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a new less obvious form or was wiped out altogether, (The
famous wood sculpture of the Yoruba could not possibly
have fallen into an area less responsive to its beauties than

colonial America. The artifact was, like any other material -

manifestation of pure African culture, doomed. It is strange
to realize that even in the realm of so-called high culture,
Western highbrows have only in this century begun to
think of African, Pre-Columbian, and Egyptian art, as well
as the art of other pre-literate and /or “primitive” cultures, as
art rather than archaeology. Of course, nowadays, it is a
must in.the home of any Westerner who pays homage to the
arts to include in his collection of objets d'art at least a few
African, Egyptian, and Pre-Columbian pieces. ) )
Only religion (and magic) and the arts were not com-
pletely submerged by Euro-American concepts. Music,
dance, religion, do not have artifacts as their end. products,

_so they were saved. These nonmaterial aspects of the Afri-.
can’s culture were almost impossible to eradicate. And these

are the most apparent legacies of the African past, even to
the contemporary black American. But to merely point out
that blues, jazz, and the Negro’s adaptation of the Christian

religion all rely heavily on African culture takes no great

amount of original thinking. How these activities derive from
that culture is what remains important, '
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- American Slaves:
Their Music

It is a comparatively short period of history that passés be-
tween the time, when Richard Francis Burton could say of
African music that “it is monotonous to a degree; yet they
delight in it,” or when H. E. Krehbiel could ask {1914},
“Why savages who have never developed a musical or other
art should be supposed to have more refined aesthetic sen-
sibilities than the peoples who have cultivated music for
centuries, passes my poor powers of understanding . . »1
until the time (1g20) when a great mass of white Americans
are dancing a West African ( Ashanti) ancestor dance they
know as the “Charleston.” : o

Jazz is commonly thought to have begun around the turn
of the century, but the musics jazz derived from are much’
older. Blues is the parent of all legitimate jazz, and it is im-
possible to say exactly how old blues is—certainly no older
than the presence of Negroes in the United States. It is a
native American music, the product of the black man in this
country: or to put it more exactly the way I have come to
think about it, blues could not exist if the African captives
had not become American captives.

1 H. E. Krehbiel, Afro-American Folksongs (New York, G. Schirmer,llgu)
p.73. '




The immeédiate predecessors of biues were the Afro-Ameri-

can/American Negro work songs, which had their musical

origins in West Africa. The religious music of the Negro
also originates from the same African music. However, while
the general historical developments of Negro secular and
religious music can be said to be roughly parallel, {.e., they
follow the same general trends in their development, and in
later forms are the result of the same kind of accultural

processes, a Negro religious music contingent on Christian-
ity developed later than the secular forms. An Afro-Ameri- -

can work song could come about more quickly in slavery

than any other type of song because even if the individual.
who sang it was no longer working for himself, most of the

physical impetuses that suggested that particular type of

singing were still present. However, Africans were not Chris- _
tians, so their religious music and the music with which they

celebrated the various cultic or ritualistic rites had to un-
dergo a distinct and complete transfer of reference.

For the African in the United States there was little op-
portunity for religious syncretism {the identification of one
set of religious dogma or ritual with aralogous dogma or
ritual in a completely alien religion). In the essentially
Catholic New World cultures, the multitudes of saints were
easily substituted for the many log or deities in the various
West African religions. But in Protestant Amenca this was

- not possible.

So the music which formed the link between pure African

music and the music which developed after the African
slave in the United States-had had a chance to become ex-
posed to some degree of Euro-American culture was that

which contained the greatest number of Africanisms and yet
was foreign to Africa. And this was the music of the second
generation of slaves, their work songs. The African slave had
sung African chants and litanies in those American fields,
His sons and daughters, and their children, began to use
America as a reference,
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. As late as the nineteenth century, pure African songs
could be heard and pure African dances seen in the South-
ein Uriited States. Congo Square, in New Orleans, would
mghtly rock to the “master drums” of new African arrivals.
In places like Haiti or Guiana, these drums still do remind
- the West that the black man came from Africa, not Howard
: University, But in the United States pure African sources
- grew scarce in a relatively short time after the great slave
unportatmns of the eighteenth century.
. The work song took on its own peculiar qualities in Amer-
+ jea for a number of reasons. First, although singing to ac-
- company one’s labor was quite common in West Africa, it is
. obvious that working one’s own field in one’s own land is
_quite different from forced labor in a foreign land. And
-while the physical insistence necessary to suggest a work
 song was still present, the references accompanying the work
- changed radically, Most West Africans were farmers and, I
am certain, these agricultural farm songs could have been
used in the fields of the New World in the same manner as
the Old. But the lyrics of a song that said, “After the plant-
* ing, if the gods bring rain,/My family; my ancestors, he rich
as they are beautiful,” could not apply in the dreadful cir-
cumstance of slavery. Secondly, references to the gods or
religions of Africa were suppressed by the white masters as
soon as they realized what these were—not only because
they naturally thought'of any African religious customs as
“barbarous” but because the whites soon learned that too
constant evocation of the African gods could mean that
 those particular Africans were planning on leaving that
plantation as soon as they could! The use of African drums
was soon prevented too, as the white man learned that
- drums could be used to incite revolt as well as to accom-
pany dancers.
So the work song, as it began to take shape in America,
first had to be stripped of any purely African ritual and some
cultural reference found for it in the New World. But this
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was difficult to do within the African-language songs them-

g : “selves. The diverse labors of the African, which were the
" sources of this kind of song, had been funneled quite sud-

denly into one labor, the cultivation of the white man’s
fields. The fishing songs, the weaving songs, the hunting
songs, all had lost their pertinence. But these changes were
not immediate. They became the realized circumstances of

a man’s life after he had been exposed sufficiently to their

source and catalyst~his enslavement, : .

And this is the basic difference between the first slaves
and their offspring, The African slave continued to chant
his native chants, sing his native songs, at work, even though
the singing of them might be forbidden or completely out of
context. But being forbidden, the songs were after a time
changed into other forms that weren’t forbidden in contexts
that were contemporary, The African slave might have re-
-alized he was losing something, that his customs and the
memory of his land were being each day drained from his
life, Still there was a certain amount of forbearance. No one
can simply decree that a man change the way he thinks,
But the first black Americans had no native cultural refer-
- ences other than the slave culture. A work song about fishing
when one has never fished seems meaningless, especially
‘when one works each day in a cotton field. The context of
the Africans’ life had changed, but the American-born slaves
never knew what the change had been.

It is impossible to find out exactly- how long the slaves
were in America before the African work song actually did
begin to have extra-African references, First, of course, there
were mere additions of the foreign words—French, Spanish
or English, for the most part, after the British colonists
gained power in the United States. Krehbiel lists a2 Creole
song transcribed by Lafcadio Hearn, which contains both
French (or patois) and African words (the italicized words
are African): . '
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Ouendé, ouendé, macaya!

Mo pas barrasse, macayal
Ouendé, ouendé, macayal

Mo bois bon divin, macayal
Ouendé, ouendé, macaya!

Mo mange bon poulet, macayal
Ouendé, ouendé, macayal

Mo pas barrasse, macayal
Ouendé, ouendé, macayal

Macayal

. Hearn’s translation was:

Go on! go on! eat enormously! |

T ain’t one bit ashamed-—eat outrageously!
Go onl go on! eat prodigiously! .

I drink good winel—eat ferociously!
Go on! go on! eat unceasingly!

1 eat good chicken—gorging myself/
Goonl go on! ete..

It is interesting to note, and perhaps more than coincidence,
- that the portions of the song emphasizing excess are in Afri-
* can, which most of the white men could not understand,
and the portions of the song elaborating some kind of gen-
teel, if fanciful, existence are in the tongue of the masters.
But there was to come a time when there was no black man
who understood the African either, and those allusions to ex-
cess, or whatever the black man wished to keep to himself,
were either in the master’s tongue or meaningless, albeit
rhythmical, sounds to the slave also.

Aside from the actual transfer or survival of African words
in the songs and speech of the early slaves, there was also
some kind of syntactical as well as rhythmical transfer since
Africans and their descendants tended to speak their new
languages in the same manner as they spoke their West Afri-

Slaves: Their Music / eeece [ 0F




can dialects. What is called now a “Southern accent” or

“Negro speech” was once simply the accent of a foreigner

trying to speak a new and unfamiliar language, although it
was characteristic of the white masters to attribute the
slave’s “inability” to speak perfect English to the same kind
of “childishness” that was used to explain the African’s be-
lief in the supernatural. The owners, when they bothered to
listen, were impressed that even the songs of their native
American slaves were “incomprehensible” or “unintelli-
gible.” However, as Herskovits says of early Afro-American
speech: _ :

“ .. since grammar and idiom are the last aspects of a
new language to be learned, the Negroes who reached the
New World acquired as much of the vocabulary of their
masters as they initially needed or was later taught to them,
pronounced these words as best they were able, but organized
them into aboriginal speech patterns. Thus arose the various
forms of Negro-English, Negro-French, Negro-Spanish and
Negro-Portugese spoken in the New World, their “peculiari-
‘ties” due to the fact that they comprise European words cast
into an African grammatical mold. But this emphatically
does not imply that those dialects are without grammar, or
that they represent an inability to master the foreign tongue,
as is so often claimed.” 2 :

A few of the “unintelligible” songs are not as unintelligible
as their would-be interpreters would have it. For instance,
Mr. Krehbiel lists as unintelligible two “corn songs”—songs
sung while working the corn fields, Only a fragment of one
song remains, the words “Shock along, John.” It seems to me
incredible that Krehbiel could not see that shock is the word
shuck, meaning to strip the corn of its outer covering, which
is what the slaves did. :

Five can’t ketch me and ten can’t hold me—.
Ho, round the corn, Sally!

2 Op. cit., p. 8o,
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Here's your iggle-quarter and here’s your count-aquils—
Ho, round the corn, Sally! .
I can bank, "ginny bank, ’ginny bank the weaver—
Ho, round the corn, Sally! .

. AllLof the ahove seems ocbvious to me except the third and
" fifth lines. But iggle is, of course, eagle, and an eagle quarter
* was American money. It would also seem that count in the
" phrase “your count-aquils” is either a reference to that money
. or the count of merchandise being harvested—in this in-
- stance, the corn. Aquil could be either an appropriation of
" the Spanish aqui, meaning here, or more like}y an appropria-
" tion of the French word kilo, which is a term of measure.

Another less “obscure” song of probably an earlier period:

Arter you lub, you lub yoir know, boss. You can’t broke
lub. Man can’t broke lub. Lub stan™—he ain’t gwine

- broke—Man heb to be very smart for broke fub, Lub is
a ting stan” just like tar, arter he stick, he stick, he ain’t
gwine move. He cant move less dan you burn him.
Hab to kil all two arter he lub fo’ you broke lub.?

Though the above should be considered an American
song, it still retains so much of the African that it might be
_ difficult for some people to understand, Yet I think the

‘references quite American, But now, however, by African,
I do not mean actual surviving African words, but rather
the African accent and the syntactical constructjon of cer-
tain West African. dialects. It is relatively easy to see the
connection in the syntax of this song and the literal transla-
tion into English of African phrases. For example, the literal
English rendering of an Ashanti (Twi dialect) phrase mean-
ing “to calm a person” is “cool he heart give him.” (And
here, I think, even the word cool should bear further con-
sideration. )

8 From Maud Cuney-Hare, Negro Musicians and Their Music (Washington,
D.C., Associated Publishers, 1936), p. 27.
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African speech, African customs, and African music all
changed by the American experience into a native American
form. But what was a pure African music? Were there. sim-
ilarities between African and European music before the
importation of the slaves? What strictly musical changes
occurred to transform African music into American? How
did this come about? ' '

- The role of African music in the formulation of Afro-Amer- -
ican music was misunderstood for a great many years. And -

the most cbvious misunderstanding was one that perhaps

only a Westerner would make, that African music «, . . al- -
though based on the same principles of European music, -

suffers from the African’s lack of European technical skill
in the fashioning of his crude instruments. Thus the strange-
ness and out-of-tune quality of a great many of the played
notes.” Musicologists of the eighteenth and nineteenth cen-
turies, and even some from the twentieth, would speak of
the “aberration” of the diatonic scale in African music. Or
a man like Krehbiel could say: “There is a significance which
I cannot fathom in the circumstance that the tones which
seem rebellious [my italics] to the negro’s sense of intervallic
propriety are the fourth and seventh of the diatonic major
series and the fourth, sixth and seventh of the minor.” ¢ Why
did it not occur to him that perhaps the Africans were using
not a diatonic scale, but an African scale, a scale that would
seem ludicrous when analyzed by the normal methods of
Western musicology? Even Ernest Borneman says: “It seems
likely now that the:common source of European and West
African music was a simple non-hemitenic pentatone system.
Although indigenous variants of the diatonic scale have
been developed and preserved in Africa, modern West Afri-
cans who are not familiar with European music will tend to
become uncertain when asked to sing in a tempered scale.
This becomes particularly obvious when the third and sev-
&Ibid., p. 73. ‘ ‘
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enth steps of a diatonic scale are approached. The singer al-
most invariably tries to skid around these steps with slides,
slurs or vibrato effects so broad as to approach scalar
value.” ® _ o

These sliding and slurring effects in Afro-American music,
the basic “aberrant” quality of a blues scale, are, of course,
called “blueing” the notes. But why not of “scalar value?” It -
is my idea that this is a different scale. : _

Sidney Finkelstein, in Jazz: A People’s Music: “. . . these
deviations from the pitch familiar to concert music are not,
of course, the result of an inability to sing or play in tune.
They mean that the blues are a non-diatonic music. . . .
Many books on jazz . . . generally describe the blues as a
sequence of chords, such as the tonic, subdominant and
dominant seventh. Such a definition, however, is like putting
the cart before the horse. There are definitc patterns of
chords which have been evolved to support the blues, but
these do not define the blues, and the blues can exist as a
melody perfectly recognizable as the blues without them.
Neither are the blues simply a use of the major scale with

the “third’ and ‘seventh” slightly blued or flattened. The fact

is that both this explanation, and the chord explanation, are
attempts to explain one musical system in terms of another;
to describe a non-diatonic music in diatonic terms.” ¢

The most apparent survivals of African music in Afro-
American music are its rhythms: not only the seeming em-
phasis in the African music on rhythmie, rather than me-
lodic or harmonic, qualities, but also the use of polyphonic,
or contrapuntal, rhythmic effects. Because of this seeming
neglect of harmony and melody, Westerners thought the
music “primitive.” It did not occur to them that Africans
might have looked askance at a music as vapid rhythmically
as the West’s.

5“The Raots of Jazz,” in Nat Hentoff and Albert J. McCarthy, eds., Jozz
{ New York, Rinehart, 1959), p. 13.
§ Jazz: A People’'s Musie {New York, Citadel, 1948), p. 68.
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The reason for the remarkable development of the rhyth
mic qualities of African music can certainly be traced to the
fact that Africans also used drums for communication; and
not, as was once thought, merely by using the drums in a

kind of primitive Morse code, but by the phonetic reprodue- -

tion of the words themselves—the result being that Africans
developed an extremely fine and extremely complex rhyth-
mic sense, as well as becoming unusually responsive to tim-

bral subtleties. Also, the elaborately developed“harmonig _

system used in the playing of percussion instruments, ie.,

the use of drums or other percussion instruments of different

timbres to produce harmonic contrasts, was not immediately
recognizable to the Western ear; neither was the use of two
and three separate rhythmic patterns to underscore the same

melody a concept easily recognizable to Westerners used to

less subtle musical devices.

Melodic diversity in African music came not only in the
actual arrangements of notes (in terms of Western tran-
scription) but in the singer’s vocal interpretation. The “tense,
slightly hoarse-sounding vocal techniques” of the work

songs and the blues stem directly from West African musical -

tradition. (This kind of singing voice is also common to a
much other non-Western music.) In African languages the
‘meaning of a word can be changed simply by altering the
pitch of the word, or changing its stress—basically, the way
one can change the word yeh from simple response to stern
challenge simply by moving the tongue slightly, Philologists
call this “significant tone,” the “combination of -pitch and
timbre” used to produce changes of ineaning in words. This
was basic to the speech and music of West Africans, and was
definitely passed on to the Negroes of the New World.
Another important aspect of African music found very
readily in the American Negro’s music is the antiphonal
- singing technique. A leader sings a theme and a chorus an-
swers -him. These answers are usually comments on the lead-

ers theme or comments on the answers themselves in im-
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provised verses. The amount of improvisation depends on

~ how long the chorus wishes to continue. And improvisation,

another major facet of African music, is certainly one of the

. éh‘ongest survivals in American Negro music. The very char-

acter of the first work songs suggests' that they were largely
improvised. And, of course, the very structure of jazz is the
melodic statement with an arbitrary number of improvised
answers or comments on the initial theme.

Just as some of the African customs survived in America
in their totality, although usually given just a thin veneer of
Euro-American camouflage, so pure African songs, dances,
and instruments showed up on this side of the water. How-
ever, I consider this less significant because it seems to me
much more important, if we speak of music, that features

-such as basic rhythmie, harmonic, and melodic devices were

transplanted almost intact rather than isolated songs,
dances, or instruments.

The very nature of slavery in Amenca dictated the way in
which African culture could be adapted. Thus, a Dahomey
river god ceremony had no chance of survival in this country -

at all unless it was incorporated into an analogous rite that

 was present in the new culture—which is what happened.
-The Christians of the New World called it baptism. Just as
_the African songs of recrimination survive asa highly com-

petitive game called “the dozens.” (As any young Harlem1te
can tell you, if someone says to you, “Your father’s a woman,’

you must say, as a minimal comeback, “Your mother likes
it,” or a similar putdown.) And in music: where the use of
the African drum was strictly forbidden, other percussive
devices had to be found, like the empty oil drums that led
to the development of the West Indian steel bands. Or the
metal wash basin turned upside down and floated in an-
other basin that sounds, when beaten, like an African hollow-
log drum. The Negro’s way in this part of the Western world
was adaptation and reinterpretation. The banjo (an Afri-
can word) is an African instrument, and the xylophone,
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o .ﬁs'e'd'l_idw in all Western concert orchestras, was also brought

- over by the Africans. But the survival of the system of Afri-
~_can music is much more significant than the existence of a

o few isolated and finally superfluous features. The notable |

~ fact is that the only so-called popular music in this couniry

- of any real value is of African deriyation. : _ _
Another fmportant aspect of African music was. the
use of folk tales in song lyrics, riddles, proverbs, etc., which,
even when not accompanied by music, were the African’s

chief method of education, the way the wisdom of the elders

was passed down to the young. The use of these folk stories
and legends in the songs of the American Negro was quite
common, although it was not as common as the proportion

of “Americanized” or American material grew. There are -

however, definite survivals not only in the animal tales

which have become part of this country’s tradition (the

- Uncle Remus/Br'er Rabbit tales, for example) but in the
- lyries of work songs and even later blues forms.
And just as the lyrics of the African songs were usually

as important or more important than the music, the Iyries

of the work songs and the later blues were equally important
to the Negro’s concept of music. In fact the “shouts” and
“fleld hollers” were little more than highly rhythmical lyrics.
Even the purely instrumental music of the American Negro
contains constant reference to vocal music. Blues-playing is
the closest imitation of the human voice of any music Tve
heard; the vocal effects that jazz musicians have delighted in
from Bunk Johnson to Ornette Coleman are evidence of
this. (And it seems right to conclude that the African and
blues scales proceed from this concept of vocal music, which
produces note values that are almost impossible to reproduce
- on the fixed Western tempered scale, but can nevertheless
be played on Western instruments. ) :
If we think of African music as regards its intent, we must
see that it differed from Western music in that it was a
purely functional music. Borneman lists some basic types of
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- songs common to West African cultures: songs used by
young men to influence young women { courtship, challenge,
“scorn); songs used by workers to make their tasks easier;

songs used by older men to prepare the adolescent boys for
manhood, and so on. “Serious” Western musif, exclept for
early religions music, has been strictly an “art” music. One
would not think of any particular use for Haydn’s sympho-
nies, except perhaps the “cultivation of the soul.” “Seric.)us
music” (a term that could only have extra-religious nieaning

“in the West) has never been an integral part of the Western-
. er’s life; no art has been since the Renaissance. Of course,

before the Renaissance, art could find its way into the lives
of almost all the people because all art issued from the
Church, and the Church was at the very center of Western
man’s life. But the discarding of the religious attitude for

 the “enlightened” concepts of the Renaissance also created

the schism between what was art and what was life. It was,
and is, inconceivable in the African culture to make a separa--
tion between music, dancing, song, the artifact, and a man’s
life or his worship of his gods. Expression issued from life, _
and was beauty. But in the West, the “triumph of the eco-

nomic mind over the imaginative,” as Brooks Adams said,
made possible this dreadful split between life and art. Hence,

-a music that is an “art” music as distinguished from some-
thing someone would whistle while tilling a field.

There are still relatively cultivated Westerners who be-
lieve that before Giotto no one could reproduce the human
figure well, or that the Egyptians painted their figures in.
profile because they could not do it any other way. The idea
of progress, as it has infected all other areas of Western
thought, is thus carried over into the arts as well. And so a
Western listener will criticize the tonal and timbral quali-
ties of an African or American Negro singer whose singing
has a completely alien end as the “standard of excellence..”
The “hoarse, shrill” quality of African singers or of thel.r
cultural progeny, the blues singers, is thus attributed to their
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lack of proper vocal training, instead of to a conscious desire

dictated by their own cultures to produce a prescribed and

certainly calculated effect. A blues singer and, say, a Wag-
nerian tenor cannot be compared to one another in any way.
- They issue from cultures that have almost nothing in com-
mon, and the musics they make are equally alien, The West-
ern concept of “beauty” cannot be reconciled to African or
Afro-American music (except perhaps now in the twentieth

century, Afro-American music has enough of a Euro-Ameri-

can tradition to make it seem possible to judge it by purely
Western standards. This is not quite true.) For a Westerner
to say that the Wagnerian tenor’s voice is “better” than the
African singer’s or the blues singer’s is analogous to a non-
Westerner disparaging Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony be-
cause it wasn’t improvised. . :

The Western concept of the cultivation of the voice is

foreign to African or Afro-American music. In the West, only

the artifact can be beautiful, mere expression cannot be
thought to be. It is only in the twentieth century that West-
ern art has moved away from this concept and toward the
non-Western modes of art-making, but the principle of the
beautiful thing as opposed to the natural thing still makes
itself felt. The tendency of white jazz musicians to play
“softer” or with “cleaner, rounder tones” than their Negro
counterparts is, I think, an insistence on the same Western
artifact. Thus an alto saxophonist like Paul Desmond, who
is white, produces a sound on his instrument that can almost
be called legitimate, or classical, and the finest Negro alto
saxophonist, Charlie Parker, produced a sound on the same
instrument that was called by some “raucous and unculti-
vated.” But Parker’s sound was meant to be both those ad-
jectives. Again, reference determines value. Parker -also
would literally imitate the human voice with his cries,
swoops, squawks, and slurs, while Desmond alWays insists
he is playing an instrument, that it is an artifact separate
from himself. Parker did not admit that there was any sepa-
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ration between himself and the agent he had chosen as his
means of self-expression. - 7
By way of further illustration of this, another quote from
Mr. Borneman:
“While the whole European tradition strives for regularity
—of pitch, -of time, of timbre and of vibrato—the African

-tradition strives precisely for the negation of these elements.

In language, the African tradition aims at circumlocution
rather than at exact definition. The direct statement is con-
sidered crude and unimaginative; the veiling of all contents
in ever-changing paraphrases is considered the criterion of
intelligence and personality. In music, the same tendency
towards obliquity and ellipsis is noticeable: no note is at-
tacked straight; the voice or instrument always approaches
it from above or below, plays around the implied pitch
without ever, remaining any length of time, and departs
from it without ever having committed itself to a single
meaning. The timbre is veiled and paraphrased by con-
stantly changing vibrato, tremolo and overtone effects. The
timing and accentuation, finally, are not stated, but implied

or suggested. The denying or withholding of all signposts.”
7 Loc. cit., pp. 23-24. ] .
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