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NOTES:
Matters of race and inequality can be uncomfortable topics of conversation. And
unfortunately the canon of “classical music” is not known for always being diverse
and equitable. Composers of color have faced innumerable challenges of
segregation, discrimination, and exclusion well into the twentieth century.
Musicologist Samuel A. Floyd notes that “emerging from slavery only in the 1860s,
significant numbers of African-Americans were barred from majority-culture
musical institutions and, consequently, were generally prohibited from learning
and internalising the behaviours, myths, and rituals associated with concert-hall
practices.”
In choosing a program to celebrate the organ music written by Black composers, I
hope to amplify the voices of these too long underrepresented composers.
Organist-scholar Mickey Thomas Terry observes: “The works of African-Americans,
particularly those written for organ, are based upon a rich and diverse set of
influences that include not only spirituals but plainchant, general Protestant
hymnody, German Protestant chorale tunes, themes of African origin, and original
themes.” The repertoire of this recital represents the full compositional range of
these musicians—one that expands well beyond arrangements of spirituals.
In a 1943 letter to conductor Serge Koussevitzky of the Boston Symphony Orchestra,
Florence Price acknowledged the hurdles she had to overcome, writing:
I have two handicaps—those of sex and race. I am a woman; and I have some
Negro blood in my veins…I would like to be judged on merit alone.
In the work of both Price and Coleridge-Taylor, we find music steeped in the
European tradition, displaying Victorian sensibility and gravitas, and symphonic in
scope. Indeed, both composers wrote symphonies: Price was the first AfricanAmerican woman to have her music performed by a major symphony orchestra,
and Coleridge-Taylor was nicknamed the “African Mahler.”

Florence Price

Samuel Coleridge-Taylor

Pulitzer-prize winning composer George Theophilus Walker, like Bach did in his
Orgelbüchlein, sets a German chorale melody in a short reflective prelude for
organ. After receiving the Pulitzer—and being the first black composer to do so—
he remarked, “It’s always nice to be known as the first doing anything, but what’s
more important is the recognition that this work has quality.” After being the first
black graduate of the Curtis School of Music, Walker held professorship at Rutgers
University for over two decades.
In this chorale prelude, Walker uses the opening material as a ritornello of sorts,
with free material in an unpredictable meter and the melody presented first in the
tenor range, then treated imitatively. The hymn text is a prayer of illumination:
Blessed Jesus, at your word
we are gathered all to hear you.
Let our hearts and souls be stirred
now to seek and love and fear you.
By your gospel pure and holy,
teach us, Lord, to love you solely.

J. S. Bach

George T. Walker

Thomas Kerr’s Anguished American Easter, 1968 is a response to the assassination
of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. It originated as an improvisation performed on Good
Friday and during two Easter services at Plymouth Congregational United Church
of Christ in Washington, DC, that same year. It is a set of nine variations on the
spiritual “He ‘Rose,” which recounts Christ’s crucifixion and resurrection. Each
variation is distinct, with moods ranging from anguish to triumph.
A decade prior, in a Palm Sunday sermon delivered at Dexter Avenue Baptist
Church in Montgomery, Alabama, Dr. King compared the life and work of three
martyred leaders: Jesus, Mahatma Gandhi, and Abraham Lincoln. He concluded
the message with a challenge to the congregants:
“And God grant that we shall choose the high way, even if it will mean
assassination, even if it will mean crucifixion, for by going this way we will
discover that death would be only the beginning of our influence.”
At the conclusion of the work, Kerr has inscribed “Our day
will come/Thanks to Ludwig” below the final measure. The
music here references the fate motive from Beethoven’s
Fifth Symphony, which is built—like “He ‘Rose”—upon the
descending minor third. This could also be inspired by a
1960’s assertion which speculated that Beethoven was
Black, a claim made by Samuel Coleridge Taylor some fifty
years earlier.

Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.

Composer and educator Adolphus Hailstork has
written for a variety of mediums, including the organ.
These three pieces are excerpted from a suite of
pieces based on Black spirituals. Common among
them is a fair amount of repetition—a repeated refrain
—that points toward the oral tradition. Another
common thread is the theme of freedom, and looking
forward to the future with hope, even if to heaven.
Adolphus Hailstork

“Wade in the Water” references several biblical instances of water—the Jordan
River, the crossing of the Red Sea, and a passage from John 5 in which an angel
troubled the waters of a Bethesda pool, curing the ailments of the first person
to step into the waters.
Wade in the water, wade in the water, children,
wade in the water, God’s a gonna trouble the water.
Howard Thurman, once Dean of the Chapel at Howard University (an institution
where Hailstork studied), wrote, “Do not shrink from moving confidently out
into the choppy seas. Wade in the water, because God is troubling the water.”

In “Go Down, Moses,” the parallels between the exiled Israelites in Egypt in
the Old Testament and the enslaved Africans in North America nearly three
thousand years later are clear. The Israelites were led to freedom by Moses,
a foreshadowing of the freedom from the captivity of sin provided by the
redemptive love of Christ.
When Israel was in Egypt’s land,
let my people go;
Oppressed so hard they could not stand,
let my people go.
This spiritual maintains relevance today, and will as long as people continue
to suffer from the bondage of modern-day Pharaohs: racism, sexism,
classism, and poverty. "Tell old Pharaoh to let my people go!"

"Oh Freedom” is a spiritual written during the Reconstruction Era following the
Civil War. In it, we see the expression of dignity and relief following the end of
slavery, yet the yearning for release for the persistent inequalities, even after
emancipation.
O freedom! O freedom!
O freedom over me.
And before I’ll be a slave,
I’d be buried in my grave,
and go home to the Lord and be free.

For those of us who have not experienced oppression in these ways, we may
struggle with singing Black spirituals. Is it even appropriate for us to do?
While this body of song is uniquely and integrally tied to the struggle and
identity of Black people, knowing and pondering this connection with
oppression can inform and challenge us to stand in solidarity with those who
are persecuted and mistreated.
I think that we can, and should, listen to the song of our Black brothers and
sisters, and join them in celebration of the beautifully diverse body of Christ.
-Benji

About the performer:
Benji Stegner is organist/choir director at First Presbyterian Church, Gainesville, GA. A native of
Toccoa, Georgia, he has served a number of congregations, including St. Alban’s Episcopal Church
(Waco, TX), All Souls’ Episcopal Church (Oklahoma City, OK), and First Baptist Church (Toccoa,
GA). From 2015-2017, he held a position as Instructor of Music at Piedmont College, where, in
addition to teaching, he worked as a collaborative pianist and organist. While at Piedmont, he
collaborated regularly with the theatre department, composing original music for Gathering Blue
and Hush: An Interview with America and musically directing Chicago, Merrily We Roll Along, and 9 to
5: the Musical.
Dr. Stegner holds degrees from Baylor University (D.M.A. in church music), Oklahoma City
University (M.M. in conducting), and Piedmont College (B.A. in music). His research interests
focus on 20th-century American composers of church music. In 2019, he presented research on
Calvin Hampton’s hymn tunes as part of the Syracuse Legacies Conference at Syracuse University.
His article entitled “For He Is Our Childhood’s Pattern: Nine Lessons and Carols as an
Intergenerational Model” was published in the Choral Journal (December 2019).

