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American Music, by definition, is the 
result of a particular fusion of many 
musical cultures. This recording presents 
an important strand in this complicated 
tapestry—the blending of African 
American spiritual songs with the art 
music of Europe. The origin of the 
spiritual is still a matter of debate. 
However, it is generally agreed that it 
evolved out of the collective folk 
experiences of the slave. The 
compositional process relied on the oral 
tradition, passing these songs from one 
person to another, generation to 
generation. We will perhaps never know 
exactly what they sounded like, nor are we 
ever likely to precisely trace their 
evolution. Thus it is probable that the body 
of music we now associate with the 
spiritual bears only partial resemblance to 
the folk original. 
 
Spiritual arrangements, as a second evolutionary stage, came into being as early as the middle of 
the nineteenth century and played an important role in spreading the music and texts far beyond 
their original folk context. The songs presented here provide a glimpse into a third important 
development—the reclamation and synthesis of the folksong by African American art music 
composers. As the African American experience changed, so did its music. By the first half of 
this century, a small number of African Americans had gained access to conservatories and 
universities here and abroad. This resulted in the appearance of dramatic new voices on the 
American musical scene. These African American pioneer composers elected not to abandon 
their cultural heritage but to transform it with their new musical skills and perspective. While the 
African American folksong tradition necessarily began the day the African arrived in the 
Americas, the art song had its beginnings in nineteenth-century Europe. Thus, the music 
presented here is heir to two discrete traditions—its progenitors including the unknown slave 
musicians as well as Robert Schumann, Johannes Brahms, and Franz Schubert. Thus, these are 
true, authentic expressions of artists embedded with the “dual consciousness” that W.E.B. 
Dubois so eloquently described. 
 
This recording presents nineteen works for voice and piano by five significant African American 
women composers—Florence Price, Undine Smith Moore, Betty Jackson King, Margaret Bonds 
and Julia Perry. Each of these women had a prolific career—their anonymity perhaps more a 



different reflection of the history and culture of musical America than their gifts of musical 
composition. 
 
Undine Smith Moore (1904-1989) graduated from Fisk University and took additional music 
training from Columbia University and the Eastman, Juilliard and Manhattan Schools of Music. 
Like many of her contemporaries, she had a distinguished teaching career and served on the 
faculty of Virginia State College for forty-five years (1927-1972). Love Let the Wind Cry . . . 
How I Adore Thee features a setting of a poem by powerful Sappho. Dramatic and colorful, 
Moore uses word painting to heighten the powerful images presented in the text. I Am In Doubt, 
in contrast, is spare, almost conversational.  In each of her three spiritual arrangements, the 
composer allows the traditional characteristics of the folk melody to govern the accompaniment. 
The voice is always primary and the piano provides a simple yet elegant ground. The energetic 
Come Down Angels reminds us that spirituals are not limited to slow tempos and minor mode 
settings. 
 
Florence Price (1888-1953) was the first black woman composer to receive national acclaim. 
She graduated from the New England Conservatory in 1906, having studied with George 
Chadwick and Frederick Converse. She continued her studies at the Chicago Musical College 
and the American Conservatory of Music. She was the winner of numerous prizes and 
competitions, including the Holstein Competitions in 1925 and 1927. In 1931 she won honorable 
mention in the Wanamaker competition for her teaching piece Cotton Dance. In 1932 her 
Symphony in E minor won first prize in the Wanamaker competition and was given a first 
performance by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra at the Chicago World’s Fair in 1933. In 
addition to her art songs and spiritual settings, Price composed in a variety of forms, including 
three symphonies, two violin concertos, concert overtures, a piano concerto and numerous 
chamber music, keyboard and teaching pieces. 
 
Night is based on a text by Louis C. Wallace. Its lively tonal cast is intensified by a subtle 
chromaticism. Song to a Dark Virgin and My Dream are both based on text by Langston 
Hughes. One will find a comparison between Price’s My Dream and Margaret Bond’s Dream 
Variation striking indeed. In My Soul’d Been Anchored in the Lord, Price offers another 
important synthesis found in many spiritual arrangements, the incorporation of folk dance 
rhythms in the accompaniment. This is an appropriate inclusion given the synergy of music and 
dance in African American folk culture. 
 
Chicago native Margaret Bonds (1913-1972) studied at Northwestern University and the 
Juilliard School of Music. At Juilliard she studied with Roy Harris and Robert Starer. It is also 
noteworthy that Bonds was a private composition student of Florence Price and won the 
Wanamaker competition for one of her songs, Sea Ghost, at the same competition in which 
Price, her teacher, received recognition. Bonds, unlike many of her contemporaries, had no 
university affiliation. Her role as educator was realized in her service as both founder and 
director of Allides Arts Academy for talented youth in Chicago during the 1930s. 
 
The Negro Speaks of Rivers and Three Dream Portraits are both based on poems by 
Langston Hughes. Just as Hughes speaks of ancient rivers, Bonds’ setting speaks the textures and 
melodies ancient yet known. In The Negro Speaks of Rivers, the dark timbre of the low register 



in the piano suggests the very soul “grown deep like the rivers” to which Hughes concludes his 
sonnet. Three Dream Portraits reveals Bonds’ ability to sonically realize the bittersweet irony 
of Hughes’ poems. Often noted for her use of jazz and folk song elements, such practices are 
most prevalent here and in her spiritual settings of Dry Bones and Lord, I Just Can’t Keep 
From Cryin’.  The rhythmic piano accompaniment of Dry Bones harks back to the boogie 
woogie of early jazz. In contrast, Lord, I just Can’t Keep from Cryin’ features the lush 
harmonies and vocal embellishments so often associated with African American vernacular 
forms. 
 
Betty Jackson King was born in Chicago in 1928. Her early music studies began with her 
mother, Gertrude Smith Jackson, an accomplished piano teacher. Ms. King received her 
Bachelor and Master of Music degrees from Roosevelt University in 1950 and 1952, 
respectively. She continued her studies at the Peabody Conservatory and Westminster Choir 
College. An active accompanist and teacher, she served on the faculties of the University of 
Chicago Laboratory School, Dillard University, and Wildwood High School in New Jersey. An 
equally active choir director, her best known works include a cantata, Simon of Cyrene, the 
choral work, God’s Trombones, and numerous spiritual settings for choir as well as for solo 
voice. 
 
Ms. King is perhaps the most eclectic of the composers presented here. She draws on elements 
from folk, jazz and even modern gospel. It’s Me O Lord demonstrates the free adaptation of the 
folk original. This folk song is most often recalled by the initial descending major third interval 
of the text. However, King re-casts the first border interval as an ascending fifth in an opening 
phrase clearly in the minor. The rhythmic integrity replete with syncopations is maintained 
intact. Ms. King skillfully combines the interpolated old melody with a decidedly bluesy bass 
line in the piano. It then gives way to a quartal harmonization reminiscent of Hindemith. The 
improvisatory character, however, is not lost. Springtime is delicate and playful—a careful 
mirror of the text. In Calvary, Ms. King exploits the extreme registers of the piano to match the 
powerful text. The pedal C in the opening presents a subtle but insistent anticipation of the 
beat—another rhythmic infusion from jazz. Robert Honeysucker has the power and 
understanding to bring this work to its full potential. 
 
Julia Perry (1924-1979) studied at the Westminster Choir College and at the Juilliard School of 
Music. In contrast to many of her contemporaries, she then lived in Europe from 1951-1959 
studying with Nadia Boulanger, Luigi Dallapiccola and Henry Switten, among others. She also 
composed in all forms, including symphonies, operas, concertos, works for band, piano pieces 
and songs. 
 
Ms. Perry’s Free at Last and I’m a Poor Lil’ Orphan are simple yet elegant settings. The spare 
texture of the Lil’ Orphan suits the slow lament. Free at Last, as its title suggests, bursts forth 
with the jubilation of hope set to song. Free at Last serves as a powerful metaphor for the 
freedom with which these composers made use of their folk music heritage. It also provides an 
appropriate close to this recording, for these composers and their music are finally free at long 
last to assume their rightful place in twentieth century American music. 
 



We often lament the limits of our vocabulary to describe music that traverses the boundaries of 
genre, musical period, or cultural lineage. Ironically, it is in this great divide that the music still 
speaks to us with clarity, precision, and resonance. This is not simply women’s music nor should 
it be the sole province of African Americans. Like all great music it is to be shared and enjoyed 
by all willing to listen. Hopefully, we are now liberated enough to appreciate this body of works 
on its own terms. 
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