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Through studying the poetry and its context, the lives of the poets and 

composers, and the musical choices which emerged from these combined influences, 

students of the “Millennial” generation may experience a deeper connection to art song 

and its role in defining and reflecting national character.  Not yet a part of the traditional 

canon of American art song, the songs of African-American composers are of particular 

value in this regard, offering teachers, students, and recitalists less frequently-

performed repertoire to explore. Representing a broad spectrum of literary and cultural 

influences, these songs are just as diverse, multi-faceted, and full of variety as any 

other body of art song repertoire and richly contribute to the past and present life of the 

genre. Going beyond the music and the words can only reinforce the study of technique 

and enrich the studio experience, while at the same time providing a multicultural 

learning environment which more accurately reflects the America in which these same 

students will become the singers and voice teachers of tomorrow.  
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CHAPTER 1 

THE MOTIVATION 

Artists often enjoy a privileged position as they help define, shape, and preserve 

society through their work, which may reflect, comment on, or recreate the paradigm 

through which a particular culture sees itself and by which it projects its character to the 

world.   One of the most unique positions in this artistic realm is that of the singer, and 

by extension the voice teacher, as the tools used to form the singing craft --language 

and music-- are intrinsically connected to shaping culture in any society.  It is “within 

language that all the ideas, rules, behaviors, and products of the culture are encoded,”1 

and art song is one way through which a microcosm of that culture is then shared 

through music. Paul Sperry, champion of American art song, points out candidly offers 

the following rumination on language and singing:  

“English, dummy!”  That’s the answer I’ve always wanted to give to the person 
who asks what my favorite language is to sing.  How could it be anything else?  
English is my language, and since for me good singing is the communication of 
the ideas behind the words through the music, I like to sing what I can 
communicate best.2   
 
From the perspective of helping young students balance technical and artistic 

development, perhaps there could be no simpler justification for prioritizing American art 

song in the vocal studios of America. When singing in English, there is no need for an 

IPA transcription or word-for-word translation, thus removing the barriers that arise 

when dealing with a foreign text.  In learning a song, singers enjoy direct and immediate 

access to the poem and therefore are able to more quickly and profoundly express its 

meaning.  Audiences, likewise, are given a brief respite from reading text translations 

                                            
1 Larry L. Naylor, American Culture: Myth and Reality of a Culture of Diversity (Westport, CT: Bergin and 
Garvey, 1998), 7.  
2 Paul Sperry. “Paul Sperry Salutes the Great American Songbook,” Opera News 61 (August 1996): 22. 
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and can enjoy a linear song-listening experience, free from the distraction that comes 

from the delay between hearing the words and comprehending them.  Although any 

English-language text would accomplish this end, poetry penned by American writers 

best reflects the unique aspects of life, history, and the American experience, providing 

a glimpse into our shared past and present. The art song gives this poetry a unique 

voice, and as it spans much of our country’s history, “keeps us in touch with the great 

writers of the past”3 as well as with those who define current times.  

Not yet a part of the traditional canon of American art song, the songs of African-

American composers are of particular value in this regard because they offer recitalists 

less frequently-performed repertoire to explore.  These songs bring to light unique 

aspects of American culture and tradition—those of African-Americans--thus enriching, 

educating, and “widening” the experience of art song for audiences and performers. 

Aside from the practical, aforementioned benefits of singing in English, Ned Rorem 

suggests that the teaching and performing of American art song by Americans is 

important because it creates an “indigenous literature” – something “no European will 

do for us.”4   

Willis C. Patterson, scholar, teacher, and advocate of African-American art song, 

points out the stark contrast between poems set by European art song composers and 

those of African-Americans. Lieder and mélodie texts often deal with “creative musings 

on nature, mythology, and sentiments on the ‘ultimate things of life,’” whereas African-

American art songs typically speak to “the here and now, ‘nitty-gritty’ circumstances of 

life and its travails,…rendering them much more accessible to contemporary performers 

                                            
3 Ned Rorem. “The American Art Song: Dead or Alive?” Opera News 61 (August 1996): 18. 
4 Ibid, 15. 
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and their audiences and heightening their effectiveness for teaching and learning. 

“Given the variety of musical genres from which they borrow—jazz, blues, ragtime, as 

well as spirituals,” the realization and experience of these songs offers students and 

patrons of classical music the opportunity to better understand, identify with, and 

appreciate the whole of the American culture to which African-Americans have so 

greatly contributed, providing “a more complete understanding of ourselves as 

Americans and of American history.”5    

While much of African-American art song speaks to details of life and history of 

the black community, the specific circumstances of a poem often translate into a 

universal theme to which anyone may relate, helping bridge the gap between the 

seemingly different experiences among Americans of diverse backgrounds.  Faith, love, 

death, happiness, loss, friendship, sadness, home – these themes are timeless, 

speaking to the hearts and minds of all people. Although a large number of these songs 

feature poetry by the great African-American writers such as Langston Hughes, Paul 

Laurence Dunbar, and Mari Evans, African-American composers draw their musical 

inspiration just as readily from the poetry of Euro-Americans such as Emily Dickinson, 

T.S. Eliot, Edna St. Vincent Millay, and Elinor Wylie and therefore are not limited to the 

history and experiences of African-Americans. Representing a broad spectrum of 

literary and cultural influences, these songs are just as diverse, multi-faceted, and full of 

variety as any other body of art song repertoire and richly contribute to the past and 

present life of the genre.   

  

                                            
5 Willis C. Patterson. “African-American Art Song: A Musical Means for Special Teaching and Learning,” 
Black Music Research Journal 16:2 (Fall 1996): 305-306. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE MILLENNIALS 

Although researchers vary slightly in defining the exact beginning and ending 

years of the group, the “Millennial” generation, also referred to as Gen Y, is generally 

considered to be those individuals born between 1982 and 2003.  The generational 

label was partly inspired by the “much-touted”6 high school Class of 2000, and as a 

focal point during the media during the late 1990s, this large and influential group of 

young people have been the subject of considerable research and commentary.  An 

important source of information for this project, generational theorists Neil Howe and 

William Strauss’ seminal book Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation (2000) 

offers an in-depth discussion of the Millennials by comparing and contrasting them with 

the characteristics of previous generations.  With the oldest members soon to become 

teachers themselves7 and the youngest to attend baccalaureate programs through the 

year 2025, this generation is “more numerous, more affluent, better educated, and more 

ethnically diverse”8 than any other generation in American history and will therefore 

leave an indelible mark on our society, including all aspects of art and culture. 

Millennials are defined by their diversity and inclusivity, rejecting a “one size fits 

all” approach to any activity with which they engage. Thriving on “flexibility and space to 

explore…they refuse to blindly conform to traditional standards and time-honored 

institutions,” making the study of an untapped body of song literature appealing to them 

                                            
6 Neil Howe and Williams Strauss, Millennials Rising: The Next Great Generation (New York, NY: Vintage 
Books, 2000), 4.  
7 Michael Wilson and Leslie E. Gerber point out that the average age of those receiving  a doctorate is 33. 
“How Generational Theory Can Improve Teaching:  Strategies for Working with the ‘Millennials,’” Currents 
in Teaching and Learning 1 (2008): 40.  
8 Howe and Strauss, 4. 
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in contrast to studying songs that are widely-known and often programmed.  While they 

“value guidance” and “partner well with mentors,” they are not interested in perpetuating 

behavior or choices merely for the sake of habit or convenience, preferring 

“collaborative, innovative, customized, and targeted” approaches to the tasks they 

undertake.9  Poised to be the next “hero” generation, Millennials possess an unbridled 

confidence, optimism, and idealism about who they are and their potential for making a 

positive impact on a global scale.  

Described as confident, “self-assured go-getters,”10 Millennials are positive about 

what their future holds, and in general, believe what their parents have told them since 

childhood—that they are special and can accomplish anything they set their heart and 

minds toward attaining.  One must admit that this attitude is infectious, and although the 

realities of the “real world” may eventually tamper the enthusiasm of the young college 

or graduate student ready to conquer the world, harnessing this energy and helping 

direct it toward learning and academic success is a valuable asset for any teacher.   

One of the defining characteristics of today’s young people is their desire to 

connect to each other, and to stay connected all the time, via multiple methods of 

technology and social media.  In contrast to the often cynical, self-reliant individualism 

of Generation X, Millennials prioritize a sense of community, thrive on teamwork both at 

work and in the classroom, and develop “tight peer bonds”11 which help foster the sense 

of collectivism often associated with their behavior and attitudes, including an 

                                            
9 D. T. Tohmatsu “Who are the Millennials? A.K.A. Generation Y.” 
http://www.deloitte.com/dtt/cda/doc/content/us_consulting_millennialfactsheet_080606.pdf (accessed 
February 3, 2010).  
10 Wilson and Gerber, 31. 
11 Howe and Strauss, 44. 

http://www.deloitte.com/dtt/cda/doc/content/us_consulting_millennialfactsheet_080606.pdf
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“extraordinary similarity”12 in their dress and appearance.  Having grown up in an 

“everyone’s a winner” environment which often celebrated the effort of all rather than 

the achievements of some, Millennials are also referred to as the “We” generation, 

thriving on close-knit ties with family and friends.  Corporate America is already making 

allowances for the uniqueness of this large group of new workers, with some companies 

even “hiring groups of friends because they believe Gen Yers need to stay tight with 

their social network.”13 

For all of the many positive characteristics this generation possesses, there are 

some pronounced weaknesses as well.  With the advent of computer gaming and rapid 

developments in technology, Millennials do not read as much as previous generations; 

this disparity is noted in the decline in literacy scores across college campuses.14 

Perhaps also related to gaming, less reading, and “the media-saturated world of the 

Millennial student,”15 attention-deficit disorders are a well-documented, wide-spread 

problem, making “distractability”16 a key issue for educators in finding creative solutions 

to help students stay focused and on task.   

Collaborative findings in the field of student engagement suggest that as the 

university student body becomes increasingly diverse, “a dependency on sameness is 

no longer appropriate”17 in relating to today’s college student.  Exposure to diversity 

through classroom assignments which analyze, synthesize, and apply “theories and 

                                            
12 Wilson and Gerber, 31. 
13 Ibid., 34. 
14 Ibid., 35 
15 Ibid. 
16 Ibid. 
17 Shaun R. Harper and Stephen John Quaye, ed. Student Engagement in Higher Education (New York, 
NY: Routledge, 2009), 1.  
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course concepts to practical situations…has been positively linked to benefits and 

outcomes in the following domains: 

self-concept (intellectual and social), cultural awareness and appreciation, racial 
understanding, leadership, engagement in citizenship activities, satisfaction with 
college, high post-baccalaureate degree aspirations, and readiness for 
participation in a diverse workforce.18  
 
Although the music school, private studio, and recital hall may seem a bit 

removed from this discussion, no forum for learning and artistic growth thrives if 

pertinent data involving its target audience is not recognized and then assimilated into 

the methodology of disseminating information to that specific group.  Understanding the 

Millennials is central to maintaining vibrancy in the life of the voice studio, for this is 

where this generation studies the art form which they will in turn teach, perform, and 

pass on to future generations of students and audiences. For the voice teacher, there 

may be no better way to motivate young singers than to incorporate diverse and 

culturally-varied repertoire with which a student must engage through detailed study and 

performance.  

As a “global-, civic-, and community-minded”19 group of individuals, having a 

sense of oneself within the context of the society at large will help Millennials relate the 

songs they sing to their own lives and circumstances and to the people in their sphere 

of influence.  Creating these associations will help a group of easily-distracted young 

people experience a “deeper exploration of materials,” prioritizing “thoughtful 

processing”20 over simple content-mastery, other important factors in engaging 

Millennials toward learning. One way to apply these principles to applied voice is by 

                                            
18 Ibid., 6-7. 
19 Tohmatsu, “Who are the Millennials? A.K.A. Generation Y.”  
20 Ibid.  
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examining the people, places, and things that have shaped the culture by which the 

music was inspired, fostering learning from a variety of historical, sociological, and 

cultural viewpoints.   

Through studying the poetry and its context, the lives of the poets and 

composers, and the musical choices which emerged from these combined influences, 

Millennial students may experience a deeper and more impactful relationship with their 

study of applied voice, thus enriching their connection to art music and its role in both 

defining and reflecting national character. Going beyond the music and the words can 

only reinforce the study of technique and enrich the studio experience, while at the 

same time providing a multicultural learning environment which more accurately reflects 

the America in which these same students will become the singers and voice teachers 

of tomorrow.  

This approach to the study of choosing and studying repertoire is not a new idea, 

nor is the suggestion of using African-American art song as a vehicle to achieve this 

end something entirely original.  In 1973, Yestadt proposed  a “socio-musical” approach 

to the study of voice, suggesting those “socially-concerned” students would benefit from 

a “quasi-experimental” method of building song repertoire, taking into consideration the 

social and political background of the poets and composers’ lives and contributions 

outside the strictly artistic realm. She suggests that this approach bridges the gap 

between the student and the poet and composer, bring the music and text to life as 

those that created it become “persons in the mind of the student—human beings 

struggling with the perplexities of their own times, however far back into history one 
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chooses to delve.”21  While this method could be applied to the study of any art song, 

American or otherwise, the unique lessons of African-American art song remain largely 

untapped and therefore offer Millennials and those who teach them a niche for making a 

worthwhile contribution to the proliferation of the genre.   

  

                                            
21 Sister Marie Yestadt, S.B.S, “Song Literature for the 70’s: A Socio-Musical Approach,” The NATS 
Bulletin (May/June 1973): 22-27.  
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CHAPTER 3 

THE MISSION 

The promotion, publishing, and performing of African-American art song has 

enjoyed some progress in recent decades, thanks in large part to the influential work of 

Willis C. Patterson, currently Professor Emeritus of Voice at the University of Michigan.  

Dr. Patterson’s ground-breaking Anthology of Art Songs by Black American Composers, 

published in 1977, serves as an appropriate starting point for singers and voice 

teachers who wish to gain more knowledge of this repertoire, as the poets and 

composers represented include some of the most prolific and influential in African-

American literary and classical music circles.  

In 2002, Patterson’s anthology was revised into a second edition, Second 

Anthology of Art Songs by Black American Composers and The New Negro Spiritual, 

published by Willis Patterson Publishing. Repeating only a few of the composers 

previously included in Patterson’s anthology, Wagner and Simmons' A New Anthology 

of Art Songs by African American Composers (2004) highlights a new generation of 

composers, including eight women.  In addition to the pieces included in these 

anthologies, there is a wealth of other available repertoire,22 giving voice teachers and 

professional singers no excuse for its continued neglect.    

Using his own personal library as an example in the introduction to the anthology, 

Patterson cites evidence of the “shameful neglect” of African-American composers by 

examining eight American song anthologies containing “one hundred thirty-nine 

                                            
22 Included in Darryl Taylor’s article, “The Importance of Studying African-American Art Song,” Journal of 
Singing 54 (1998): 9-16 is a thorough appendix detailing composer and publisher information for available 
repertoire.      
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American art songs composed by more than eighty different American composers,”23 

only four of which were African-American.  Unfortunately, change is slow, and more 

than thirty years later, anthologies still fail to incorporate the works of African-Americans 

in any substantive way.  In examining four anthologies of American art song published 

since 1977 containing one hundred fifty-nine songs by seventy-one composers, only 

two African-American composers are included, for a total of six songs. Given the 

profound influence of African-Americans on every other genre in which they are properly 

represented, including jazz, blues, folk, spiritual, gospel, and popular styles, logic 

assumes that the art song is no exception as an example of their distinctly American 

musical voice.  The continued neglect of this repertoire is robbing audiences, students, 

and lovers of song an immeasurable amount of material to appreciate, cultivate, and 

integrate into the rich fabric of American musical life.      

Because of the existence of Patterson’s anthology, devoted exclusively to 

African-Americans, publishers may not have seen a need to further include them in 

subsequent anthologies of American art song.  During a recital at the University of North 

Texas, singer/scholar Darryl Taylor discussed this marginalization of African-American 

composers.  In order to bring these songs “out of the margins” and into the traditional 

canon of American art song repertory, their works must be published, performed, 

programmed, and weighed alongside those of other, non-black composers of both 

American and non-American heritage, letting the merits of the songs dictate their 

success or failure with performers and audiences.24  Rather than being identified as 

                                            
23 Willis C. Patterson, comp., Anthology of Art Songs by Black Composers (New York: Edward B. Marks 
Music Company, 1977), VII. 
24 On February 8, 2010, Darryl Taylor, countertenor, and Elvia Puccinelli, piano, performed the program 
“African American Art Songs: Out of the Margins” in the Recital Hall at 8:00 pm featuring the works of 
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“good African-American composers,” Taylor suggests that some “would rather not have 

their race associated with their compositions” and simply be “known as good 

composers.” Until such a time comes, however, when “all Americans can be equally 

identified as Americans, without the need for hyphenated designations, a subset of 

African-American composers will always be in place.”25  

Pianist/composer Wallace Cheatham echoes Taylor’s conclusions, agreeing that 

this narrow approach to publishing and programming African-American art song hinders 

its synthesis into regular programming in both university and professional concert 

settings.  He goes on to observe that unfortunately, it is still possible for one to spend an 

entire career as a music student in an American university and never hear or even 

come into contact with an art song or a piece in any other genre written by an African-

American.26   

The annals of American history and literature would be decidedly lacking if we 

deleted or ignored the contributions of individuals like Booker T. Washington, Toni 

Morrison, Frederick Douglas, Martin Luther King, Jr., or Maya Angelou.  Since no 

cultural history is complete without the sum of all its parts, it is clear that until the works 

of African-Americans are celebrated, studied, and sung alongside those of other 

composers, the full scope of the American art song’s relevance cannot be determined.    

Unlike any other group in history, Millennials may be the first generation capable 

of eradicating what has been, up until now, the common practice of categorizing art 

music into these subset genres.  Howe and Strauss assert that although Millennials 

                                                                                                                                             
African American composers George Walker, Mark Fax, Howard Swanson, Robert Owens, H. Leslie 
Adams, Robert Morris, and Jacqueline B. Hairston.   
25 Darryl Taylor. “The Importance of Studying African-American Art Song,” Journal of Singing 54 (1998): 
14.  
26 Ciobanu / Cheatham Phone Interview, May 7, 2010. 
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recognize the differences among ethnic groups in America, to them, “race has become 

so fluid, complex, and multifaceted that the old answers seem less persuasive.”  The 

“adult-imposed sense of separateness” often reflected in the publishing and 

programming of art music (black composers, women composers, etc.) may lose 

relevance with Millennials, as they are unlikely to conform to what they consider the 

“odd racial conceptions” of previous generations -- attitudes which do not reflect the 

Millennial worldview where boundary lines are practically non-existent.  Although they 

are not dismissive of the gravity of past struggles, Millennials are the first generation to 

have no living memory of the struggle for equal rights for either women or African-

Americans. As a result, they find “the old struggles less purposeful” are confident they 

will handle similar challenges during the twenty-first century better than their 

predecessors.27    

  

                                            
27Howe and Strauss, 218-221.  
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CHAPTER 4 

THE MUSIC 

Keeping in mind the unique characteristics of the Millennials, the selection of 

repertoire was based on the specific characteristics of each piece, either poetic or 

musical, and how these details provide multi-faceted avenues for teaching and learning. 

Background information regarding the poets and composers was also taken into 

consideration, as in many cases the circumstances of their lives and/or place in history 

give their work relevance to a greater degree than the individual songs taken out of 

context.  In an effort to provide “a deeper exploration of materials,”28 including songs by 

living composers was a priority because of the personal insights the composers could 

potentially offer to the interpretation and performance of their music. For the sake of 

contrast, an attempt has been made to illustrate a variety of musical and literary styles, 

as well as songs of various difficulty levels.  Because Patterson’s anthology is the most 

well-known collection of African-American art song, a conscious effort was made to 

primarily feature songs from other sources.   

Although much of the previous discussion has been focused on pedagogical 

issues, it is important to note that what works for Millennials now will also work for them 

as they move through the various stages of life.  Research suggests that they are not 

only “very different from previous generations at the same age,” but that the 

characteristics, behaviors, and defining qualities of this group “are likely to remain part 

of their lifelong culture since they seem to be embedded their personalites.”29 Given 

this, what works to engage and interest an undergraduate will most likely continue to 

                                            
28 Tohmatsu, “Who are the Millennials? A.K.A. Generation Y.”  
29 Richard Sweeney “Millennial Behaviors and Demographics.” http://library2.njit.edu/staff-
folders/sweeney/Millennials/Article-Millennial-Behaviors.doc (accessed February 3, 2010). 

http://library2.njit.edu/staff-folders/sweeney/Millennials/Article-Millennial-Behaviors.doc
http://library2.njit.edu/staff-folders/sweeney/Millennials/Article-Millennial-Behaviors.doc
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engage the individual as they mature as teachers, singing professionals, and 

audiences.     

 

“Minstrel Man” 

Vocal Range: C4 – Gb5    

Song Text:  Because my mouth is wide with laughter and my throat is deep with song 
You do not think I suffer after I have held my pain so long. 
Because my mouth is wide with laughter you do not hear my inner cry 
Because my feet are gay with dancing you do not know I die, you do not 

know I die.30   
 
In this poem, Langston Hughes uses the 19th-century tradition of black minstrelsy 

as a metaphor for portraying one of society’s great social ills—the tendency to hide 

behind a smiling mask, regardless of the heart’s true condition.  Minstrel entertainment, 

similar in many ways to commedia dell’arte with its use of stock characters, portrayed 

black men as comic, “shiftless, irresponsible, thieving, happy-go-lucky ‘plantation 

darkies,’”31 devoid of any real, authentic emotional expression. Although the poem 

directly refers to the minstrels, its message is timeless and one to which anyone can 

relate, making this song of great relevance for students and audiences.  The text is as 

follows:   

The 19th-century minstrel man and the 20th-century’s poetic application of that 

reality to the society at large are not far-removed from the challenges of the 21st-

century’s youth, making this song of great relevance in the voice studios of today.  

Growing up in time in our nation’s history when enormous resources were devoted to 

the care, education, needs, and concerns of children, Millennials feel a tremendous 

                                            
30 Willis C. Patterson, ed. Anthology of Art Songs by Black American Composers (New York, NY:  Edward 
B. Marks Music Company, 1977), 117-119.  
31 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans (New York, NY: Norton & Company, 1997), 96. 
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pressure to succeed and capitalize on all that has been invested in their success. They 

suffer from anxiety, a fear of failure, and are “constantly in motion—moving, busy, 

purposeful, without nearly enough hours in the day to get it all done.”32  One survey 

suggests that 20% of all undergraduates are “constantly stressed,” with this stress often 

leading to depression and even thoughts of suicide.33     

Margaret Bonds’ neo-romantic setting equally captures both the poem’s 

melancholic, sad mood, and the energy of the minstrels’ song and dance.  The 

introduction presents the song’s basic rhythmic and harmonic material which is then 

elaborated as the song progresses (Ex. 1). The Bb-Minor tonality is “subtly infused with 

jazz and Negro folksong elements;”34 the syncopated rhythms become more 

pronounced in the last stanza to correspond with the building emotional intensity of the 

words (Ex. 2).    

Example 1.  Margaret Bonds, Minstrel Man, mm. 1-9.35 

 

 

  

                                            
32 Howe and Strauss, 184. 
33 MSNBC.com. “1 in 5 undergrads is constantly stressed.” http://www.msnbc.com id/23693299/ 
(accessed February 3, 2010). 
34 Southern, 545-546. 
35 Based on the edition in Anthology of Art Songs by Black American Composers (New York, NY:  Edward 
B. Marks Music Company, 1977), 117.  

http://www.msnbc.com/
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Example 2. Minstrel Man, mm. 38-43.36 

 
 

 

“Theology” 

C4 – A5  

There is a heaven for ever, day by day,  
The upward longing of my soul doth tell me so.   
There is a hell, I’m quite sure; for pray  
If there were not, where would my neighbors go?37  

  
Similar to “Minstrel Man” in its timeless appeal, “Theology” serves as a humorous 

introduction to the works of Paul Laurence Dunbar.  Listed in several sources as one of 

America’s most influential African-Americans, he was the first African-American poet to 

gain national and international recognition at the latter part of the 19th-century and break 

the racial barrier by gaining respect from white critics and readers. His prolific output in 

both conventional English and African-American dialect includes 12 books of poetry, 

one play, four books of short stories, and five novels.  Assigning young singers art 

songs featuring his poetry is a good way to ensure their exposure to this great writer 

and to make a valuable contribution to their knowledge of American literature.     

                                            
36 Ibid., 119.  
37 Margaret R. Simmons and Jeanie Wagner, comp. A New Anthology of Art Songs by African American 
Composers, (Carbondale, IL:  Southern Illinois University Press, 2004), 104-107. 



18 

Betty Jackson King’s setting is sarcastically ironic, musically foreshadowing the 

poem’s punch line by using exaggerated word painting to feign a serious soliloquy on 

deep theological issues.  In addition to the ethereal introduction, the most blatant 

example of this device is the melodramatic, almost two-octave ascending scale for the 

voice over the words “the upward longing of my soul” (Ex. 3). Throughout the song, the 

music and words carry on a dialog of sorts; with each statement of text, the voice echos 

the melodic material presented first in the piano part (Ex. 4).  King, known for her deep 

Christian faith, church ministry, and spiritual arrangements, may have viewed heaven 

and hell as serious matters. One would never know this, however, from her setting of 

Dunbar’s poem, as it literally makes a laughing matter out of the unpleasant fate 

awaiting some apparently pesky neighbors. Millennials (as well as individuals of any 

generation) who have lived in a college dormitory or apartment complex may find this 

song relevant and applicable to everyday life.   

 
Example 3.  Betty Jackson King, Theology, mm. 22-25.38 

 

 

 

  

                                            
38 Based on the edition in New Anthology of Art Songs by African American Composers. (Carbondale, IL:  
Southern Illinois University Press, 2004),106.  
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Example 4.  Theology, mm. 26-28.39 

 

 

“Mississippi” 

D4 – G5   

New land somewhere ahead: push on! 
That was the cry of old. 
Rich land waiting ahead: pull on! 
That was the challenge so bold. 
Deep southland, settled by men, eager for life, proud and strong, 
Filled with faith they built a state named for the river that bore them there. 
Most mighty name, Mississippi: known to people all over the wide world! 
Delta land, cotton fields a’gleaming, waiting the yield, white in the sunlight. 
From the pine groves to the coast, wealth of the state is scattered. 
Magnolia trees all abloom flanking the spreading plantations. 
Mansions of stately majesty, pillars of regal memory to join the past and present: 
Most mighty name, Mississippi: known to people all over the wide world! 
Delta land, cotton fields a’gleaming, waiting the yield, white in the sunlight. 
Mississippi in war garners glory!   
Mississippi in peace forges ahead. 
Hon’ring her mighty name, mighty river that bounds her, river of strength, the 

pride of the southland!40  
 

As a man of monumental firsts, William Grant Still made important contributions 

in all the major classical genres and enjoyed the privilege of having his works widely 

performed during his lifetime. Often referred to as the dean of African-American 

composers, he was the first to be featured as a symphonic composer when the 

Rochester Philharmonic programmed his Symphony No. 1 in 1931. In 1936, he held the 

                                            
39 Ibid. 
40 William Grant Still, An Art Song Collection (Flagstaff, AZ: William Grant Still Music, 2000), 21-25. 
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baton for the Los Angeles Philharmonic Orchestra, becoming the first African-American 

to conduct a major U. S. symphony orchestra.  In addition, he became the first African-

American composer to have an opera produced by a major U.S. company when in 

1949, his Troubled Island was performed by the New York City Opera.    

In addition to compositions in large-scale genres like opera, the symphony, and 

ballet, he also wrote solo instrumental, choral, and vocal works. After his marriage to 

concert pianist and journalist Verna Arvey, he employed her skills as a writer for opera 

libretti and song-texts. Their marriage was an interracial one, (Arvey was Jewish) a 

biographical detail regarding this poet and composer which Millennials may find 

interesting considering the obvious differences between their liberal attitudes toward 

interracial dating/marriage and those prevalent during Grant and Arvey’s time, which 

were considerably less tolerant.  

“Mississippi” is one example of their collaborative effort.  Not only is the text 

typical of American pride and Southern spirit, the music also has that “American flavor” 

for which Still is so famous.  The piano part, particularly the introduction, is more 

orchestral than pianistic and requires the performer to add his or her creativity to the 

direction and shaping of phrases, pedaling, and articulation (Ex. 5).  The use of seventh 

and ninth chords and syncopated rhythms in combination with folk, blues, and gospel 

influences make this song seem familiar even upon a first hearing (Ex. 6). The wealth of 

history, literature, and American folklore pertaining to Mississippi and its legendary river 

provides fertile ground for additional learning for students, the song itself providing a 

snapshot of the state’s rich culture and history through Arvey’s colorful, descriptive text.  
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The birthplace of the blues and both Still and Betty Jackson King, Mississippi 

boasts an impressive roster of famous Americans, including Elvis Presley, B. B. King, 

Oprah Winfrey, William Faulkner, Tennessee Williams, and Leontyne Price (who has a 

fascinating biography that would be of interest to any voice student). One possibility for 

programming Grant’s songs would be to add “Arkansas,” “Bayou Home,” and “Memphis 

Man” to “Mississippi,” creating a song set featuring the Deep South as its theme. Aside 

from “Memphis Man” which is from a female perspective, these songs are appropriate 

for a mezzo or baritone; the set as a whole is too low in tessitura for both tenor and 

soprano.   

 
Example 5.  William Grant Sill, Mississippi, mm. 1-12.41 

 
 

Example 6.  Mississippi, mm. 44-52.42 

 
 
  

                                            
41 Based on the edition in An Art Song Collection (Flagstaff, AZ: William Grant Still Music, 2000), 21.  
42 Ibid., 22-23. 
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“Creole Girl” (from Nightsongs) 

Db4 – A5  

When you dance, do you think of Spain, 
Purple skirts and clipping castanets, 
Creole Girl? 
When you laugh, do you think of France, 
Golden wine and mincing minuets,  
Creole Girl? 
When you sing, do you think of young America, 
Grey guns and battling bayonets? 
When you cry, do you think of Africa, 
Blue nights and casual canzonets? 
When you dance, do you think of Spain, 
Purple skirts and clipping castanets, 
Creole Girl?43  

“Creole Girl” (L. Morgan Collins) speaks of the Spanish, French, American, and 

African cultures, which in addition to Native American influences, constitute the Creole 

heritage of Southern Louisiana.  The history of French colonization, slavery, the 

Louisiana Purchase, Creole (mixed) languages and peoples of other nations, and the 

city of New Orleans are all compelling topics related to this text.  Things with which 

some students are already familiar, like Cajun/Creole cuisine and jazz music, may 

potentially be seen in a new and more significant light after studying this song, as 

deepening the associations with these every-day terms helps students connect the dots 

between history and their present-day lives.  

Eileen Southern, scholar of African-American music, offers some interesting 

details regarding Camille Nickerson, perhaps history’s most famous “Creole girl.” A 

graduate of Oberlin College, Nickerson was a professor at Howard University, singer, 

and scholar of the creole music of her native Louisiana and specialized in collecting, 

arranging for the concert stage, and publishing creole songs.  During the 1930s-1950s 
                                            
43 Simmons and Wagner, 10-15. 
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she toured as “The Louisiana Lady,” singing creole songs and wearing creole dress; in 

1954 she toured in France under the sponsorship of the U.S. State Department.”44     

H. Leslie Adams brings these words to life with a well-constructed song in ternary 

form, employing syncopated rhythms and a vibrant, descriptive piano accompaniment to 

brilliantly underscore the text. The pervading musical idea is the rhythmically compelling 

“Creole” D-Minor dance music (Ex. 7) which frames the song in the A sections, 

interrupted only briefly to highlight the phrases “clipping castanets” and “mincing 

minuets,” which describe Spanish and French culture, respectively.  In the espressivo B 

section, America and Africa are given special emphasis by the introduction of 

contrasting musical material, including a slower tempo, harmonic shift to the relative 

major, and textual changes in the accompaniment, perhaps reflecting their preeminent 

role in defining Creole culture in America.  With a memorable vocal line well-suited for 

soprano or tenor, colorful poetry, and a rich subtext, “Creole Girl” is a song worthy of the 

attention of voice teachers and singing professionals alike.  

Example 7.  H. Leslie Adams, Creole Girl, mm. 1-9.45 

 

                                            
44 Southern, 428. 
45 Based on the edition in New Anthology of Art Songs by African American Composers. (Carbondale, IL:  
Southern Illinois University Press, 2004),10. 
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“The Wider View” 

 F4 – C6 

In my childhood I was wont to see the horizon as a boundary, 
The sky as roof, the wood as wall, my world as intimate and small. 
But as I learned of other places, loftier heights and wider spaces,  
the wonder in my spirit grew to match the fresh unfolding view.  
I used to think of life as breath, a measured span from birth to death, 
with Time the stern horizon line to mark day’s ending and decline. 
But now I see beyond confusion, all boundaries are but illusion; 
that Love’s vast luminous creation can tolerate no separation. 
There is no barrier nor wall between us and the All in All.  
There’s always more to do and be.  
You can’t exhaust Infinity.46 

Occasionally one stumbles upon a song whose words and melody have a way of 

speaking straight to the heart of the matter.  “The Wider View” (R. H. Grenville), in this 

author’s opinion, is one such song, with its beautiful blend of music and poetry that 

uplifts and inspires the soul to reach toward a fuller existence. In addition to Grenville’s 

text, Adams’ eight-song cycle (The Wider View) includes poems by Dunbar, Hughes, 

Georgia Douglas Johnson, and James Dillet Freeman. A “panoramic portrait of human 

emotions, from songs of love and the blues to songs of nature and the human spirit…It 

seeks passion’s source and its ability to be sustained.47    

Adams writes well for the voice, constructing the phrases to allow plenty of time 

for breathing and making the technical adjustments necessary to sing his expansive, 

melodic lines.  The form is a modified rondo of sorts (ABABA), with the more dissonant, 

harmonically-developmental material reserved for the B sections.  Beginning with the 

pivotal word “but,” these sections speak of the illumination that comes from broadening 

                                            
46 H. Leslie Adams. The Wider View (Madison, OH: Henry Carl Music, 1988), 1-19. Selling Agent: 
Classical Vocal Reprints. 
47 Ibid, Notes to the Performer.  
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one’s horizons and the limitless possibilities of living life without boundaries or 

preconceived notions about what is or is not possible to achieve (Ex. 8).   

Example 8.  Adams, The Wider View, mm. 14-22.48 

 

                                            
48 Based on the edition in The Wider View (Madison, OH: Henry Carl Music, 1988), 5-7.  
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Naming the “the All in All” as the ultimate source of strength, the song ends with the 

suggestion that there is no barrier between humanity and an inexhaustible infinity.  

Adams provides an ending ossia which beautifully fits the meaning of the poem with its 

floating ascent to a sustained high C, symbolic of the heights to which one may rise by 

embracing “the wider view” of life and spirit (Ex. 9).  

Example 9.  The Wider View, mm. 53-55.49 

 

 

“Union Square” 

F4 – Bb5 

With the man I love who loves me not, I walked in the streetlamp’s flares. 
We watched the world go home that night, in a flood through Union Square. 
I leaned to catch the words he said, that were light as a snowflake falling. 
Ah, well that he never learned to hear the words my heart was calling. 
And on we walked, and on we walked, past the fiery lights of the picture shows. 
Where the girls with thirsty eyes go by, on the errand each man knows. 
And on we walked, and on we walked.  
At the door at last we said good-bye.  
I knew by his smile, he had not heard my heart's unuttered cry. 

                                            
49 Based on the edition, The Wider View, 17-18.  
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With the man I love, who loves me not, I walked in the streetlamp’s flares. 
But oh, the girls who ask for love, in the lights of Union Square.50 
 
The life and times of Sara Teasdale represent a period of transition in the role 

and perception of women in America, moving away from the sheltered, nineteenth-

century woman of convention to the self-assured woman with choices rather than 

duties.  In a biographical essay on Teasdale, William Drake states the following: “Sara 

Teasdale, however, was not a heroine of the new age as much as its victim, and her 

later work reflects the cost exacted by disillusion in romantic love, a failed marriage, an 

abortion, divorce, striving for professional prominence, and eventual loneliness and 

suicide.”51  

Caught between her Victorian upbringing and the “independent 

professionalism”52 of her career, Teasdale was decidedly braver in embracing the “New 

Woman” persona in her poetry than she was when openly confronted about her 

opinions. Critics objected to her supposed provocative language at the end of “Union 

Square” where the “speaker sympathizes with, envies even, the prostitutes working in 

Union Square”53 “who can take the initiative and ask for love shamelessly.”54 Rather 

than publically embrace the “radical politics of the ‘New Woman,’”55 which in the case of 

“Union Square” involved the free expression of sexual desires, Teasdale chose to let 

                                            
50 Simmons and Wagner, 118-123. 
51William Drake, “Sara Teasdale,” American Poets, 1880-1945: First Series. Ed. Peter Quartermain. 
Detroit: Gale Research, 1986. Dictionary of Literary Biography Vol. 45. Literature Resource Center. Web. 
8 Apr. 2010. http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1200002119&v=2.1&u-
txshracd2679&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w  
52 Ibid.  
53 Melissa Girard, “’How autocratic our country is becoming’: The Sentimental Poetess at War,” Journal of 
Modern Literature 32 (2009): 42. 
54 Drake. 
55 Girard, 42. 

http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1200002119&v=2.1&u-txshracd2679&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w
http://go.galegroup.com/ps/i.do?&id=GALE%7CH1200002119&v=2.1&u-txshracd2679&it=r&p=LitRC&sw=w
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the publishing of the poem speak for itself, claiming that the idea at the end of the poem 

was an “accident suggested by rhyme.”56   

Given this context, “Union Square” is an ideal vehicle for young women to 

explore the history and culture which gave rise to the feminist movement later in the 

century, the results of which make it possible for Millennials to be “the first generation to 

take women’s equality for granted.”57  Better appreciating the struggles and victories of 

their great-great grandmothers may motivate young American women to fight for 

women’s rights in corners of the world where women not only lack equality but must 

daily face oppression and abuse in the public square.  

When asked about what prompted his decision to set the poetry of Sara 

Teasdale, William Foster McDaniel gave the following response:  

As for the genesis of the songs, I had decided I wanted to write some songs and 
was in the library looking for poetry to set to music. Emily Dickenson, of course, 
sprang immediately to mind, but so many composers had already set her works. I 
was looking for someone similar but different. I chanced upon Sara Teasdale, 
and when I discovered her "Love Songs" the words practically leaped from the 
page to my piano. Her words were so musical, so enchanting. The songs 
practically wrote themselves. I loved her words, and I loved setting them to 
music.58  
 

Since she referred to her poems as “songs,” Teasdale may have been pleased with 

McDaniel’s immediate musical response to her texts.   

With sophistication matching the poem’s simple lyricism, the song features a 

tuneful melody and a transparent accompaniment that leave ample room for artistic 

freedom and flexibility in the interpretation of the music. For example, McDaniel’s 

general lack of indications regarding pedaling, phrasing, dynamics, and articulation give 

                                            
56 Ibid. 
57 Rebecca Gardyn, “Granddaughters of Feminism,” American Demographics 23 (2001): 44. 
58 Ciobanu/McDaniel email correspondence.  
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both the pianist and the singer great latitude in personalizing the song. There is, 

however, is a clearly-defined framework through which these choices are facilitated—

one that perfectly accommodates technical considerations for the voice, often using 

meter shifts from the song’s regular 3/4 to 4/4 to allow time to prepare for a difficult 

passage (Ex. 10).  These destabilizing rhythmic shifts also work beautifully to 

underscore particular moments in the poetry which call for dramatic emphasis; his use 

of dissonance on the words “unuttered cry” is highly effective in portraying the angst of 

the speaker in that moment (Ex. 11).  The musical merits of “Union Square” make it 

comparable to any well-known art song and elevate it to a level that warrants its regular 

appearance in the studio and on the concert stage.  The artistic excellence contained 

within the piece and the additional learning opportunities it provides make it a “must-

know” for teachers, students, and audiences alike.  

Example 10.  William Foster McDaniel, Union Square, mm. 31-41.59 

 
 

Example 11.  Union Square, mm. 71-76.60 

 
 
                                            
59 Based on the edition in New Anthology of Art Songs by African American Composers. (Carbondale, IL:  
Southern Illinois University Press, 2004): 119-120.  
60 Ibid., 122.  
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The Giovanni Songs 

 Capturing the essence of Nikki Giovanni’s visceral yet poignant words, Wallace 

Cheatham’s The Giovanni Songs are musically challenging for both singer and pianist, 

exploiting range and intervallic relationships while employing frequent meter shifts and 

maintaining a referential tonic in almost constant flux. The theme of friendship ties these 

songs together, along with the joy and heartache that comes from experiencing its deep 

bonds.  Respecting the integrity of the free-flowing, punctuation-free poetry, Cheatham 

uses a recitative-like approach in “You Came Too” and “Friendship,” using the piano as 

an equal partner in communicating the essence of friendship, making liberal use of 

atonality and dissonance to underscore the tension and strife inherent in any 

meaningful, intimate relationship.  

 

“You Came Too” 

A3 – B5 

I came to the crowd seeking friends  
I came to the crowd seeking love  
I came to the crowd for understanding  
I found you  
I came to the crowd to weep  
I came to the crowd to laugh  
You dried my tears you shared my happiness 
I went from the crowd seeking you  
I went from the crowd seeking me  
I went from the crowd forever you came too61  
  
In discussing “You Came Too,” Cheatham emphasized that although the finding 

of a friend is always positive, the “crowd” experience that often accompanies that 

                                            
61Wallace Cheatham, Collected Songs of Wallace Cheatham (Flagstaff, AZ: William Grant Still Music, 
1999), 78.  



31 

journey is not always so. While the words, somewhat in passing, hint at this truth, the 

music more vividly characterizes this struggle, thus creating a dissonant duet of sorts 

between the poetry and the music.  

 

“Friendship”   

Ab3 – C6 

We are not lovers because of the love we make but the love we have  
We are not friends because of the laughs we spend but the tears we save  
I don't want to be near you for the thoughts we share but the words we never 
have to speak  
I will never miss you because of what we do but what we are together62 

Cheatham’s dramatic and musical concept for “Friendship” is operatic in its 

scope and gesture.  Although the prelude and postlude piano solos, marked 

scherzando, seem isolated from the body of the song, Cheatham explains that they 

represent the continumm of the life of a friendship, both before and after the singing of 

the words, which do not begin the dramatic idea but rather join it already in progress.  

Through expansive, flexible, and undulating vocal phrases, each line of poetry builds in 

emotional intensity and vocal range, with the unevenness of friendship underscored by 

constant meter shifts and Cheatham’s employment of tempo and “affect” terms that 

further encourage a sense of freedom and fluctuation. 

 

“Three Quarters Time” 

C4 – A5  

Dance with me…dance with me…we are the song…we are the music… 
Dance with me… 
Waltz me… 

                                            
62 Ibid., 83-85. 
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Twirl me…dosido please…peppermint twist me…philly squeeze 
Cha cha cha… 
Tango… 
Two step too… 
Cakewalk  
Charleston… 
Bougaloo… 
Dance with me…dance with me…all night long… 
We are the music… 
We are the song…63 

 
The late 1990s saw a revival in the popularity of swing-dancing, a pastime which 

continues to entertain the novice and expert alike.  Millennials are certainly not the first 

generation to relish in the social community, collaborative fun, and sheer entertainment 

dancing can adds to one’s life, nor will they be the last.  Spurred on by popular reality 

television programs such as “Dancing with the Stars,” dancing has become a national 

obsession. Beyond just friendship, fun, entertainment, and exercise, dancing is 

recognized to be a valuable tool in building community within and among various age 

groups, in addition to helping children learn social skills and gain confidence.  In 

February 2010, the Pepsi Refresh Project awarded Glenmont Elementary School 

$25,000 in grant money to fund its program to teach swing dancing to elementary 

school children.  Involving high school and college age-students in the teaching 

process, the program brought together students, siblings, parents, and grandparents, as 

well as involved senior citizens in a local assisted-living facility to share stories and help 

perpetuate a unique American art form.64 

Unlike the other texts, Cheatham found the poetry of “Three Quarters Time” to 

unmistakably suggest a firm, regular, waltz-like structure, therefore the triple meter 

remains consistent throughout the song to maintain the integrity of Giovanni’s poetic 
                                            
63 Ibid., 87-88. 
64 http://www.refresheverything.com/buildingcommunitythroughdance 

http://www.refresheverything.com/buildingcommunitythroughdance
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idea. Within this larger framework, however, is a rhythmically-active melody that shifts 

pulse and accent in accordance with the character of the individual dances as they are 

named. In setting the words, Cheatham reviewed the motions of the dances and sought 

to “momentarily capture” 65 their unique rhythms within the overarching framework of the 

steady 3/4. Reflective of Giovanni’s use of the three-period ellipsis, Cheatham does not 

bring the piece to a conclusive end but rather creates a musical moment that suggests 

the dance keeps going beyond the finite words and music of the song (Ex. 12).  An 

upbeat, energetic crowd-pleaser, “Three Quarters Time” offers students and audiences 

a snapshot of American popular dance history.  

Example 12. Wallace Cheatham, Three Quarters Time, mm. 139-144.66 

 
 

 

“Let God’s Saints Come In” (Words Traditional) 

D4 – B5 

Come down, angel, trouble the water. 
Come down, angel, trouble the water. 
God say you must come down, angel, and trouble the water and let God’s saints 

come in. 
I love to shout, I love the sing, I love the praise my heavenly King; 
I think I hear the sinner say.  My Savior taught me how to pray; 
I hope to meet my brother/sister there, that used to join with me in prayer. 
Didn’t Jesus tell you once before, to go in peace and sin no more.67  

                                            
65 Cheatham phone interview 
66 Based on the edition in Collected Songs of Wallace Cheatham. (Flagstaff, AZ: William Grant Still Music, 
1999), 88.  
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Championed by important singers such as Marion Anderson, Paul Robeson, 

Roland Hayes, Kathleen Battle, and Jessye Norman, the African-American spiritual has 

a long and well-established history on the concert stage. Particularly with African-

American singers, it continues to flourish as a subset genre of American song 

repertoire, and no discussion of African-American art song is complete without its 

inclusion.  Regarding the performing of spirituals, Darryl Taylor speaks candidly 

regarding white peoples’ tendency to feel as if this repertoire is off limits to them, or that 

they somehow need permission to sing it.  Just as he does not need permission to sing 

Barber or Schubert, he explains, as the songs by these composers are part of the 

Western Culture in which he fully participates, a white person does not need permission 

to sing spirituals, as they, too, are a part of the cultural and musical history shared by all 

Americans.68  

Exposing this repertoire to Millennial students of every race and ethnicity 

encourages the inclusivity and mutual sharing of culture that Taylor advocates. By 

studying spirituals, African-American students will deepen their appreciation of the 

struggles of their ancestors, while other minorities, international, and white students 

may connect their own unique ethnic or personal histories to the spirituals’ common 

themes. Suffering, enduring trials, feeling alone, facing challenges, overcoming 

hardship, relying on the strength of God, believing in the power of prayer and the human 

spirit, --these experiences are shared by all people groups of every generation, 

regardless of their many differences.  By indiscriminately assigning African-American 

spirituals, voice teachers have the opportunity to engage young singers in an 

                                                                                                                                             
67 Cheatham, 9-11.  
68 Ciobanu/Taylor Phone Interview, April 9, 2010. 
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expressive, uninhibited style that promotes intimate, soulful, and natural singing.  In 

addition, the profound lessons of history, the inspiring faith-filled words, and the musical 

energy of this repertoire are all decidedly American, clearly an advantage in helping 

Americans, or those wishing to learn and experience more about America, deepen their 

appreciation of its rich spiritual heritage.  

Citing R. Nathaniel Dett’s influence as a source of compositional inspiration, 

Wallace Cheatham, in his group of songs entitled Spirituals, brings what he describes 

as the “sophistication of European musical architecture to African-American folk 

music”69 by approaching these traditional lyrics in the same way as he would any formal 

verse, applying the same degree of care and detail to their handling, and using the 

piano in a true, collaborative sense as in any other art song. Unlike spiritual 

arrangements that derive the melody from a preexisting folk song or hymn, Cheatham’s 

songs feature newly-composed melodies.  Even though these songs are written in the 

spiritual style, Cheatham explains, the variety of artistic, interpretive choices available to 

performers are no different from those of any other art song. The use of rubato, dynamic 

contrasts (of which Cheatham gives no indication), phrasing, and other interpretative 

tools must be used with the same discretion as one would have in approaching a more 

“formal” song, taking liberties only when they embellish the composer’s musical intent 

and further support the declaration of the words and their meaning.   

 The text of “Let God’s Saints Come In” is derived from several Biblical passages. 

The phrase “Come down, angel, trouble the water” is taken from John 5:4: “For an angel 

went down at a certain season into the pool, and troubled the water: whosoever then 

first after the troubling of the water stepped in was made whole of whatsoever disease 
                                            
69 Cheatham phone interview 
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he had (KJV).”  The phrase “My Savior taught me how to pray” refers to Jesus’ reply 

when his disciples asked him how they should pray. His response, recorded in both 

Luke and Matthew, constitutes what is now known in Protestant and Catholic liturgies as 

“The Lord’s Prayer,” or “Our Father,” respectively. The phrase “go in peace and sin no 

more” was a common directive Jesus gave to those he had just healed, including the 

man he encountered at the aforementioned pool.  Perhaps its most famous use, 

however, is the incident in John 7:53-8:11 where Jesus prevents the stoning of an 

adulterous woman by inviting the person without sin to be the first to cast a stone. After 

her accusers file away slowly, one by one, she is left alone with Jesus, who, likewise, 

does not condemn her, but simply tells her to go and sin no more.  

 Cheatham pulls these phrases out of the song’s texture by setting them over an 

expansive, dominant-ninth cadential phrase; the second strophe (mm. 34-35) employs a 

built-in ritardando by nature of the large leaps required in the left hand of the piano part. 

In addition, the ascending, deliberate vocal line with its concluding “sigh” of a falling 

minor-sixth offers the opportunity for both a small portamento and plenty of time for a 

relaxed breath before continuing.  In contrast to the more rhythmically-active melodic 

material in the rest of the song, these phrases suggest a certain breadth and sincerity 

which appropriately sets apart the words of Jesus (Ex. 13).  

The song’s form is AA´. Featuring another built-in ritard realized by a meter shift 

and longer note values, the song’s final bars are beautifully-constructed, allowing ample 

time for the singer to breathe and make technical adjustments in preparation for the 

dramatic, virtuosic climax.  On the word “saints,” the voice reaches its highest note in 

the song and the piano dips to the lowest note on the keyboard (A0). One senses that 
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this is the much-anticipated moment when the angel finally arrives, and with one final 

pianistic “splash”-- all God’s saints jump in the healing waters (Ex. 14).    

Example 13.  Wallace Cheatham, Let God’s Saints Come In, mm. 32-36.70 

 
 

Example 14.  Let God’s Saints Come In, mm. 41-46.71 

 
 

 

 

 

  

                                            
70 Based on the edition in Collected Songs of Wallace Cheatham. (Flagstaff, AZ: William Grant Still Music, 
1999): 10.  
71 Ibid., 11. 
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CHAPTER 5 

CONCLUSION 

Representing just a small portion of the available repertoire, this project offers 

only a glimpse into the valuable collection of African-American art song and will 

hopefully encourage its greater presence in vocal studios and on recital programs. 

Opportunities for further study may be found in several articles (see Bibliography) in the 

Black Music Research Journal and the Quarterly Journal of Music Teaching and 

Learning which address the concerns of music educators at both the secondary and 

university levels regarding the need for more and better integration of multicultural 

influences in the curricula of all music classes. William Banfield’s book Musical 

Landscape in Color offers a unique, intimate perspective on the lives of many African-

American composers through personal interviews discussing a variety of topics 

pertinent to the music of black composers and its place in Western musical culture. 

Sharing their reflections on composition and formative experiences as musicians, these 

artists insightfully contribute to the dialogue on artistic expression and its role in 

contributing to the whole of human experience. 72   

The Department of African-American Studies at Indiana University, which 

includes an archives collection of African-American music, is cited as a preeminent 

source in several of the publications reviewed for this project, as well as the scholarship 

of Eileen Southern, author of several landmark works on the subject.73  Founded by 

Darryl Taylor in 1997, the African-American Art Song Alliance serves as a valuable point 

                                            
72William C. Banfield, Musical Landscapes in Color: Conversations with Black American Composers 
(Lanham, NY:  Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2003). Included in this group is H. Leslie Adams.   
73 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History (New York, NY: Norton & Company, 1997).  
She was founder (with husband Joseph Southern) and editor of The Black Perspective in Music, 
publication years 1973-1990.  
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of departure for those wishing to explore the names and faces of African-American Art 

Song, including composers and interpreters. In addition to the main website 

(www.darryltaylor.com/alliance), the Alliance also has a Facebook group page of 

currently 850 members and serves as a powerful tool for learning, the exchange of 

knowledge, and networking with other musicians who are interested in African-American 

art song. 

 In today’s economic climate, the fine arts struggle for survival on every level of 

education and society.  Diversity is one of the largest influences on the Millennial 

generation; however, it is not yet a defining characteristic of art music and its patrons in 

America. One must go no further than the concert hall or opera house to notice that the 

vast majority of those that support the arts belong to a particular sector of society – that 

of white, older Americans.  Should art in all its forms continue to flourish and reflect the 

life of a nation, it must also reflect the colorful palate of its nation’s people.  By 

integrating the minority voice of African-Americans into the mainstream life of the voice 

studio and the concert stage, singers of today have the opportunity to move the world of 

classical music one step closer to reflecting the diversity of the Millennial generation—a 

generation whose influence may determine whether or not the American art song 

remains a relevant genre in the ongoing growth and evolution of Western Music.   

  

  

http://www.darryltaylor.com/alliance
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