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My interest in the topic came from Prof. Clayborne Carson’s seminar in summer, 2007, on the history of the African American freedom struggle.   For that seminar, I researched the connections between the Freedom Songs of the Civil Rights struggle and their roots in Black Sacred Music.   

I plan to create a companion website that perhaps could be used as a learning tool for students of all ages.  The website is not part of the thesis, but I mention it for completeness.  It is hoped this website’s exploration of one facet of our country’s history – the history and evolution of “We Shall Overcome” – will serve as a useful entry point to an understanding of the civil rights struggle.  This struggle is an integral part of the American experiment that is nonetheless often given short shrift in discussions of either the founders’ ideals and the enlightenment ideals of the 19th century.  
The Song Lives On
The History, Evolution and Current Effects of “We Shall Overcome”:

The anthem of the freedom struggle of African Americans is shown to be  America’s anthem and the world’s anthem
(
Today in Dharamsala: “We Shall Overcome” is being sung at the

2008 Free Tibet rallies, in English, Hindi and Tibetan:  http://youtube.com/watch?v=Ux4qx2wty8w
(
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Chapter One: Statement of Thesis

“We Shall Overcome”, a variant of the 1903 African American spiritual “I Shall Overcome”, is often called the anthem of the Civil Rights struggle.  Since its adoption and rapid spread in the 1950s and 1960s across the south and across the nation, it has gone on to become an anthem of freedom struggles worldwide.   The story of “We Shall Overcome” is not a simple one, with a straightforward trajectory.  It has joined many streams of history.  The threads are interwoven, yet distinct.  The song itself, translated in dozens if not hundreds of languages and dialects, continues to evolve.  It has even recently been invoked in what could arguably be thought of as a backlash to humankind’s desire to realize the promise of freedom and tolerance and democracy, in its adoption by the “anti-Islamization” forces in Europe.  But its role in what is universally agreed to be a noble and eternal struggle far outshines any attempt to twist its message.  Julian Bond, an activist from the Civil Rights struggle, is quoted as saying that “We Shall Overcome” is being sung by someone, somewhere, at any time of any day.  The story of “We Shall Overcome” has not ended.     


How did a formerly obscure spiritual, one that was little known and infrequently sung in African American churches, become such a powerful motivating and organizing agent?   Where did it come from, and how did it grow in importance and reach?  What does this tell us about the effects its music and lyrics have had on both the American freedom struggle and the global struggles?   What is the nature of these effects – emotional, political, social – and why does “We Shall Overcome” strike a chord among so many people, in so many places, at so many different times?  What is unique about “We Shall Overcome” and why does its particular story matter to students of history?   By researching these questions, and others that come up in the course of research, I hope to prove my thesis that “The Song Lives On” and will continue to be an integral part of the world’s history.   

If there is one freedom struggle but many revolutions, then perhaps there is one music but many expressions – as shown in the many expressions of “We Shall Overcome”.   What this spiritual means today is of more than historical interest.   Since there is a direct line from “I Shall Overcome” to “We Shall Overcome” to “Si Su Puede” to “Yes We Can”, the spirit of this spiritual is affecting political currents in a time of great tension and insecurity in the United States.   The composer of “I Shall Overcome”, in 1903, could never have imagined that he would be the conduit for the transmission of an ache as old as the United States herself, the ache for freedom, tolerance and democracy.  In the end, “We Shall Overcome” is the anthem of the nation, not only of the freedom struggle.
Chapter Two: Aspects of Music that Influence a Song’s Emotional Effects on a Political Struggle
Purpose of this chapter: A very brief overview of a few aspects of music that will later be considered in the discussion of “We Shall Overcome”.  The intent is to outline the major ways that music affects emotion; how it persuades, how it invokes responses, how it draws people together.  The aspects discussed will be a few of: tonality, harmony, inflectional devices, key-note, melody, pentatonicism, tension with prevailing social-musical order, rhythm, timbre, synchronization, and stress patterns (depending on which of these aspects turn out to be the most significant in the effects of “We Shall Overcome.”)
Chapter Three: Early History of “We Shall Overcome”
Purpose of this chapter: Trace the roots of “I Shall Overcome”, and its history from its composition in 1903 to its use in the labor movement of the 1930s and 1940s. 

What were the pre-emancipation musical and social influences that led to the Jubilee Singers and all the other choirs of the mid- to late-1800s?  What were the influences, both musical and social, of that post-emancipation era of musicians on Tidley’s composition?  Who sang “I Shall Overcome”, and in what arrangements, and where?  Follow its path into the labor movement, where it became part of the “folk music” sung on the picket line.    

In 1903, the composer Charles Tidley wrote and published “I Shall Overcome”.  This was a time of explosive growth in the composition of spirituals.  It followed the phenomenal success of the Jubilee Singers and the Hampton Singers , African American choirs that came into being shortly after emancipation.   Fisk University first raised money for its founding by a touring choir that sang spirituals for audiences all over the United States and across Europe.  [General or indirect ways that late 19th century spirituals affected Tidley’s compositions.]

In addition to the general spirit that connects early music with the 1903 “I Shall Overcome”, there are also alleged to be specific spirituals or tunes that provided the music for “We Shall Overcome”.  There is no doubt that Charles Tidley wrote the words – but here again, his composition was influenced both in general and in specific ways by both pre- and post-emancipation Black Sacred Music .    [Trace these allegations/search for possible direct musical links from 19th century spirituals to “I Shall Overcome.”]   Another spiritual might be the source for the specific lyric, 
“Deep in my heart / I do believe / I shall overcome someday.” 
Chapter Four: Evolution of “We Shall Overcome”: Civil Rights Era 
Purpose of this chapter:  History of “We Shall Overcome” in 1950s-1960s


The growth and spreading influence of “We Shall Overcome” in the 1950s-1960s civil rights struggle is a study in oral history.   A unique co-mingling of kindred spirits brought the spiritual into the mainstream of the struggle.  Most stories about how this came about – who introduced it, who sang it where, at what events did it take on vital significance, how it was copyrighted, how it came to be scorned by some – seem to emphasize this or that player.  In reality, during this era, the spiritual truly became “We” shall overcome, where the “we” overlayers – not replaces – the “I” in “I Shall Overcome.”   By the end of the 1960s, there were skeptics as well.  Malcolm X said: “Whoever heard of a revolution, where they lock up arms and sing “we shall overcome?”  You don’t do any singing, you’re too busy swinging.” 
Chapter Five: The Ongoing Global Reach of “We Shall Overcome” and the Freedom Song Today

Purpose of this chapter: History of “We Shall Overcome” from the mid 1960s – present, including a discussion of the ways it is in use in 2008.  The freedom song lives on in many different stories, disparate, yet connected now by our new electronic network.  The story of “We Shall Overcome” in the last fifty years is at least as large a story as the story of its rise in the civil rights struggle.  

Draw the connections between the stories in Chapters Three, Four and Five.  Restate the thesis as the synthesis of the previous chapters.  
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In chapter four (of five chapters), Radano addresses “Magical Writing: The Iconic Wonders of the Slave Spiritual.”  His description of the chapter: “This chapter charts the making of a new kind of musical miracle that connects th essential relation of antebellum resonances to modern black musical art forms.  It seeds to demonstrate further the connections and distinctions between sound and text that have carried through this story.”  Radano looks at how slave music entered the main musical currents, and how this relates to the position of the African American in society.  He also comes from the perspective of music theory. 
Eyes on the Prize: America’s Civil Rights Years, 1954-1965, Juan Williams with the Eyes on the Prize Production Team, Viking, New York, 1987.

Includes a short interview with freedom singer Bernice Johnson Reagon; one quote: “They could not stop our sound.  They would have to kill us to stop us from singing.  Sometimes the police would plead and say, “Please stop singing.”  And you would just know that your word was being heard, and you felt joy.  There is a way in which those songs kept us from being touched by people who would want us not to be who we were becoming.  There was a woman at Shiloh Baptist Church who would sing one song, “Come and Go With Me To That Land” for an hour.  It was no a song anymore.” (page 177; emphasis mine)

Chapter Three: Early History of “We Shall Overcome”
Ain’t You Got a Right to the Tree of Life?, Guy and Candie Carawan, University of Georgia Press, Athens, 1966.  

An amazing collection of first-person accounts of the struggles from the early 20th century through the late 1960s, many of which relied on music and song. Includes early sheet music and lyrics of “I Shall Overcome”, the spiritual that was reworded as “We Shall Overcome.”   Includes an account of the history of “We Shall Overcome”. 

Sinful Tunes and Spirituals: Black Folk Music to the Civil War, Dena J. Epstein, University of Illinois Press, Urbana, Illinois, 1977.

Definitive background of the origins of spirituals that traces music history from the (forced) African émigré-slave, through the 1700s and 1800s, and up through the Civil War.  Analyzes both secular and religious music traditions. 

Folk Culture on St. Helena Island, South Carolina, Guy B. Johnson, Folklore Associates, Inc., Hatboro, Pennsylvania, 1930.  

A study that describes and interprets the origins of American Negro culture, focusing in particular on the origins and developments of the spirituals of Black Sacred Music. 

Wade in the Water: The Wisdom of the Spirituals, Arthur C. Jones, Oris Books, Maryknoll, New York, 1993; with accompanying cassette tape of Jones performing a dozen of the spirituals. 

Arthur C. Jones as a writer and singer has been compared to James Welson Johnson and Bernice Johnson Reagon, both gifted musicians and freedom movement activists, and even Frederick Douglass and W.E.B. DuBois.   Jones “writes to us as an African American performing artist who has literally immersed himself in the words, the music, the spirit and the history of the amazing and often undervalued creations of an enslaved people.  In addition, he enters them from the perspective of a practicing psychologist.” (From the Foreword by Vincent Harding, page 9.)   Jones describes the transition of the original “I Shall Overcome” to “We Shall Overcome.” 
The Social Implications of Early Negro Music In the United States: With Over 150 of the Songs, Many of them with their Music, ed. With an introduction by Bernard Katz, Arno Press and the New York Times, New York, 1969. 

Includes 15 seminal essays on early Black Sacred Music that gave birth to spirituals and gospels, including those of W.E.B. DuBois (“Of the Sorrow Songs”, 1903), Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware and Lucy McKim Garrison (Preface to Slave Songs of the United States, 1867), James Weldon Johnson (“Preface to The Book of American Negro Spirituals, 1925), and J. Rosamond Johnson (Epilogue from Rolling Along in Song, 1937). These earlier studies are often more nuanced than recent essays, in that they include musical analysis as well as social history.  

James Weldon Johnson is a particularly interesting author: “James Weldon Johnson was one of those rare, multi-talented men – a novelist, poet, diplomat, historian, and writer of popular songs.  He and his brother, Rosamond, wrote the songs “Under the Bamboo Tree,” “Didn’t He Ramble,” and “Lift Every Voice and Sing,” which has been called the Negro national anthem.  The introduction to his first Book of American Negro Spirituals took its title from his well-known poem that starts it – “O Black and Unknown Bards.” Published in 1925 with musical arrangements by his brother Rosamond and Lawrence Brown, it was combined with a second volume in 1940.”  
(page xxxiv)
Rhythm and Resistance: Explorations in the Political Uses of Popular Music, Ray Pratt, Praeger, New York, 1990.  

Includes a chapter on spirituals, gospel and resistance, detailing the musical creations of slaves and freed men during the struggle for freedom. 

We’ll Understand It Better By and By: Pioneering African American Gospel Composers, (The Smithsonian Institution’s “Wade in the Water” series),  ed. Bernice Johnson Reagon, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, D.C., 1992. 


Possibly the only researched history of Charles Tidley, composer of the 1903 spiritual “I Shall Overcome”, the song now sung as “We Shall Overcome.”  

Songs of the civil rights movement 1955-1965 : a study in culture history, Bernice Johnson Reagon, Ph.D. Thesis, Howard University, 1975.  

The definitive history of “We Shall Overcome” and a seminal Ph.D. thesis on the freedom songs.   Her thesis is the starting point for my additional research on the topic that she has made (one of) her life’s works.   No one else approaches the topic as she does; I aspire to follow her approach to synthesizing an understanding of history, peoples, music and struggle, by focusing on the one spiritual, “We Shall Overcome.” 
We’ll understand it better by and by: Pioneer African American Gospel Composers, Bernice Johnson Reagon, Smithsonian Institution Press, Washington, D.C., 1992.   

History and context for composer of “We Shall Overcome”.  

Some Aspects of the Religious Music of the United States Negro: An Ethnomusicological Study with Special Emphasis on the Gospel Tradition, George Robinson Ricks, Ph.D. Thesis Northwestern University, Department of Anthropology, 1960.

Ricks divides his analysis into three periods: early (pre-Civil war); middle (post-Civil war); late (early 1900s to 1960, the time of his writing.)   A thoroughly researched study on (among other things) “patterns of religious musical expression.”  He analyzes spirituals from both the perspectives of music theory and of the social history of the churches and societies where the music was sung.  

Traces of the Spirit: The Religious Dimensions of Popular Music, Robin Sylvan, New York University Press, New York, 2002. 

Analyzes the connections between music and religion: physiological, psychological, sociocultural, semiological, virtual, ritual, spiritual.   Explores connection between West African Possession Religion and later American music. 

Folk Song of the American Negro, John Wesley Work, Fisk University, Negro University Press, New York, 1915. 

Alternates listings of the text of spirituals (and sheet music for a selected few)  with analysis of the development of the Negro song, starting from summarized history of African song, through transmigration, slavery and emancipation.  Analyzes songs both from the perspective of music theory and from social history. 

Chapter Four: Evolution of “We Shall Overcome” in its unique role as an anthem of the 1950s and 1960s freedom stuggle and civil rights struggle, especially as sung and spread by the Freedom Singers. 
Sing for Freedom: The Story of the Civil Rights Movement through its songs, edited and compiled by Guy and Candie Carawan, 1990. 

Originally published as two volumes: We Shall Overcome: Songs of the Southern Freedom Movement, Oak Publications, New York, 1963; Freedom is a Constant Struggel: Songs of the Southern Freedom Movement, Oak Publications, New York, 1968.  A comprehensive collection of the freedom songs, accompanied with photographs, brief histories of songs or events, letters and excerpts from other writings. .  Although it contains lyrics and sheet music for all the songs, it is more than a songbook; more of a documentary of the Freedom Singers, written partly in lyrics and sheet music. 
The Eyes on the Prize: Civil Rights Reader: Documents, Speeches, and Firsthand Accounts from the Black Freedom Struggle, 1954-1990, Clayborne Carson, David J. Garrow Gerald Gill, Vincent Harding and Darlene Clark Hine, General Editors, Penguin Books, New York, 1991.

Authoritative collection of primary documents of the civil rights struggle, including accounts that shed light on how freedom songs functioned and developed.  Bernice Johnson Reagon is quoted: “What I can remember is being very alive and very clear, the clearest I’ve ever been in my life.  I knew that every minute, I was doing what I was supposed to do.  That was the way it was in jail, too, and on the marches.  In “We Shall Overcome” there’s a verse that says “God is on our side,” and there was a theological discussion that said maybe we should say, “We are on God’s side.”  God was lucky to have us in Albany doing what we were doing. I mean, what better case would he have?  So it was really like God would be very, very happy to be on my side.  There’s a bit of arrogance about that, but that was the way it felt.” (page 145)
Weary Feet, Rested Souls: A Guided History of the Civil Rights Movement, Townsend Davis, W.W. Norton & Co., New York, 1997.  
Large volume that concentrates on detailed histories of each campaign in the civil rights struggle, and presents a short description of “The Development of “We Shall Overcome” as Movement Anthem.” 

Sing a Song of Social Significance, R. Serge Denisoff, Bowling Green University Popular Press, 1972.    
Discusses songs of persuasion; religious roots of songs of persuasion; protest songs of the old and new left; protest songs of the labor movement that blended into protest songs of the Civil Rights struggle. 

Voices of Freedom: An Oral History of the Civil Rights Movement from the 1950s through the 1980s, Henry Hampton and Steve Fayer with Sarah Flynn, Bantam Books, New York, 1990.  
First-hand accounts of major events of the Civil Rights struggle; the Freedom Singers and Freedom Songs are part of many.  This highlights different places where “We Shall Overcome” was sung, and the mood: Singing “We Shall Overcome” as an anthem, or in bitterness, or somewhere in between.  
Documentary History of the Modern Civil Rights Movement, ed. Peter B. Levy, Greenwood Press, New York, 1992.  
250 pages of primary documents or speeches of movement leaders and participants; includes several that discuss the role and effect of Freedom Songs. 
Musical Democracy, Nancy Love, State University of New York Press, Albany, 2006.

Includes a 22-page chapter “Freedom Songs: Moving the Spirit”, which analyzes the role of the freedom songs in particular in their role as counter-discourse in the ongoing perfection of the American promise of democracy.  She “explore[s] how African American freedom songs express the material/spiritual power of radical democracy.”  (page 90)  A philosophical analysis in addition to a practical history, Love’s book also includes chapters on Habermas’ and Rawl’s theories of justice as they relate to musical expression. 
My Soul Is Rested: The Story of the Civil Rights Movement in the Deep South, Howell Raines, Penguin Books, 1977.

An oral history of the movement days in the deep south.  Interestingly, despite the exhaustively complete coverage of the major events, and the leaders of all the different groups, Raines does not include sections on freedom songs, freedom singers, or music as part of the movement.  

Everybody Says Freedom, Pete Seeger and Bob Reiser, Including many songs collected by Guy and Candie Carawan, W.W. Norton & Company, New York, 1989.  
A history of the music of the struggle from 1955 to 1968, with commentary, interviews, profiles of individuals, and best of all, sheet music for many songs.  First-person anecdotes of how “We Shall Overcome” was sung at different times by such activists as Fannie Lou Hamer, and later disillusionment with the anthem.  Includes brief history of “We Shall Overcome” itself.  

"Employing Music in the Cause of Social Justice: Ruth Crawford Seeger and Zilphia Horton" - by Julia Schmidt-Pirro and Karen M. McCurdy. Exceprted from a longer article published in Voices: The Journal of New York Folklore (Volume 31, Spring-Summer 2005), the membership magazine of the New York Folklore Society.

Chapter Five: The ongoing global reach of “We Shall Overcome”
Policing Pop, ed. Martin Cloonan and Reebee Garofalo, Temple University Press, Philadelphia, 2003.   
Concentrates on the struggle of many musicians who fought for freedom of musical expression, including in the context of political struggle.  Includes chapter on “Music in the Struggle to End Apartheid in South Africa”. 

When the Music’s Over: The Story of Political Pop, Robin Denselow, Faber and Faber, Boston, 1989.  

Includes a long chapter on music of the Civil Rights movement, from America to South Africa. 

Lyrical Protest: Black Music’s Struggle Against Discrimination, Mary Ellison, Praeger, New York, 1989.  

Dedicated in part to Gil Scott-Heron, “who suggested this book and whose music was its inspiration.”  In the chapter “Liberation Songs for South Africa”, the discussion of an a capella song performed by Sweet Honey in the Rock/Bernice Johnson Reagon et al. shows the direct link between the 1960s American freedom songs and the music of the South African struggle. 

If you don’t go, don’t hinder me, Bernice Johnson Reagon, University of Nebraska Press, Lincoln, Nebraska, 2001.  

Four lengthy essays on different aspects of the freedom songs, both as they operated in the Civil Rights struggle and how they are active today. 

Unity and Discord: Music and Politics in Contemporary Tibet, Tibet Information Network, London, 2004.  
Includes (among many other topics) songs of protest; songs sung in prison. 

Video Recordings

*We Shall Overcome”, a documentary; Ginger Group Productions, 1988; PBS Home Video 174, 58 min. 
Quoting from the publisher (I have not yet seen this film): “Pete Seeger, Bernard Lafayette, Julian Bond, and Bernice Johnson Reagon comment on Guy Carawan's role in teaching the song "We Shall Overcome." Music and memory tell the story of Guy and Candie Carawan, activists and folk singers who have carried their work from the deep south of the Civil Rights Movement into today's daunting struggle for peace. Interweaving past and present, the filmmaker integrates her own reflections on growing up in a rich musical and political landscape with her parents' views on race relations, community organizing, and the sustaining power of song.”
Other References

These are not as closely related to the topic as those listed in the preceding bibliography.
Eyes on the Prize: Documents, Speeches and Firsthand Accoutns from the Black Freedom Struggle, 1954-1990, ed. Clayborne Carson et al., Penguin Books, New York, 1991.  

A comprehensive volume of first-person accounts from the early days of the Civil Rights movement through the recent past of the mid-19080s.  

Music and Your Emotions: A Practical Guide to Music Selections Associated with Desired Emotional Reponses, Emil A. Gutheil et al., Liveright Publishing Corporation, New York, 1952.  
 A psychological analysis of how songs of persuasion work, from the perspective of how they affect emotion. 

All Shook Up, Carson Holloway, Spence Publishing Company, Dallas, 2001.  
Academic study of history of music in the political sphere: Plato, Aristotle, Rousseau, Nietzsche.
The Rhetoric of Moral Protest: Public Campaigns, Celebrity Endorsement and Political Mobilization, Christina Lahusen, Walter de Gruyter & Co., Berlin, 1996.

A thorough and lengthy sociological account of aspects of social/political mobilization, including a chapter on music in popular campaigns, and a chapter the design and use of protest music and political music.   Also discusses the globalization of the freedom struggle. 

Songbooks
Some of the songbooks are primary references, where they print historical, unusual or modern revised versions of “We Shall Overcome”, its antecedents or older hymns that strongly influenced it.  Others are not directly related to the search for the musical roots of “We Shall Overcome”, but act as important reference points.   In most cases, the songbooks include important textual descriptions, histories and anecdotes.   Depending on what I learn from researching the songbooks, some of them will be reclassified as primary references for particular chapters, above.  
What is so fascinating is that these varied collections have almost no overlap!  That is, only the most famous songs such as “Go Down, Moses” appear in more than one collection.   This implies vast regional differences in Black Sacred Music, and might complicate any attempt to search for the musical roots of “I Shall Overcome.”  

It is also illuminating to note that rarely is “I Shall Overcome” (or “We Shall Overcome”) included in any anthology before its adoption by the 1940s labor movement. 

This list of songbooks focuses on anthologies published before 1940, since it becomes almost trivial to locate “We Shall Overcome” in any collection after then.   (Instead, I focus on “We Shall Overcome” spread throughout different communities in different eras, rather than on its mere presence.)

With only one or two exceptions, the editors/arrangers/compilers of these songbooks  were themselves musicians and musical directors of prominent ensembles and/or instructors at prominent African American schools and colleges.  

Slave Songs of the United States, ed. William Francis Allen, Charles Pickard Ware, and Lucy McKim Garrison, Books for Libraries Press, Freeport, New York, 1971.  (Reprint of the 1867 edition.) 

A seminal, early collection of the melodies of the African American peoples, from genuine slave songs, taken from the lips of former slaves.  The authors acknowledge that their transcriptions of the music are “but a faint shadow of the original,” owing to the intonations and delicate variations of any one singer, which cannot be reproduced on paper.   This problem is even further exacerbated when trying to capture the music of a group that sings together, or takes part in a complicated shout or call/respond sequence.   The authors found it easier to research the religious songs than the secular songs from the slave days, which apparently were more quickly lost in the sands of time, or less available to white researchers such as the authors.   If a musical predecessor to “I Shall Overcome” can be discovered among the spirituals of the 1800s, then perhaps its predecessor can be discovered with the help of this volume.
Old Plantation Hymns: A collection of hitherto unpublished melodies of the slave and the freedman, with historical and descriptive notes, William E. Barton, Lamson, Wolffe and Company, Boston, 1898.

The author lived in the South from 1880 to 1887, met many kinds of people, and kept careful notes of all songs he researched, whether secular or religious.  Most (if not all) were not collected or printed before.  Lyrics and sheet music are given for 67 songs, organized in three sections: Plantation Songs, Hymns of the Slave and Freedman, and Recent Negro Melodies.   This collection, and the other early collections from the 1800s, will be invaluable as I try to ascertain whether the musical aspects of 1903 “I Shall Overcome” derive from some older hymns, as has been hinted by some historians. 
Mellows: A Chronicle of Unknown Singers, R. Emmet Kennedy, Albert and Charles Boni Publishers, New York, 1925.

The author focuses on the “mellows” and “make-up” songs of the African Americans in Louisiana.   Mellow is the old Negro word for meldy, and by this term their devotional songs are called in southern Louisiana.   His collection includes folk songs, harmonized folk songs, harmonized spirituals, unharmonized spirituals, street cries of New Orleans, and work songs.   The spirituals account for more than half the collection and includes one well-known freedom song invoked by Martin Luther King, Jr., “Free At Last.” 

Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro, as Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. R. Nathaniel Dett, Hampton Institute Press, Hampton, Virginia, 1927.

Dett was a gifted composer, director and teacher at the Hampton Institute from 1913-1932.  The Hampton Institute is an African American college founded in 1868, and an early center for studying and performing African American religious songs.  Dett collected and published songbooks for wide dissemination, as well as to use as a practical songbook for a choir or chorus.  Dett arranged “Ill Never Turn Back, No More”, which has been suggested as a predecessor to “Ain’t Gonna Let Nobody Turn Me Around” – which itself became the famous 1962 SNCC song, “Ain’t Gonna Let Chief Pritchett Turn Me Around”.   Martin Luther King, Jr., remarked that Pritchett asked for the Albany demonstrators to sing this song, and seemed to enjoy hearing it, while the other jailers just stared and listened.  It will be intriguing to find out if any of his arrangements of the spirituals from the 1800s musically influenced the 1903 “I Shall Overcome.” 
Cabin and Plantation Songs as Sung by the Hampton Students, to which are added a few Indian Songs; the Negroes’ Battle Hymn; and the Grace as sung at Hampton, Thomas P. Fenner, Frederic G. Rathbun, and Bessie Cleaveland, The Knickerbocker Press, New York, 1901. 
The authors specially researched and published the old slave music since they felt the songs were rapidly passing away.  The freedmen had an inclination to despise some of the slave songs, as a vestige of slavery.   The authors state that the tunes in their anthology are being published for the first time.   They further note: “The words of the slave hymns are often common property through the South, sung to different tunes in different sections of the country.”   Apart from a 2-page preface and a 2-page introduction, the 166-page volume contains “only” lyrics and sheet music for more than two hundred songs.  
Negro Slave Songs in the United States, Miles Mark Fisher with a Foreword by Ray Allen Billington, Cornell University Press, Ithaca, New York, 1953.

Fisher researched the pre-Civil War spirituals not only as a musicologist, but also with “the idea that spirituals might be more than folk music” but “revealed the innermost thoughts of the slaves on religion, salvery, relations with their masters, aspirations for the future, and all the multitudinous problems faced by a people held in bondage.”  This book, then, is a history of pre-Civil War African American music, and if I can trace “We Shall Overcome” (musically; we know the lyrics date from 1903) to a spiritual from the 1800s, this work might help trace, in turn, that spiritual to a pre-Civil War inspiration, or show it to be an adaptation.  
Songs of Peace, Freedom and Protest, ed. Tom Glazer, David McKay Company Inc.,

New York, 1970.   
A collection of many of the songs typically included in the Freedom Songs canon, and more; includes the version of “We Shall Overcome” printed by Zilphia Horton, Frank Hamilton, Guy Carawan, and Pete Seeger. 

Wake Up Dead Man: Afro-American Worksongs from Texas Prisons, ed. Bruce Jackson, Harvard University Press, Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1972.  
A carefully annotated anthology; prison songs and freedom songs overlap in that prison songs are also born out of a struggle against injustice. 
The Book of American Negro Spirituals, James Weldon Johnson , The books of American Negro spirituals, including The book of American Negro spirituals, and The second book of Negro spirituals, James Welden Johnson and J. Rosamond Johnson, Viking Press, New York, 1942.   Note: the first volume was originally published in 1925.
A groundbreaking and authoritative collection of early African American spirituals, from the era immediately following Emancipation.   Johnson first began researching and collecting spirituals in the early 1900s, and he has collected songs that “probably would have fallen into disuse and finally disappeared, this probability increased by the fact that they passed through a period following Emacipation.” (page 46)  This volume documents spirituals written and performed by such noted early Spiritual ensembles as the The Fisk Jubilee Singers (founded 1871),  Hampton , Atlanta or Tuskegee quartets in the years 
The Story of the Jubilee Singers with their Songs, J.B.T. Marsh, Houghton, Mifflin and Company, Boston, 1880.
In addition to lyrics and sheet music for 150 songs, includes a 120-page early history of the Jubilee Singers of Fisk University: from “The Year of the Jubilee” to “The Founding and the Founders of Fisk University” through a detailed account of the early difficult years of the Jubilee Singers, and their eventual successful tours including overseas tours.   Details of every season and the public reception (negative and positive) are recounted.  In addition, personal histories of a dozen of the initial singers are presented. 
Befo’ De War Spirituals: Words and Melodies, E.A. McIlhenny, Christopher Publishing House, Boston, 1933.
A 30-page introduction precedes the 220 pages of lyrics and sheet music.  Includes wonderful photographs of (freed) former slaves, and old slave quarters.  The author was born before the Civil War on a wealthy sugar plantation and his family kept many slaves; he was intimately familiar with their music and lives.  He accompanied his “Mammy” often to “the little church at the foot of the hill” of the plantation, where she and the other slaves faithfully went every Sunday as well as many other days during the year.   He writes: “By the time I was ten years old, I think I knew every religious song of our community, and often joined lustily in their singing during the Sunday gatherings.”   Hence the author has a unique perspective – he knew the old songs from the era of slavery, as well as how they evolved with the African American Spirituals Choirs of the late 1800s, the beginnings of the “gospel songs” in early 20th century, and the renewed interest in Black Sacred Music in the 1920s and 1930s.  He writes: “There are three things that make the old spirituals beautiful” – dialect, perfect rhythm and sweet melody, and “oft-repeated words which produces a hypnotic effect and spirit exaltation on both singers and listeners quite beyond the power of other music.”

Negro Workaday Songs, Howard Odum and Guy Johnson, University of North Carolina Press, Chapel Hill, 1926.
While this volume focuses on secular work songs rather than religious songs, as it is one of the few of its kind, it needs to be consulted in any search for the roots and journey of “I Shall Overcome.”  The authors poetic description of the people whose songs they collected perhaps best presents the focus of this work: 

A vast throng of Negro workaday singers, mirrors of a race

Workingmen in the Southern United States from highway, construction camp, from railroad and farm, from city and countryside, a million strong

A half million migrants from the South, Eastward, Northward, and some South again

Negro offenders in thousand fold in local jails, county chain gangs, state and federal prisons

A horde of Southern casual laborers and wanderers down that lonesome road

A brown black army of “bad men” – creepers and ramblers and jamboree breakers, “travelin’ men” de luxe

Itinerant full-handed musicaners, music physicianers and songsters, singly, in pairs, quartets, always moving on

A host of women workers from field and home and factory at once singers and subject of the lonesome blues

A swelling crescendo, a race vibrato inimitable, descriptive index of group character, folk urge and race power

Slave Songs of the Georgia Sea Islands, Lydia Parrish, Folklore Associates, Inc., Hatboro, Pennsylvania, 1942. 
Lydia Parrish was an amateur folklorist filled with a perhaps naïve enthusiasm, but her love of the material enabled her to produce a completely unique collection of music from a unique community.   The people among whom she record were a link between “the Negroes of America, the West Indies and Afria.”   Alan Lomax, noted ethnomusicologist and publisher of African American and other folk music, observed that “the folk of the Sea Islands kept to the speech of their ancestors and, in some places, still speak dialects in which many African words and styntactical features survive.  […] Their religious ceremonies and indeed their whole way of life bear the stamp on ante-bellum days.”  Although it is unlikely there is any link between the slave songs of the Georgia Sea Islands and “I Shall Overcome”, any bibliography of

slave songs is incomplete without a mention of Parrish’s work. 

Ev’ry Time I Feel the Spirit: 101 Best-loved Psalms, Gospel Hymns, and Spiritual Songs of the African-American Church, Gwendolin Sims Warren, Henry Holt and Company, New York, 1997. 

The songs are organized by era: Plantation Songs and Jubilee Songs 1600-1870; Gospel Songs 1870-1960; Euro-American Hymns 1600-1950; Contemporary Gospel Songs 1960-1997.  The author, an African American raised in a religious tradition infused with music,  studied at Oberlin college and the Akademie Mozarteum in Salzburg, Austria.  She had an international opera and concert career, which gave her the chance to meet, work and interact with some of the greatest African American singers and composers of the late 20th century.  Hall Johnson, composer, choral director and leading authority on spirituals, acted as advisor.   The author is interested in how songs of different eras overlap and influence the others.  
American Negro Songs and Spirituals: A Comprehensive Collection of 230 Folk Songs, Religious and Secular, John W. Work, Crown Publishers, New York, 1940. 
Along with James Weldon Johnson’s collection, Work’s collection is one of the most often cited in any research on African American music.   In addition to a the lyrics and sheet music for spirituals, he includes collections of the blues, work songs, social and miscellaneous songs, with excellent brief histories and analyses of each genre.   He is one of the few early researchers of spirituals who searched for African roots of African American music.  
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