
Songlines 
Notes from the musical staff 
 
The sound of ‘African American’ 
 
This February at Summit, we will be featuring the African heritage in American worship 
music, in honor of Black History Month – a tradition started in 1976, as part of the 
bicentennial celebrations for the USA.   Prior to that time, there was a Black History 
Week, starting in February 1926.  February 2 in turn had been honored by many blacks 
as the birthday of both Abraham Lincoln and Frederick Douglass (1818 – 1895), who 
was born a slave but became a prominent abolitionist, orator and statesman.   
 
American culture is hugely indebted to people of color.  Not just African Americans, of 
course, but Africans were the first big non-European population group (apart from the 
Native Americans) to live, work, and settle in the newly formed USA.  In 1790, when the 
first official census was taken in the new American nation, figures showed that 20% of 
the population was African – and most of them (700,000 in total) were slaves. 
 
Negro spirituals, now sung and treasured by choirs all over the world, originated among 
these (mainly southern) black slaves.  They expressed an intense longing for freedom 
and justice - in the language of the Christian faith which was originally forced on the 
slave population, but which the slaves found their own ways to relate to.    Evangelical 
styles of worship, including gospel music, can also be traced back to practices of ‘slave 
shouts’, calls and responses, and ecstatic dances, that were common in the southern 
black churches (and derived from African traditions). 
 
‘Blue notes’ (lower or ‘flatter’ than the usual notes of a regular musical scale), 
syncopated rhythms, falsetto singing (using the high register of a man’s voice), guttural 
or spoken effects, improvisation, and melismas (when one syllable is given a whole run 
of notes) :  all these are characteristic of African American music, and have in turn 
become part of the palette available to pop singers and classical composers alike in 
today’s multi-faceted world.  
 
The musical menu at Summit in February includes one spiritual (arranged by a white 
composer), one ‘rhythm and blues’ style song by a female African American composer, 
one gospel style piece by two white writers, and another by Robert Ray, a black 
composer, conductor and academic.   Don’t miss Ruben Minor, guest singer on 
February 25.  He works at my bank branch and it’s a piece of serendipity that I got 
talking to him one day and found out that he also sings professionally.   
 
For more on the rich and tangled history of African Americans and their music, there’s a 
good start online at http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/African_American_history 
 
Sheena Phillips 


