language is one Way

original cont in which that can be
done; it should be done. 1t is integral.
If 1 were to sing @ piece in 2 foreign language,
with the proper pronunciation. 1t is the same with
understand that the people who were brought up in
che most intelligent and best educated people in their count
the highest level in African society, and the fact they were a
language through assimilation bears witness to their intelligence. It is
chat the dialect reflects their appropriation O
with aspects of cheir own mother tongue and how that was passe
chat supports the use of certain words and dialect.
jgnorant—quite the opposite.
The final point I wish to emphasize is
with great dignity- The programming of spiritua
program this music at the end, and there is not a P
end of the program s long as one understands that there are many other s
on the program chat a spiritual could fill. I is the music of 2 proud and nv
people; it is music that celebrates life and the power of goodness OVer
power of evil. T think for the people of che twenty-first century it represent

affirmation by a people who 1t never lost their

faced great adversity bu
and that this music is 2 vehicle to overcome all of the atrocities and inju
of life. This music does and should serve as inspir

ation for all gener@
for young people who understand that one can gain stren

and 1 would respectfully reply,

responded.” A
the same work

spirituals.

that this music

s is integral.
oblem with it being at

oth, comfort
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inspiration from thi
this musi
to restoration of oneself ftil?’ndbfoé many people, this music leads to heal
in body, mind, spiri o healin
, spirit, and voic &
e.
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