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Abstract 
 

Black American composer R. Nathaniel Dett (1882–1943) is a pioneering figure of American 

classical music composed by Black musicians. During his career—as a composer, performer, and 

educator—Dett advocated for the preservation of Black American folk music and its development 

via its use in “serious” classical music. While initially not interested in doing so, after hearing the 

masterful use of Black American folk music in Dvořák’s American Quartet during his student 

years at Oberlin College, Dett’s perspective changed; Dvořák’s composition provided a conceptual 

foundation for this fusion. In light of this, Dett’s career is defined by his mission to preserve and 

develop Black American folk music, of which his oratorio, The Ordering of Moses (1937), 

represents this fulfillment. This dissertation asserts that R. Nathaniel Dett’s The Ordering of 

Moses embodies his distinct views on preserving and developing Black American folk music, as 

demonstrated through his utilization of Negro Spirituals as thematic material within this work. 

Similarly, this dissertation holds that Dett’s symphonic work preserves and develops broader 

Black American idioms on account of its use of the Exodus emblem as its narrative focus, 

consistent with its use in the cultural expressions of Black arts, letters, and religion 

(Christianity).  
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Chapter 1                                                                                                                          
INTRODUCTION 

 
 

he American musical landscape since the beginning of the twentieth century 

has been marked by an attempt to produce distinctly American music in the 

context of the broader, European-dominated canon of classical music. An 

important moment in this effort took place in the late decades of the nineteenth century, when, in 

1855, musician and wealthy music patron Jeannette Thurber established the National 

Conservatory of Music of America. Thurber, above all, wished to see the evolution of an 

American School of music and composition that would allow American composers to remain in 

this country rather than studying abroad, and that would offer training to both women and Black 

musicians.1 Critic and historian Joseph Horowitz notes that Thurber hoped to see the 

development of a nationalistic school of classical music in America—an “American stamp” on 

serious classical music. This led to her pursuit of both Jean Sibelius and Antonín Dvořák for 

appointment as the second director of National Conservatory, with Dvořák ultimately taking on 

the role from 1892 to 1895.2 As Dvořák began his search for the “American distinctive,” he soon 

recognized “Negro melodies” as well as the music of American Indians, as the mark of 

distinction of authentic American music.3  

 It is well-known that Dvořák’s time in the United States and as director of the National 

Conservatory, produced at least one significant relationship: that with Henry Thacker Burleigh 

(1866–1949). Although he hoped to study composition with Dvořák, Burleigh served as 

 
1 Horace J. Maxile, Jr. and Kristen M. Turner, Race and Gender in the Western Music History Survey: A 

Teacher’s Guide (New York: Routledge, 2022), 110.  
 
2 Joseph Horowitz, Dvořák’s Prophecy and the Vexed Fate of Black Classical Music (New York: W. W. 

Norton & Company, Inc., 2022), 5.  
 
3 Maxile and Turner, Race and Gender, 110–111.  

T 
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Dvořák’s artistic assistant, and their relationship set the stage for one of the most impactful and 

formative cultural exchanges of Dvořák’s time in the United States and in the history of 

American music. Through Burleigh, Dvořák was exposed to what Burleigh would later call 

spirituals. This exposure left an indelible imprint on Dvořák, which he channeled creatively and 

inspirationally into his Symphony No. 9 in E Minor, “From the New World”; the ubiquitous 

melancholy of Spirituals or “sorrow songs” was captured in and infused into the second 

movement of Dvořák’s first American opus.  

The meeting and relationship between Dvořák and Burleigh sheds lights on an important 

fact: there were Black composers who wished to study and pursue classical musical composition. 

For budding Black American classical composers of late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

the question was not how to create American music, but rather, it was about how (more so the 

desire) to create classical music. There was already an active, established theatre and popular 

music (and seemingly regulative) trajectory for Black music. But for the purposes of “dignifying 

the cultural legacy” in the face of blackface minstrelsy—Horowitz’s assertion of Burleigh’s 

goal—Black composers sought to rise to the occasion and populate American repertory with the 

“Black classical-music canon” Dvořák had in mind.4  

 While Black (and even other American and non-American) composers were not the only 

ones who created Black classical music in the twentieth century—that is to say music that 

incorporates idioms derived from the Black folk tradition (for instance, Porgy and Bess by 

American composer George Gershwin or the Florida Suite by Frederick Delius)—Black 

classical composers played a significant role in providing America’s Black classical music 

soundtrack. One of those early composers was R. Nathaniel Dett, a Canadian born composer, 

 
4 Ibid., 10–11.  
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who during his lifetime amassed relatively high levels of professional popularity. R. Nathaniel 

Dett was what Eileen Southern described as a second-generation Black American twentieth-

century American performer, educator, and composer, though as the latter, he presently is often 

overlooked.5 A second-generation descendant of enslaved Africans, R. Nathaniel Dett was born 

in Drummondville, Ontario, Canada, in 1882.  He was born into a musical family; his parents 

were reasonably competent singers, and his older siblings were actively trained in music. As the 

youngest of four children, Dett was not initially a central character in the scene of active music-

making in his home. However, his peripheral existence in his brother’s piano lessons revealed 

that Dett was gifted with perfect pitch, as evidenced by his ability to reproduce his brother’s 

music assignments by ear. This revelation propelled Dett into receiving formal piano training 

with his brother’s teacher, setting into motion Dett’s musical trajectory. Dett held fast in music-

making and training, which led to his acceptance to Oberlin as a music student double majoring 

in piano performance and composition. 

 During his time at Oberlin, Dett experienced yet another musical awakening that 

permanently changed and further shaped his musical trajectory. Because of the pioneering efforts 

of Antonín Dvořák, the artistic vision for pairing indigenous and Negro folk melodies with 

musical forms and genres found in European classical music was thrust into action. Not only did 

Dvořák’s musical venture bring to the forefront H. T. Burleigh (who is noted for his work as the 

progenitor of the concert spiritual tradition), it also served as a catalyst of influence for members 

of the various generations of Black composers who would follow Burleigh, including R. 

 
5The information for the biographical overview contained in this section comes from the following: Anne 

Key Simpson, Follow Me: The Life and Music of R. Nathaniel Dett (Metuchen: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1993); 
Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History, 2nd. ed. (New York: W.W. Norton and Company, 
1983), 268.    
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Nathaniel Dett. Upon hearing Dvořák’s String Quartet No. 12 in F major, Op. 96 (“American”), 

Dett grew to affirm and accept the beauty of Negro folk melodies, which he once contested and 

rejected. Now embracing the brilliance of the Negro folk music tradition, Dett actively pursued 

the idea of using Negro folk melodies as a thematic basis for classical music composition; Dett 

was not initially interested or in favor of doing so.6 As a result, Dett lived out his musical life—

composing, teaching, and performing—by championing the perpetuation and inclusion of Negro 

folk music in classical music.  

Dett’s musical life and activity solidified him as a leader among what Southern called the 

“second generation of composers in the post-slavery period” who picked up the mantle and 

heeded Dvořák’s clarion call to use American folk music (the melodies of American Blacks and 

Indians) as the inspiration for American classical music.7 And though Dett is among the second 

generation of Black American composers, given that the first generation is dominated by Black 

musicians primarily composing theatre music, I contend that Dett is better understood as part of 

the first generation of Black American composers creating and performing concert/classical 

music (in contrast to theatre music).8 Dett is situated among the early generations of more 

presently well-known Black American classical composers such as William Dawson, William 

Grant Still, and Florence Price, and thus is a member of what I call the “class of 1930”: a group 

of contemporary Black American composers who were classically trained, composed in larger 

forms using Black American folk music as inspiration and source material, and whose work was 

 
6 Simpson, Follow Me, 11–12, 20–21.  
 
7 Southern, The Music of Black Americans, 272. 

 
8 Ibid., 268. Harry T. Burleigh is the exception in the “first generation of post-slavery composers”; he was 

almost exclusively a concert composer and performer.  
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premiered by American orchestras.9 Dett received much acclaim as a classical composer and 

Black musical leader during his lifetime. Quite notably, his acclaim as a musical leader was 

acquired as a result of his choral-orchestral work The Ordering of Moses. It received a live 

broadcast premiere in 1937 at the Cincinnati Music Festival by the Cincinnati Festival Chorus 

and Cincinnati Symphony with Eugene Goossens at the conductor’s podium. This achievement 

places Dett’s composition on par with three major symphonic works, composed by the 

aforementioned Black composers and premiered by prominent national orchestras.  

The decade of notable premieres began with the Rochester Philharmonic’s 1931 

performance of the Afro-American Symphony composed by William Grant Still, the “dean” of 

Afro-American composers. Although accompanied by two other symphonies across the 1930s 

(Africa, 1930 and Symphony in G minor, 1937), Still’s Afro-American Symphony took the 

concert music world by laudable storm. As noted by Eileen Southern, this symphony was the 

first composed by a Black American to employ blues and jazz idioms into a symphonic work.10 

And in Still’s own words, he “wanted to demonstrate how the blues, so often considered a lowly 

expression, could be elevated to the highest music level.”11 Florence Price’s Wanamaker prize 

winning Symphony No. 1 in E Minor followed, which was premiered at the 1933 Chicago 

World’s Fair by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.12 With this premiere, Price became the first 

Black woman composer to have a symphony performed by a prominent American orchestra, and 

Price herself became the first Black woman to gain recognition as a composer. This symphony is 

 
9 Harry T. Burleigh is omitted from this list since he did not contribute a symphonic work during this 

period.  
 
10 Southern, Music of Black Americans, 433.  
 
11 Quoted in Southern, Music of Black Americans, 434. 
 
12 Southern, Music of Black Americans, 425. 
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inspired by multiple idioms indicative of Black American folk and religious culture, especially 

evidenced in the third movement, “Juba Dance.”13 The 1934 performance of William Dawson’s 

Negro Folk Symphony by the Philadelphia Orchestra closes the trilogy of premieres ahead of 

Dett’s The Ordering of Moses in 1937. Gwynne Brown notes that Dawson’s premiere, though 

predated by two other successful ones, was actually the most prominent of the three when one 

wholistically considers the venue, attendance, orchestra, and conductor.14 Dawson’s symphony 

bears subtitles for each movement and seems to have acquired its formal name at the prompting 

of Leopold Stokowski.15 Interestingly enough, both Dawson’s symphony and Dett’s oratorio 

begin with the same melodic and rhythmic motive, a point which will be discussed in more detail 

later in this study. 

Composed as his master’s thesis (1932) and labeled a “Biblical Folk Scene,” The 

Ordering of Moses is Dett’s first and largest published major work, and joins the aforementioned 

symphonic works premiered during the 1930s. The Ordering of Moses, published and advertised 

by J. Fischer as an oratorio, is a choral-orchestral composition that recounts the story of Exodus, 

giving particular attention and focus to the character of Moses. Dett’s portrayal of the story 

synthesizes the narrative into two tableaux, Moses’ Ordering (his call and sending) and Israel’s 

Celebration, linked together by predominantly instrumental interludes that musically fill in the 

gaps of the excluded portions of the story. The premiere of this work was in large part 

successful. In the May 1937 article published in The Chicago Defender, The Ordering of 

 
13 Rae Linda Brown, “Symphony No. 1 in E minor (1932)” concert notes for American Symphony 

Orchestra, Common Ground, April 15, 1994, Avery Fisher Hall, New York, NY, accessed November 3, 2022, 
https://americansymphony.org/concert-notes/symphony-no-1-in-e-minor/; it is worth noting that Dett also uses the 
title “Juba Dance,” for the final movement of his  In the Bottoms characteristic suite for piano.  

 
14 Gwynne Kuhner Brown, “Whatever Happened to William Dawson’s Negro Folk Symphony?” Journal of 

the Society for American Music 6, no. 4 (2012): 434. 
 
15 Ibid., 437.  
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Moses—labeled an oratorio by the author—was “lauded as race’s best contribution in music,” 

and an “important addition to American culture”; it records the audience response as “warmer” 

than “to the historic creation of Berlioz, the Requiem Mass composed in 1836.”  In this article, 

Dett received praise and was crowned “a musical leader of a musically gifted race” (see Figure 

1.1). The premiere of The Ordering of Moses was largely a success and Anne Key Simpson 

brings attention to several reviews and first-hand accounts of this premiere, all of which 

highlight the audience’s favorable and jubilant reception of Dett and his music, the brilliance of 

Dett’s compositional writing, and the strong musical execution by the performers.16 

Nevertheless, the premiere was marred by a peculiar circumstance that saw the 1937 NBC 

broadcast interrupted and cut short.17 Though framed as a need to continue with previously 

scheduled programming, it has been speculated that NBC cut the broadcast in response to 

objections received (via telephone) by radio audience members, perhaps due to the fact that Dett 

was Black.18  

 
16 Simpson, Follow Me, 232–239.  
 
17 Amanda Angel, “Heavy-handed Presentation Undermines Cincinnati Symphony Revival of Dett’s 

‘Ordering of Moses’,” New York Classical Review, accessed November 11, 2022. 
https://newyorkclassicalreview.com/2014/05/heavy-handed-presentation-undermines-cincinnati-symphony-revival-
of-detts-moses/. 

 
18“Dett’s ‘The Ordering of Moses’,” Your Classical.org, accessed November 11, 2022. 

https://www.yourclassical.org/episode/2020/05/07/detts-the-ordering-of-moses.  
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Figure 1.1. Article on The Ordering of Moses in the Chicago Defender, May 22, 1937.    
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Intent and Scope 
 

The purpose of this study is to examine R. Nathaniel Dett’s composition The Ordering of 

Moses as a case study in the fulfillment of his views on the preservation and development of 

Negro folk music. Furthermore, this study suggests additional layers of the preservation and 

development of a broader, significant Black American cultural idiom, based on the textual and 

topical content of this composition. I call this cultural idiom the Exodus emblem and seek to 

reveal its use in the cultural expressions of Black art, letters, and religion (Christianity), and to 

consider their potential, collective influence on Dett. To achieve this purpose, Chapter 2 outlines 

a brief professional biography of Dett that situates The Ordering of Moses in sequence of his 

artistic output and professional endeavors. Through a critical reading of Dett’s writings, this 

chapter also offers summative findings on Dett’s views on preserving and developing Negro folk 

music. Using those findings, Chapter 3 provides three types of analysis of select portions of the 

work. First, the genre analysis refocuses this work as an oratorio and examines how this work fits 

into the more extensive tradition and conventions of the oratorio. Second, the musical analysis 

considers Dett’s treatment of the Negro Spiritual melodies used in this oratorio; third, the 

emblematic investigation uncovers the Black cultural and musical emblems at work in this 

composition, though “clothed” in a Western European classical music form. 

While Dett’s views on preservation and development will be further explicated in this 

study, the following quote by Dett helps exegete his understanding of preservation and 

development:  

It occurred to the writer that if a form of song were evolved which contained all the 
acceptable characteristics of Negro folk music and yet would compare favorably in poetic 

sentiment and musical expression with the best class of church music [anthems and 
motets], it would be a means of solving this peculiar problem, for, being created out of 

native material, it would save to the Negro and his music all the peculiar and precious 
idioms, and as work of art would summon to its interpretation the best of his intellectual 
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and emotional efforts…while at that same time such composition would constitute the 
development of a natural resource.19  

 

Although they specifically refer to religious music, Dett’s words point toward his concern about 

the loss of the Black folk music tradition; Jon Michael Spencer adds, Dett “employs the word 

‘preservation’ deliberately, for he believes that this music may eventually become obsolete.”20 

Consequently, Dett calls for an evolution of the music that preserves the tradition and its 

development as that of a natural resource. Dett embodies this by marrying the Negro folk music 

tradition with Western European art music, resulting in his use of Negro Spirituals in the 

symphonic form of the oratorio, as evidenced by The Ordering of Moses.  

Dett’s use of Negro Spirituals is not the only feature of significance in this work; his use 

of the Moses character and Exodus narrative is meaningful in light of his identity as a Black 

American, and his direct ancestral lineage to former slaves. The synthesis in Chapter 2 of Dett’s 

views provides the foundation for his use of Negro Spirituals in The Ordering of Moses, 

specifically the particular and primary Spirituals of “Go Down, Moses” and “He is King of 

Kings,” in Chapter 3. Consequently, given Dett’s convictions, one could argue that Dett simply 

“picks the low hanging fruit”—that he chooses the Exodus narrative because of the topical 

connection between it and the Spiritual, “Go Down, Moses.” Nevertheless, I believe Dett’s use 

of the topical and textual content of Exodus reflects a broader cultural phenomenon, particularly 

idiomatic of Black American culture. Exodus is a Black American cultural emblem, passed on as 

socio-cultural memory.  In Chapter 4, I use the concept of socio-cultural memory to explain the 

 
19 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Development of Negro Religious Music,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: 

Essays in Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 36.  

20 Jon Michael Spencer, “R. Nathaniel Dett’s Views on the Preservation of Black Music,” The Black 
Perspective in Music 10, no. 2 (Autumn, 1982): 134.  
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significance of the Exodus narrative to Black Americans and its emergence as a Black American 

cultural emblem. Samuel Floyd argues in The Power of Black Music “that all African-American-

music making is driven by and permeated with the memory of things from the cultural past and 

that recognitions of the viability of such memory should play a role in the perception and 

criticism of works and performance of the music.”21 Floyd specifically defines cultural memory 

as “a set of inherent cultural beliefs and actions, known and felt to be true by a particular group 

of people, without prior knowledge and instruction, that are unconsciously received, perceived, 

and perpetuated, yet readily identifiable both in observation and activity.”22 I agree with Floyd’s 

advocacy for the perception and criticism of Black music against the colorful and complicated 

canvas of Black cultural identity and experience. I seek to expand Floyd’s notion by putting 

forward the term socio-cultural memory as a set of inherent cultural beliefs distinctive to and 

cultivated by the Black American milieu.  

The additional layer of preservation and development I propose hinges on the broader 

influence of the cultural expressions of Black arts, letters, and religion through the specific 

vehicles of music, poetry, and sermons/oratory. Each of these vehicles is in some way influenced 

by African-American Biblical interpretation, as expressed in Black homiletical presentation and 

Black American cultural identification, which are additional aspects of Dett’s milieu. In his 

article, “African Americans, Exodus, and American Israel, Albert J. Raboteau provides a 

summation of the African-American perspective concerning the Exodus emblem: “From their 

 
21 Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., The Power of Black Music: Interpreting its History from Africa to the United States 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 10.   
 

22 Ibid, 8. 
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[African Americans] perspective, America was Egypt.”23 Dett’s label of The Ordering of Moses 

as a “Biblical folk scene” points to the influence of Scripture. Given his employment at faith-

founded, based, or related institutions (e.g., Historically Black Colleges and Universities, the 

Black Church, etc.) and his self-identification as a Christian, his use of Scripture holds greater 

weight aside from merely adhering to the conventions of the oratorio. When considering the 

influence of Scripture, Black homiletical presentation or Black preaching will figure prominently 

in this discussion, as Black preaching is often responsible for providing “guideposts” for 

interpretation, alongside cultural identity. I suggest that Dett’s use of the Exodus emblem is 

preservation; consequently, I suggest that Dett’s artistic contribution using the emblem is 

development.  

Dett’s artistic contribution is both musical as composer and literary as librettist of this 

oratorio. Since Dett is the librettist, I view him as an author/editor and regard his libretto as a 

contribution to Black letters, which I consider a form of development—the use of the familiar in 

new and different ways. And while the delimitations of this study will not yield an in-depth 

analysis of the work’s structure to determine its symmetry with Negro folklore as a genre, it does 

consider Dett’s assignment of Moses’ personage to a tenor, and other particularities and their 

similarities with other works of Black letters. Some of these particularities and similarities 

include Dett’s concentration on the character of Moses and his overall use of the emblem, by 

which I mean his treatment of the text and his inclusion, or lack thereof, of the complete Exodus 

narrative. Chapter 5 offers a conclusion, in which I explore ideas for further research. 

As revealed later in this study, Dett uses the term Negro. I prefer to use the term Black 

American, in contrast to Negro, and only use the former when related to Dett (since it is a term 

 
23 Albert J. Raboteau, “African Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel,” in Down by the Riverside: 

Readings in African American Religion, ed. Larry G. Murphy (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 22.  
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he uses), when present in quoted scholarship and in relation to specific music genres. Concerning 

this latter point, Negro Spiritual is the most appropriate term as it captures the context of the 

musical genre; it is also the term used by living Black scholars and practitioners of Negro 

Spirituals. For the purposes of this study, the term Black American refers to people, concepts, 

and constructs that derive from or relate to descendants of the African diaspora. It also generally 

refers to concepts and people associated with the contiguous United States, although Dett’s 

American identity is both contiguous and continental. In this study, Black American is 

synonymous with the terms Negro and African American. While the term idiom is generally 

understood in relation to arts (visual and musical), I also relate it to letters and religion, such to 

say that there are particular idioms—to mean characteristics, tropes, modes of expression, and 

understandings—that are distinctive to Black American peoples and culture, which are 

consequently present in and perpetuated by Black letters and religion (Christianity). Further, this 

use of idiom helps explain why Exodus is a cultural emblem; it is so because of the particular 

way in which Black Americans understand and relate to the narrative, such that it has become 

symbolic. Lastly, the term development is not used in the standard musicological sense in 

relationship to sonata form, but rather used to mean the ways in which folk music is incorporated 

into Western European classical music forms; more simply, musical compositions in classical 

music forms and genres that have folk music as their melodic and thematic content and 

inspiration.  

 

Review of the Scholarly Literature 
 
 

Though smaller numerically in comparison to the amount of scholarship on other 

classical music composers, there are still several substantive works of scholarship devoted to 
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Dett, which help reveal the context out of which Dett’s musical life arises. Two books, one by 

Vivian Flagg McBrier’s R. Nathaniel Dett: His Life and Works (1882–1943) and Anne Key 

Simpson’s Follow Me: The Life and Music of R. Nathaniel Dett provide detailed accounts of 

Dett’s life, personal and professional. These texts help fill the information gaps not readily 

gleaned from Dett’s publications alone. Because of the work accomplished by these texts, the 

multiple dissertations and theses that followed provide only brief biographical summaries (as 

will the present dissertation). Yet, they aptly press into particulars about Dett’s music. To my 

knowledge, J. Harrison Wilson’s dissertation is the only one that focuses exclusively on The 

Ordering of Moses and it provides a thorough study of the work (along with a performance 

guide). Georgia A. Ryder offers a study on this composition's melodic and rhythmic elements as 

one among other cantatas utilizing Negro folk song; Yvonne Guyton’s master’s thesis provides a 

historical and musical analysis of this same work.24 

Ryder’s dissertation leaves a door slightly ajar and provides a point for refocusing. As 

Ryder includes Dett’s work in an analysis of cantatas, I deem it necessary to join the 

conversation by providing a genre analysis that contextualizes The Ordering of Moses as a 

symphonic work in the tradition of the oratorio, which is the consensus opinion by most scholars 

and practitioners of Black music. Dett’s writings also support perceiving this work as an oratorio, 

even though Dett does not label the score with the term. I also offer a brief musical analysis of 

select portions of The Ordering of Moses—namely choral passages specifically utilizing Negro 

Spirituals—to explicate compositional procedures employed by Dett toward the goal of 

 
24 J. Harrison Wilson, “A Study and Performance of The Ordering of Moses by Robert Nathaniel Dett” 

(DMA thesis., University of Southern California, 1970); Georgia Atkins Ryder, “Melodic and Rhythmic Elements 
of American Negro Folk Songs As Employed in Cantatas By Selected American Composers Between 1932 and 
1967” (PhD diss., New York University, 1970); Yvonne Guyton, “A Historical and Musical Analysis of The 
Ordering of Moses: An Oratorio by R. Nathaniel Dett” (MM thesis, College of Notre Dame, 1988).     
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preservation and development. This analysis adds to the standing analytical discussions of this 

work.  

Ryder concludes her analysis of Dett’s work by observing that it is not a work of 

“negroid” expression, determining that this symphonic work is void of perceptible idiomatic 

effect based on her analysis of melody and rhythm. Essentially, Ryder appropriately concludes 

that The Ordering of Moses is non-idiomatic. However, her findings suggest a potentially 

negative connotation that this symphonic work is not Black music (since it is non-idiomatic) but 

merely European classical music by a Black composer. Building on a definition set forth by 

music theorist Horace Maxile, who builds on Samuel Floyd’s signifyin(g) paradigm, I provide an 

emblematic—rather than idiomatic—analysis of select passages of this work. To do this, I 

highlight the use of specific musical devices, like call and response, which are distinctive of 

Black music and derived from Black culture, using a list of characteristics or emblems furnished 

by Floyd.25 This emblematic analysis seeks to dispel Ryder’s remarks’ negative connotations by 

revealing “sonic markers that denote vernacular culture… from which Black musical devices 

derive.26 With this analysis, I broaden the analytical scope accomplished by Wilson’s and 

Guyton’s studies.  

 
25 “In this way, the ring helped preserve the elements that we have come to know as the characterizing and 

foundational elements of African-American music: calls, cries, and hollers; call-and-response devices; additive 
rhythms and polyrhythms; heterophony, pendular thirds, blue notes, bent notes, and elisions; hums, moans, grunts, 
vocables, and other rhythmic-oral declamations, interjections, and punctuations; off-beat melodic phrasings and 
parallel intervals, and chords; constant repetition of rhythmic and melodic figures and phrases (from which riffs and 
vamps would be derived); timbral distortions of various kinds; musical individuality within collectivity; game 
rivalry; hand clapping, foot patting, and approximations thereof; apart-playing; and the metronomic pulse that 
underlies all African-American music.” Floyd, The Power of Black Music, 6.  

 
26 “Musical emblems are sonic markers that denote vernacular culture or very close connections to it. 

‘Emblem,’ for this author [Maxile], seeks to acknowledge and esteem the progenitors, plights, processes, and values 
from which Black musical devices derive; it assumes more substantive context and agency for such signifying 
markers in analyses and interpretations that engage and/or foreground Black historical, cultural, or social issues.” 
Horace Maxile, interview with author, Zoom, March 31, 2022. 
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Dett’s appeal to Black vernacular culture is not only present musically. It also manifests 

itself through his use of the Exodus emblem, a label that I have constructed using Maxile’s 

definition of musical emblem. The Exodus emblem is a phenomenon that is not unfamiliar to 

broader Black culture; in fact, this is what makes it an emblem. In Pillars of Cloud and Fire: The 

Politics of Exodus in African American Biblical Interpretation, author Herbert Robinson 

Marbury addresses the use and troping of the Exodus narrative in five different eras of African-

American life in the United States.27 More recent is Theon C. Hill’s dissertation “In Search of the 

Promised Land,” which explores the use of Exodus language in the rhetoric of Dr. Martin Luther 

King Jr., and President Barack Obama. Both works help contextualize the history of Black 

Americans, their interaction with Christianity, engagement with the Bible, and cultural 

identification with the Children of Israel, and consequently, the Exodus story.28  

All troping points to existing source material. In this case, the Holy Bible—generally 

referred to as Scripture in this disquisition—is that source, and it explicitly shapes Dett’s The 

Ordering of Moses. To understand the significance of this trope and its use, consideration must 

be given to the influence of Christianity as practiced in Black culture. There is a particular 

hermeneutic with which Black Christians interpret Scripture, which is responsible for the 

distinctive troping of Moses and Exodus throughout Black American culture, accounting for its 

emergence as a cultural emblem. This hermeneutic is and continues to be fostered by Black 

homiletical presentation and therefore demands treatment in this study. Using select sermons that 

 
27 Herbert Robinson Marbury, Pillars of Cloud and Fire: The Politics of Exodus in African American 

Biblical Interpretation (New York: New York University Press, 2004).  
 
28 Theon E. Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land: racing the Evolution of the Narrative in African 

American Rhetoric” (PhD diss., Purdue University, 2013).  
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span Dett’s life, especially the years surrounding the composition of The Ordering of Moses, this 

study will highlight the use of Exodus in Black homiletical presentations during Dett’s time.  

The homiletical presentations (oratory or sermons of Black clergy) under review are 

those of Bishop Reverdy Ransom and Rev. Francis J. Grimké (alongside brief mentions of 

Bishop R.A. Carter and Rev. Mordecai Wyatt Johnson), all of whom were contemporaries of 

Dett for portions of Dett’s life; their work is found in Carter G. Woodson’s edited volumes 

Negro Orators and Their Orations and The Works of Francis J. Grimké, Anthony Pinn’s Making 

the Gospel Plain: The Writings of Bishop Reverdy C. Ransom, and Ransom’s The Disadvantages 

and Opportunities of the Colored Youth. As a self-identified Christian (Presbyterian), Dett was 

likely directly influenced by sermons, especially those of Black preachers; and at the very least, 

he was influenced indirectly due to the influence of both Scripture and Black preaching on Negro 

Spirituals and other arts forms. To this end, fourteen Negro Spiritual texts and two poems (by 

Paul Laurence Dunbar and James Weldon Johnson) inspired by Black preaching and sermons 

complete the body of literature analyzed toward uncovering the use of the Exodus emblem in the 

Black American cultural expressions of arts, letters, and religion, as perpetuated through the 

vehicles of Negro Spirituals, poems, and sermons—again, the latter broadly meaning oratory by 

clergy. Ultimately, given my focus on the texts of each expression, which is a common 

denominator between each vehicle, I categorically subsume each expression into a broad 

understanding of Black letters.  

A final but significant set of scholarship crucial to this study consists of Dett’s writings 

themselves, which Jon Michael Spencer has compiled. Spencer’s dissertation, whose second part 

deals with the writings of William Dawson and R. Nathaniel Dett, has not been mentioned above 

in any detail since it is presently inaccessible to me. However, Spencer’s critical contribution 
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manifests itself in other ways, namely through his article on Dett’s views of preservation and his 

elucidating introduction in the Dett Reader, of which he was the compiler and editor. Spencer’s 

work figures prominently in this disquisition, not only through his scholarly synthesis of Dett’s 

work but also by providing primary source access to Dett’s writings. Finally, it should also be 

noted that this scholarly pursuit as a whole rests on the broad shoulders of scholarship on Black 

music.  
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Chapter 2                                                                                                                                      
DETT: HIS MUSICAL LIFE AND HIS WRITINGS ABOUT MUSIC 

 
 

hough Dett’s pre-collegiate musical performances of his youth rightfully constitute 

aspects of his musical life, this brief professional biography—which uses Anne Key 

Simpson’s text as its main source—will cover the span from Dett’s first collegiate 

teaching post until his untimely death. As previously mentioned in Chapter 1, R. Nathaniel Dett 

was raised in a musical home but was quickly distinguished among his family on account of his 

prodigy-like prowess and gifting for music at a young age. This led to his continued pursuit of 

musical training, which manifested itself in collegiate study at Oberlin College, after which 

followed Dett’s life-long career of music making. It is in the context of his post-collegiate career 

as an educator and performer that Dett provides his writings about music, which will be 

examined later in this chapter.  

 

DETT’S MUSICAL LIFE: A PROFESSIONAL BIOGRAPHY 
 

 

Dett’s post-collegiate professional career begins with returning to the classroom, only this 

time as a teacher. Upon graduating Oberlin as a double major student in piano and composition 

in 1908, Dett accepted a teaching post at Lane College, a position for which his former professor 

joyfully offered a favorable recommendation. As Principal of the Music Department at Lane, an 

institution founded by the Colored Methodist Episcopal church, Dett’s time was occupied with 

teaching piano, vocal music, and conducting the choral ensemble. According to Simpson, though 

Dett lacked choral experience, it did not hinder his recruiting abilities on account of his magnetic 

personality; as far as choral teaching went, he learned as he went along.1 While at Lane, Dett was 

 
1 Anne Key Simpson, Follow Me: The Life and Music of R. Nathaniel Dett (Metuchen: The Scarecrow 

Press, Inc., 1993), 27, 126. 
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a respected member of the college and was an active musician in the surrounding community. In 

addition to organizing a community choir, Dett maintained activity as a recitalist, which often 

included some of his own compositions. Between the time of Dett’s departure from Lane College 

and his start at Lincoln Institute, Dett composed two piano suites, Magnolia Suite and In the 

Bottoms. The former, Magnolia Suite, would garner much popularity during his time at Lincoln 

Institute.2 

Dett’s responsibilities at Lincoln proved to be larger in quantitative scope than at Lane. 

While still teaching and leading similar musical subjects, to which was added chamber orchestra, 

Dett found himself teaching one hundred piano students in addition to directing the orchestra and 

chorus.3 Dett’s work at Lincoln garnered the attention of other leading educators and performers 

of Black music which led to Dett’s transition to Hampton University (then, Institute). Hampton is 

where he spent most of his career. Dett’s lasting impact on Hampton cannot be overstated, and 

perhaps is best pronounced by the campus auditorium that is presently named in his honor and 

housed in one of the music buildings. Though Dett’s time at Hampton is for what he is most 

known, it is memorable in ways that are both positive and negative. To the positive end, Dett was 

the first Black man to assume the directorship of the Hampton choirs, and in 1926 he became the 

first Black man to be appointed as Director of Music.4 Under Dett’s leadership, Hampton’s choir 

and the greater campus community became known for the preservation of Negro Spirituals and 

broader folk music, and with encouragement from the administration, Dett established the 

 
 
2 Ibid., 31.  
 
3 Ibid. 
 
4 Ibid., 55.  
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Hampton Choral Union which served as a bridge building catalyst to the surrounding 

community.   

Dett’s time at Hampton was also marked by developmental efforts related to Black 

American folk music, which resulted in some of Dett’s most notable choral compositions such as 

“Listen to the Lambs” and The Ordering of Moses. These works are exemplary compositions of 

Black American folk music developed into Western European classical music forms, specifically 

anthem and oratorio. As will be discussed in more detail later in this study, Dett regarded his 

Chariot Jubilee as the first composition in oratorio form. Because of this, I find it appropriate to 

provide an introductory analysis of a brief portion of this work as to begin exploring Dett’s 

treatment of Negro Spirituals in other, more extended forms.  

Dett’s 1919 opus, The Ordering of Moses, was commissioned by Howard Lyman and the 

Syracuse University Chorus and features a tenor solo and mixed chorus accompanied by organ or 

orchestra. Published by The John Church Company—“The House devoted to the Progress of 

American Music”—it is labeled a motet.5 The work begins with an extended instrumental 

introduction of sustained chords, inundated with fermatas. Throughout the introduction, 

fragments of the opening melodic material of the Negro Spiritual, “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” 

are presented in two-bar phrases in mm. 5–6, 15–16, and 27–30 (see Example 2.1).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
5 Given the length of the piece and its instrumental forces, one might consider this akin to the grand motets 

of Delalande.  
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Example 2.1. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 1–37.6 

 

 
6 R. Nathaniel Dett, The Chariot Jubilee (New York: The John Church Company, 1919). All score 

examples pertaining to The Chariot Jubilee come from this source unless otherwise indicated.   
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The first sung statement is written in declamatory-like style for the tenor solo, beginning in m. 41 

and is repeated in like fashion by the chorus soprano in m. 45, ultimately creating a call and 

response gesture. The tenor solo puts forward another “call” in m. 49 to which the alto, tenor, 

and bass chorus voices “respond” with a two-fold “amen” (see Examples 2.2 and 2.3). 

 

Example 2.2. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 38–47.  
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Example 2.3. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 48–55.  
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Dett introduces the text of “Swing Low” in m. 56 using an original melody that is rhythmically 

imitative, and suggestive of an intervallic inversion of the “original” tune; to this original music, 

the soprano offers a complementary counter melody starting in m. 59 (see Example 2.4). This is 

followed by choral interjections (beginning in m. 60 of Example 2.4 and continuing in Example 

2.5) that are, too, suggestive of the traditional “Swing Low” melody in rhythm and interval. 

After the fermata in m. 67, Dett presents a more complete iteration of the melody of “Swing 

Low” as a shared cantus firmus, beginning with a two-bar statement by tenor and bass (mm. 68 – 

69 of Example 2.5), then a four-bar statement in mm. 76–79 (found in examples 2.6 and 2.7) by 

soprano, alto, and tenor solo.  
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Example 2.4. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 56–62.  
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Example 2.5. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 63–69.  
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Example 2.6. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 74–77. 
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Example 2.7. The Chariot Jubilee, mm. 78–81.  
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Dett’s Hampton years also brought forth several essays on Black music, a host of 

arrangements of Negro folksongs, and Dett’s edition of the Hampton-originated publication, 

Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro: As Sung At Hampton Institute. Alongside this, Dett was able 

to formally publish compositions while at Hampton, though he expressed grave displeasure with 

a few of the racialized publishing practices of his time.7 Dett expressed this sentiment to his good 

friend, Percy Grainger—to whom he dedicated his piano suite, Enchantment—in at least two 

personal letters to him, discussed below.  

Dett had an especially fond relationship with Percy Grainger and they regarded one 

another as respected musicians and friends. The summer of 1915 yielded the meeting of Dett and 

Grainger while Dett was engaging in professional development at Northwestern University, and 

thus began their lifelong friendship. Additional correspondence between the two composers 

reveal that they had great admiration of one another and maintained a personal relationship. 

Throughout his solo performing career, Grainger frequently programmed Dett’s “Juba Dance” 

from the suite, In the Bottoms (1913). As Dett continued composing, he often welcomed 

feedback from his dear friend Grainger.8  

The relationship between Dett and Grainger seems paradoxical. Grainger’s domineering 

mother was obsessed with Nordic identity. This obsession was passed onto Grainger, who was 

outwardly anti-Semitic.9 Nevertheless, Grainger respected Dett—along with other African 

American composers—and espoused the perpetuation of folk music. Grainger’s words, included 

in Dett’s biography, follow: “As an Australian, I am naturally particularly interested to hear the 

 
7 Simpson, Follow Me, 92; 278. 
 
8 Ibid., 280.  
 
9 Ibid., 270.  
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works of Canadian composers.”10 Here lies, perhaps, a fundamental connection between 

Grainger and Dett. Both Canada and Australia are Commonwealth Realms of the United 

Kingdom, joined under the British Crown. Therefore, to perform and support the music of a 

Canadian, whether Black or White, is to support one’s own, in the broadest sense. Further, there 

is an unmistakable parallel between English and Black American folk music; after all, any music 

product of the United States of America has, in part, some level of English influence. Grainger 

acknowledged those similarities between English and Black American Folk music, genres both 

of which Grainger and Dett spent their musical careers preserving, respectively. To this end, Dett 

and Grainger’s kinship could also be understood by certain commonalties which even extend to 

elements of their personal lives (such as divorced/separated parents and strong maternal 

relationships). While it is not known how deeply either delved into their respective childhoods 

with one another, there is a clear innate connection between the two composers which accounts 

for a lifelong friendship, evidenced by the plethora of letters between the two which address 

matters of great concern, both personal and professional. In a letter from September 1915, Dett 

mentioned to Grainger the reticence of performers, presumably White, to perform his Magnolia 

Suite since the movements were labelled with “Negro titles.”  In a second letter from February 

1916, Dett shares with Grainger his considerations of self-publishing due to G. Schirmer 

discrediting his “musical blackness,” challenging whether or not the themes Dett used in his 

anthems were truly “Negro.” That challenge was “salt in a wound,” as Dett vented that 

“Schirmer rather turned up his nose at the idea of Negro things [referencing Dett’s anthems] 

which were serious.”11  

 
10 Ibid., 61.  
 
11 Ibid., 278.  
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Dett was a constant learner who often engaged in summer residencies with various music 

educators throughout the nation, and even internationally. Dett engaged further formal music 

study, albeit briefly, with names like Peter Lutkin, Nadia Boulanger, and Arthur Olaf Andersen. 

Dett went back to pursue a master’s degree in composition at Eastman School of Music, 

graduating in 1932. His national profile blossomed due to his activity as a performer. His 

commitment to musical vitality and excellence led to a Chicago area group being named in his 

honor, his ascent to the role of president of the National Association of Negro Musicians (a 

group he served since its inception via its advisory board), and his selection as the Director of 

Music for the public schools of the District of Columbia, a post he declined.12  

Dett’s achievements while at Hampton were many. He received the Harmon Award for 

Creative Achievement, which literary contemporary Countee Cullen also received for literature. 

Also, Dett was the first Black American awarded with an honorary doctorate from his alma 

mater, Oberlin College. And under Dett’s leadership, the Hampton choir performed in Carnegie 

Hall and for a seated U.S. president Herbert Hoover (April 21, 1930), in route to its New York 

send off for the first European tour.13 Despite such positive results during his Hampton tenure, 

including his relatively strong working relationships with previous presidents/principals, Dett 

was unceremoniously dismissed from Hampton via a strong-armed resignation. Both McBrier 

and Simpson note that the circumstances surrounding Dett’s forced departure are unclear; that is 

to say, it is not known why Dett was asked to resign. Researcher Lori Rae Shipley points out that 

a Hampton area newspaper article from October 1931 speculated that Dett was asked to resigned 

due to insubordination (which includes operating on his own volition in official capacities 

 
12 Ibid., 121.  
 
13 Ibid., 174.  
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without permission) and student favoritism; and in response to that article, Dett issued a 

statement to a different newspaper, attributing his resignation to self-cognizance and a desire to 

engage in “creative research.”14 What is known is, however, that Dett maintained an active 

performance schedule that kept him away from Hampton a great deal. President Howe’s 

perception of Dett’s activity as self-gratifying, per Simpson’s suggestion, might have played an 

integral part in Howe’s calling for Dett’s resignation. After much correspondence throughout the 

1931–32 academic year Dett finally resigned in 1932, after graduating from Eastman.15 

Dett’s track record of active professional and community music-making did not dissipate 

with his departure from Hampton, and in fact, continued to flourish. Between 1932 and 1937 

Dett experienced considerable amounts of success, though it did not come without some impact 

on his livelihood. The brighter side of these years is that Dett continued to serve the musical 

world as a studio teacher and performer, based in Rochester, New York. He traveled throughout 

the US, performing his own works and works of other composers in various cities. Dett also 

organized a community chorus in Rochester and landed teaching responsibilities as a visiting 

professor at Samuel Huston College.16 Dett’s eventual need for a healthier work-life balance—

constituting the dimmer side of his life during these years—and at the behest of the college 

president, resulted in Dett joining the faculty of Bennett College as Director of Music in 

February 1937. Just a few months after accepting the job at Bennett, Dett’s oratorio The 

Ordering of Moses received a live broadcast premiered by the Cincinnati May Festival on May 7.  

This performance was trailed by another radio broadcast premiere, in conjunction with CBS, of 

 
14 Lori Rae Shipley, “A History of the Music Department at Hampton Institute/University, 1868 – 1972” 

(PhD diss., Boston University, 2009), 204 – 5.  
 
15 Simpson, Follow Me, 212, 215 – 17.  
 
16 Ibid., 223 – 25.  
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Dett’s unpublished orchestral work, American Sampler, in October of 1937; American Sampler 

was not Dett’s only premiere aired by CBS, as he was commissioned by American School of Air 

for an orchestral arrangement of spirituals for performance in 1940.17  

Though the music program at Bennett flourished under Dett’s leadership, he resigned in 

1942, largely due to the lack of time for composing, a true passion of his. It is worth noting that 

Dett was offered an opportunity to return to Hampton, under the tenure of new president 

Malcolm S. McClean. While Dett declined the invitation, he advised President McClean on 

music’s place in Hampton’s revised curriculum.18 In light of his resignation, Dett pursued 

composition with all of his efforts, but it did not provide adequate remuneration. Dett found 

himself lecturing, studio teaching, and leading a local church choir to supplement income; during 

this time, one of his last piano works, Eight Bible Vignettes, was in progress. As was the case in 

times past, Dett’s daily workload became too overwhelming for healthy living and he assumed a 

directorship of a women’s army chorus, a United Service Organization, as a result of the job he 

accepted with United States Armed Forces.19 While on this job, which relocated him to Battle 

Creek, Michigan, Dett passed away due to a heart attack. Just before his demise in 1943, Dett 

finished the Bible Vignettes, which were written to be performed by his good friend Percy 

Grainger.20 

 

 
 

 

 
17 Ibid., 234–38, 240. 
 
18 Ibid., 239.  
 
19 Ibid., 251.  
 
20 Ibid., 252.  
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DETT’S WRITINGS ABOUT MUSIC 
 

 

Dett’s musical life was dominated by his pursuits as a music educator. While he 

maintained a relatively active performing and composing career, much of it occurred in 

conjunction with his academic posts. Because of his academic affiliation (along with him being a 

musical pioneer concerning Black classical music) it is not surprising that he devoted significant 

time to writing about his music, his musical efforts, and Black music more broadly. It is evident 

that Dett also enjoyed writing as a hobby. His volumes of poetry and leadership of the student 

affinity group “Epitome” at Hampton—a group that encouraged students to write—confirm 

Dett’s interest in both artistic and scholarly literature. While Dett’s poetry will not be part of the 

body of writings explored in this chapter, his other writings will be under critical review.  

If on account of their musical accomplishments, Bach and Messiaen could be regarded as 

so-called “fifth” and “sixth” evangelists, perhaps Dett could be considered a “fourteenth” apostle 

or “second” apostle to the Gentiles.21 Not only does Dett display power (his ability) to use Black 

music (more specifically, Black American Folk music) in serious classical music composition, he 

provides “epistles” along the way in the form of essays, reviews, and program notes. Dett’s 

essays and program notes essentially constitute an apologetic concerning his musical practice. 

His reviews are cast in light of his apologetic, along with being an assessment of the work under 

consideration and its self-identified aims. Especially from his essays, the basic ideas of 

preservation and development surface as central tenets of Dett’s convictions and subsequent 

practice. His program notes are glimpses into how he enacted his tenants and beliefs; his reviews 

underscore his convictions about the performance practice of Black music.  

 
21 Peter Bannister, “Messiaen as Preacher and Evangelist in the Context of European Modernism,” in 

Messiaen the Theologian, ed. Andrew Shenton (London: Routledge, 2010).  
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From Dett’s writings one reads that in addition to the dichotomy of religious and secular, 

Dett operates with a delineation of “primitive” and developed. Dett’s use of “primitive” did not 

carry the same pejorative connotation for him as in today’s society, and it should be understood 

as referencing the earliest, grassroots forms of Black folk music. Eileen Southern’s observation 

is helpful in understanding Dett’s (and likely other Black composers’) use and understanding of 

the term “primitive.” “Unlike the white composers of so-called Negro music who preceded and 

followed them [black pioneer composers], these men did not have to understand the first ‘exotic’ 

music before employing it in their composition; to them the music was not exotic but natural.”22 

Ralph Locke defines exoticism as “the evocation of a place, people, or social milieu that is (or is 

perceived or imagined to be) profoundly different from accepted local norms in its attitudes, 

customs, and morals.”23 Part of the shifting musical landscape of twentieth-century America was 

an effort to create truly American, and to that end nationalistic, sounding music. The paradox of 

the matter was that although the uniqueness of American music is the result of Black American 

cultural expression (shared in conjunction with Native American/First Nations culture) the 

“predominant” culture and experience was that of White America. Therefore, the Black 

American use of “primitive” is more rooted in origin, whereas White American understanding 

was rooted in “otherness.”  

Dett’s views also introduce the concept of preservation, which is accomplished both in 

calculated measures to preserve and to develop. A way of understanding the differences between 

the two, per Dett, is to consider the distinction between a Negro Spiritual setting which 

preservation versus a Negro Spiritual arrangement, which is development. The ideas of 

 
22 Simpson, Follow Me, 280.  
 
23 Ralph P. Locke, “Exoticism,” in Grove Music Online 2001, ed. Deane Root, accessed November 8,  

2022, https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic. 
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preservation and development are held together by Dett’s appeal to the metaphorical fashioning 

of natural resources, which seem both appropriate and to be expected. Dett also sees Negro 

Spirituals as especially suitable for the efforts of development, on account of their religious 

nature. Indeed, it is their religious properties that must be maintained and safeguarded against 

staged and solely concert performance. These songs inherently belong to the church; their 

development, not to make them viable but because they are viable, is central to their return to the 

religious gathering, which ultimately preserves the spirit out of which they were conceived. The 

religiosity of these songs is not understated by Dett. He illuminates the influence of religion by 

introducing what I call freedom rhetoric/signifying in his discourse on understanding Negro 

Spirituals, which is grounded in a distinctive Black American resonance with enslaved Israel, 

and almost essential to the music’s proper understanding. This further showcases the influence of 

Scripture, and specifically the Exodus emblem on Black American music and cultural identity, 

which is crucial for a later discussion.   

 
Essays 
 

In 1920, Dett won the Bowdoin Literary Prize for his thesis, “Negro Music.”  In “Helping 

to Lay Foundation for Negro Music of the Future”—the first essay in this five-part thesis—Dett 

underscores the emergent view that Negro folk music is and contributes to American national 

identity. Further, he asserts that utilizing this music in various musical forms (e.g., salon music, 

operas, suites, etc.), provides an American nationalistic sound and gives America a distinct place 

among European counterparts.24 To be clear, Dett identified as American, though he is keenly 

 
24 “But this store [of folk music] will be of no value…unless our musical architects take the rough timber of 

negro themes and fashion from it music which will prove that we, too, have national feelings and characteristics, as 
have the European peoples whose forms we have zealously followed for so long.” R. Nathaniel Dett, “Helping to 
Lay Foundation for Negro Music” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael 
Spencer (North Carolina: Duke University Press, 1991), 21. 
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aware of the multifaceted nature of his American identity. Dett introduces several crucial 

understandings which pervade his writings, one of which amounts to the complex reality of 

Black American identity. Pointing to Black Americans’ need for both education and pride, Dett 

calls on American musicians as a whole to self-exonerate from their “slavish admiration 

[of]…all things European,” prophesying that they “shall cease to be an “echo of Europe,” once 

they do so.25 

As a point of clarification, Dett addresses an opposing position that suggests, as he notes, 

that utilizing folk music in classical music composition deprives the music of its character. Dett 

answers this by bringing into view the use of Russian folk music by Tchaikovsky, and its 

retention of “Russian-ness.” In a way, his appeal to Tchaikovsky seems to play into the “slavish 

admiration” of European culture which he critiques. At the same time, Dett considers the output 

of Tchaikovsky as a form of “art-form” development; his regard for Tchaikovsky’s music, then, 

is grounded in his perspective of art music, not so much that it is European: “Tchaikovsky’s 

work forms one of the finest examples we have of the use of folk tunes in the more elaborate 

phases of art-form development.”26 Might Dett’s view of art music be inherited from 

perspectives which elevate and ascribe intrinsic value to European culture and its expressions? 

Possibly. But it is important to note that for his own reasons, Dett recognizes European forms as 

“art” music. Moreover, Dett believes, as will be continually revealed in this exploration, that 

Negro folk music is just as worthy and viable for use in serious classical music composition, as 

 
 
25 Dett, “Foundation for Negro Music,” 20–21.  
 
26 Ibid., 21. 
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might Tchaikovsky and other folk-based symphonic composers believe about the folk music they 

incorporated into their works.  

For Dett, Black American folk music “poignantly touches all the fundamentals of life.”27 

It is music that was “not yet generally appreciated,” both by Black and White Americans, and 

was music that was exploited in “performances meant to ridicule and caricature.”28 

Unfortunately, as Dett argues, the ridicule and caricature that was manifested by blackface 

minstrelsy was imposed onto the subset of religious music stemming from the Black American 

folk tradition. These humorous portrayals of Negro folk music degraded Black culture, and when 

extended to Negro religious music, it demeaned not only the music but also Black religion. In his 

essay “The Emancipation of Negro Music,” Dett presses into this point by quoting former 

Tuskegee Institute principal and Hampton colleague Robert R. Moton: “White minstrelsy with 

black faces have done more than any other single agency to lower the tone of Negro music and 

cause the Negro to despise his own songs.”29  

White debasement and misappropriation were the bonds of captivity from which Negro 

music needed deliverance. This deliverance would eventually be initiated by the assemblage and 

activity of groups such as the Fisk Jubilee Singers, which would set the stage for what Dett 

considered an epoch in Black American music history: the 1902 Negro and Indian Folk-Lore 

Concert by the Hampton Folk-Lore Society at Carnegie Hall.30 Specifically, Dett believes that 

the concert’s success was due to its “stage setting.”  The concert included introductory remarks 

 
27 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Emancipation of Negro Music” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on 

Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 23. 
 
28 Ibid. 
 
29 Ibid., 23 – 24.  
 
30 Ibid., 26.  
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that provided a historical review of Black American music and offered meanings of the 

performance selections, along with a spatial set design which resembled physical conditions out 

of which the songs were born; this allowed for a more authentic performance of the secular 

genres (such as work songs), in particular.31 As mentioned above, Dett names the work of the 

Fisk Jubilee Singers as the freedom igniting flames for the trajectory of Black American music. 

He also points to the slowly changing White American acceptance of the serious utility of Black 

music in authentically American music, especially classical. Dett mentions the several 

developments of the music, which for him amount to original compositions and arrangements in 

what is best described as European art-music forms. He, too, acknowledges performances in 

“primitive” form on a concert program of the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.32 

Again, it seems that Dett uses “primitive” to mean authentically representative of the 

early or first stages of a musical genre, which not only speaks to musical style, but in this case, 

specific circumstances and conditions out of which the music is born. Given this reading of Dett, 

it is probable that he would have considered parts of the Hampton Negro and Indian Folk-Lore 

Society’s performance “primitive” in nature, based on what he shared, noted above.  

The third and fourth essays in Dett’s thesis delineate two logical, categorical subsets: 

secular and religious. In light of the larger trajectory of this disquisition and the specific musical 

composition under observation, I will not consider Dett’s third essay exclusively on secular 

music. Though he employs the broad, inclusive term of Negro folk music, Dett readily 

establishes what he feels are the rightful sacred undertones of the music, for which he more 

 
31 Ibid., 27. 
 
32 It is not clear which particular concert Dett is referring to as he does not clarify. In personal 

correspondence with Frank Villella, Director of Rosenthal Archives (Chicago Symphony Orchestra), we were 
unable to identify a concert program between 1916 and 1924 which contains spirituals in “primitive” form.  
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precisely means religious music. He concedes the loss of such undertones, not only to Black 

American resolve of the time to disassociate with all things related to slavery, but to the music’s 

loss of overall relatability with advances in Black American life. Dett also attributes this loss to 

the concertizing and exploitation of the music, which yields almost exclusive association of 

Black American folk music with the “theatrical display of the stage” rather than the “devotional 

exercise of the prayer meeting.”33 This becomes remedied by the pride, Dett suggests, that Black 

Americans of the time assumed in conjunction with their social and educational advancements, 

which prevented their “laying aside of the hymn and anthem book in order to sing songs which 

require neither thought nor training to perform.”34 And despite the general unanimity between 

American standards and White American standards—a reality that Black Americans could not 

evade—which correlates to White indifference toward universal inclusion of Black American 

folk music into the canon of religious worship music, Dett believes that providing developed 

Black religious music will mitigate these problems. 

A crucial component to Dett’s understanding is the belief and necessity that Black 

religious music bear “acceptable characteristics of Negro music” and “compare favorably in 

poetic sentiment and musical expression with the best class of church music.”35 Dett’s former 

point is significant in that it plainly suggests his belief that art music, often referred to by Dett as 

“serious” or “developed” music, can still be such while also sonically bearing the distinct 

fingerprint of characteristically Black music. A concert—prompted by growing interest and 

attention of Dett’s anthem in eight parts, “Listen to the Lambs”—celebrating the forty-seventh 

 
33 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Development of Negro Religious Music” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: 

Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 34. 
 
34 Ibid., 35.  
 
35 Ibid., 36.  
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anniversary of what is now Hampton University, met the following criteria, which helps 

illustrate this point: 

(I.) Nothing but serious music was presented, all numbers but one being religious. (2.) No 
music which followed the so-called ‘white man’s style’ was used. (3.) In all pieces but 

one, both words and music were founded on some racial idea which, either intentionally 
or inadvertently, showed something of the possibilities of development of race 

characteristic for artistic treatment.36  
 

The editorial found in the June edition of the Southern Workman of 1915 corroborates Dett’s 

criteria with an assessment and recounting of the end result.37 Of particular note, the opening two 

numbers were described as folk songs presented in original form—which for Dett means 

“primitive”; the concluding numbers were identified as church anthems developed from 

Spirituals, with the first being harmonized and arranged by Dett, and the third (“Listen to the 

Lambs”) composed by Dett.38 The commentary found in this editorial sharpens a few points 

related to Dett’s view, especially against the backdrop of the criteria he put forth. First, Dett has 

a working association between religious and serious music. Second, while whatever Dett means 

by “white man’s style” is left to conjecture, it seemingly does not extend to musical genres—

anthems and the like are “developed” genres, without regard to race; Dett does not qualify this 

statement and does not go into much detail along these lines in his other writings. The editorial 

provided in the Southern Workman does confirm that all of the composers and text authors, with 

the exception of one, were Black (H.T. Burleigh, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, and Frederick 

Douglass, to name a few).39 Further, the editorial describes the concert as a folklore concert, 

 
36 Ibid., 38.  
 
37 “Hampton’s Anniversary,” Southern Workman 44, no. 6 (June 1915): 356–63.   
 
38 Ibid., 360–61.  
 
39 Ibid. 
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which seems to make sense given that the concert repertoire was almost completely centered on 

Negro folk songs, either as arrangements, source material inspiration, or in their original form. 

One conjecture is that Dett might be painting a contrast between White composers’ attempts at 

creating Black music using Western European classical music artforms versus those “more 

aptly” created by Black composers.  Third, racial characteristics are not softened by, in this case, 

developed art-music genres; in fact, they serve as vehicles for artistic treatment. Dett is fully 

committed to an idea of Black American music that sees dignity in both “primitive” and 

developed forms of folk music: 

It is imperative, in my opinion, for people who are sincerely interested in the Negro and 
his one unmistakable contribution to American civilization, to use every opportunity to 

dignify the music, not merely by encouraging the Negro to sing his folk songs in their 
beautiful primitive form, but also by encouraging him to show their possibilities for use 

as themes for anthems, oratorios, and even operas.40  
 

With the creation of developed music and the encouragement to and appreciation for doing so, 

Dett’s prophecy will find fulfillment:  

In spite of the apparent prejudice manifested in various parts of the country against all 
that has to do with things pertaining to those of darker skins, yet through the appreciation 

shown worthy Negro efforts… will the Negro be able to raise his musical art up to those 
rare and worthy high places which have previously been occupied only by the 

masterpieces created by the other peoples of the world.41  
 

Dett illuminates an important nuance concerning America, music, and American music, 

the latter which Dett’s deems a worthy cause for philanthropic support, in, “Negro Music of the 

Present.” For starters, Dett differentiates music in America from American music. Dett presents 

the dichotomy—imitator of Europe versus a mercenary of popular music—which Black 

 
40 Dett, “Religious Music,” 39–40.  
 
41 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Negro Music of the Present” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on Black 

Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 41.  
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composers faced concerning Black music during Dett’s time.42 Dett offers his commendation of 

Dvořák for his Symphony No. 9 in E minor (“From the New World”) and Dvořák’s 

pronouncement about the viability of Negro music: “the future music of this country must be 

founded upon what are called Negro melodies.” But Dett asserts that the optimal use of Black 

American folk music in serious classical music compositions will be made manifest once a Black 

composer speaks through his or her own musical language. Dett believes that the Black 

composers, both those who have already done so (by the time of this article) and those will do so 

in the future, cling and will cling to the Scriptural reminder: “The kingdom of Heaven lies 

within.”43 This passing appeal to Scripture might seem insignificant, but it sheds light onto Dett’s 

familiarity with and command of Scripture. If nothing else, it suggests that Dett sees Scripture as 

holding both authoritative weight and formative influence, and that his use of Scripture is likely 

as intentional as his use of Black American folk music in classical music composition. 

Amid his commentary, Dett puts forth at least three problems that he believes explains 

why such musical pursuits and output by Black composers were not more robust at the time of 

his writing.44 (He does make general mention of musical efforts of the time which include a 

cantata and characteristic pieces by Black composers.) In declaring general indifference of 

American composers (due to American cultural blindness of its own merits and of the diversity 

of people and cultural expression that contributes to its value), lack of relevant and inspirational 

 
42 Ibid., 42 – 43. 
 
43 Ibid., 43, 45. 
 
44 “(1) General indifference, amounting almost to contempt for things of native origin, and a slavish 

admiration on the part of American composer, critics, and, to some extent, publishers, For European ideals in music 
and art. (2) Lack of literary masterpieces on Negro themes, which as librettos of programs would be sources of 
inspiration for great idiomatic musical works. (3) Lack of proper musical and academic training among Negro 
composers.” Ibid., 45.  
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literature, and lack of educational/compositional training as limiting factors, he introduces the 

reality that the highest education attained by Black composers was a bachelor’s degree; further, 

the Black American composer was not composing as a primary job, but rather, a “side issue.”45 

 Dett’s own career provides evidence of this “side issue”; he was never able to subsume 

composing as his primary musical gig, though he did continue composing throughout his career. 

His compositional life bore the distinction of his renewed perspective which embraced the 

beauty and viability of Black American folk music. Dett self-addressed the educational concerns 

he raised by eventually pursing a master’s degree at Eastman School of Music—which 

essentially brought into fruition The Ordering of Moses—in addition to his continued 

professional/musical development.46 With The Ordering of Moses, Dett, in some respects, 

responds to the dearth of Black literary works—a dearth about which Jon Michael Spencer says 

Dett is partially mistaken—by compiling the libretto himself.47 With this same work, Dett abates 

American cultural blindness by contributing a larger scale symphonic form (oratorio) with the 

influence of music native to America.  

Published by Hall & McCreary in 1936, a second set of essays appears as individual front 

matter entries across the four volumes of Dett’s Collection of Negro Spirituals, which contain 

perspectives that are congruous with his earlier ones, and in some ways further unpack his ideas; 

these essays also demonstrate the more musicological side of Dett through his discussions of 

historical and theoretical matters. In the brief Foreword of volume one, Dett offers an 

introduction to the series by commenting on the interest and appeal factor of “well-sung Negro 

 
45 Ibid., 46.  
 
46 Dett studied with Nadia Boulanger.  
 
47 Jon Michael Spencer, “R. Nathaniel Dett’s Views on the Preservation of Black Music,” The Black 

Perspective in Music 10, no. 2 (Autumn, 1982), 136. 
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spirituals.”48 He quickly addresses the public misplaced apprehension of Negro Spirituals, due to 

misappropriation by minstrel performers, then acknowledges the various efforts in the years prior 

to 1936 that have help shaped “the appreciation of the true musical merit of these folk songs.”49 

It is in this essay that Dett affirms his conviction regarding “best practices” concerning the 

performance practice of Negro Spirituals; he believes that Spirituals were conceived as  chorales 

and are therefore best presented in group form.50 Dett also acknowledges the inclusion of his 

motet arrangement of “Deep River,” which is distinct and different from a transcription or simple 

musical setting of a Negro Spiritual. Given the care which Dett takes to make this differentiation, 

I find it appropriate to offer a brief analysis of his motet arrangement, toward the goal of further 

clarifying Dett’s use and understanding of “primitive” and “developed.”  

The first distinguishing feature of Dett’s motet arrangement, scored in F major, is the 

independent part writing for the bottom three voices—alto, tenor, and bass—underneath the 

melody carried by the sopranos in the opening six measures. Right away, it is clear that Dett does 

not simply provide a harmonization of the melody; he creates new music—thematic and 

rhythmic—to complement the melody. In these same six opening measures, Dett gradually 

increases the texture, beginning with a soprano/alto pairing, adding the tenor and bass in 

succession. Dett established rhythmic vitality with the use of eighth notes throughout each part, 

often as interlocking or homophonic patterns. The A section draws toward completion in m. 7, 

 
48 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Foreword” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: First Group. (Chicago: Hall & 

McCreary Company, 1936).  
 
49 Ibid. 
 
50 Ibid.; to be clear, Dett does not use the term “chorale” in the strict musicological sense.  For Dett, chorale 

is to mean communal and/or congregational, to indicate group singing. In the traditional musicological use of the 
word, it is still related in that Lutheran chorale tunes were intended for congregational or group singing. This will be 
addressed later in Chapter 3.  
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with tutti chorus, though with soprano/bass and alto/tenor singing shared rhythmic patterns with 

different pitches. Another distinction of “development” is added through a solo soprano line 

which introduced in m. 9, functioning as an obbligato counter melody floating above the chorus 

for the second iteration of the A section (see Examples 2.8 and 2.9).  
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Example 2.8. “Deep River,” mm. 1–6. 51 

 

 
51 The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936).  
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Example 2.9. “Deep River,” mm. 7–10.  

 
 

 

Dett’s arrangement differs in part from the structure and melody familiarized to many by 

Burleigh’s concert arrangement. Dett appears to be using an earlier, more “primitive” or original 

version of this Spiritual. The B section, employing familiar text— “Don’t you want to go to that 

gospel feast, That promised land, where all is peace?—begins with soprano and alto calling and 

the tenor and basses responding. After cadencing on a vi chord, in conjunction with “peace?,” the 

bass continues the musical gesture of calling with the lyrics, “Lord, I want to cross over into 

camp ground,” to which the upper three voices answer with essentially the same text, concluding 

with a group molto ritardando that lands on the pitches (spelled from the bottom up) D, B-flat, E, 

G-sharp before returning to the beginning (see Example 2.10). These details point to Dett’s very 

nuanced treatment of this Spiritual which, as a “developed” composition, includes elements 

which would not be present in a more “primitive” performance nor an exercise to only preserve 

the Spiritual by providing a typological setting.  
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Example 2.10. “Deep River,” mm. 17–26.  
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In the second volume of his collection, Dett argues that knowing the intention and 

context of the creators of Negro Spirituals leads to an informed interpretation and proper 

performative rendering of the music.52 Dett puts forth sincerity as the necessary quality one must 

possess to gain the insight that leads a “true interpreter” to know, feel, and communicate the 

heart, passion, and life of Negro Spirituals. An interpreter’s recognition of the tumult of slave life 

gives way to understanding why “in the experiences of the children of Israel in bondage in 

Egypt, [the slave] visualized a situation analogous to his own constraint in America… [and why] 

the resurrection of Jesus became a glorious picture of his own escape.”53 Along these lines, Dett 

foregrounds the double meaning of many Spirituals which not only carried religious significance 

but served as actual signifiers for temporal freedom. By understanding the dual significance of 

these songs, songs of Christian devotion and social defiance, a singer/interpreter—whether Black 

or White—can and will preserve the spirt of this music: 

It is reasonable that if singers of whatever extraction will do, while singing these songs, 
what the originators did,—make of them a vehicle for giving thanks to God for all His 

benefits, for the utterance of prayers for strength, and the betterment of their lives and the 
worlds about them; for giving testimony of their faith in a Divine Providence; for the 

projection of their hope in a successful achievement of a triumphant life after death, that 
the spirit of this particular music will be preserved, and borne upon its wings, they will 

rise again from the plane of a mere song—lovely as that may be—to their lovelier, 
pristine, and rarer realms of the truly SPIRITUAL.54 

 

Dett is not singularly concerned with the preservation of the spirit or heart of Spirituals—

which is both the passion for freedom (as mentioned above) and the spirt of religion (as will be 

discussed later on); he is also concerned about the distinguishable, individualistic oddities that 

 
52 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Understanding the Negro Spiritual,” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: 

Second Group (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936), 3.  
 
53 Ibid. 
 
54 Ibid., 4. 
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are characteristic of folk songs. He takes up the topic of the latter in “The authenticity of the 

Spiritual,” found in his third volume of Spirituals. In dispelling a myth that reduces Negro music 

(specifically Spirituals) to mere mispronounced and misrepresented variations of the hymns of 

Dwight Moody and Ira D. Sankey, which was supposedly perpetuated by slaves’ shoddy 

recollection of the music, Dett challenges the efficacy of those hymns’ vitality—based on their 

disuse and disappearance at the time of his essay—toward establishing the body of Negro 

Spirituals as independent of White American hymnody. Dett’s endeavor is both admirable and 

understandable; he seeks to uplift the distinctiveness of Black American folk music. However, 

this particular point seems to lack a bit of nuance. Especially considering the circumstances in 

which enslaved Africans were introduced to White, colonial Christianity, to undersell the 

influence of White American hymnody, is misleading. Further, Dett’s initiative with the 

Hampton collection of Spirituals, in which he argues a case for classifying and organizing the 

collection as a hymnal—as will be discussed later—contradicts his position.  

In a similar vein of establishing Negro Spirituals’ cultural distinctiveness and 

independence, Dett accentuates the distinction and originality of the Spiritual by its use of 

syncopation (which he argues is unique to all Black music), concluding that Spirituals could not 

even be a derivative of the ecclesiastical counterpoint “initiated by Palestrina and climaxed by 

Bach.”55 This comment affirms Dett’s familiarity with the Western European canon and his place 

as a bearer of and contributor to that tradition, as does his subsequent discussion of scales and 

modes in part III of his essay. Dett highlights particular melodies of Spirituals in conjunction 

with the “ancient modes” each represents, as seen in Figure 2.11. 

 
55 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Authenticity of the Spiritual,” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: Third 

Group. (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936), 3.  
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Figure 2.1. “The Authenticity of the Spiritual,” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: Third Group. 

 

Interestingly enough, he identifies “Go Down, Moses” as representative of what he refers to as 

the “Hungarian Gypsy” mode save of the presence of one accidental. He also mentions that the 

setting of “Go Down, Moses” he includes in this collection harmonically employs open fourths 

(which he believes, along with open fifths, were likely utilized in the unknown, grassroots 

conceived harmonies of these songs), which he calls consistent with the harmony of Africa, 

instead of using what he refers to as the “Barbershop Chord,” which he calls “one of the 

traditional harmonic devices of uncultivated Negro quartets.”56  

Because it was likely understood during his era, Dett never clarifies what he means by the 

“barbershop chord.” But a comparative analysis of three settings of “Go Down, Moses” provided 

in Examples 2.11, 2.12, and 2.13 (including Dett’s setting), in conjunction with Dett’s 

commentary about his intentional use of open fourths and fifths in his setting, I believe that the 

“barbershop chord” for Dett is a dominant seventh chord, not a major sixth chord that present 

 
56 Ibid., 4. “Go Down, Moses” is included in the first group.  
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day musicians associate with barbershop harmony. Dett’s 22-measure setting, as presented in 

Example 2.11, is largely unison except for mm. 4–5, 10–11, and 15–16. In mm. 4 and 10, Dett 

actually employs a dominant seventh chord as the harmonic treatment for “people.” However, it 

is in mm. 15 and 16 (corresponding with the text “Way down in Egypt land”) that Dett 

harmonizes the melody with fourths and fifths, and this is the only readily identifiable section of 

his setting that conforms to his written aims. The settings provided in Example 2.12 and 2.13, are 

composed by Dett’s contemporaries J. Rosamond Johnson and H.T. Burleigh. In looking at their 

settings of the same portion of text, both make use of a dominant seventh chord. If this is true, it 

is, in part, consistent with Dett’s indictment of American composers for their overuse of 

mixolydian modes—a mode whose use, he suggests, indicates “ignorance of folk song 

tendencies”—when imitating Black music.57 Of course the tension and irony of Dett’s critique is 

that both Johnson and Burleigh are also Black composers. (See Examples 2.11, 2.12, and 2.13.) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
57 Ibid; Dett’s indictment becomes a bit complicated, especially as it relates to H.T. Burleigh and his 

prominence as a leader of the Concert Spiritual tradition, himself being a tradition-bearer. That said, Dett does 
critique J. Rosamond Johnson’s harmonic and stylistic treatment in his settings of Negro Spirituals.  
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Example 2.11.“Go Down, Moses” transcribed by R. Nathaniel Dett.58 

 

 
58 The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: First Group. (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936).  
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Example 2.12. “Go Down, Moses” arranged by J. Rosamond Johnson.59 

 

 
59 The Books of American Negro Spirituals (New York: Da Capo Press, 1969).  
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Example 2.13. “Go Down, Moses” arranged by H.T. Burleigh.60  

 

 
60 The Spirituals of Harry T. Burleigh (Van Nuys: Belwin-Mills Publishing Corp., 1984).  
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In his continued praise of the Spiritual, Dett also hails the genre for its melodic economy 

as evidenced by the two and three pitched Spirituals, “Hew Round the Tree” and “Tis Me 

Standing in the Need of Prayer.” “Hew Round the Tree” (Example 2.14) showcases a two-note 

melody presented in the first four measures, whose pitches also constitute the melodic content of 

the solo in mm. 9–10 and 13–14. Example 2.15 is Dett’s transcription of “Tis Me Standing in the 

Need of Prayer,” whose melody consists of three pitches, found in the first eight measures, latter 

shared by the solo in mm. 10–11 and 14–15.  
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Example 2.14. “Hew Round the Tree,” set by R. Nathaniel Dett.61 

 

 
61Religious Folk Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. R. Nathaniel Dett (Hampton: 

Hampton University Press, 1927). 
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Example 2.15. “’Tis Me,” transcribed by R. Nathaniel Dett.62 

 
 

 
62 Ibid. 
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Spending a moment addressing the literary content of Spirituals, Dett claims that just like other 

notable works and authors (e.g., Faust, Goethe; Idylls of the King, Tennyson; Evangeline and 

Hiawatha, Longfellow), Spirituals are inspired by existing themes: “As many of the world’s 

greatest poets have found their inspiration in already existing themes so did the slave find in 

scripture, especially in the Old Testament, ideas peculiarly fitted to his need.”63 Dett not only 

celebrates the “genius” of these efforts, but lauds the novelty—a novelty that at times, as Dett 

attests, makes authentic performance difficult for non-Black performers—of  “rhyme, rhythm, 

and accent” that Black Americans bring to their music.64 These novel features work in 

congruency with the unique feature of form, which Dett defines as the “arrangement of lines and 

phrases.”65 As modes of African song survival, Dett draws attention to thematic and melodic 

lines advanced by a solo leader, which is subjected to a developmental disruption by a chorus 

with a repetitive refrain.66 Dett’s conclusion at the end of this essay makes a direct claim about 

the origins of Negro Spirituals, debunking false portrayals along the way: 

Thus we see that in words, harmony, melody, and rhythm, the Negro Spiritual is a 
departure from the ways and means of music with which the culture of America was and 

is familiar, and exhibits peculiarities belonging to archaic rather than modern idioms…. 
We must conclude that the Negro spiritual rather than being any version or derivation of 

any academic system belong in and with the great class of folk songs which as a 
contribution is opposed to the art song, but which has ever been the most natural and 

eloquent expression of primitive peoples.67 
 

 

 
63 Ibid.  
 
64 Ibid. 
 
65 Ibid.  
 
66 Ibid.  
 
67 Ibid. 
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The abundance of possibility related to “plantation tunes” and their viability for “serious 

experimentation and development” was stifled by White “ridicule and scorn.”68 This accounts for 

the music’s delayed inclusion into so-called serious music-making efforts prior to the thrust of 

Dvořák, despite the first publication of Black American jubilee songs (which Dett demarcates as 

the first development of Negro Spirituals) and the rich tradition of extraordinary Black American 

performers on either side of the American civil war. In “The Development of the Negro 

Spiritual,” Dett celebrates the forward steps of progress attained by the Negro Spiritual at the 

hands of competent and gifted Black musicians, composers, and performers. The solo vocal 

settings of Spirituals by Burleigh; choral and organ settings by Carl Diton; piano transcriptions 

by Samuel Coleridge-Taylor; symphonic works of William Dawson, and others, were all 

symbols of musical development, which allowed the tunes of Negro Spirituals find to a home 

amid western European music forms. Alongside referencing the work of other composers such as 

Florence Price, Edward Boatner, and John Work Jr., Dett includes his own work, Chariot 

Jubilee—which was granted a performance by the Syracuse Festival Chorus and Cleveland 

Orchestra— indicating that he believed it to be “the first attempt to develop the spiritual into 

oratorio form.”69 Notwithstanding Negro Spirituals’ developmental progress, Dett notes that 

Black mainline churches had not embraced the utilization of Black music until the 1930s. He 

speculates that the publishing of Negro Spirituals in dialect heavily influenced that sobering 

reality. Yet, Dett found hope in the activity of Russian composers who succeeded in “preserving 

 
68 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Development of the Negro Spiritual,” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: 

Fourth Group (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936), 3.  
 
69 Ibid., 4. It is peculiar that Dett does not mention The Ordering of Moses alongside Chariot Jubilee. By 

the time of publication of this essay, Dett has his master’s degree, for which the initial draft of The Ordering of 
Moses was submitted as a thesis. In personal letters, Dett indicates that he revised the work. Furthermore, the piece 
was not premiered until 1937, one year after the publication of this essay and collection of Negro Spirituals; perhaps 
its lack of premiere and publishing at the time of this particular publication is why he did not reference it.  
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their native folk idiom in formal church anthems”; for Dett, this was the prototype for success 

concerning the preservation and development of Negro Spirituals.70  

Dvořák’s Symphony No. 9 (“From the New World”) and the first publications of jubilee 

songs (on account of the Fisk Jubilee Singers) were once again named as pillars of development 

in Dett’s encyclopedia entry, “Negro Music.” With those two developments Dett adds the work 

of Stephen Foster, noting that Foster’s work artistically showcased the social significance of 

Black Americans to overall American culture and generated respectful interest in Black 

American life; cast Black Americans in a secular light; and illuminated the high commercial 

value of Black American life.71 Dett’s praise of Foster contributes to the generally mixed 

reaction to the reception of Foster’s work. No doubt, Foster’s music (supposedly unbeknownst to 

Foster at the outset of his music-writing career) fueled the tradition of Black face minstrelsy, a 

tradition from whose caricature Dett believes Black American folk music, especially religious, 

needs freedom.72 Yet, Foster was also regarded as a White composer who maintained some level 

of respect—though this carries overtones of White savior complex—for Black American social 

life, thus offering beyond palatable and comparable renditions of Black music; Dett seems to 

agree with this sentiment. Deane L. Root points to the mixed reception of Foster by mentioning 

Frederick Douglass’s indirect critique of Foster (and his broader, direct critique against 

minstrelsy), but also Douglass’s later partial recant and shift in opinion which regards Foster’s 

“Ethiopian songs” as a product of allyship; Root also looks to the affirmation of Foster’s music 

 
70 Ibid. 
 
71 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Negro Music,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed. 

Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 120. 
 
72 Deane L. Root, “Foster, Stephen C(ollins),” in Grove Music Online 2001, ed. Deane Root, accessed 

November 10, 2022, https://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/grovemusic.  
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by W.E.B. DuBois’s praise and H.T. Burleigh’s performance of them (for instance “Old Folks at 

Home” and “Old Black Joe”).73  

As he mentions in an earlier essay that I have already discussed, Dett reiterates that 

composition, as a sole career, was not a life-sustaining enterprise, and that a lack of trained and 

educated Black musicians was an inhibitor of Black classical music. He goes on to add that 

schools that retained the tradition of singing Spirituals considered classical music variations and 

arrangements of Negro Spirituals contemptuous on account of tampering with them. At the other 

end of the spectrum, the caricature of Black life and religion present in minstrelsy was later 

augmented by Black American performers who took part in their own comedic ridicule. Dett 

suggests that this resulted in Blacks believing they would amount to nothing more than 

laughingstocks.74  

In affirming the impact of Dvořák on the American musical landscape and his clarion call 

for authentically American music by way of Black American folk tunes, Dett also cites Samuel 

Coleridge-Taylor as the inspiration for Black composers to begin making their own musical 

contributions. Dett heralds Burleigh as the first to “accept [Coleridge-Taylor’s] challenge,” and 

praises his arrangements of Negro Spirituals—a term he attributes to Burleigh—concluding that 

Burleigh’s works prove “that the Spirituals may be successfully presented in new, original and 

foreign harmonies, which quite disregard the modal trend of their melodies; and that refinement 

of treatment does not necessarily mean destruction of spirit.”75 The spirit of Negro Spirituals is 

distinctive on account of at least two features: modal melodies and group expression.76 The first 

 
73 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Negro Music,” 120.  
 
74 Ibid., 123.  
 
75 Ibid., 126. 
 
76 Ibid.  
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feature, modal melodies (probably referencing Spirituals in their earliest “primitive” stage), is 

responsible for Spirituals’ novelty; they provide a melodic soundscape that is not germane to 

American soil, and non-reminiscent of the hymns and other songs of America’s culture, a point 

that Dett makes in other essays.77 The second feature adds clarity to what Dett means by “chorale 

form” related to musical presentations of Negro Spirituals. He regards Negro Spirituals as 

“unique group expression”: a group expression that immediately blossomed into harmony, unlike 

other folksong repertories.78 This characteristic of Negro Spirituals materialized in simple, part-

doubling harmonic treatments. Now despite the novel containments of melody and harmony, 

rhythm—the “obvious…link between the song of the American Negro, and that of his African 

forebears”—is another distinctive feature, which could singularly characterize Negro 

Spirituals.79    

Dett concludes his entry by elaborating on the Black American composer’s “conquest” of 

larger forms through the genres of ballet, opera, symphony, and oratorio; he credits oratorio to 

himself.80 He once again assumes his prophetic voice as he essentially discusses the future of 

Black American music and the Black American composer; in many respects, these words still 

have relevance for twenty-first century discussions about Black classical music. Dett suggests 

the following: first, any music by a Black composer, idiomatic/folk or not, is Black music; and 

second, Black idiomatic music by White composers is still Black music. Of course, there are 

 
 
77 See earlier discussion in this chapter regarding this point in Dett’s essay, “Negro Music of the Present.” 
 
78  Dett, “Negro Music,” 126.  
 
79 Ibid., 127; Dett does not make a direct assertion about rhythm in Spirituals, except to reference its 

“fervour,” which is “reincarnated and re-christened with each generation, as syncopation, ragtime, jazz, and swing.” 
 
80 Ibid., 128.  
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always exceptions, as Dett points out concerning Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. Rhapsody in 

Blue is the exception to the rule in the sense that it is not largely regarded as Black music, even 

though Gershwin uses Jazz, a musical idiom derived from Black culture. This is due in large 

part, as Dett suggests, to the prominence that the work achieved. 

Dett also notes that by the time of his encyclopedia entry (ca. 1938), he saw one of his 

own pieces labeled as American music, without acknowledgement of what he calls “Negro 

origin.”81 Dett’s thoughts about Black music, American music, Black classical composers, and 

the future might best be summarized in following excerpt from this entry: 

The negro composer, rich in his heritage of song, reaches up for the canon of form, by 
which all music has been advanced; the white composer, schooled in the traditions of 

artistic development, reaches down for the inspirations which has ever sprung from the 
soul of those close to the soil. Eventually their hands must meet. It takes no prophet to 

foretell that from their union shall arise a spirit which shall sound the note of a new 
representative art to the ears of the waiting world.82  

 

 Dett’s words are provocative and illuminating, casting light on perspectives that solidify 

his place as a leader, though he is not without critique. It is clear that Dett affirms the deep well 

of musical tradition from which Black American composers have to draw. However, he 

reinforces a hierarchy on which White composers (and consequently White culture) are placed 

atop. In a way, he might also be reinforcing the fundamental truth that Black American culture is 

the substratum of authentic American culture; after all, Black and Native American cultures give 

America its true uniqueness. Nevertheless, there exists for Dett an apparent and inherent values 

system that places the art forms of Western European culture at the top of the ladder of 

achievement. This encyclopedia entry comes later in Dett’s career and also helps clarify Dett’s 

 
81 Dett, “Negro Music,” 129.  
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understandings and use of terminology that are not altogether clear in his other writings. In 

referencing the first publications of jubilee songs as development, he regards them as such 

because “the editors furnished harmonizations in accordance with academic rules; which 

constituted, at least from a scientific standpoint, an advance over the improvised chords of the 

folk singer.”83 Dett’s pointing to efforts he qualifies as development adds clarity to his use of 

“primitive,” which likely contrasts a popular, folk presentation and setting, versus a developed, 

academic one.  

Dett’s edition of Religious Folks Song of the Negro is a tangible expression of his 

conviction about the sacred nature of Negro Spirituals. In the Foreword, Dett begins by revealing 

his regard of Negro Spirituals as hymns, which is a guiding principle to the structure of the 

collection. This is evidenced by the presence of a topical index, as often found in hymnals, ahead 

of the title index, which also underscores his claim that the songs themselves are consistent “with 

all the basic ideas of orthodox religious dogma.”84 Dett contends that religion is at the core of 

humanity’s being, and that a recognition of its influence sheds greater light on the inner 

happenings of humanity’s soul.85 Black Americans, particularly, possessed “a religious faith 

almost past understanding.” 86 It is this faith that accounts for the subject matter of Negro 

Spirituals, which for Dett, adds greater weight to the appropriateness—arguably necessity—of 

his choice to categorically arrange the indices of this edition in the manner of a Christian 

hymnal.  

 
83 Ibid., 120.  
 
84 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Foreword,” in Religious Folk Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. 

R. Nathaniel Dett (Hampton: Hampton University Press, 1927), x.  
 
85 Ibid.  
 
86 Ibid., xi.  
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In Dett’s discussion, early Black American folk music, like the enslaved African, was 

held in captivity. The music’s captivity was blackface minstrelsy and comedic relief. The 

satirical portrayal—though presumed to be authentic—of Black American life contained in 

minstrel songs was not only demeaning but sacrilegious. Moreover, minstrelsy painted Black 

American music merely as something to be mocked and consumed, eradicating it of its religious 

fervor and only reducing it to mere drama and emotion. The religiosity of Black American folk 

music, which for Dett means the Negro Spiritual, is of paramount importance for understanding 

Black American culture and faith, as transmitted by its music. To begin with, Dett points to the 

“religious inheritance” enslaved Africans carried with them from the shores of the ivory coasts, 

which was ironically strengthened by their plight in America. This, then, accounts for the 

African embrace of Christianity, “for in striving to give voice to his experiences the slave found 

in the Testaments, in the story of the Children of Israel, for instance, much in the way of a text 

ready made.”87 Dett believes that “the glory of the Christian religion in the framework of the 

Negro Spiritual” is the “Negro folk conception of the doctrines of Christ [which] exclude all 

forms of hatred, vengeance, rebellion, or dislike.” The glory of these songs is not only embodied 

in the distinctive Christian hermeneutic it captures, but its retention of distinctly African 

characteristics, namely pentatonic melodies. In this way, the influence of the American 

landscape on the displaced African was an exchange, loosely understood.88  

Dett concludes this Foreword by commenting on matters related to performance practice. 

By his confession, the arrangements in this collection “are for unaccompanied choruses because 

practically all Negro folk-singing is unaccompanied group singing”; this point emphasizes his 

 
87 Ibid., xiv.  
 
88 Ibid., xiv–xv.  
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perspective on the authenticity of group, choral singing of Negro spirituals.89 After commenting 

on conducting, Dett urges conductors to inspire passionate, expressive singing—particularly of 

solo lines—being sure not to allow nor tolerate mockery of style. This encouragement seems 

appropriate as Dett was dissatisfied with the concert singing of his day: 

One must deplore much of the present-day singing of these songs [Negro Spirituals] on 
the concert platform. So few of the artists of either race seem willing to trust alone the 

inherent beauty of the music to make its own appeal; still fewer seem to realize that 
music which has come from the heart of one people, will go by its own strength to the 

heart of another; that such music needs no mannerism or stage tricks to help it on its 
way.90 

 

Though Dett hints at his discontentment in the quote above, it is not altogether clear what 

his grievances are with the performance renderings of his day. Into this discussion I bring Dett’s 

review of The Book of American Negro Spirituals, which seems to elucidate some of the musical 

“problems” which seemed to displease Dett. He begins outlining presumptions that one might 

hold (which he likely held) given the title of the text, which suggest a certain “authoritativeness” 

to the collection. He praises the aims of the collection as delineated in the Preface, but it is 

against those aims he critiques the inconsistencies and shortcomings of the collection. Dett’s 

deep dive into the collection reveals that certain claims have not been made with complete 

accuracy. Dett uncovers modifications in melody, form, and rhythm in multiple arrangements, 

and he calls out the pervasive use of jazz style in the accompaniments. The self-contradicting 

error of this collection, as Dett suggests, is the exclusion of “vocally harmonized” settings 

(choral or multiple voice part settings), on account of the Preface’s admission that “the singing of 

 
89  Ibid., xv.  
 
90 Ibid., xvi.  
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Negroes is nearly always in parts.”91 (Dett’s attention to this detail adds support for his 

preoccupation with group or choral setting of Negro Spirituals.) Ultimately, Dett implicates J. 

Rosamond Johnson and his settings due to their being stylistically suited for the concert hall and 

theatre, reflecting more of the United States, rather than suggesting the Spirituals’ home in 

church and more reminiscent of or inspired by “Africa.” Additionally, Dett also points to 

structural differences that suggest (to Dett) either Johnson’s unfamiliarity with or deliberate 

dismissal of well-known Spiritual melodies. In particular, Dett describes adjustments in 

accidentals (in “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot”) or added measures (in “Go Down, Moses”), all 

based on what he classifies as “established melodies.”92 Dett does realize that there are regional 

differences in the performances of Negro Spirituals: “It is admitted that negro songs are not sung 

the same way in all localities.”93 However, Dett continues, “but it is also true that there has been 

so much recording of the songs and this through such a number of years that certain songs have 

become more or less fixed in their notation”; Dett contends that the arrangements of Johnson that 

he specifically critiques “are well-known songs and records of them [were] easily accessible.”94 

Amid his critique of Johnson’s arrangements, Dett celebrates Johnson’s setting of “Stan’ 

Still, Jordon,” hailing it “a simple but touching melody whose sombre [sic] intervals suggest 

Africa rather than the United States.”95 In the end Dett still praises the collection overall for its 

artistry and as a work of artistic progress for Black Americans. Dett’s praise of the collection is 

 
91 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Review of The Book of American Negro Spirituals,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett 

Reader: Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 49.  
 
92 Ibid, 50.  
 
93 Ibid.  
 
94 Ibid. 
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based on his regard for the work as “a very valuable book, throwing light, as all such efforts 

must, on the present-day tendency of Negro thought and illustrating something of the progress of 

the race’s artistic achievement.”96   

Related to the same quote above, Dett offers two additional thoughts concerning the 

singing of Negro Spirituals and the reclamation of their religious sentiment. First, Dett notes that 

while there is an idiosyncratic richness to quality of singing of Black choirs, his experiences 

debunk the notion that Black singers are advantaged in singing Negro Spirituals with any higher 

vocal and musical aptitude. Dett does believe, however, that Black singers possess “a certain 

innate psychological capacity to react to the suggestion of the text.”97 But beyond that, there 

exists no physiological correlation between the musical abilities of singers of a given ethnic 

group over another. Dett later addresses this concept from another angle. He remarks that while 

it could have been worthwhile to teach the Spiritual melodies contained in the Hampton 

collection by rote, the displacement of the then-present generation of Black Americans from the 

realities of slavery would undoubtedly reproduce adulterated harmonies; in other words, 

contemporary Black singers are not guaranteed, nor should be expected to, provide natively 

authentic, quasi-original renditions of the music.98 Second, Dett mentions the progress made 

during his time related to reclaiming the religious significance and elevation of Negro Spirituals 

against their demotion to theatrical display. From Spirituals he believes can derive new 

hymnology; after all, “the Negro spiritual… presents in an elemental form the solution of one of 

 
96 Ibid. 
 
97 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Foreword,” in Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro: As Sung At Hampton Institute 

(Hampton: Hampton Institute Press, 1927), xvii.  
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the great problems of Christianity; how to evolve a style of music that will convey a religious 

message through a popular medium without at the same time suggesting things of the world.”99  

This latter point by Dett presents a broader cultural consideration which resulted in Black 

American culture navigating the sacred/secular divide, which is not a retention from African 

culture, but rather an “acquisition” from Western European culture. Dett believes Negro 

Spirituals help solve the problem of the American church, especially the Black church by 

providing a popular-sounding soundtrack for the church. While coaxed in the sacred/secular—

worldly/non-worldly divides, it almost seems as if Dett might be trying to combat something 

specific. During Dett’s life, the rise of Black Gospel music came into fruition in the 1930s. And 

while Dett never specifically addresses the phenomenon, as far as my present research reveals, it 

is very likely that he encountered Black Gospel music (and perhaps even combatted it) given his 

commitment to faith and the church. By Black Gospel originating as Blues music 

(secular/worldly) with Christian text (sacred/non-worldly), it begs the question if the former was 

too far for Dett, especially on account of the disdain he generally carries for “theatrical” stylings 

of Negro Spiritual arrangements—most often meaning the use of jazz idiom in various treatment 

of Spirituals.  

 

Program Notes 
 

The program notes under review are for concerts that Dett planned and conducted, 

generally with the Hampton choir, and they do much to reveal his philosophy in practice; 

essentially, they serve as a musicological apology to the tangible creations of his concert 

programs. Dett’s program notes reveal his juxtaposition of Black music among the broader 
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terrain of Western European and American music. Dett performs Black music alongside Russian 

liturgical music, American (non-Black) religious music, the early church music from the sixteen 

century Protestant reformation, and his arrangements and original compositions are placed next 

to hymn reharmonizations of Mendelssohn.  

Dett’s intricate understanding and explanation of his work in the preservation and 

development of Black American folk music is captured in the categorical assignments found in 

“Notes to the Hampton Choir at Carnegie Hall.”  This program note accompanies a 1928 

Hampton Institute Choir April performance at Carnegie Hall which was presented by Richard 

Copley and the Society of the Friends of Music.100 Dett describes the content of the program 

under several headings, two of which are entitled Negro Melodies and Negro Idioms in Motets 

and Anthems.101 The distinction between the two categories depicts Dett’s nuanced system of 

classification. Notably, he mentions that the respective motets and anthems are not “in any 

sense…arrangements of Negro Spirituals” but rather, they are “original compositions having the 

Negro idiom as their foundation”; the selections under the classification Negro Melodies are to 

be understood as settings or arrangements—he uses this latter term as a concession to “speak 

more popularly.”102 Dett essentially defines the selections classified under Negro Idioms in 

Motets and Anthems as musical explorations in the possibilities of developed Black music while 

preserving its spirit.103 A copy of the concert program obtained from the Carnegie Hall digital 

 
100 Concert Program, Hampton Institute Choir, April 16, 1928, Carnegie Hall Digital Collections, accessed 

December 19, 2022. http://collections.carnegiehall.org/  
 
101 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Notes to the Hampton in Carnegie Hall,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays 

on Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 73. 
 

102 Ibid. 
 
103 “Throughout there has been a sincere effort and intent to preserve the spirit of Negro music as well as to 

inform somewhat as to the possibilities for its development.” Ibid., 73–74.  
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repository lists the five concluding choruses, two composed by Dett and three arranged by him, 

as: “Son of Mary,” “Don’t Be A Weary Traveler,” “Hear de lambs, all a-cryin’,” “Listen to the 

lambs, all a cryin’,” and “Let us cheer the weary traveller.”104 The Negro Spiritual melodies of 

these compositions “have been subjected to those mutations and transformations—‘expansion, 

contractions, variations, inversion, rhythmic diminution or augmentation, etc.’—which time and 

tradition have established as trustworthy canons of art.”105 These compositions also dismiss 

claims that discredit the merit and viability of these melodies for contrapuntal treatment. The 

composite of musical reworkings manifested in those compositions do not reflect an “absurd” 

desire to “improve the folksong.” But rather, it reflects a desire to skillfully preserve the music—

fueled by feelings of beauty and worth—through development, in which it “reappears in other 

creations of beauty and utility… resembling the original as a desk resembles a tree—only in the 

nature of its material.”106  

In reference to the Black music programmed on a separate concert, Dett adds another 

category: Negro Melody as Cantus and Chorale. Of the many things this label reveals, as do the 

others, is Dett’s familiarity with and mastery of the Western European classical music tradition. 

Dett seems to be refuting a fallacy of the time that challenged the amenability of Negro Spiritual 

tunes to “the kind of art which made the music of the twelfth to the sixteenth centuries both the 

model and marvel of succeeding ages.”107 Specifically, Dett is pushing back on the comments of 

 
104 Concert Program, Hampton Institute Choir, April 16, 1928, Carnegie Hall Digital Collections, accessed 

December 19, 2022. http://collections.carnegiehall.org/  
 

105 Dett, “Notes to Hampton,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader, 74.  
 
106  Ibid. 
 
107 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Notes to the Hampton Choir at Symphony Hall,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: 

Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed., Jon Michael Spencer. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 75.  
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a publishing musicologist of his day, Richard Wallaschek (whom he names), who made the 

following remarks in his book, Primitive Music: “I think I may say that, speaking generally, 

these negro-songs are very much overrated, and that as a rule they are mere imitations of 

European compositions which the negroes have picked up and served up again with slight 

variations.”108  

In light of Wallaschek’s quote, Dett’s overstatement—which is to some degree 

misleading—of the originality of Negro Spirituals in relationship to Western European hymnody, 

as addressed earlier in this chapter holds greater weight. Dett is combatting Wallaschek’s poorly 

supported, largely racist, and extremist comments; and while Dett has good intentions, he 

perhaps impresses his point to an irresponsible end by suggesting the lack of outside influence on 

Black American music. Further, it makes sense that Dett also intentionally employs historical 

musicological verbiage in referencing the various types of treatment of “negro melody”; he is 

trying to prove a point about the aptitude of the Black composer. To showcase this and his ability 

as a Black American composer, Dett’s program consisted of two of his personal compositions 

which employed the respective Spiritual melodies as cantus firmus: “In both the opening 

number, “Gently, Lord, O Gently Lead Us” and in “Let us Cheer the Weary Traveler” which 

concludes the program, the melody of an entire Negro spiritual appears as cantus, to which 

counterpoints made of characteristic material have been added; sometimes these are above, 

sometimes these are below the theme.”109 

 
108 Richard, Wallaschek, Primitive Music: An Inquiry into the Origin and Development of Music, Songs, 

Instruments, Dances, and Pantomimes of Savage Races, Cambridge Library Collection – Music (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 60.  

 
109 Dett, “Notes to Symphony Hall,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader, 75.  
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 Notably, this program note (“Notes to the Hampton Choir at Symphony Hall”) marks 

one of the few times which Dett uses the term chorale in the more standard musicological 

understanding (a pre-existing melody/tune for communal/congregational use) and its 

functionality as a cantus (firmus). In a third program note, Dett retains categories which have 

seen prior use. In “Notes to the Hampton Choir at Queen’s Hall,” Dett employs both the 

categories of Negro Melodies and Negro Spirituals. It is not completely evident why he uses both 

categories, especially since he references Negro Melodies as Negro Spirituals in description. I 

speculate, however, that Dett could be making a pedantic delineation which regards “pure” 

Negro Spirituals as those that contain a biblical story, not merely religious rhetoric; he asserts 

that the three selections named under the Negro Spirituals classification “typify the Negro’s love 

of the Old Testament stories.”110  

 
CONCLUSIONS 

 
 

 Dett’s particular focus on Negro Spirituals allows him to live fully into his identity as a 

Black, trained musician. Dett’s edition of the Religious Folksongs exemplifies his commitment 

to both the folk and European high art tradition. In this edition, the Spiritual arrangements are 

inundated with dynamic and expression marks, typical to Western European musical scores (see 

Example 2.17).  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
110 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Notes to the Hampton Choir at Queen’s Hall,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: 

Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed., Jon Michael Spencer. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 82.  
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Example 2.16.  “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,” mm. 1–6.111 
 

 
 

By some, Dett received little praise for doing so, with the critique that Dett’s additions are out of 

touch, given the cultural, indigenous, and popular nature of Black American folk music.112 In 

some respects, it even works against the grain of Dett’s own words about the effectiveness of 

Negro Spirituals: “To be effective, it must be simple. When it is overadorned, it loses its naturals 

appeal.”113 In his autobiographical essay, “From Bell Stand to Throne Room,” Dett mentions that 

the best interpretation of Negro Spirituals during his day were “those in which the harmonies are 

naturally suggested by the melody”; after all, “many of the original harmonies were of course 

accidental.” 114 For Dett, one’s understanding of the context of Spirituals is also of extreme 

importance both in setting and performing Negro Spirituals.  Yet, this work serves as one of 

many examples of Dett’s commitment to his Black and classical musical identities. In keeping 

 
111 Religious Folk Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. R. Nathaniel Dett (Hampton: 

Hampton University Press, 1927). 
 
112 George Pullen Jackson quoted in Simpson, Follow Me, 135.  
 
113R. Nathaniel Dett, “From Bell Stand to Throne Room,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on 

Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 99.  
 
114 Ibid. 
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with ideas of preservation, Dett could have not only been attempting to preserve the melodies, 

but also to retain some element of performance practice. As the generations progress, they 

become further removed from the spirituals’ early tradition, thus diminishing their perpetuation; 

this is the reason Dett carried suspicion about the ability of his present-day Black singers to 

provide authentic replications of Spiritual harmonization. It is possible, then, that Dett’s version 

of the collection allows for the complete idiom to be retained, especially in the hands of the 

trained/concert musician. Ultimately, the trained/concert musician is the one best positioned to 

bring to life Dett’s The Ordering of Moses.  
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Chapter 3                                                                                                                          
PRESERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT: THE GENRE AND MUSIC OF THE 

ORDERING OF MOSES 
 

 

n her book The Music of Black Americans, Eileen Southern notes that the 

challenge for the “second generation” of Black composers was to “pour that music 

[Negro folk music] into traditional European form.”1 Dett believed in a similar 

idea; Southern quotes his words: “We have this wonderful store of folk music…. But this store 

will be of no value unless we utilize it … in such manner that it can be presented in choral form, 

in lyric and operatic works, in concertos and suites.”2 Dett’s utilization of Negro folk music is 

prevalent throughout many of his choral and piano works, whether a direct quotation or 

idiomatic resemblance. His usage of these materials suggests a desire to free Negro folk music, 

especially religious music, from the stereotypical, pejorative, and culturally mimicking 

performances of the theatrical stage. In general, he wrestles with the over-commercialization of 

religious music, which stems from the concert stage becoming a primary performance venue of 

the music, over and above the church.  In using negro concert music to solicit funds for 

education, “the songs and also the singers run the risk of losing that indefinable something which 

all things of the spirit seem to lose when too closely associated with the commercial.”3 While 

Dett also seems to lament Negro folk music’s association with the stage rather than the 

“sanctuary,” he essentially suggests that the key to their return to the sanctuary—or more 

 
1 Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History. Second Ed (New York: W.W. Norton and 

Company, 1983), 280.  
 
2 Ibid.; The full quote is found in Southern’s book, of which is excerpted from May Stanley, “R.N. Dett of 

Hampton Institute, Helping to Lay Foundation for Negro Music of the Future,” Musical America (July 6, 1918); 
reprint in The Black Perspective in Music 1 (Spring 1973): 66.  
 

3 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Development of Negro Religious Music,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: 
Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed. Jon Michael Spencer (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991), 35.  
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contextually, actual utilization in church services—lies in the music being developed; that is, into 

more formalized art music in contrast to “primitive” expressions:  

The recognition of development in religious Negro music was greeted with not such 
manifestations of encouragement as those which tended to make exhibition of secular 

Negro effusions in Carnegie Hall so memorable. 
It is a well-known fact that in practically none of the colored churches of better 

class, does the primitive Negro folk song find any place. This is not altogether due to the 
charge often made that the Negro is trying to forget or divorce himself from the past. The 

trouble is that many songs which in slavery days probably were full of real implied 
significance seem almost meaningless since Emancipation; and when placed alongside of 

the religious art song and church anthem of the present day appear unspeakably crude, 
even ludicrous. It is the opinion of the present writer that the extensive use of Negro folk 

music for concert and exploitation has had a tendency to dim the lustre of that aurora of 
religion in which light the songs appear to their greatest and most natural advantage. It is 

obvious that these soul-born utterances of the slave’s secret feelings were never designed 
for anything like theatrical display.4 

 

It is worth noting that while Dett speaks about stage and concert use, I believe the most nuanced 

understanding of Dett’s position is that he disdains the popular, theatrical display of Negro folk 

music associated with the entertainment stage. 

Dett argues that the serious utility of Negro folk music is generally stunted by White 

America’s limited view of the music. This view was evident to Dett by the lack of consideration 

and use of Negro folk music during formal religious service, and Dett found Black America 

guilty of a similar feeling, especially among the thrust of Negro progress toward “better things” 

(embracing sacred music from the hymn, anthem, and oral/folk repertories).5 Dett insists that 

White American enthusiasm for Negro religious folk music must not only take the form of their 

insistence on the music to be heard and performed by a Black American but must also take form 

“by encouraging him to show their possibilities for use as themes for anthems, oratorios, and 

 
4 Ibid., 34.  
 
5 Ibid., 35-36. 
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even operas.”6 These words of Dett provide fundamental support for The Ordering of Moses’s 

most appropriate categorization as an oratorio; Dett explicitly cites oratorio as one among other 

viable forms for developing Negro folk music. Interestingly enough, Dett considered his early 

work Chariot’s Jubilee groundbreaking and believed it was “the first attempt to develop the 

spiritual into an oratorio form.”7  

Dett is also careful to remind his readers that Negro Spirituals were birthed in the wards 

of worship. Given that oratorios were generally used in spaces of worship and for religious 

reasons, and thus without theatrical fanfare and production, perhaps his use of oratorio to 

develop melodies of Spirituals is for a similar reason. By The Ordering of Moses’ composing, 

the oratorio genre is primarily a choral-orchestral work and thus is best viewed as a larger 

symphonic form. Thus, Dett's employment of oratorio allows him to distinctively contribute to 

the classical music output—using a comparable genre—with which many of his contemporaries, 

such as William Dawson, William Grant Still, and Florence Price, found themselves occupied, 

though in their case, the specific form of symphony.  

 

GENRE ANALYSIS 
 
 

As previously mentioned, Georgia A. Ryder includes Dett’s The Ordering of Moses in 

her dissertation, which analyzes the perceived Black idiomatic effect—among other things—in 

cantatas by black composers. She includes this composition because she regards it as the first 

“negroid” composition in “oratorio-cantata form,” and she believes that it is similar to other 

 
6 Ibid., 40. 
 
7 R. Nathaniel Dett, “The Development of the Negro Spiritual,” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: 

Fourth Group (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936), 4.  
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works treated in her study, based on “religious nature, Biblical reference, and philosophical 

intent.” 8 Though Ryder analyzes this work alongside cantatas, she does offer support for why 

the composition elucidates itself as an oratorio. Considering this work in the tradition of the 

oratorio is the most accurate viewpoint, based on Dett’s words and genre similarities in light of 

the history and conventions of the oratorio—which will be discussed in the following pages. 

Further, while its consideration as an oratorio is neither revolutionary nor controversial, it is 

helpful for the sake of broader matters related to Dett’s convictions about religious music.  This 

corrective viewpoint is not presented as a rebuke of Ryder, given that cantata and oratorio are 

related genres. But, because Dett refers to it as a composition in oratorio form, the genre 

classification of oratorio has some merit. And even though Dett does not label The Ordering of 

Moses as such, it is plausible that he would be comfortable with the label for two reasons. First, 

it is evident that Dett knows the difference between cantata and oratorio—he frequently 

programs Frederic Cowen’s cantata, Rose Maiden, and he explicitly writes about oratorio. 

Second, The Ordering of Moses was advertised in a Fischer catalog as an oratorio during Dett’s 

lifetime (see Figure 3.1). Additionally, the most definitive source on the history of the oratorio to 

date, Howard Smither’s History of Oratorio, includes The Ordering of Moses, helping to affirm 

its place and esteem as the first African-American oratorio of the twentieth century.  

 
8 Georgia A. Ryder, “Melodic and Rhythmic Elements of American Negro Folk Songs as Employed In 

Cantatas by Selected American Composer Between 1932 and 1967” (PhD diss., New York University, 1970), 93.  
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Figure 3.1. J. Fischer & Bro. Catalog.  
 
 

Howard E. Smither sets the context for his in-depth history of the oratorio by situating the 

genre’s origins in the Baroque period. He elaborates the fundamental commonality for 

classifying works as oratorios, using the following: “the oratorio is nearly always a sacred, un-

staged work with a text that is either dramatic or narrative-dramatic.” He further specifies that 
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“in the dramatic type of text, the plot unfolds entirely through dialogue among the personages; in 

the narrative-dramatic type, the plot is revealed partially by a narrator… and partially through 

dramatic dialogue.”9 Based on these characteristics, Smither includes works labeled and 

unlabeled as an oratorio. As the genre developed in different regions and into the eighteenth 

century, oratorios would find performance homes in public cathedrals, private chapels, and 

eventually public (secular) performance spaces.10 

The predominantly sacred nature of the text has much to do with the conception of 

oratories or prayer halls and the piety-driven, non-liturgical spiritual gatherings that occurred in 

them.  The true grassroots origin of this musical genre is attributed to Philip Neri, who gave up 

his theological studies—prior to the Council of Trent—to focus on a life of prayer and charity.  

Eventually, Neri took orders as Priest and developed prayer meetings to increase piety among 

Catholic adherents. These meetings grew so large that their original meeting place, Neri’s 

apartment, was no longer suitable. The meetings were moved to the church’s organ loft that 

housed Neri’s apartment. His prayer meetings became so popular that Pope Gregory XIII 

officially recognized the gathering and gifted Neri a church (Chiesa Nuova—that is, the New 

Church) to hold the meetings. Out of this grew the term oratory or oratorio, meaning the place 

where those prayer meetings were held and describing the prayer meeting itself. Since the 

transition to the organ loft, the prayer meetings incorporated the singing of Italian spiritual songs 

(Laude). About the mid-seventeenth century is the first time the term oratorio is used to mean a 

 
9 Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio: Vol. 1: The Oratorio in the Baroque Era: Italy, Vienna, 

Paris (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 23.  
 
10 Ibid., 27–28. Performance venue has much to do with determining oratorio status, mainly in the earliest 

years before consistency of terminology is in vogue. It is of significance to note that early oratorios were performed 
in oratories, for which the later use in religious setting is consistent in trajectory. Ultimately, I believe this has some 
relatability to Dett’s use of the genre, given his convictions about Negro religious music.  
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piece of music—specifically the libretto, but not the musical notation. A distinction between 

oratorio Latino and Volgare is heavily used by this time. Some conventions are as follows: 

oratorio Latino is performed in one section, primarily setting prose text, and presented to 

aristocratic audiences; oratorio Volgare is performed in two parts, each ending with a chorus, 

sets poetry, and reaches a much broader audience on account of its use of the common language 

of the people. The oratorio’s conception is dramatic. The chorus has a role in advancing the 

drama, along with the common practice of including a role for a narrator; oratorio is also known 

for blending aspects of Italian opera (for instance arias and recitative).11 

Despite the Italian origin of the oratorio, its incorporation into the music-making 

practices of Germany and England ultimately had the most significant impact on the oratorio in 

what became the contiguous United States. German writers and composers began applying the 

term oratorio to works during the eighteenth century. The term is used to indicate compositions 

with poetic and prose-poetry librettos. However, their dramatic conception is a distinctive 

characteristic.12 The topical content is still primarily sacred, and in the case of the prose-poetry 

librettos, they might include biblical quotations.13 Hamburg dominates the musical scene 

concerning oratorios with Telemann at the helm; though, Bach in Leipzig makes magnanimous 

 
11 Typically performed in two sections (except for Latino), oratorios could span thirty to sixty minutes, 

though some Latin oratorios have performance times less than thirty minutes. By 1640, standard instrumentation 
would be continuo and violins, along with voices. Carissimi, regarded as the progenitor of the oratorio—as a genre 
of music—becomes a notable composer of Latin oratorio. In his works, he could include as many as 12 voices. He 
preserves typical features such as paraphrased scripture, prominent use of the chorus, and operatic idioms; Carissimi 
almost exclusively composed Latin oratorio. As Smither highlights, Jephte is an iconic work displaying Carissimi’s 
mastery of the genre.  

 
12 Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio: Vol. 2: The Oratorio in the Baroque Era: Protestant 

Germany and England (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 1977), 97.  
 
13 The prime example of this are oratorio Passions, which are not the name as passion Oratorios, as the 

latter is a dramatic conception of the passion narrative while the former is a setting of the narrative with oratorio-like 
elements.  
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contributions in the form of his Passions. In many ways, eighteenth-century German oratorio 

found its fulfillment in the hand of Handel, who trained in Hamburg and Italy before relocating 

to London. Handel became a hugely famous composer of the oratorio in England mainly because 

of his proficiency in composing opera. Opera was received with a lackluster response by English 

audiences. Yet, Handel was able to fuse the dramatic conception of opera with the Lenten, 

unstaged performance practice of oratorio. Consequently, Handel’s influence is essentially 

inescapable. Perhaps most notably, his oratorios influenced Haydn, whose works, The Creation 

and The Seasons, were among the noteworthy contributions during the Classical era. 

By the time of nineteenth-century Germany, Smither asserts the understanding of oratorio 

as the following: “a musical setting of a long libretto on a Hebrew-Christian religious subject 

composed of verse, biblical prose, or both; the libretto includes… parts for soloists and 

chorus.”14 In the case of Germany and several other countries, the secularization of the oratorio 

is prevalent, such that it moves out of the church into the concert hall. Moreover, artistic 

gratification becomes its use rather than religious edification, if not its end goal.15 In Britain, 

oratorio remains popular but is often viewed interchangeably with cantata. Generally speaking, 

cantatas were short, without dramatic elements, and could be either sacred or secular; oratorio 

was expected to be “a long work on a religious text usually based on a story from the Bible, 

primarily from the Old Testament.”16 The expectations for oratorio in Britain were based on the 

“Handelian” precedent. Smither notes that the accusations that no English music existed framed 

the development of nineteenth-century oratorio in Britain, as English composers sought to 

 
14 Howard E. Smither, A History of the Oratorio: Vol. 4: The Oratorio in the Nineteenth and Twentieth 

Centuries (Chapel Hill: The University of North Carolina Press, 2000), 6. 
 
15 Ibid., 29. 
 
16 Ibid., 250. 
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provide a nationalistic contribution to the musical soundscape. And while the critique was not 

wholly accurate at that time as it related to choral music, the accusation did have legs on which 

to stand concerning symphonic works, including oratorio.17  

The scene in the contiguous United State was heavily influenced by English and German 

oratorio, though by the 1830s, oratorios were composed on American soil. Despite its origins, the 

term oratorio is unequivocally associated with a concert tradition by this time. Smither mentions 

that the term was even applied to mean a concert of sacred music only, which ultimately signifies 

the readily apparent English influence on America. The pietistic impetus behind attending 

oratorio performances is a shared feature of the situation in England and America, along with the 

music of Handel, Haydn, and Mendelssohn.18 But the twentieth century, as discussed by Smither, 

brings a level of obscurity to the genre. Smither acknowledges Stravinsky’s Oedipus Rex and 

Honegger’s Jeanne d’Arc au bûcher as oratorios that depart from standing conventions.19 

Overall, oratorio librettos maintained the use of a religious text, though composers readily set 

non-religious texts (for instance, on subjects of mythology, history, and philosophy). It is 

important to note that though the twentieth-century oratorio inherited the trappings of the concert 

hall, the oratorio is a genre conceived in a religious context and is essentially para-liturgical in 

use.  

As discussed in Chapter 2, Dett’s firm conviction is that Spirituals' most appropriate 

performance practice is in the form of group singing, paralleling the communal nature out of 

which these songs were conceived: “As a chorale, the spiritual finds its most natural expression, 

 
17 Ibid., 252. 
 
18  Ibid., 390–400. Smither provides a list of oratorios performed in United States, which reveals great 

insight into the country’s most pervasive musical influences.  
 
19 Ibid., 631. 
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for as a chorale, the spiritual was born.”20  Dett’s words reveal that he believes that not only are 

Spirituals best presented vocally, but chorally. This is, I believe, one reason he chooses oratorio 

as part of his symphonic contribution. However, music history has proven through the likes of 

Beethoven, Berlioz, Mendelssohn, Mahler, and others, that symphonies could employ a chorus. 

So, while Dett could have simply composed a symphony with chorus, considering his larger 

philosophical concerns for preserving and developing Negro Spirituals, and the nuances he feels 

are crucial for their presentation, it is worth considering that the form of oratorio surfaced as a 

viable form because of its generally religious history—which has been mentioned in a previous 

paragraph—and oratorio’s narrative thrust. Oratorio allows Dett to tell a story in a more specific 

way than symphonies generally have. 

While oratorio focuses on communicating a story and eventually inherited the practice of 

concert stage performance (being primarily removed from the religious institution), it is an 

unstaged work. Its unstaged nature is possibly why opera was likely not Dett’s form of choice. 

The characteristic of being unstaged avoids Dett’s prohibition against the theatrical display, 

especially concerning Negro religious music; “these soul born utterances [Negro folk music] of 

the slave’s secret feelings were never designed for anything like theatrical display.”21  

Consequently, the form of the oratorio—given its sacred/religious origins, critical inclusion of 

and dependence on chorus, unstaged nature, and association with Western European high art 

music—is a reasonable genre to embody the fusion of so-called developed music and Negro folk 

music. This genre allows Dett to preserve his convictions about the choral/communal treatment 

 
20 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Foreword” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: First Group (Chicago: Hall & 

McCreary Company, 1936).  
 
 
21 Dett, “The Development of Negro Religious Music,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader, 34.  
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and presentation of Spirituals, which feeds into his larger goal of preserving the Negro Folk 

music for generations to come. Further, given the enslaved Africans love of Old Testament 

stories, as mentioned in Chapter 2, the form of oratorio and its particular focus on conveying 

Christian stories—in contrast to a sacred cantata which has a religious focus and offers general 

teaching—makes it the ideal genre.  

I wish to note a few additional noteworthy parallels between Dett’s, The Ordering of 

Moses, and the tradition of the oratorio. According to Smither, “[English] audiences could 

identify with the Israelites as a highly nationalistic people led by heroic figures and given special 

protection by God, who was worshiped with magnificent ceremony.”22 According to Dett, “In 

the experiences of the children of Israel in bondage in Egypt, he [the negro] visualized a situation 

analogous to his own constraint in America, a land which then to him was a foreign land.”23 The 

symmetry between English and Black American identity is intriguing, because English influence 

accounts for the strange land in which Black Americans found themselves. Yet, in Dett’s case, 

his oratorio seems to be somewhat more of a “welcome” influence. Oratorio of the nineteenth 

century is known for music of middle style or “elevated style,” as found in church music.24 At 

the same time, many of the more traditionally celebrated composers of the Western European 

tradition find occasional use of popular folk-like idioms dressed in the “elevated style”—to mean 

high art, namely through symphonies, operas, and string quartets. Dett’s view and practice of 

music reflect and synthesize concepts with which other composers wrestled.25 Dett’s 

 
22 Smither, A History of Oratorio Vol. 1, 28. 
 
23 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Understanding the Negro Spiritual” in The Dett Collection of Negro Spirituals: 

Second Group (Chicago: Hall & McCreary Company, 1936), 3.  
 
24 Smither, A History of Oratorio Vol. 4, 28. 
 
25 Ibid.  
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commitment to developed music—which is likely inherited from his musical training and 

upbringing—especially the music of and for the church, is married with his use of the Negro folk 

idiom. It is also worth mentioning that of the numerous works composed by revered composers 

of the Western European tradition, Dett stands alongside Handel and Rossini as musical figures 

credited with extended narrative works on the theme of Moses, Israel, and Egypt.26  

 

MUSICAL ANALYSIS 
 
 

Dett’s musical depiction of the Exodus narrative is set for solo voices, chorus, and 

orchestra. The orchestra is quite large, as is typical of the time, and the score often calls for trios 

of high and middle wind parts along with a variety of percussion. The chorus, though largely 

composed in four-part texture, expands the soundscape of this score with multiple sections of 

divisi throughout. There are five distinct solo parts which share eleven solos across the work. In 

recent years, at least, groups such as the Cincinnati Symphony and May Festival chorus only 

deploy four soloists, often utilizing a singular baritone soloist to sing both parts (The Word and 

Voice of God), The Word being the character to introduce the first readily identifiable Negro 

Spiritual melody “Go Down, Moses.”  

 While it is known that Dett actually uses two specific Spirituals (“Go Down, Moses” and 

“He is King of Kings”) as source material for The Ordering of Moses, a closer look shows that 

there are musical motives that bear melodic similarities that are reminiscent melodies of other 

Spirituals. Dett begins this work with an orchestral introduction initiated by the cellos. He 

quickly establishes rhythmic and motivic continuity throughout the introduction among various 

 
26 Handel, Israel in Egypt (1739) and Rossini, Moses in Egypt (1818).  
 



 

 

102 

 

instruments. Moreover, the first ten measures are repeated a half step higher after being separated 

by an empty measure. The melodic material first played by the cellos in the opening measure is 

presented at least four times throughout the introduction. The final two iterations of the opening 

material are presented in diminution by the bassoons. Though a short melodic phrase, the use of 

this material is striking, especially its rhythmic presentation in the bassoons, and points to 

melodic congruence with other Negro Spirituals. Upon a first hearing, the opening phrase played 

by the cello—and later played by the bassoon—could suggest a musical reference to the Negro 

Spiritual melody, “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child.” Examples 3.1 and 3.2 (cello and 

bassoon, respectively) correspond with the vocal line in Example 3.3, which presents the melody 

of the Spiritual.  
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Example 3.1. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 1–25. 27  

 

 
27 R. Nathaniel Dett, The Ordering of Moses. (Van Nuys: Alfred Music); all Ordering of Moses score 

example come from this source unless otherwise indicated. 
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Example 3.2. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 26–32. 

 
 
Example 3.3. “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” mm. 1–15.28  

 

 
28 The Spirituals of Harry T. Burleigh (Van Nuys: Belwin-Mills Publishing Corp., 1984). 
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Attempting to identify the melodic source of the introductory motive opens the door to 

discovery. In walking through this door, it bears reminding that Negro Spiritual melodies 

themselves do not have individual authorship, but rather communal. Additionally, it is in the 

context of community that the melodies are transmitted aurally. The melodies that we know as 

the tunes of Negro Spirituals have been transcribed, collected, and “codified” through the 

preservation efforts of the Fisk Jubilee Singers and John Wesley Work Jr., to name a few. 

Further, the concert arrangements by Burleigh and the compilation of collections such as 

Hampton’s Religious Folk Songs and the Johnson brother’s Book of American Negro Spirituals 

serve as source material for these melodies. 

  Scholars and practitioners of Black music and African culture believe that the melodic 

source of the introductory motive may stem from African sources, which is plausible, especially 

based on Samuel Floyd’s construct of cultural memory.29 In his DMA thesis, J. Harrison Wilson 

notes that William Dawson, whose Afro-American Suite contains the same motive, asserts that 

the “solemn motive” represents the “missing link” of the human chain in response to slavery.30 

Moreover, Harrison suggests that McBrier’s attribution of this same motive—as found in the 

opening measures of The Ordering of Moses—as an excerpt from “Go Down, Moses” is 

incorrect, given that the motive has not generally been associated with this Spiritual. As 

previously noted, this motive bears some resemblance to at least one other Negro Spiritual 

(“Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child”), which could also be the inspiration for Dett’s 

 
29 Samuel Floyd, The Power of Black Music: Interpreting Its History From Africa to the United States 

(New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 8. 
 
30 J. Harrison Wilson, “A Study and Performance of The Ordering of Moses By Robert Nathaniel Dett” 

(D.M.A. thesis., University of Southern California, 1970), 28 – 29.  
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musical theme. In one respect, the title “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” alludes to 

the circumstances of the Israelites in the Exodus story and could be a commentary: the Israelites 

are a long way from home due to captivity in Egypt, home being metaphorical for freedom and 

literal for the promised land. The text of the first verse of this Spiritual concludes with, “a long 

way from home.” Of course, the Israelites were displaced from their homeland in three respects: 

they were no longer in Ur, home of the patriarch, Abraham; no longer in the settled land where 

Israel (Jacob) and his sons resided before the famine; and not yet living in the Promised Land of 

Canaan. If the “missing link” motive is an extraction from the Spiritual melody of “Sometimes I 

Feel Like a Motherless Child,” it fits nicely into the “missing link” narrative since it is 

impossible to corroborate the actual authorship of Negro folk melodies. At the same time, the 

melody for “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child” could be equally inspired by the same, 

unknown ancestral source which influences “Go Down, Moses”—and to that end, likely many 

other Spirituals. With this in mind, McBrier’s point (that the melodic extraction is from “Go 

Down, Moses”) could be correct; after all, if it is, her claim points toward aspects of thematic 

and motivic unity in this work.  

The following is significant in further exploring the origins of the “missing link” motive, 

as coined by Wilson. Dawson cites the use of other, specific Negro folk melodies in his 

symphony. Yet, the motive in question is labeled as a leading motive without a particular source 

but clear inspiration. Dawson’s Negro Folk Symphony, which he began composing in 1927, was 

premiered by Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra in 1934. Gwynne Brown notes 

that, in response to a congratulatory letter sent to Dawson, R. Nathaniel Dett received a letter of 

thanks from Dawson.31 This exchange suggests that Dett likely heard Dawson’s symphony. In 

 
31 Gwynne Kuhner Brown, “Whatever Happened to William Dawson’s Negro Folk Symphony?” Journal of 

the Society for American Music 6, no. 4, (2012): 433–456.   
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conjunction with the 1934 premiere of Dawson’s work, which predates the premiere of The 

Ordering of Moses, and knowing that Dett revised the work before its premiere in 1937, that 

exchange seems to suggest that Dett might have borrowed the motive directly from Dawson. 

However, Dawson’s premiere trailed Dett’s submission of his master’s thesis by two years. And 

as seen in Example 3.4, the motive was present in his submission, which is the earliest available 

version of the score.  
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Example 3.4. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 1–5.32  

 
 

32 R. Nathaniel Dett, Master’s Thesis, Eastman School of Music, 1932. Uploaded to IMSLP by Sibley 
Music Library, accessed July 1, 2022. https://imslp.eu/files/imglnks/euimg/f/f3/IMSLP637388-
SIBLEY1802.35222.0672-Dett_The_Ordering_of_Moses.pdf.  
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What is known is that Dett explicitly uses the melodic content from the Negro Spiritual “Go 

Down Moses,” as prevalent and unifying material in this composition. And this fact adds support 

to McBrier’s attribution of the source for the “missing link” motive to “Go Down, Moses”—

rather than simply being unknown—while it still ultimately adds weight to the broader argument 

about an ancestral source, since specific authors of Negro Spirituals cannot be identified.  

The opening utterances of the first baritone solo (the voice of God) provide a clear 

statement of a fragment—the antecedent phrase—of “Go Down, Moses,” though not using the 

text of the Spiritual. Despite Dett’s use of the unison portion of this Spiritual’s melody, he does 

not make use of the harmonic answer by the chorus (see examples 3.5 and 3.6). Dett creates new 

music for his harmonic answer, therefore only using the Spiritual melody (as Dett would have 

known it to be) as a point of departure; in essence, Dett employs a parody or paraphrase 

approach. After a few iterations, Dett departs from the A section of the Spiritual melody and 

offers his creative voice within the melodic line of the solo baritone (see examples 3.7 and 3.8.).  
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Example 3.5. “Go Down, Moses,” transcribed by R. Nathaniel Dett, mm. 1–12.33 

 

 
33 Religious Folk Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. R. Nathaniel Dett (Hampton: 

Hampton University Press, 1927). 
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Example 3.6. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 56–59. 
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Example 3.7. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 60–67.  
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Example 3.8. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 74–83.  
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Dett employs a theme and variation approach as he later incorporates the B section of the 

Spiritual as the primary material for the chorus setting of “Go Down, Moses.” He sets this as a 

fugue.  This chorus follows multiple “concertato” style pairings of original music by Dett, after 

which he achieves thematic unity by re-introducing the melody of the Spiritual, the latter which 

is figured below in examples 3.9 and 3.10.  

Example 3.9. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 259–266. 
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Example 3.10. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 267–273.  
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In the conclusion of this work, Dett uses another Spiritual in what is much closer to the parody 

technique. As the final chorus of this masterwork—and part of a concluding triptych of 

celebration choruses—Dett utilizes both the text and music from the Negro Spiritual: “He is 

King of Kings.” Dett does not stay with this Spiritual’s texture or text too long as he departs into 

original music and lyrics after five measures (compare mm. –3 of Example 3.11 to examples 

3.12 and 3.13).  

Example 3.11. “He Is King of Kings.” 34 

 

 
34 Religious Folk Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute, ed. R. Nathaniel Dett (Hampton: 

Hampton University Press, 1927). 
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Example 3.12. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 906–909.  
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Example 3.13. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 910–917. 
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As mentioned, Dett labels this work as a Biblical Folk Scene. He also notes that the text 

of this narrative is based on Scripture and folklore. There are very few, if any, direct quotations 

from Scripture, which is consistent with the conventions of oratorio libretto.35 Consequently, the 

text is a creative telling of Moses’ call and the Exodus. In light of the freedom with text, it 

justifies the artistic liberty Dett takes by employing the Spiritual “He is Kings of Kings.” The 

text typically associated with this Spiritual is explicitly Christological. To some degree, its use 

disturbs the theological presentation of the canonical First/Old Testament in which the Moses 

and Exodus narrative is found. At the same time, Dett’s peculiar use and treatment of this 

Spiritual brings together language about God found both in the First/Old and New Testaments 

(“King of Kings”—Deuteronomy 10:17, Psalm 136:3, Revelation 17: 14, 19:16; “I am that I 

am”—Exodus 3:14, John 8: 58). Its use is also in line with a common Christian viewpoint that 

the theological trajectory of the First/Old Testament points toward Christ and the New 

Testament. It is challenging to ascertain a concrete impetus for Dett’s use of this particular 

Spiritual aside from two potential perspectives: the celebratory nature of the Spiritual and a 

working parallel of Jesus as a Mosaic prophet, which is ultimately the one responsible for the 

freedom of enslaved people, both temporally and spiritually. Nevertheless, what is clear and 

intentional is Dett’s incorporation—and thus, preservation and development—of Negro folk 

music.  

 

EMBLEMATIC ANALYSIS 

 

Former Washington University music professor Tilford Brooks, as recorded by Simpson 

in Dett’s biography, regarded this work as “the finest result of Dett’s successful synthesis of the 

 
35 There are exceptions to this rule, most notably Handel’s Messiah.  
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Black and European musical traditions.”36 And though Brooks’s more positive statement about 

Dett works in complement with part of Georgia A. Ryder’s assessment—that the work sounds 

like that of an affluent composer who is trained and well familiar with the Western European 

high art music tradition—Ryder still puts forward that The Ordering of Moses does not sound 

like “negroid” music.37 This point, in fact, is the substance of a critique along the same lines, in 

the Chicago Defender article that also praised Dett and the work. Olin Downes, a New York 

Times music critic, was quoted in that May 22, 1937 Defender article saying:  

Mr. Dett has done well but has not gone nearly as far enough in striking the racial note in 
his music. There are fine pages; everything is done with knowledge and sincerity. But it 

is more than half a sophisticated conventional style… “The Ordering of Moses,” in so far 
as it was the expression of a Negro musician, triumphed. The weaknesses are those of a 

musician educated too well in a conventional mold. 

 

Ryder is correct in her assessment, but only to the extent that this work would be 

considered a non-idiomatic composition of Dett. At the same time, this pronouncement by Ryder 

(and Downes) calls into questions problems related to identifying Black music, with which 

Dett’s views both agree and conflict. As one recalls Dett’s writings, he takes on this issue rather 

boldly in his encyclopedia entry, “Negro Music,” and in his program notes.38 Dett is careful to 

make a distinction between arrangements or settings of “Negro Melodies /Spirituals” and forms 

(such as anthems and motets) that use “Negro Idiom.” Among these distinctions there is no doubt 

that Dett would classify The Ordering of Moses as a form that uses “Negro Idiom”; if he were 

writing a program note, he might actually label it as “Negro Idiom in Oratorio.”  Nevertheless, 

 
36 Simpson, Follow Me, 500. 
 
37 Georgia A. Ryder, 103–5.  
 
38 Please refer back to the detailed discussion in Chapter 2.  
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regardless of the more specific classification, both are classified under the umbrella of Black 

music. Dett makes this claim directly in his encyclopedia entry: “the product of the Negro 

composer is Negro music, whether or not he follows the pattern of his folksong.” 39 Furthermore, 

Dett holds the position, as articulated in his program notes and essays, that the novelty and spirit 

of Black folk music can be persevered in developed compositions of that same music.  So, 

whereas Dett would agree that his oratorio is not Black folk music or simply an arrangement of a 

Negro Spiritual, he would contend that it is and sounds like Black music, both on the basis of his 

identity as a Black composer and the various musical features of the composition that preserve 

the spirit of its source material.  

For assistance in highlighting these features, I look to music theorist and Black music 

scholar Horace Maxile Jr. and his musical emblem paradigm. Maxile defines musical emblems 

as: 

sonic markers that denote vernacular culture or very close connections to it. “Emblem,” 
for this author, seeks to acknowledge and esteem the progenitors, plights, processes, and 

values from which Black musical devices derive; it assumes more substantive context and 
agency for such signifying markers in analyses and interpretations that engage and/or 

foreground Black historical, cultural, or social issues.40  
 

 Maxile’s definition affirms the presence of distinct musical characteristics that help sonically 

differentiate Black music, and that those characteristics represent the vernacular of Black culture. 

In his essay, “Signs, Symphonies, and Signifyin(g),” Maxile focuses on five Black musical 

characteristics, which he calls emblems, that are extracted from a larger list enumerated by 

Samuel Floyd:  

 
39 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Negro Music,” in The R. Nathaniel Dett Reader: Essays on Black Sacred Music, ed., 

Jon Michael Spencer. (Durham: Duke University Press, 1991) 128.  
 
40 Horace Maxile, interview by author, Zoom, March 31, 2022. 
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calls, cries, and hollers; call-and-response devices; additive rhythms and polyrhythms; 
heterophony, pendular thirds, blue notes, bent notes, and elisions; hums, moans, grunts, 

vocables, and other rhythmic-oral declamations, interjections, and punctuations; off-beat 
melodic phrasings and parallel intervals, and chords; constant repetition of rhythmic and 

melodic figures and phrases (from which riffs and vamps would be derived); timbral 
distortions of various kinds; musical individuality within collectivity.41  

 

It is worth noting that while Floyd’s list is robust, it is not necessarily exhaustive or exclusive. 

That is to say, these musical emblems are not solely found in Black music. However, they are 

commonly found there and are indicative of African cultural retentions in Black American 

culture. Maxile’s essays expands a small portion of these emblems into topics as part of his 

analysis of Black classical/concert music which moves beyond the “what,” to providing musical 

syntax to talk about the “how.” Maxile’s syntactical orientation is quite helpful considering that 

the robust list of emblems that Floyd names, he does not completely define. At the same time, 

they are understood to be tradition bearers of the music, which ultimately makes the enterprise of 

emblematic analysis unique. Maxile’s reading of these emblems as a member of the tradition and 

religious culture from whence they arise and among which they are retained provides a 

noteworthy model for this type of analysis. And while the whole of Maxile’s efforts is not the 

preoccupation of this emblematic analysis, it does seek to draw attention to the presence of 

musical emblems in The Ordering of Moses that are unique to and found across all Black music.  

Several Black musical emblems pervade Dett’s composition, which adds nuance to its 

existence as a classical music genre. One of the most readily identifiable emblems often 

associated with Black music is call and response. The previously addressed Examples 3.6 and 

3.7 illustrate this emblem, both beautifully and conspicuously; the baritone soloist calls and the 

chorus responds, in mm. 57–60. The start of the oratorio tactically employs the same emblem, 

 
41 Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., The Power of Black Music: Interpreting Its History From Africa to the United 

States (New York: Oxford University Press, 1995), 6.  
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but only with instruments. Example 3.4, also addressed earlier in this chapter, shows the initial 

call of the cello, to which the bassoon responds, in mm. 1–5.  

I believe the distinctive fingerprint of Dett’s creative orchestrating abilities are 

pronounced in the opening measures of this composition. He presents a masterful and sonorous 

array of timbres that suggests something more like “controlled” timbral shifts, and thus creating 

an inverse or opposite effect of Black musical emblem of timbral distortion. The bassoon 

response referenced in the previous paragraph is accompanied by the timbral colors of viola, 

cello, and clarinets, to which are added French horns and trumpets in m. 9. The climax of the 

musical statement initiated by call and response reaches fulfillment in m. 10 with the additions of 

violins and harp, as seen in Example 3.14. 
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Example 3.14. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 6–11.42  

 

 
42 R. Nathaniel Dett, MM Thesis, Eastman School of Music, 1932. Uploaded to IMSLP by Sibley Music 

Library, accessed July 1, 2022. https://imslp.eu/files/imglnks/euimg/f/f3/IMSLP637388-SIBLEY1802.35222.0672-
Dett_The_Ordering_of_Moses.pdf.  
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The call and response emblem, enacted between solo voice and chorus, returns and is 

thereby retained through the progression of the baritone solo into the alto solo, which begins with 

the anacrusis to m. 98. The interaction between the alto solo and chorus, while akin to call and 

response, is better described using the musical emblems of interjections and punctuations, with a 

hint toward moans. The alto sings the following, “O Lord, behold my affliction; My heart is 

turned with in me.” In between the words “affliction” and “my,” the chorus interjects, “O Lord!” 

Notice Dett’s choice of punctuation, an exclamation point, which I believe helps cement the idea 

of musical emblem of interjections and punctuations (see Example 3.15).  

Example 3.15. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 94–102. 
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The hint toward the musical emblem of moaning comes into fuller scope upon completion of the 

alto solo, which is marked by the entrance of the solo trio (soprano, alto, and baritone) singing 

the text “God looked on Israel and heard her children groaning.” The trio sings this text above a 

bed of hums, another Black musical emblem, which contextually suggest the groanings of Israel; 

I understand groan as a type of moan. The hums and moans conclude in m. 206 before a brief 

passage of choral homophony, before the soprano and altos subsume the interjections and 

punctuations emblem—singing “Mercy, Lord!”— while the tenors and basses continue the 

homophonic texture, singing the musical material introduced by the solo trio. (See Example 

3.16.) 

Example 3.16. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 217–220. 
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The musical moments previously described are part of the larger “movement” and advance the 

narrative in smaller musical portions. To the soprano and alto pleas for mercy are added the 

tenors and baritones. The full chorus joins together in m. 223, still maintaining different pitches, 

but those that work together harmonically and rhythmically. This manifests in Dett’s use of the 

following emblems: parallel intervals and chords and repetition of rhythmic and melodic figures. 

Example 3.17, shown below, depicts those musical gestures which culminate in a unison 

exclamation of “Mercy Lord!” by the full chorus, shown on the next page in Example 3.18 and 

3.19, that encapsulates the Black musical emblems of cries, hollers, and calls and timbral 

distortion.  

Example 3.17. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 222–225.  
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Example 3.18. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 229–232. 
 

 
 
 

Example 3.19. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 233–238.  
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As the conclusion of this larger “Go Down, Moses” movement, Dett reintroduces the 

chorus, now singing a fugal treatment the Spiritual by the same name, only against it are various 

counter melodies. The counter-melodies embody the musical emblem, pendular thirds. Pendular 

or swinging/alternating thirds comprise the motivic and melodic musical statements, first offered 

by the second sopranos, then passed to the altos; basses also sing them (see examples 3.20 and 

3.21).  

Example 3.20. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 284–286.  

 
 
Example 3.21. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 297–299.  
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The “March of the Israelites” and “The Egyptians Pursue” movements are musically compelling, 

advancing the narrative programmatically without words/text. Though text is not used, however, 

it still contained speech, broadly understood. Dett’s employs the musical emblem of vocables 

(for example “ah” ) to integrate the chorus’s role into the musical depiction; after all, one cannot 

have the “March of the Israelites” without their figurative, audible perception. After the march 

and pursuit, a series of celebrations commence, which lead to Dett’s inclusion of the Spiritual, 

“He is King of Kings,” as noted in the previous section. Dett’s choral treatment of the Spiritual is 

largely homophonic, as to be expected, but within the texture he still creates space for call and 

response, as seen in examples 3.22 and 3.23.   

Example 3.22. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 928–932. 
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Example 3.23. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 933–941.  
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Chapter 4                                                                                                                           
PRESERVATION AND DEVELOPMENT: THE EXODUS EMBLEM AND BLACK 

LETTERS 
 

 

s an oratorio, The Ordering of Moses is not only a work of development as 

a compositional contribution, but also as a literary contribution on account 

of its libretto. The libretto, which was authored by Dett—in the sense that 

he compiled and arranged the words of Scripture, folklore, and his own—tells the Exodus story, 

focusing on the character of Moses and his “orders” to deliver Israel from Egyptian captivity. 

The libretto employs several characters assigned as The Word (baritone solo functioning as 

narrator), Voice of Israel (alto solo) Moses (tenor solo), and Voice of God (baritone solo). These 

characters/voices work in conjunction with the chorus, which is used to commentate on and 

advance the narrative of the plot, per typical conventions of oratorio. To this end, the presence of 

the story itself conforms to the conventions of oratorio in that it is a Biblical, Old Testament 

story. It is worth noting, however, that there is a vast number of Biblical and Old Testament 

stories that could have been the theme of Dett’s oratorio. Consequently, the use of this particular 

narrative, I believe, is a retention of broader Black American culture which has been passed on 

as socio-cultural memory. And thereby, I assert that Dett’s libretto is not only a work of 

development but also preservation.  

Since the inception of what is now the United States, the Exodus story has remained a 

source of metaphorical identity of those living in America. Said more plainly, the Exodus has 

been a cultural emblem, a symbol paralleling or representing a social reality, that bears particular 

significance for groups of people with a shared identity. For White, Puritan settlers, America was 

the promised land in which freedom of various kinds was enjoyed, out from under the bondage 

of British rule and reign. At the same time, for Blacks, colonial America quickly became the 

A 
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Pharoah and Egypt she vehemently opposed, when threatened against herself. This, of course, 

was the America with which African peoples became acquainted. Transplanted and enslaved 

Africans did not enjoy the freedoms of the so-called “promised land”; more precisely, America 

for the enslaved was anything but freedom. The goal of this chapter is to explore the emergence 

of the Exodus emblem as a construct of socio-cultural memory, passed through the cultural 

expressions of Black arts, letters, and religion, all of which I believe are influences on Dett. 

Concerning these cultural expressions, I will focus on the particular vehicles of Negro Spirituals, 

poems, and sermons. Since I will focus on the texts, which is the shared trait among these three 

vehicles, I recontextualize each expression into a broader understanding of Black letters, on 

account of the texts being derived from Black American people and culture.  

This chapter opens with a discussion of Black American engagement with colonial 

Christianity, Christianity being the religion from which this narrative is drawn and colonial 

presentation being the guise under which enslaved Africans received exposure to the narrative. I 

then briefly summarize the Exodus story and draw parallels between Black American 

experiences and those of the children of Israel; the latter discussion contextualizes what I believe 

accounts for the natural emergence of this narrative as an emblem of hope and solidarity for 

Black Americans. Next, I demonstrate the use of the Exodus emblem in Black American culture 

as expressed through select works of Black letters. Particularly under consideration are fourteen 

Negro Spirituals, two poems by Black Americans (Paul Laurence Dunbar and James Weldon 

Johnson), and primarily two sermons by notable Black preachers and orators (Bishop Reverdy C. 

Ransom and Rev. Francis J. Grimké)—all of which make explicit use of or metaphorical 

reference to the Exodus emblem. The selection of texts is based on Dett’s known or probable 

interaction with the texts and/or authors, and in the case of the sermons, the Christian 
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denominations of which the preachers represent. I conclude by exploring Dett’s libretto as Black 

letters, illuminating his approach to the utilization of the Exodus emblem.  

 

THE EMERGENCE OF AN EMBLEM: BLACK AMERICANS AND THE EXODUS 
 
 

In his dissertation, Black preacher, rhetorician, and scholar Theon Hill tackles the topic of 

the use of the Exodus as found in the rhetoric of Martin Luther King, Jr. and Barack Obama. To 

do so, he provides Black cultural context by presenting a rhetorical history of the use of Exodus 

dating to the antebellum period. Hill’s work is especially helpful as it provides a foundation that 

is useful for understanding the influence and perpetuation of this narrative as socio-cultural 

memory throughout the generations of Black Americans that have followed the Antebellum 

period. My summation of Hill’s work also takes into account the work of authors Allen Dwight 

Callahan (The Talking Book: African Americans and the Bible) and Albert J. Raboteau 

(“African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel”)1. Their scholarship provides significant 

insight regarding Black American interaction with the Bible and African American Biblical 

interpretation, which is significant for understanding the foundation and use of the narrative as a 

cultural emblem.  

 
The Biblical Narrative 
 

The story of the Exodus, as the enslaved Africans would have encountered it, is found in 

the First/Old Testament of the Christian Bible.2 By way of acknowledgement, Africans’s first 

 
1 Allen Dwight Callahan, The Talking Book (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006); Albert J. Raboteau, 

“African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel” in African-American Christianity: Essays in History 
(Berkely and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1994).  

 
2 This story appropriately belongs to Judaism and Islam alike, with its origin in the former.  
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encounter with Christianity did not first occur on American soil. In fact, many of the 

fundamental church doctrines that undergird Christian orthodoxy were championed and defended 

by African bishops.3 Nevertheless, owing to the years of separation between African tribes and 

Christianity, along with the rise of Islam, by the time of the 1600s, the relationship between 

Africans and Christianity could be best described as distant cousins. Moreover, the White 

imperialistic version of Christianity to which transplanted and enslaved Africans were forcefully 

exposed was met with their daring, inherent, and intuitive faith that believed the Bible truly 

offered hope—like the hope found in the Exodus story—amid their present reality of slavery. 

Allen Dwight Callahan sums up this notion by saying that “ultimately African Americans 

embraced the Bible, a poison book, because it was so effective, in measured doses, as its own 

antidote.”4  

The “full” Exodus story, which is recorded in the book that bears the same name, is 

initiated at the end of Genesis, spanning beyond the singular book of Exodus throughout the 

remainder of the Pentateuch, with fulfillment in the book of Joshua. The inclusion of these 

extended parameters as part of the narrative allows for a fuller grasp of the complete story and its 

impact and implications for identifying communities. In the years following the life and service 

of Joseph, the children of Israel’s exponential growth was perceived as a threat by a seated 

Egyptian pharaoh; a pharaoh who had forgotten the meritorious reputation and indelible impact 

of Joseph’s leadership during a pivotal time in Egypt’s society. According to the Scriptural 

account, Pharaoh’s response was to enslave the Israelites, which resulted in four hundred years 

 
3 For further reading on the African influence on Christianity, please consult the following: Thomas C. 

Oden, How Africa Shaped the Christian Mind: Rediscovering the Africa Seedbed of Western Christianity. (Downers 
Grove: InterVarsity Press, 2007).  

 
4 Allen Dwight Callahan, The Talking Book: African Americans and the Bible (New Haven: Yale 

University Press, 2006), 39.  
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of slavery. Over the course of that four hundred years the Israelites prayed for relief which 

finally materialized when God, through a burning, unconsumed bush, summoned Moses—a 

Hebrew born boy, who miraculously escaped death afloat the tides of the Nile River, and was 

rescued and raised by Pharoah’s daughter—to return to Egypt, from whence he fled, to deliver 

his fellow and God’s chosen people from the bondage of Egyptian slavery. Moses would become 

the successful deliverer on account of God’s supernatural intervention, whose penultimate and 

ultimate feats were the death of Egypt’s first born and parting of the Red Sea. Israel departed 

Egypt and crossed the Red Sea in pursuit of the promised land: a land flowing with milk and 

honey, and sadly a land which generations of Israelites would not enter and Moses would only 

see. This land was Canaan, the region into which Joshua would lead “new/remaining” Israel’s 

conquest. The overall story is augmented by Israel’s forty-year voyage through the wilderness on 

account of grievous, disobedient, betraying behavior displayed by Israel against God.5  

 

The Use of the Emblem 
 

Obvious similarities between the history of the children of Israel and enslaved Africans 

immediately surface on account of their shared slavery encounters. The Exodus provided hope 

for slaves that liberation was possible and even inevitable. Further, despite how long it might 

take, God would respond to the cries of his people and send a Moses to deliver, which many 

slaves understood to be Jesus Christ himself. Albert J. Raboteau notes in “African Americans, 

Exodus, and the American Israel” that, “no single symbol captures more clearly the 

 
5 The full narrative can be found in the First/Old Testament.  
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distinctiveness of Afro-American Christianity than the symbol of Exodus.”6 Hill contends that 

Black Americans used the Exodus to curate individual and collective identity, reposition 

themselves with community, and to reimagine their future.7 Further, Hill states that “the Exodus 

functioned metaphorically to unite the various elements of the black experience into a framework 

that served to give meaning and purpose to their lives.”8 Enslaved Africans believed in and were 

in search of the promised land. The promised land was anywhere in which temporal freedom 

could be attained, and it eventually became “the north,” whether it meant the northern United 

States or Canada. This was a conundrum, of course, because America was the enslaved African’s 

Egypt; and in fact, it invigorated early reconciliations with violence given the reality that 

pharaohs existed on “both sides of the blood-red waters.”9 Raboteau states plainly and concisely: 

“From their perspective, America was Egypt.”10 Nevertheless, Hill points out that a part of the 

distinctive application of Exodus for Black Americans is that they also understood the “Promised 

Land as an America that was true to its core ideals.”11  

 

 
6 Albert J. Raboteau, “African-Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel,” in African-American 

Christianity: Essays in History, ed. Paul E. Johnson (Berkeley and Los Angeles: University of California Press, 
1994), 9.  

 
7 Theon E. Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land: Tracing the Evolution of the Narrative In African 

American Rhetoric” (PhD diss: Purdue University, 2013), 57 – 61.  
 
8 Ibid., 57.  

 
9 Henry Highland Garnet, “An Address to the Slaves of the United States” in Negro Orators and Their 

Orations, ed. Carter Goodwin Wooodson (1925; reis., Mansfield Centre: Martino Publishing, 2010), quoted in 
Theon E. Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land: Tracing the Evolution of the Narrative In African American 
Rhetoric” (PhD diss: Purdue University, 2013), 60.   

 
10 Albert J. Raboteau, “African Americans, Exodus, and the American Israel,” in Down by the Riverside: 

Readings in African American Religion ed. Larry G. Murphy (New York: New York University Press, 2000), 22. 
 

11 Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land,” 62.  
 



 

 

138 

 

The Exodus emblem in Black letters  
 

Callahan notes, “the slaves’ Bible became musical, even as the slaves’ music became 

biblical.”12 Hill explicates further that “Exodus began to dominate the cultural landscape of 

Blacks, and that it “appeared in language, songs, poetry, and stories.” 13 The texts of the 

following musical and literary works are evidence of that domination. Hill’s construct of Exodus 

language is also employed in this section as it provides a helpful analytical paradigm for 

ascertaining the pervasive influence of this emblem on the cultural expressions of arts and letters. 

My use of Hill’s construct is a bit more rigid than he imposes. For example, a Spiritual 

addressing freedom alone does not make this list since that aspirational theme is found at the 

heart of many Spirituals. The selected Negro Spiritual texts name characters, geography, 

circumstances, and/or human conditions that are explicitly mentioned in the Exodus narrative, 

and from among them derive Exodus motifs which by use and context imply the narrative; 

consequently, the two poems under observation are unequivocal creative conveyances of the 

Exodus story. The two primary sermons under review are evaluated with the same metric, being 

fashioned around biblical pericopes found in Exodus (Francis Grimké) and Deuteronomy 

(Reverdy Ransom). In the case of Ransom, I also consider small portions of two different 

sermons which use the Exodus emblem in motifs, though not the focus of the entire presentation. 

I believe that each of the works under consideration are effective in their creative retellings of the 

Exodus narrative and their inspiration of a triumphal futuristic expectation, as a way to reconcile 

their present experience. Dett’s personal story of his family’s relocation to Canada—having been 

descendants of slaves—even provides a reasonable basis for conjecturing Dett’s close listening 

 
12 Callahan, The Talking Book, 12.  
 
13 Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land,” 57.  
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to sermons related to or including the Exodus, which forms the channel through which it is 

passed on as socio-cultural memory. The text of the Spirituals and poems are catalogued in 

Appendices B and C.  

 

The Exodus emblem in Negro Spirituals  
 

Dett’s knowledge of and familiarity with Black music is irrefutable and is an area of 

cultural awareness and competency for him, as supported by his previously discussed writings on 

Black music. His musical philosophy and practice are dominated by the use of Negro Spirituals 

in both preservationist and developmental ways. With much certainty, I believe that Dett was 

well acquainted with the Spirituals below which are included in two sources with which Dett had 

direct contact: Dett’s edition of the Hampton songbook and The Book of American Negro 

Spirituals, compiled by the Johnson brothers. In the former, Dett remarks that he viewed that 

particular body of music through the lens of Christian hymnody, which accounts for the 

collection’s organization.14 To accomplish such an endeavor suggests an intimate knowledge of 

the various texts. This point is of great consequence to this study because Dett’s encounter with 

and knowledge of these texts suggests some level of direct influence. Moreover, the content of 

these Spirituals—by which I mean the narrative and theology—reflect the influences of other 

sources, such as Scripture, and reveal the impact of those sources on aspects of broader Black 

American culture. This impact on Black American culture allows for retentions throughout 

 
14 R. Nathaniel Dett, “Foreword” in Religious Folk-Songs of the Negro: As Sung at Hampton Institute 

(Hampton: Hampton Institute Press, 1927), x; “The Negro folk-songs in this volume are arranged in a sequence 
whose order differs, I believe, from that of any previous publication. The regarding of the songs as actual hymns 
makes such an arrangement not only possible, but natural, even inevitable, and it was this underlying conception of 
them and the fact that they are so used at Hampton Institute, which was the inspiration of the idea in the mind of the 
editor.”  
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different generations of culture, which ultimately keep narratives alive, especially until 

circumstances change. All in all, the Exodus emblem (broadly speaking) is a narrative that lives 

on through the text of Negro Spirituals.  

There are several Negro Spirituals that trope the Exodus narrative, whether by explicit 

utilization or implicit reference. The most obvious is “Go Down, Moses,” which offers a spliced 

account of the Exodus. The refrain of this Spiritual focuses on Moses’ charge to demand Israel’s 

release from Pharoah and Egyptian bondage. The verses assume the voice of a storyteller with 

the first and fifth verses recalling the plight and triumph of Israel, respectively. Verses two and 

three highlight the words of God spoken through Moses, and in the fourth verse, the storyteller 

advances the narrative after what is assumed to be Moses’ successful conversation with Pharaoh. 

This Spiritual not only focuses its attention on the pleas and progress in the Exodus story, it also 

illuminates the central character of Moses as deliverer, providing very general details of his 

activity and feats, as empowered by God. On the contrary, the lesser-known Spiritual, “Didn’t 

Old Pharaoh Get Los’?” tells a more complete Exodus story. Across eleven verses, the Exodus 

story is recounted more fully, though still without the litany of plagues brought upon Egypt, as in 

“Go Down, Moses.” This Spiritual includes portions of the narrative that occur after the Exodus 

event, which include Moses’ time atop Mt. Sinai; and perhaps, this is one of the experiences 

which “Up On De Mountain” implicitly seeks to invoke given Moses’ several mountain top 

conversations with God. Nevertheless, as can be deduced by the title—“Didn’t Old Pharaoh Get 

Los’?”—this particular use of the Exodus emblem places emphasis on Pharaoh, the conquered—

who is not even mentioned by name/title in “Go Down, Moses”—as a sign and reminder of 

God’s faithfulness to Israel.  
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“Ride On, Moses” is another Spiritual akin to “Go Down, Moses,” but only in name. This 

Spiritual does not recount any part of the Exodus and can be very loosely tied to the Exodus 

emblem topically, save of the presence of Moses’ name. The character of Moses is used as a 

metaphoric deliverer in the chorus, but the deliverer is leading the individual “home.” Christian 

theology espouses the promise of a home beyond the sky, a home with Jesus, which is the reward 

of living a faithful Christian life on earth. And while in this way, “home” could be interpreted as 

the promised land, the inclusion of “King Emmanuel” alongside Moses in the chorus— “Ride 

on, ride on, ride on, Moses. Ride on, King Emmanuel, I want to go home in de mawnin’— 

heavily suggests heaven and not the geographical promised land named in Exodus, Canaan. “My 

Lord’s a-Riding All the Time” hints in that similar direction. The first soloist verse includes 

explicit mention of Egypt and the promised land (“When I was down in Egypt Land, I heard a 

mighty talkin’ bout the promis’d land”) but the second and third verses qualify the references as 

metaphors for Heaven, and posits Jesus as the Mosaic deliverer.  

As illuminated by other texts, parallels of Heaven and the promised land are often 

prevalent in Negro Spirituals. “Oh, Give Way, Jordan,” positions the Jordan river as the gateway 

to Heaven. “View De Land” does similarly, encouraging one to preview the promised land, that 

is beyond the “Jerdan,” which is reinterpreted as a “heav’nly land.” In “Deep River,” there is a 

longing to cross the Jordan river into “camp-ground.” Upon crossing the Jordan, one enters the 

promised land—just like Israel did to inhabit the promised land— where a Gospel feast is taking 

place. Subsequent verses of this Spiritual reveal that Heaven is the promised land. “Deep River” 

looks forward to crossing over into camp-ground while “Walk Togedder, Childron” looks 

forward to the “great camp-meetin’ in de promised land.” Once again, the promised land is 
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heaven, as corroborated by verse three. Nevertheless, the motives of children walking together, 

making progress toward the promised land, picks up on Exodus language.  

One of the primary resonances of the Exodus for Black Americans is the promise of 

freedom and liberation; “Oh, Freedom!” captures that sentiment. There are several Spirituals that 

speak to the need and hope for freedom, but this Spiritual explicitly co-opts the physical 

disposition and characterization of a slave. Christian theology often speaks of believers formerly 

being slaves to sin, spiritually, and temporal slaves being free in Christ. Yet, “Oh, Freedom” 

speaks to avoiding, even evading the temporal realities of slavery, which the Exodus allows 

enslaved, transplanted Africans to envision. This vision includes entry into the promised land, 

which “Sweet Canaan” describes as a “happy land”; “I’m Gwine to Jine de Great ‘Sociation” 

explicitly refers to eating from the bounty of milk and honey, the indicators of the promised land. 

 “He Is King of Kings” which is largely unrelated to Exodus, offers a brief but explicit 

reference to the promised land, referred to as “Canaan’s ground.” “Joshua Fit De Battle Ob 

Jericho,” which is not usually associated with Exodus, highlights the military leader that leads 

Israel to assume control of “Canaan’s ground.” According to the biblical narrative, Joshua was 

Moses’ successor who led the next generation of Israelites into the promised land. This Spiritual 

tells of part of the conquest: the battle of Jericho. This Spiritual enumerates Joshua’s valiant 

efforts as the leader of the Israelites, and his faithful execution of what Scripture tells is God’s 

battle plan. In essence, this Spiritual uses the Exodus emblem by recounting the conquest of 

Jericho—part of the promised land—which is the fulfillment of God’s fundamental promise; a 

promise which became invaluable to enslaved Africans and their Black American descendants.  
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The Exodus emblem in poems  
 

It is clear that Dett is culturally astute beyond music, and is therefore aware of and 

influenced by other cultural expressions such as Black letters. His previously discussed essays 

and reviews present Dett’s awareness of other cultural phenomena, especially in Black arts and 

letters. (It is also true that Dett intermingles and even corroborates his commentary with 

Scriptural tropes). Dett is known to have published two formal reviews, one of which offers a 

thorough, in-depth written review of Johnson’s Book of American Negro Spirituals, in which he 

praised Johnson’s writing. For that review, Dett not only focused on the musical settings, he 

intimately acquainted himself with the Preface.15 It seems plausible, then, that Dett would be 

familiar with other works of Johnson, especially given the following quote which does not call 

the Johnson brothers by name, but seems to be highly suggestive of them: “in the East two other 

Negro brothers, one of whom is a famous American literateur [sic], have cooperated in the 

production of lyric and operatic Negro music which has no equal elsewhere.”16  

Dett’s writings not only indicate varying degrees of awareness and familiarity with 

Johnson’s work, but also with the work of Dunbar. And to the credit of the three men, they were 

named among each other as great achieving Black Americans.17  One of Dett’s critiques was that 

there was a dearth of literary work for composers to use as inspiration for art music. In that 

critique, he contends that “not even the great Dunbar [has] left anything which might serve [that] 

purpose.”18 I mention again Jon Michael Spencer’s corrective observation that Dett was 

 
15 Dett, “Review of Negro Spirituals,” 48.  
 
16 Dett, “Negro Music of the Present,” 44.  
 
17 Simpson, Follow Me, 147.  
 
18 Ibid., 46.  
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objectively incorrect with this critique in the sense that there were several works of literature 

written by Black Americans and thereby viable, in the broadest sense, for use by composers.19 

Perhaps, Dett had more subjective opinions about what constituted viable and inspirational 

literature for musical treatment. At any rate, Dett’s critique of Dunbar (and others), and his 

performance as accompanist to singer Charles Flax on a concert (February 3, 1930) that included 

a text by Dunbar (“Lead Gently Lord and Slow) corroborates a reasonable awareness of 

Dunbar’s work by Dett.20  

Paul Laurence Dunbar is perhaps one of the most famous poets of the era, rising to 

prominence just before the Harlem Renaissance. His poem, “An Ante-Bellum Sermon” was not 

published until 1913, though written before or during 1906, the year of his death. Upon reading 

the poem, one quickly identifies that the Exodus emblem is used as the topic. This is intriguing 

for many reasons, not least of which seems to be a close association between the antebellum era 

and the emergence of the Exodus narrative as a cultural emblem, which accounts for its 

continued prominence in Black American culture. The first strophe indicates that the assembly 

gathered in the “wildaness” for the purpose of sharing words comfort amid their present distress. 

Dunbar begins his telling of the story with both Moses’ call and positive response. Strophe two 

combines anecdotal commentary about Pharoah and the circumstances surrounding the “Hebrew 

chillun,” while also including the “Lawd’s” charge to Moses and his promise to avenge Israel 

with “all de vials of [the Lord’s] powah” if Pharoah refuses. It ends with the affirmation that the 

Lord made good on his word against Pharaoh’s army which “wasn’t wuth a ha’f a dime”; it also 

 
19 Jon Michael Spencer, “R. Nathaniel Dett’s Views on the Preservation of Black Music,” The Black 

Perspective in Music 10, no. 2 (Autumn, 1982): 136.  
 
20 Simpson, Follow Me, 170.  
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ends by reassuring the masses that “You kin trust him evah time” “fu’ de Lawd will he’p his 

chillun.” 

The words of encouragement continue in strophe three. Alluding to the predicament in 

which the Israelites found themselves when faced with the Red Sea in front and Pharoah’s army 

behind, Dunbar’s preacher reminds the hearers of a propitious reality and outcome: “but de Lawd 

is all around you/ fu’ to ba’ de batte’s brunt… But de Lawd will sen’ some Moses Fu’ to set his 

chillun free.” So far, Dunbar’s presentation of the Exodus focuses on the “essentials” of the 

story: Israel’s estate, Moses’ call and response, and God’s ultimate victory through Moses which 

results in freedom. Strophe three concludes with more contextualized commentary, turning 

toward what would have been temporal reality. Amid the preacher’s vivid description of God’s 

intervention on behalf of the oppressed, he reminds his hearers “Dat I’m still a -preachin;’ 

ancient/ I ain’t talkin’ about tod-day.” Obviously, this indicates the double-meaning in the 

sermons—and consequently the music—of the enslaved, who could not incite rebellion by 

suggestion anything about freedom in the temporal sense.  

The double/hidden meaning of this sermonic poem is further cemented in strophes four 

and five. Dunbar provides the reassurances that the fullness of God’s love was not fully “spent” 

on Israel and that his ways never change; all to whom God gave breath, He also made them free. 

Dunbar’s preacher is not speaking from personal opinion or out discontentment, he asserts, but 

rather he is simply “judgin’ Bible people by deir ac’s; [he is] givin’ [them] de Scriptuah, [he is] 

handin’ [them] de fac’s.” Building on the truth of the Bible, Dunbar continues to critique slave 

masters whose actions he says “call de Scriptuah [a] liar,” ultimately rebuking them and 

cautioning them about their subjection to Scripture: “An’ you cain’t git roun’ nor thoo dat an’ 

you caint git ovah it/ Fu’ whatevah place you git in/Dis hyeah Bible too ‘ll fit.” It is with that 
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admonition that Dunbar challenges slave masters’ predilection of Scripture which materializes 

not only as their complacency with slavery, but also for their “thrifty compensation package”—

in this case, the lack thereof; more pointedly, free labor. The poem continues by affirming God’s 

design for universal freedom, which is equally winsome to the slave and slave master when the 

preacher reminds the hearer, “I’m talkin’ bout ouah freedom in a Bibleistic way.” Strophe eight 

promises a soon-coming Moses about whom and whose activity one should not over delight or 

boast. But at the time of Moses’ appearance and the deliverance by his hand, that is the moment 

for jubilant celebration and praise of “de gracious Mastah.”  

Dunbar’s preacher reminds his readers that the biblical freedom, for which praise is in 

order, is the response to a command: “Let My People Go.” This command is the title of one of 

the seven sermonic poems of notable Harlem Renaissance litterateur, James Weldon Johnson. 

The poem belongs to Johnson’s God’s Trombones which was published in 1927, toward the end 

of the Harlem Renaissance. Each of the poems is meticulously crafted to try and preserve the 

nuance, skill, and tradition of the then waning “old-time Negro preacher”; among other things, 

Johnson notes in his “Preface,” that the sermon topics in his collection were based on sermons he 

remembered from his youth. Directly inspired by Black American preaching, the first of these 

seven poems was conceived in real-time, “and after the manner of the primitive sermons.”21 

Johnson also indicated that he found natural inspiration from and influence of Negro Spirituals.22 

Yet despite the influence of Black American folk music and sermons, unlike Dunbar, he 

deliberately chose not to employ “Negro dialect” for a two-fold reason. First, he deemed dialect 

“a quite limited instrument…with but two complete stops, pathos and humor”; second, “old-time 

 
21 James Weldon Johnson, “Preface,” in God’s Trombones (New York: The Viking Press, 1927), 7, 10.  
 
22 Ibid., 10.  
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Negro preachers…stepped out of its [dialect’s] narrow confines when they preached and… spoke 

another language” that he considered “a fusion of Negro idioms with Bible English.”23 

Johnson’s depiction of the Exodus is far more narratively robust than Dunbar’s but is less 

explicitly prophetic. In contrast, Dunbar’s overall presentation is one that is more prophetic in 

nature, speaking against power in both overt and covert ways. Dunbar’s concise rendering of the 

Exodus highlights God’s awareness, His call to Moses, Moses’ positive response to God and his 

act of delivering, by God’s power. Dunbar uses this narrative as springboard to provide 

encouragement to those still in bondage, reminds hearers of the promise freedom, and God’s 

divine intervention through a Mosaic figure. Both Dunbar and Johnson call out the powers that 

be, especially along the lines of cruel, uncompensated service; both poems also call Black 

Americans to position and see themselves as the Children of Israel who not only need liberation, 

but are promised liberation. Unlike Dunbar, however, Johnson calls significant attention to the 

“many signs and wonders” of God, not just the big conclusion of the matter. 

Supernatural and phenomenological encounters with God constitute some of the great 

pleasantries of the Exodus story. Across the first five strophes, Johnson portrays Moses’ intimate 

encounter with God at the burning bush. The first strophe describes God’s voice as “a still, small 

voice,” though that descriptor suggests another biblical story. Johnson’s more detailed telling of 

the Exodus story not only includes Moses’ response of “Here am I,” and God’s directive to 

Moses: “draw not nigh, take off your shoes, For you’re standing on holy ground,” but it also 

narrates the completion of action (e.g., “And Moses took off his shoes). God identifies himself to 

Moses as “the Lord God Almighty… the God of thy Father,” before preceding to recount his 

awareness of Israel’s plight. Specifically, God remarks—in Johnson’s poetic interpretation—that 

 
23 Ibid., 7–9.  
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“the groans of my [God’s] people have filled my ears” and that He has come to deliver them out 

of bondage in Egypt and into Canaan. In turn, God tells Moses, “Go down into Egypt/ And tell 

Old Pharoah to let my people go”; God’s charge to Moses concludes strophe four.  

Johnson focuses strophe five with Moses’ retort of his personal incompetency and God’s 

assurance that God himself will be Moses’ mouth and tongue. Strophe six commences with 

Moses’s entry into Egypt, and his appearance before and subsequent command to Pharoah. 

Pharoah dismisses Moses, claiming his knowledge of all the gods of Egypt. While Pharoah 

inquires of Moses concerning his Lord, Johnson does not include a response by Moses naming 

the Lord; and to this end, while God identified himself early in the narrative as the God of 

Abraham and etc., the commonly known exchange with Moses in which God calls Himself, “I 

Am That I Am,” is not included in Johnson’s telling. Johnson takes a break from the narrative to 

include reactionary commentary by the preacher, in which he compares the physical means of 

Pharaoh to the divine power of God. Strophe nine resumes the telling of the story, making 

mention of Pharaoh’s edict to “put heavier burdens still on the backs of the Hebrew Children,” to 

which Israel cried out to Moses with dissatisfaction, which caused Moses to be “troubled in 

mind.” 

Strophes ten through twelve narrate the encounters with the plagues, to which Pharaoh 

continues to harden his heart. Aaron is introduced in strophe ten alongside Pharoah’s “magic 

men,” all who worked “wonders.” Though each plague is not named, among those that are is the 

death of the first born. The enactment of this plague begins strophe thirteen and ends with 

Pharoah’s command to Moses: Go forth from among my people, you and all the Hebrew 

Children; take your goods and take your flocks, and get away from the land of Egypt.” Moses 

immediately leads the people out of Egypt and Johnson specifies, “And God went on before, a 
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guiding pillar of cloud by day, and a pillar of fire by night.” Moses and the Hebrew Children 

reach the Red Sea to conclude strophe fourteen.  

Johnson includes another passage of commentary, indicting Pharaoh’s wife for inciting 

retaliation. After mentioning both the exhausting length of free servitude and exacerbating 

working conditions of the Israelites, Johnson positions the wife as Pharoah’s challenger about the 

welfare of Egypt’s economy. After this scene in strophe fifteen, in strophe sixteen, Pharoah and 

his “six hundred chosen chariots of war and twenty-four hundred horses” pursue the Hebrew 

Children to the Red Sea “with swords and shields and shiny spears and battle bows and arrows.” 

Strophe seventeen’s vivid account of the sight and sound of the Egyptian pursuit precipitates the 

account of Israel’s mumbling and grumbling and despairing cry to Moses—“slavery in Egypt 

was better than to come to die here in this wilderness”—which ends strophe eighteen. Moses 

reminds Israel of their hope in strophe nineteen: 

But Moses said:  
Stand still! Stand still! 

And see the Lord’s salvation. 
For the Lord god of Israel 

Will not forsake his people.  
The Lord will break the chariots,  

The Lord will break the horsemen, 
He’ll break great Egypt’s sword and shield, 

The battle bows and arrows; 
This day he’ll make proud Pharoah know 

Who is the God of Israel. 
 

In strophe twenty, Johnson concludes Israel’s miracle of Exodus. As Moses lifts up his 

rod over the seas “God with a blast of his nostrils blew the waters apart.” Upon seeing Israel 

cross over on dry land, strophe twenty-one continues that “he [Pharoah] dashed on in behind 

them…[and] about half way cross, God unlashed the waters.” Johnson mentions Moses’ song, 

Miriam’s dance, and Israel’s shout as expressions of jubilation for what God had done; God 
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concludes by leading the “Hebrew Children on till they reached the promised land.” Johnson 

ends this poem in strophe twenty-one with a contemporary appeal: 

Listen—Listen!  
All you sons of Pharoah.  

Who do you think can hold God’ people 
When the Lord God himself said,  

Let my people go? 
 

 
 

The Exodus emblem in sermons 
 

It should not be overlooked that both Dunbar and Johnson’s poems—with which Dett 

may have been familiar and thereby influenced—are set in the forms of sermons, which 

ultimately speaks to the influence of Black Christianity on Black American culture. Dett is 

remembered by many as a devotedly Christian man, which is important to this discussion 

considering Dett’s use of this religious narrative—which I have already suggested has 

implications beyond only conforming to conventions of oratorio. Dett’s successor at Bennett 

College is one of the many who remarked about Dett’s faith-centered lifestyle. Nevertheless, 

there seems to be very little mentioned by Dett or about Dett regarding his church experiences 

and denominational membership, aside from Dett self-identifying as a member of a Presbyterian 

church.24 Dett’s connection with a more mainline denomination, though undoubtedly a Black 

congregation, is not surprising given his views about Black religious music. Yet, the 

Presbyterian-specific connection is rather intriguing given what appears to be a heavy Methodist 

affiliation with his employment in higher education. Research shows that Dett’s family church, 

Niagara Falls Meeting Place—a church for which he served as a musician and which was 

renamed in his honor (Nathaniel Dett Memorial Chapel)—in Niagara Falls, Ontario, Canada was 

 
24 Simpson, Follow Me, 25.  
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a founding congregation of the British Methodist Episcopal Church, which was established under 

the auspices of the African Methodist Episcopal Church of the United States. In addition to 

serving a Methodist church while growing up in Canada, two of his four collegiate jobs were at 

Methodist schools (Lane—CME, and Bennett—Methodist Episcopal). Anne Key Simpson notes 

that by the age of fourteen, Dett’s family joined First Presbyterian church, for which he would 

eventually become the organist; she also notes that Dett worked at Mt. Zion Baptist Church 

during his time at Oberlin.25  

 Dett would have undoubtedly been influenced in some way by the perspectives of the 

various preachers and sermons he encountered during his lifetime, and whatever ways the 

Exodus emblem was incorporated into the homiletical presentations. The more detailed critical 

readings of sermons below represent typological examples from only two denominations with 

which Dett was affiliated, as they provide more substantive material for review. At best, these 

sermons help reveal the types and content of sermons by which Dett may have been influenced. I 

also offer brief mentions of clergyman and sermons of the unaddressed denominations, who were 

also regarded relatively influential, given their inclusion in Carter G. Woodson’s edited volume 

Negro Orators and Their Orations.  

Bishop R. A. Carter (1867–1954) was a clergyman in the Christian Methodist Episcopal 

church, the denomination with which Dett’s former employer Lane College is affiliated. Though 

an alumnus of Paine College, given his episcopal elevation, it is plausible that Carter could have 

delivered a commencement address in kind to “Whence or Whither?”—the one delivered for 

Paine—at Lane College or related schools. In his Paine College address, Carter makes us of the 

Exodus emblem in line with my expanded parameters of the narrative on account of his reference 

 
25 Ibid., 10.  
 



 

 

152 

 

to Joseph in Egypt.26 As part of litany of admonitions, Carter later invokes the image of Moses as 

law-giver, urging the youth of his day not to cherry pick the Commandments “and reject those 

which you do not like.”27 In tandem with his self-objectified goal of helping his hearers imagine 

the future from a seat of continued acquisition of knowledge and the experience of generated 

wisdom, Carter assumes the role of a Mosaic leader, encouraging the next generation to see the 

“Promised Land” though, through no fault of his own, into it he will not enter. Sharing the 

oratory spotlight alongside Carter is Baptist minister and former college president, Rev. 

Mordecai Wyatt Johnson (1890 – 1976), whose included oration is also a commencement 

address (“The Faith of the American Negro”). Johnson’s address focuses on freedom and faith 

more broadly, surprisingly without direct reference to the Exodus emblem. The Moorland-

Spingarn Research Center holds a collection of Johnson’s papers which includes “Notes on the 

Burning Bush,” a clear reference to the Exodus emblem—this will be mentioned later in Chapter 

5. He is included here, however, because of his clear prominence, denominational affiliation—

which corresponds to Dett’s Baptist connection—and because there is a known account of 

Johnson inviting Dett to attend his inauguration as Howard University’s first Black president.28 

Bishop Reverdy Ransom (1861–1959) was born in Ohio, the state in which he attended 

college (Wilberforce University and Oberlin College) and accepted his call to preach. After 

joining the Ohio Annual Conference of the African Methodist Episcopal Church, he assumed a 

pastorate and quickly rose among the ranks of the church as an ordained clergyman, social 

 
26 R. A. Carter, “Whence of Whither?,” in Negro Orators and Their Orations, ed. Carter Goodwin 

Wooodson (1925; reis., Mansfield Centre: Martino Publishing, 2010), 630.  
  
27 Ibid., 632.  
 
28 Simpson, Follow Me, 136.  
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activist, church planter, and eventually elected bishop (48th).29 His prominence is affirmed by his 

inclusion in Woodson’s compilation, though the sermons used for analysis are found in Pinn’s 

Making the Gospel Plain and an online archival copy of Ransom’s The Disadvantages and 

Opportunities of the Colored Youth. Ransom’s use of the Exodus narrative is profoundly present 

in multiple sermons and speeches, and employed in short, passing references. In “Out of the 

Midnight Sky: A Thanksgiving Address,” Ransom likens true “progress” of a nation to that 

which was “ordered” from Sinai and carried out by Moses, and not the more “common thought” 

that regarded progress as the “invention and multiplication of machines, the discoveries of 

science, the inductions of philosophy, the creations of genius, constitutional amendments, and 

the enactment of laws.”30 In a later sermon entitled, “The Spirit of John Brown, Ransom uses 

God’s call and Moses’ successful assignments as examples in a slightly different way. Ransom 

uses the Exodus narrative to construct parallels, in one sense differentiating “Jehovah’s” call for 

Israel’s expatriation from Egypt, against “no sign” of such temporal reality for Black Americans, 

casting John Brown—a Puritan abolitionist—as a “man of action” who was “commissioned by 

the same authority and bore the same credentials as did Moses.”31  

Similarly, in “Are We Able to Go Up and Possess the Land,” Ransom positions his 

audience and the broader Black American constituency in the place of the Children of Israel—

post the actual Exodus event, during their navigation through the wilderness. With this narrative 

 
29 “Chronology” in Making The Gospel Plain: The Writings of Bishop Reverdy C. Ransom, ed., Anthony B. 

Pinn (Harrisburg: Trinity International Press, 1999), xiii–xv.  
 
 
30 Reverdy C. Ransom, “Out of the Midnight Sky: A Thanksgiving Address,” in Making The Gospel Plain: 

The Writings of Bishop Reverdy C. Ransom, ed., Anthony B. Pinn (Harrisburg: Trinity International Press, 1999), 
61.  

31 Reverdy C. Ransom, “The Spirit of John Brown,” in in Making The Gospel Plain: The Writings of 
Bishop Reverdy C. Ransom, ed., Anthony B. Pinn (Harrisburg: Trinity International Press, 1999), 92–93.  
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placement, Ransom explicitly invokes the image and guarantee of the Promised Land with these 

words: “there is a land of promise, there is a door of hope, there is a door of entrance to the point 

of the highest vantage.”32 Pitching his homiletical tent in Deuteronomy 4, Ransom does not use 

the book or event of Exodus to situate his use of the narrative; his sermon is exegetically 

stationed in the pending Israelite conquest of the promised land. The promised land, a land 

flowing with milk and honey, is the very land to which Ransom equates eternal life to come, and 

at the same time prods his hearers “to get a little place down here and make it flow with milk and 

honey.”33 This double entendre of which the Promised Land represents is solidified as Ransom 

suggests that his and the hands of his hearers are placed, one in God’s and one on Earth. 34 

Consequently, while on Earth and across its metaphorical, temporal Red Sea (between the 

wilderness and Canaan), there must be pursuit for the active reality of the promised land.  

Reverend Francis J. Grimké (1850–1937) was one of the prominent Black Presbyterian 

preachers of his time. Born as a consequence of an extramarital relationship enacted as an abuse 

of power, Grimké endured just over a decade-long bout with slavery as the son of a black 

enslaved woman and white free captor. Grimké’s educational prowess was scouted and 

supported by abolitionists, some of whom were family relatives, which ultimately led to his 

matriculation into Princeton Theological Seminary and becoming a Presbyterian minister. 

Grimké served prominent Black Presbyterian congregations, often associated with the “black 

 
32 Reverdy C. Ransom, “Are We Able to Go Up and Posses the Land?” in The Disadvantages and 

Opportunities of the Colored Youth (Cleveland: Thomas and Mattil, Printers, 1894), 18.  
 
33 Ibid., 20.  
 
34 Ibid., 22.  
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bourgeoisie.”35 Woodson not only included Grimké in his collection, but Woodson also collected 

and edited four volumes of Grimké’s orations, in which is found his church-delivered address, 

“A Resemblance and a Contrast Between the American Negro and the Children of Israel in 

Egypt, or the Duty of the Negro to Contend Earnestly for his Rights Guaranteed under the 

Constitution.”  

In 1902, Grimké delivered a discourse at Fifteenth Street Presbyterian Church more 

broadly aimed at addressing the “grand” status and work of the Army of the Republic during its 

encampment, and the role of Black Americans in their continued pursuit of their rights according 

to the United States constitution.  To do so, he contextualized his discourse by addressing the 

similarities and differences between the biblical account of Israel’s plight and the plight of Black 

people living in America. Positioning American as Egypt, he offers five similarities for 

consideration before rebuking White America’s hypocrisy, celebrates era leaders based on their 

congruency with what I call archetypal Mosaic figures, and calls for Black Americans to assume 

their Mosaic “orders” in their continued pursuit. Acknowledging the transplant status of both 

groups, Grimké draws his first parallel between Black Americans and the Children of Israel, 

noting, however, the differences in circumstances of arrival. He speaks to Israel’s invitation to 

Egypt (thus aligning with my broader parameters of Exodus beginning at the end of Genesis), 

which sharply differs, however, from the African extraction to the then American colonies. This 

forceful extraction and welcomed migration (in the case of the Israelites) both saw small 

numbers enter into new territory compared to the bountiful numbers to which each population 

grew in their respective places of bondage, a growth which Grimké commends as remarkable 

 
35 “Louis Weeks, “The Earnest Protest of Francis Grimké,” Presbyterian Historical Society, The National 

Archives of the PC(USA), accessed on July 1, 2022, https://www.history.pcusa.org/blog/2016/07/earnest-protest-
francis-grimk%C3%A9.  
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given “the large mortality of the race.”36 Both America and Egypt react similarly with regard to 

the vast numbers, responding with fear and alarm. Of course, in the case of Israel, that response 

accounts for their captivity which materialized as death by “hard labor and cruel treatment,” after 

which followed intentional genocide given the wholistic failure of the former.37 For Black 

Americans life was both laborious and volatile upon arrival, and was perpetuated by malice, 

contempt, and cruelty by White Americans—especially those in the South—and which when 

paired with the convict lease system, accounted for many “untimely” Black American deaths. 

Concerning the “convict lease system” specifically, Grimké uses the term “exodus,” perhaps 

paradoxically, in relation to the departure from the present world into the next.  

Overall, Grimké’s concern for a modern-day exodus is only a slight one. That is to say, 

Grimké does not call for a present-day, physical Exodus. In fact, he explicitly acknowledges that 

White America—unlike the Egyptian counterparts to which they are compared—would respond 

positively and without the need for coercive measures of the plagues “if some Moses should rise 

up today, as of old, and say to this nation, as was said to Pharoah, ‘Let my people go.’”38 

Afterall, Grimké offers this rebuttal: 

Things are not exactly as we [Black Americans] would like to have them; no, they are 
very far from being so, or from what we hope some time they will be, but bad as they are, 

we are nevertheless disposed to remain where we are. Besides, it would be cowardly to 
run away. Wherever we go we will have to struggle.…We are not going to expatriate 

ourselves, out of deference to a Negro-hating public sentiment.39 

 

36 Francis J. Grimké, “A Resemblance and a Contrast Between the American Negro and the Children of 
Israel in Egypt, or the Duty of the Negro to Contend Earnestly for his Rights Guaranteed under the Constitution” 
in The Works of Francis J. Grimké, Vol. 1, ed. Carter G. Woodson (Washington, D.C.: The Associated Publishers, 
Inc., 1942), 347–363. 

37 Ibid., 348.  
 
38 Ibid., 351. 
 
39 Ibid., 352.  
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With these sentiments, Grimké—without specifically calling them Moses—essentially 

urges Black Americans to be more or less Mosaic figures, remembering their role and 

responsibility in their own freedom and rights. Praising heroes like the plethora of Black 

American soldiers that have fought in various American wars as members of the Army of the 

Republic, Grimké encourages his hearers to “show the proper appreciation, the proper interest in 

ourselves” by “agitating”: “though the Civil War is over, the battle for our rights in this country 

is not yet over.”40 Grimké issues a call for leaders, denouncing Black Americans who only 

“value their little petty personal interests above the interests of their race,” and “who [only] 

respect themselves, and to whom the interests of their race are above price.”41 This prototype that 

Grimké uplifts not only alludes to the older, shepherd Moses who was called by a voice from the 

burning bush, and who wrestled with his human limitations and fears to return to Egypt as 

deliverer; but, it also points to an earlier point in Moses’ life when he murdered his “fellow” 

Egyptian to rescue his true, Hebrew brother.42 

While the purpose of the close readings of these sermons is to illuminate the portrayals of 

Exodus and key figures, there is yet another point worth foregrounding concerning potential 

influences of Grimké on Dett. While there is no conclusive evidence that Dett, a self-identified 

Presbyterian, directly encountered or experienced Grimké’s rhetoric in person, I find some 

interesting parallels in the positions and perspectives presented by Grimké and those found in 

Dett’s writings. Grimké challenges and deconstructs the “grand,” as applied to the Republican 

 
40 Ibid., 359.  
 
41 Ibid., 360, 362.  
 
42 Exodus 2:11–12.  
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party of his day. Specifically, he says, “I take the term grand to apply to the old party—the party 

as it used to be, not the party as it is today.” Grimké disapproved of the regression of the party 

which eliminated Black American office holders in the South, perpetuated White supremacy 

abroad, and displayed general indifference to “the rights of its citizens of color,” among other 

things.43 He chooses to apply the term “grand” to the Army of the Republic, which “saved the 

life of the Republic; that put down rebellion; and that gave efficacy to Lincoln’s great 

Proclamation of Emancipation”; a salvation that was wrought by both Black and White veteran 

soldiers, which completely dismisses the “recreant White Americans” that claimed America as 

only theirs. 44 Dett’s writings reveal similar nuances in his philosophy, as he seeks to reclaim or 

properly asserts Black and First Nation/American Indian identity and culture as American. And 

while acknowledging that in real-time, day to day affairs, White culture was counted 

synonymous with American culture, he championed and encouraged the cause of Black 

American composers, especially, composing “grand” or “developed/high-art” music, by which 

whatever he means unyokes classical musical from strict whiteness.45  

Dett’s encouragement to Black American composers is rooted in his idea that Black 

composers should “speak/compose for themselves,” as discussed in Chapter 2. This view is 

consistent with Grimké’s previously mentioned ethos and call for leaders that respect themselves 

and the interests of their races, being those “who are willing to make sacrifices, and to suffer, if 

need be, for principle; who cannot be satisfied, and cannot permit themselves to be silent in the 

presence of wrong, in order to ingratiate themselves into the favor of the dominant race, or that 

 
43 Grimké, “A Resemblance and a Contrast,” 358.  
 
44 Ibid., 358–59.  
 
45 See Chapter 2 for a more detailed discussion of Dett’s writings.  
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they might hold on to some petty office or position.”46 Both Grimké and Dett call for Black 

Americans to self-advocate, self-perpetuate, and self-protect. This view, however, is not the only 

solution, no matter how significant. There is, too, a role for White Americans, to which Dett and 

Grimké allude in different ways. In Grimké’s recognition of both White and Black soldiers and 

praise of Lincoln, he is keenly aware of the more honorable aspects of White America work 

alongside Black America for the advancement of the latter. For this cause, Grimké warns Black 

Americans against personal inactivity lest “those who might be disposed to assist us will also 

become indifferent,” on account of Black American indifference.47 Dett flips this around, placing 

a more direct charge to White American musicians, composers, and patrons alike: encourage 

Black Americans not only to move beyond the “primitive” and idiomatic, and create “developed” 

Black music.   

 

THE EXODUS EMBLEM IN BLACK LETTERS: DETT’S LIBRETTO 
 
 

As previously mentioned, one of Dett’s critiques was that there was a dearth of literary 

work for Black composers to use as inspiration for art music. In a way, Dett rectifies this 

problem in The Ordering of Moses by creating his own libretto. I believe that Dett’s libretto is a 

work of development. By that I mean that it is a contribution to Black letters on account of his 

authorship of the text. As a work of Black letters (wrapped in a larger work of Black art), Dett’s 

utilizes the Exodus emblem through the distinct vehicle of the libretto; which of course, when 

coupled with the work’s proper contextualization as an oratorio, places Dett’s philosophy 

 
46 Grimké, “A Resemblance and a Contrast,” 359.  
 
47 Ibid.  
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through practice on full display. Dett’s libretto is also a preservationist work, joining the ranks of 

several other works, like those analyzed above. I perceive the preservation to be three-fold in 

that: first, it perpetuates a significant Black cultural idiom, the Exodus emblem; second, it 

embodies Dett’s personal commitment to Christianity; and third, it presents the Exodus narrative 

in ways consistent with the Black letters discussed above.  

In observing his use of the Exodus emblem, it is clear that Dett focuses on a truncated 

portion of the overall story in his libretto; the biblical account of Moses and Exodus is far more 

detailed and involved than what Dett depicts in this oratorio. As far as the Exodus narrative is 

concerned, Dett begins with God’s recognition of Israel’s plight, which is not an uncommon 

starting point for the many tellings of this story. It is also a familiar point of identification as it 

relates to emergence of the emblem—circumstantially; there is often a need for God to respond 

to unpleasant temporal realities. Dett creatively renders Israel’s pleas and groanings with an alto 

solo (representing Israel) and narrative trio. The chorus is also used to narrate—again, a 

testament to Dett’s mastery of oratorio conventions—by singing about the burning bush, the 

place from which God instructs, “Go Down, Moses,” which is the moment in the oratorio when 

the text and music for the Spiritual, “Go Down, Moses” are more fully presented.  As observed 

in Chapter 3, “Go Down, Moses” provides the thematic (musically) basis of the composition, but 

this Spiritual’s influence extends even to the libretto, on account of this Spiritual’s truncated 

telling of the Exodus narrative (see textual analysis in the Negro Spirituals section above).  

The character Moses is introduced into the scene upon receiving his “orders” to act as 

God’s agent of liberation on Israel’s behalf. Intriguingly enough, Moses is voiced as a tenor, 

which shows Dett’s departure from oratorio conventions. To expand, it is more typical that male 

heroic figures are assigned the voice part of baritone or bass, not tenor; and in fact, tenors are 
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usually the primary narrators. With his assignment of the primary narrative character to a 

baritone, Dett essentially reverses prototypical roles. Dett’s annotated remarks about this oratorio 

confirm Dett’s deliberate choice to present the voice of Moses as a tenor. Dett suggests that he 

does so for the purposes of being more “faithful” to the story, through his belief that Moses was 

a younger man when he received his “ordering” or call. Dett notes in a preface to his score: “The 

Moses here depicted is not the Moses familiarized to us.... At the time of this [his] ordering, 

Moses was a shepherd...a young man.” 48  Dett’s belief, however, is not corroborated by 

Scripture. Moses is said to have been eighty years old when he was called to deliver the Children 

of Israel from Egyptian bondage, so it is unclear from where Dett would have derived this notion 

of Moses’ youth.49 Perhaps, Dett’s perspective of Moses’ youth is in relation to the fact that 

Moses is said to have died at the age of one hundred and twenty.50 Regardless of what drove 

Dett’s perspectives on Moses’ age, he found it necessary to present a particular, recontextualized 

portrayal of Moses. Thus, Dett’s portrayal of Moses in particular is unique, though there is 

nothing that gives way to necessarily reconciling his view with a particular hermeneutical trend.  

Notably missing from Dett’s telling of this story is Moses’s interaction with Pharaoh and 

the plagues as is largely represented in the Spiritual “Go Down, Moses.” To this end, most of the 

discourse between God and Moses on Mt. Horeb is not included except, as Dett structures it, 

 
48 Simpson, Follow Me, 12.; R. Nathaniel Dett, The Ordering of Moses (New York: J. Fischer and Bro: 

1937). 
 

49 It is possible that Acts 7, Stephen’s sermon, could influence this perspective. Stephen claims that Moses 
was forty years old when he explored beyond the confines of Pharoah’s house and his Egyptian purview and “visited 
his own people,” the Israelites. While in this pericope Stephen acknowledges the passing of forty years before the 
angel of the Lord appeared to Moses, he insinuates Moses’ belief that he was being used as God’s agent of 
deliverance. If this is true, perhaps the burning bush is an extension of Moses’ earlier “call.” At the same time, 
Dett’s specificity of Moses being a hillside shepherd, works against this reconciliatory attempt. 

 
50 Deuteronomy 34:7.  
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Moses’ litany of questions and self-degradation. Dett, then, includes God’s response in the form 

of a chorus with a baritone solo, which ends with a return of the Spiritual lyrics, “Go Down, 

Moses,” preceded by a climatic, compelling, and aggressive command by the Voice of God 

which is reiterated by chorus: “Now therefore go.” (See Example 4.1 and 4.2 below).  

 

Example 4.1. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 395–399.51 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
51R. Nathaniel Dett, The Ordering of Moses. (Van Nuys: Alfred Music); all subsequent Ordering of Moses 

score examples come from this source unless otherwise indicated. 
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Example 4.2. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 400–403. 

 
 

Moses’ prompting is evidently convincing as Dett skips from the charge to the early stages of its 

fulfillment. After the orchestral interlude, the libretto continues with the narrator recounting the 

actions of Moses, the sea, and the Children: “And when Moses smote the water, The children all 

passed over, when Moses smote the water, the sea gave way!” Dett continues with the “March of 

the Israelites” which simply employs neutral syllables for the chorus, leading into the “Egyptian 

Pursuit” which is an orchestral “pifa” of sorts.52 The narrator—no longer labeled “The Word,” 

but only as baritone solo—resumes at the conclusion of the musical depiction of the pursuit, 

attesting to Israel’s safe passage and response of praise; the response being “hallelujah,” which 

means praise Yahweh. Dett retains Scriptural order in the following movements, which records 

Moses and Miriam leading the gathered assembly in worship and song.53 Moses and Miriam’s 

 
52 My reference to Handel’s Messiah is simply to convey Dett’s use of an instrumental interlude for a 

“scene change.” In actual affect, the two musical settings are unrelated in the scene each endeavors to depict.  
 
53 Exodus 15.  
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leadership eventually materializes in a corporate response, for which Dett uses a second 

Spiritual, “He is King of Kings.”  

As discussed earlier in Chapter 3, this Spiritual text is not often associated with the 

First/Old Testament, let alone this particular biblical story. The first line of this Spiritual text is 

as follows: “He is King of kings, He is Lord of lords! Jesus Christ, first and last, no man who 

works like Him!” Perhaps the last phrase of this line “no man who works like Him!” is what 

piqued Dett’s interest toward including this Spiritual in this pivotal place of the libretto. 

Ultimately, no mere mortal human being could accomplish such a task as leading thousands of 

people thorough a sea on dry ground, not least of which resulted in both freedom and vengeance. 

If this is true, this reading also represents a very intricate, nuanced understanding of Christian 

doctrine that understands the Trinity to be in effect in the First/Old Testament. Further, this 

understanding asserts that God the Son—Jesus Christ—is just as present and active in displays of 

power as the second member of the Godhead, sharing in power, dominion, majesty, and 

eternality with God the Father and God the Holy Spirit. And in this way, if true, Dett preserves 

Christian identity and convictions, an identity which he personally claims. Dett artistically wraps 

up this story with the creative bow of a declamatory, recitative-like duet between Moses and 

Miriam, recounting Jehovah’s deeds and their pledge of continued praise of Him, over a bed of a 

sustained, divisi chorus prolongedly singing: “Hallelujah! Praise the Great I Am.” (See Examples 

4.3, 4.4, and 4.5.) 
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Example 4.3. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 1110–1112. 
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Example 4.4. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 1113–1115.  
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Example 4.5. The Ordering of Moses, mm. 1116–1118.  
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Chapter 5                                                                                                                           
CONCLUSION 

 
 

ett’s use of the Exodus emblem as the narrative content of this oratorio is 

not inconsequential given his identity as a Black American, Christian, and 

musician. A surface-level perception of Dett’s The Ordering of Moses 

could lead to a conclusion that simplistically attributes Dett’s use of the Moses and Exodus 

narrative as conformity to the conventions of oratorio, as evidenced by his use of a 

sacred/religious libretto (a Judeo-Christian Old Testament story), and thus his mere attempt to 

cement his place alongside other composers in the Western European canon. Further, one might 

suggest that not only does Dett attempt to stake his claim as a classical composer, he particularly 

carves out his identity as an American composer, using one of two music resources germane to 

the United States: Black American folk music. This dissertation avoids and denounces these 

simplistic reductions of Dett and this composition, using Dett’s life, writings, and perceived 

influences to do so. Yes, it is true that Dett longed to make his musical living as a composer, 

independent of having to also be an educator. It is also true that Dett was concerned with creating 

American music and existing as an American composer. However, Dett’s work speaks to broader 

more complex cultural issues that cannot be simply generalized. This oratorio is a tangible 

representation of Dett’s distinct views on preserving and developing Black American folk music, 

which is of major significance for him and his work as a classically trained Black American 

musician; and as an American musician, Dett is concerned with liberating American music from 

its Euro-centric captivation (though still using its forms), by using Black music—which is truly 

American.  

D 
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Dett’s aim to liberate American music, though admirable, also presents challenges such 

that his musical activity appears contradictory. While Dett claims that he wants to free American 

music and its creators from European admiration, he holds the musical forms derived from 

European culture at the top of the pyramid of musical success. Dett affirms and espouses 

Western European classical art forms as high art and as such, endeavors to create high art. But 

given that these forms derive from a cultural dominance from which Dett is a proponent of 

freedom, should authentically American music exist in those forms? It seems that Dett, to a 

degree, is paralyzed by his own blind spots. While he could be attempting to prove that 

American composers can reach the great musical heights of Western European counterparts, I 

believe it is Dett’s training and education as a classical musician that accounts for viewing 

Western European art music in that light. 

At the same time, Dett’s identity as a Black American is of great consequence of this 

effort. Dett’s inextricable tethering of Black culture with American culture places him on the 

front lines of correcting and re-imaging views of his day related to Black Americans and their 

music. Dett is convinced that Black composers play a unique role in this liberation, by properly 

preserving and developing their own music, especially in light of adjacent composers—past and 

contemporary, White and sometimes even Black—who have provided lower-level, 

decontextualized, and cringe-worthy musical renderings, which ultimately cast Black American 

culture in a humorous, reprobate light. In many respects, classically trained Black American 

composers are especially equipped to enact racial/cultural uplift by transplanting Black 

American folk music into “high art music,” without losing the qualities which make the music 

distinctly Black. The Ordering of Moses demonstrates this retention, as I describe using the 

concepts of preservation and development, as discussed in Chapter 2 and explored in Chapter 3. 
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While this oratorio embodies the intentional preservation and development of Black American 

folk—specifically religious—music, I believe it further embodies the preservation and 

development of broader Black culture. 

Dett’s preservation and development of Black American folk music in this specific 

composition could also be reduced to a perspective that assert that Dett decided to pick the low-

hanging fruit for this effort. By this I mean, Dett chooses the Moses and Exodus narrative based 

on the existence of the Negro Spiritual, “Go Down, Moses.” While this view simplistically 

trivializes the matter at hand, the latter view—even if it were true—still helps corroborates my 

broader conclusion about retaining/preserving a broader Black American cultural idiom. The 

existence of the Negro Spiritual, “Go Down, Moses” proves that enslaved Africans on US soil 

engaged the Bible and the Christian faith, and have historically resonated with the story so much 

that they chose to sing about it. Dett’s identity as a Black American—and consequently as a 

Black Christian—adds gravity to his use of the Exodus emblem. This emblem, discussed in 

Chapter 4, has roots in Black religion, specifically Christianity, and its influence has permeated 

many aspects of Black culture. And while all adherents of Christianity can hold claim to the 

Moses and Exodus narrative, Black Christians have an idiosyncratic perspective on and way of 

identifying with the narrative that extends beyond just Christian circles and into broader Black 

culture. Moreover, Moses and Exodus are Biblical tropes that have been passed on 

generationally as socio-cultural memory, manifested as a cultural emblem. Chapter 4 explored 

the influence of the Exodus emblem the cultural expressions of arts, letters, and religion—

recontextualized as letters—through three vehicles (Negro Spirituals, Black poetry, and Black 

sermons/oratory), before relating them to Dett’s vehicle of choice: libretto. At the very least, 
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Dett’s libretto represents the preservation of a particular biblical trope and cultural emblem and 

its development as a cultural expression of Black letters, housed in the expression of Black art. 

The underlying premise of Chapter 4 is that the topical and textual content of this oratorio 

bear both significance and symmetry when related to broader Black culture and that the 

relationship is not inconsequential as it relates to Dett. Ryder, in her previously introduced 

dissertation puts it this way:  

Indeed, the specific choice of the spiritual “Go, Down Moses,” as the unifying theme and 
its existence in negro folklore are the best illustrations of this parallelism. It is well 

known that the poetry of many negro spirituals is linked with the Old Testament from 
which the song makers were early taught, and with which they identified. It can hardly be 

supposed that this traditional lining [aligning] of culture escapes Dett’s cognizance.1 
 

It is precisely this aligning of culture that I believe appropriately justifies my reading and 

perception of this work in relationship to Black culture and its expressions—contextualized by 

Dett’s milieu—and also undergirds my recommendations for future research. As suggested, 

understanding Dett’s cultural milieu helps reveal the greater significance of about this work, 

especially its textual and topical content. Dett, like other artists of the time, participates in 

paradigm-shifting, essentially using his work to re-contextualize biblical characters in this trope. 

Cultural recontextualization permeates Black culture as a whole, and accounts for this present 

discussion on the Moses and Exodus trope. Quite naturally, this phenomenon can be tangibly 

discerned in more granular aspects of Black culture, especially thorough Black letters. 

 A facet of Dett’s cultural milieu is the Harlem Renaissance. While Dett is traditionally 

regarded as an outlier of the Harlem Renaissance, some modern scholars reconcile his 

compositional efforts as being influenced and informed by the movement, and his musical 

achievements part of its successes. In his previously mentioned book, Samuel A. Floyd provides 

 
1 Ryder, “Melodic and Rhythmic Elements,” 103. 
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a substantive review of the Black nationalist tradition among concert composers, to which 

Southern alludes in her work.2 Floyd establishes the foundation of that tradition in the 

developmental trajectory of Black music in America, with Africa as its seminal source. He 

recognizes many composers, of which Dett is praised for achieving “high art” representation of 

Negro Folk music—with his earlier extended choral-orchestral work, The Ordering of Moses, 

followed by The Ordering of Moses—aligning with the “New Negro” ethos of the Harlem 

Renaissance.3 I share this view regarding Dett’s compositions, a view which I believe is 

consistent with Dett’s aims.  

Daniel Weaver also lays foundation for Dett’s connection with the Harlem Renaissance. 

Expanding on ideas of Jon Michael Spencer, Weaver affirms that the Harlem Renaissance should 

not be confined to Harlem, and should consider the years pre and post Renaissance. Using these 

new parameters, Weaver also understands Dett’s artistic goals and aims as harmonious with and 

reflective of certain Harlem Renaissance ideals, specifically focusing on Dett’s output in the 

years prior to the generally accepted start of the Harlem Renaissance. My analysis of Dunbar and 

Johnson in Chapter 4 fit well within this scope. Dunbar and Johnson, of course, are not the only 

Harlem Renaissance writers to employ the Exodus emblem. A writer of particular interest and 

connection to this conversation is Zora Neal Hurston. Despite receiving praise from, and aligning 

with ideological pursuits put forth by Alain Locke, Zora Neale Hurston—one of Locke’s 

students—critiqued and detested the efforts of Dett and others like him; Hurston’s critique also 

provides the sediment for considering Dett and his work in relation to her.  

 
2 Floyd, The Power of Black Music, 212 – 225.  
 
3 Ibid, 107. 
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Of the many vantage points and competing interpretations of Moses and the Exodus, 

Herbert Marbury, in his text Pillars of Cloud and Fire: The Politics of Exodus in African 

American Biblical Interpretation includes Zora Neale Hurston’s use of the Exodus emblem in 

her novel, Moses: Man of the Mountain. In this novel, Hurston repositions Moses as a 

“miraculous” figure, placing Moses in his true beginnings as a Hebrew child.4 Hurston’s 

perspective is rooted in the pride of her “blackness.” In contrast, many Black American 

intellectuals of her time regarded their creation of Black art solely as a “vehicle to 

respectability.” Moreover, many Black Americans perpetuated the notion of the “New Negro,” 

distancing themselves from slavish beginnings.5 Dett falls somewhere in between Hurston’s view 

and her (and his) intellectual counterparts. This is evident, I believe, partly in the seeming 

contradictions of Dett concerning performance practice of Negro Spirituals. In one respect, Dett 

acknowledges some form of grassroots, “primitive” performing traditions of Negro Spirituals 

which should be retained and preserved. At the same time, he supports their development into 

other “high art music” forms, but he also condemns more “jazz-like” (as is with his critique 

against J. Rosamond Johnson) settings that “diminish” the true spirit of Negro Spirituals. To be 

clear, Dett does not believe that the European classical forms improve Negro folk music, though 

he does think they can preserve Negro folk music; as such, he also promotes the training of 

Black composers.6 As Dett’s writings reveal, he is also chiefly concerned with the representation 

of Negro religious music, which he believes demands an “elevated” musical treatment on 

 
4 Herbert Robinson Marbury, Pillars of Cloud and Fire: The Politics of Exodus in African American 

Biblical Interpretation (New York: New York University Press, 2015), 124.   
 

5 Ibid, 117. 
 

6 Spencer, “R. Nathaniel Dett’s Views on the Preservation of Black Music,” 135-36, 138. 
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account of the music being sacred. And with this point, Dett cast unintentional aspersions on 

other forms of Black music.  

Like Hurston, Dett’s troping repositions Moses to an early place in the Moses and 

Exodus narrative, but not to the extent of Hurston’s more grassroots genealogical foundation. 

Interestingly enough, Hurston criticized Dett and his musical aspirations during their time as 

contemporaries of the Negro Renaissance.7 Given the inflammatory nature of Hurston’s critique 

of Dett, I doubt that either of one of them looked to one another as inspiration. So aside from its 

prevalence in the artistic and literary milieu of both Dett and Hurston, there is likely no other 

explanation of their similar type or approach to troping.  Nevertheless, synthesizing Dett and 

Hurston in relation to one another could shed meaningful light on another preservation procedure 

against the irony of a detractor that employs a similar and popular tactic.  

While Hurston’s critique—which I believe is in part valid—of Dett presents a particular 

view and regard of Black American cultural idioms, I think that her criticisms reveal either her 

dismissiveness or diminishing of Dett’s nuance. Hurston understands Black American life and 

culture worthy on its own merits, without needing to be heightened by anything outside of itself; 

whatever is Black speaks for itself. Dett affirms the brilliance of Black American identity being 

inherently valuable, respectable, and viable. But for him, especially related to music, it is a 

starting point for continued development. More broadly, Dett seeks to essentially affirm that 

Black is American, and Black contributions are worthy of the elevation to high art, not elevating 

it to high art to make it worthy. What makes the Hurston-Dett connection unique is that both 

 
7 Negro Renaissance is a categorization that includes the Harlem Renaissance but expands the boundaries 

so as not to limit its contributors to those confined to the ever-significant Harlem. Negro Renaissance gives room to 
include artistic contributors from Chicago and other parts of the country where artists were creating at that same 
time, under the influences of both the ideas and critiques of that period.  
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arguably have similar, if not the same, convictions at the grassroots level, though they 

manifested differently in their work.  

The specific recommendation of analyzing Hurston and Dett in relation to one another is 

because of a shared milieu, her words of critique against him, and therefore not suggested on the 

basis Dett’s knowledge of or interaction with Hurston, unlike the essence of my argument 

regarding those authors under consideration in Chapter 4. To further the essence of that claim, 

there are a few additional writers and orators with whom Dett was personally acquainted, whose 

work could prove influential on Dett. Anne Key Simpson includes Dett’s personal interactions 

with Countee Cullen, Major Robert Russa Moton, and Rev. Dr. Mordecai Wyatt Johnson; the 

latter two are included in Woodson’s text mentioned in Chapter 4.8 Each of these figures greatly 

influenced Black literature and education. Given their pivotal roles and notoriety, it is plausible 

that Dett was familiar with their respective output; in some cases, Dett is known to have 

experienced the individual’s work.  

A final consideration for continued research is a full, singular emblematic analysis of this 

work and others like it. Other analyses of this work assess it on the basis of West European 

classical music—specifically Romantic era—ideals. And while this is not a wrongful pursuit, 

Black music of any kind is far more complex. So, even with Black classical composers that are 

trained in accordance with Western European musical practices, there are still distinctives 

features that make the music Black music, especially when it utilizes Negro Spirituals and other 

folk music as the basis for composition. Emblematic analyses of Black American classical music 

allow the music to be explained and articulated in its own vernacular, and on its own merits, not 

merely its ability to fit into constructs of majority culture. Further, emblematic analyses reveal 

 
8 Simpson, Follow Me, 136.  
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the distinctiveness of Black Americans’ contribution to American music and culture, and the 

creative, often times visionary genius of Black artistry. Theon E. Hill remarks that “Blacks 

turned to the Exodus because it provided them with a sense of identity, agency, and a perspective 

on history that allowed them to reimagine the future.”9 I wonder if Dett saw himself as a Mosaic 

figure convicted to offer musical deliverance from the perspectives plaguing both White and 

Black viewpoints on serious classical music in American. At any rate, Dett’s The Ordering of 

Moses, music and libretto, are a reimagining or futuristic imagining of both Black and American 

music and literature. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 
9 Theon E. Hill, “In Search of the Promised Land: Tracing the Evolution of the Exodus Narrative in African 

American Rhetoric” (PhD diss., Purdue University, 2013), 48.  
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Appendix A: Fourteen Exodus Language Spirituals (Text Only) 

 
 
“Go Down, Moses” 
Go down Moses 
Way down in Egypt land 
Tell ole Pharaoh 
To let my people go. 
 
When Israel was in Egypt land 
Let my people go 
Oppressed so hard the could not stand 
Let my people go 
 
Thus saith the lord, bold Moses said, 
Let my people go; 
If not I’ll smite your first-born dead,  
Let my people go. 
 
No more shall they in bondage toil, 
Let my people go; 
Let them come out with Egypt’s spoil, 
Let my people go.  
 
The Lord told Moses what to do,  
Let my people go; 
The lead the children of Israel thro’, 
Let my people go.  
 
When they had reached the other shore,  
Let my people go; 
They sang a song of triumph o’er. 
Let my people go.  
 
“Didn’t Old Pharaoah Get Los’?” 
Isaac a-ransom While he lay upon an altar bound 
Moses an infant cast away, By Pharaoh’s daughter 
found 
 
Didn’t old Pharaoh get los’, get los’, get los’ 
Didn’t old Pharaoh get los’ In the Red Sea  
True believer, O,  
Didn’t old Pharaoh get los’, get los’, get los’ 
Didn’t old Pharaoh get los’ In the Red Sea 
 
Joseph by his false brethren sold  
God raised above them all 
To Hannah’s child the Lord foretold 
How Eli’s house shall fall 
 
The Lord said unto Moses 
“Go unto Pharaoh now 
For I have hardened Pharaoh’s heart 
To me he will not bow” 

 
Den Moses an’ Aaron 
To Pharaoh did go 
“Thus says de God of Israel 
Let my people go” 
 
Old Pharaoh said “Who is de Lord 
Dat I should him obey?” 
“His name it is Jehovah 
For he hears his people pray” 
 
Hark! Hear de children murmur 
Dey cry aloud for bread 
Down came de hidden manna 
De hungry soldiers fed 
 
Den Moses numbered Israel 
Through all de land abroad 
Sayin’ “Chldren, do not murmur 
But hear de word of God” 
 
Den Moses said to Israel 
As they stood along the Shore 
“Yo’ enemies you see today 
You’ll never see no more” 
 
Den down came raging Pharaoh 
Dat you may plainly see 
Old Pharaoh an’ his host 
Got los’ in de Red Sea 
 
Den men an’ women an’ children 
To Moses dey did flock 
Dey cried aloud for water 
An’ Moses smote the rock 
 
An’ de Lord spoke to Moses 
From Sinai’s smoking top 
Sayin’ “Moses lead de people 
Till I shall bid you stop” 
 
 
“Up on De Mountain” 
Way up on de mountain, Lord!  
Mountain top, Lord! 
I heard God talkin’ Lord! 
Chillun, de chariot stop Lord! 
 
One day Lord, one day Lord, 
Walkin’ ‘long Lord, 
Wid hung down head Lord! 
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Chillun, an achin’ heart Lord! 
 
“Ride On, Moses” 
I’ve been traveling all this day 
Ride on, Moses 
To hear de good folks sing an’ pray; 
I want to go home in de mawnin’ 
Dey pray’d so long I couldn’t wait 
Ride on, Moses, 
I know de Lord would pass dat way, 
I want to go home in de mawnin’ 
 
Den ride on, ride on, 
Ride on, Moses 
Ride on, King Emmanuel, 
I want to go home in the morning 
 
“My Lord’s a-Riding All the Time” 
O He sees all you do, and He hears all you say, 
My Lord’s a-riding all the time 
 
When I was down in Egypt land. 
My lord’s a-riding all the time; 
I heard a mighty talking ‘bout the promis’d land 
My Lord’s a-riding all the time.  
 
Come down, come down, my Lord, come down, 
My Lord’s a-riding all the time; 
And take me up to wear the crown, 
My Lord’s a-riding all the time. 
 
O sinner, you had better pray,  
My Lord’s a-riding all the time; 
It looks like judgement ebery day, 
My Lord’s a-riding all the time. 
 
“Oh, Give Way, Jordan” 
Oh, give way, Jordan, give way, Jordan, 
Oh, give way, Jordan 
I want to go across to see my Lord.  
 
Oh, I heard a-sweet music up above,  
I want to go across to see my Lord; 
An’ I wish dat music would come here 
I want to go across to see my Lord. 
Oh, I heard sweet music in de air, 
I want to go across to see my Lord; 
An’ I wish dat music would come here 
I want to go across to see my Lord.  
 
Oh, stow back, stow back de powers of hell, 
I want to go across to see my Lord,  
And let God’s children take de field, 
I want to go across to see my Lord,  
Now stan’ back Satan, let me go by, 
I want to go across to see my Lord, 

Gwine to serve my Jesus till I die, 
I want to go across to see my Lord. 
 
Soon in de mornin’ by de break ob day, 
I want to go across to see my Lord, 
See de ole ship ob Zion sailin’ away 
I want to go across to see my Lord, 
Mow I must go across, an’ I shall go across, 
I want to go across to see my Lord, 
Dis sinful world I count but dross,  
I want to go across to see my Lord. 
 
Oh, I heard such a lumberin’ in de sky,  
I want to across to see my lord, 
It make a-me t’ink my time was nigh, 
I want to go across to see my Lord, 
Yes, it must be my Jesus in de cloud,  
I want to go across to see my Lord,  
I nebber heard him speak so loud, 
I want to go across to see my Lord.  
 
“View De Land” 
I know I am, 
View the land, view the land, 
And you deny it, if you can 
Go view the heavily land. 
 
Oh, way over Jordan, 
View the land, view the land 
Way over Jordan, 
Go view the heavily land. 
 
I want to go heaven when I die ; 
To shout salvation as I fly 
 
What kind of shoes is them you wear ; 
That you can walk upon the air ? 
 
The shoes I wear are the Gospel shoes, 
An' you can wear them if you choice 
 
You say Jesus set you free, 
Why don't you let your neighbor be 
 
You say you're aiming for the skies 
Why don't you stop your telling lies. 
 
“Deep River” 
Deep river, my home is over Jordan Deep river, 
Lord, I want to cross over into campground 
 
Oh, don’t you want to go, to that Gospel feast? 
That promised land, where all is 
peace? 
 
I’ll go into heaven and take my seat 
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Cast my crown at Jesus’ feet. 
 
O when I get to heav’n I’ll walk all about, 
There’s nobody there for to turn me out. 
 
“Walk Togedder, Childron” 
Oh, walk togedder, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to mourn an’ nebber tire 
Mourn an’ nebber tire. 
Great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land 
 
Oh, talk togedder, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, sing togedder, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, get you ready, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
For Jesus is a comin’ 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to hab a happy meetin’ 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to pray and nebber tire 
Pray an’ nebber tire 
Great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land 
 
Gwine to hab it in hebben 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to shout in hebben 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, will you go wid me? 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to shout and nebber tire 
Shout an’ nebber tire 
Great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land 
 
Dere’s a better day a-comin’ 
Don't yer get weary 

Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, slap your hands, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, pat your foot, childron, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Gwine to live wid God forever, 
Live wid God forever 
Deres’s a Great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land 
 
Oh, feel de Spirit a-movin,  
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, now I’m gettin’ happy, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
I feel so happy, 
Don't yer get weary 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
Oh, fly an’ nebber tire, 
Fly an’ nebber tire 
Dere’s a great camp meetin’ in de Promis’d Land.  
 
“Oh, Freedom” 
Oh, freedom! Oh, freedom! 
Oh, freedom over me! 
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free. 
 
No mo’ weepin’ over me 
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free. 
 
There’ll be singin’ over me 
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free. 
 
There’ll be shoutin’ over me, 
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free. 
 
There’ll be prayin’ over me, 
An’ befo’ I’d be a slave, I’ll be buried in my grave 
An’ go home to my Lord an’ be free. 
 
 
“Sweet Canaan” 
Oh, my brother, did you come for help to me? 
Pray and give me your right hand 
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Oh, my sister, did you come for help to me? 
Pray and give me your right hand 
 
Oh, de land I am bound for 
Sweet Canaan's happy land 
I am bound for Sweet Canaan's happy land 
I am bound for Sweet Canaan's happy land 
Pray give me your right hand 
 
“I’m Gwine to Jine de Great ‘Sociation” 
I’m gwine to jine de great ‘sociation,  
 
Den my little soul’s gwine shine, shine 
Den my little soul’s gwine to shine along.  
 
I’m gwine to climb up Jacob’s ladder, 
 
I’m gwine to climb up higher and higher,  
 
I’m gwine to sit down at the welcome table, 
 
I’m gwine to feast off milk and honey, 
 
I’m gwine to tell God how-a you sarved me,  
 
I’m gwine to jine de big baptizin’, 
 
“He is Kings of Kings”  
He is King of Kings, He Is Lord of lords. 
Jesus Christ, first and last, No man works like Him. 
 
He built a platform in the air,  
No man works like Him; 
He meets the saints from ev’ry where;  
No man works like Him.  

 
He pitched a tent on Canaan’s ground,  
No man works like Him; 
And broke the Roman kingdom down; 
No man works like Him.  
 
I know that my Redeemer lives, 
No man works like Him; 
And by His death sweet blessings gives; 
No man works like Him.  
 
“Joshua Fit De Battle Ob Jericho” 
Joshua fit de battle ob Jerico, Jerico, Jerico 
Joshua fit de battle ob Jerico 
An’ de walls come tumblin’down. 
 
You may talk about yo’ king ob Gideon 
You may talk about yo’ man ob Saul 
Dere’s none like good ole Joshua 
At de battle ob Jerico 
 
Up to de walls ob Jerico 
He marched with spear in han’ 
“Go blow dem ram horns”, Joshua cried, 
“Kase de battle am in my han’.” 
 
Den de lam’ ram sheep begin to blow, 
Trumpets begin to soun’ 
Joshua commanded de children to shout 
An’ de walls come tumblin’ down 
Dat mornin’ 
 
Joshua fit the battle ob Jerico, Jerico, Jerico 
Joshua fit de battle ob Jerico 
An’ de walls come tumblin’ down
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Appendix B: The Exodus Poems of Dunbar and Johnson1 

 
 

An Ante-Bellum Sermon by Paul Laurence Dunbar 
 
We is gathahed hyeah, my brothahs, 
    In dis howlin' wildaness, 
Fu' to speak some words of comfo't 
    To each othah in distress. 
An' we chooses fu' ouah subjic' 
    Dis—we'll 'splain it by an' by; 
"An' de Lawd said, 'Moses, Moses,' 
    An' de man said 'Hyeah am I.''' 
 
Now ole Pher'oh, down in Egypt, 
    Was de wuss man evah bo'n, 
An' he had de Hebrew chillun 
    Down dah wukin' in his co'n; 
'T well de Lawd got tiahed o' his foolin', 
    An' sez he: "I'll let him know— 
Look hyeah, Moses, go tell Pher'oh 
    Fu' to let dem chillun go." 
 
"An' ef he refuse to do it, 
    I will make him rue de houah, 
Fu' I'll empty down on Egypt 
    All de vials of my powah." 
Yes, he did—an' Pher'oh's ahmy 
    Was n't wuth a ha'f a dime; 
Fu' de Lawd will he'p his chillun, 
    You kin trust him evah time. 
 
An' yo' enemies may 'sail you 
    In de back an' in de front; 
But de Lawd is all aroun' you, 
    Fu' to ba' de battle's brunt. 
Dey kin fo'ge yo' chains an' shackles 
    F'om de mountains to de sea; 
But de Lawd will sen' some Moses 
    Fu' to set his chillun free. 
 
An' de lan' shall hyeah his thundah, 
    Lak a blas' f'om Gab'el's ho'n, 
Fu' de Lawd of hosts is mighty 
    When he girds his ahmor on. 
But fu' feah some one mistakes me, 
    I will pause right hyeah to say, 
Dat I'm still a-preachin' ancient, 
    I ain't talkin' 'bout to-day. 
 
But I tell you, fellah christuns, 

 
1 https://poets.org/poem/ante-bellum-sermon; James Weldon Johnson, God’s Trombones: Seven Negro 

Sermons in Verse. (New York: The Viking Press, 1927). 

    Things'll happen mighty strange; 
Now, de Lawd done dis fu' Isrul, 
    An' his ways don't nevah change, 
An' de love he showed to Isrul 
    Was n't all on Isrul spent; 
Now don't run an' tell yo' mastahs 
    Dat I's preachin' discontent. 
 
'Cause I is n't; I'se a-judgin' 
    Bible people by deir ac's; 
I'se a-givin' you de Scriptuah, 
    I'se a-handin' you de fac's. 
Cose ole Pher'oh b'lieved in slav'ry, 
    But de Lawd he let him see, 
Dat de people he put bref in,— 
    Evah mothah's son was free. 
 
An' dahs othahs thinks lak Pher'oh, 
    But dey calls de Scriptuah liar, 
Fu' de Bible says "a servant 
    Is a-worthy of his hire." 
An' you cain't git roun' nor thoo dat 
    An' you cain't git ovah it, 
Fu' whatevah place you git in, 
    Dis hyeah Bible too 'll fit. 
 
So you see de Lawd's intention, 
    Evah sence de worl' began, 
Was dat His almighty freedom 
    Should belong to evah man, 
But I think it would be bettah, 
    Ef I'd pause agin to say, 
Dat I'm talkin' 'bout ouah freedom 
    In a Bibleistic way. 
 
But de Moses is a-comin', 
    An' he's comin', suah and fas' 
We kin hyeah his feet a-trompin', 
    We kin hyeah his trumpit blas'. 
But I want to wa'n you people, 
    Don't you git too brigity; 
An' don't you git to braggin' 
    'Bout dese things, you wait an' see. 
 
But when Moses wif his powah 
    Comes an' sets us chillun free, 
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We will praise de gracious Mastah 
    Dat has gin us liberty; 
An' we'll shout ouah halleluyahs, 

    On dat mighty reck'nin' day, 
When we'se reco'nised ez citiz'— 
    Huh uh! Chillun, let us pray! 

 
 

“Let My People Go” from God’s Trombones by James Weldon Johnson 
 
And God called Moses from the burning bush, 
He called in a still, small voice, 
And he said: Moses — Moses — 
And Moses listened, 
And he answered and said: 
Lord, here am I. 
 
And the voice in the bush said: Moses, 
Draw not nigh, take off your shoes, 
For you're standing on holy ground. 
And Moses stopped where he stood, 
And Moses took off his shoes, 
And Moses looked at the burning bush, 
And he heard the voice, 
But he saw no man. 
 
Then God again spoke to Moses, 
And he spoke in a voice of thunder: 
I am the Lord God Almighty, 
I am the God of thy fathers, 
I am the God of Abraham, 
Of Isaac and of Jacob, 
And Moses hid his face. 
 
And God said to Moses: 
I've seen the awful suffering 
Of my people down in Egypt. 
I've watched their hard oppressors, 
Their overseers and drivers; 
The groans of my people have filled my ears 
And I can't stand it no longer; 
So I'm come down to deliver them 
Out of the land of Egypt, 
And I will bring them out of that land 
Into the land of Canaan; 
Therefore, Moses, go down, 
Go down into Egypt, 
And tell Old Pharaoh 
To let my people go. 
 
And Moses said: Lord, who am I 
To make a speech before Pharaoh? 
For, Lord, you know I'm slow of tongue. 
But God said: I will be thy mouth and I will be thy 
tongue; 
Therefore, Moses, go down, 
Go down yonder into Egypt land, 
And tell Old Pharaoh 

To let my people go. 
 
And Moses with his rod in hand 
Went down and said to Pharaoh: 
Thus saith the Lord God of Israel, 
Let my people go. 
 
And Pharaoh looked at Moses, 
He stopped still and looked at Moses; 
And he said to Moses: Who is this Lord? 
I know all the gods of Egypt, 
But I know no God of Israel; 
So go back, Moses, and tell your God, 
I will not let this people go. 
 
Poor Old Pharaoh, 
He knows all the knowledge of Egypt, 
Yet never knew — 
He never knew 
The one and the living God. 
Poor Old Pharaoh, 
He's got all the power of Egypt, 
And he's going to try 
To test his strength 
With the might of the great Jehovah, 
With the might of the Lord God of Hosts, 
The Lord mighty in battle. 
And God, sitting high up in his heaven, 
Laughed at poor Old Pharaoh. 
 
And Pharaoh called the overseers, 
And Pharaoh called the drivers, 
And he said: Put heavier burdens still 
On the backs of the Hebrew Children. 
Then the people chode with Moses, 
And they cried out: Look here, Moses, 
You've been to Pharaoh, but look and see 
What Pharaoh's done to us now. 
And Moses was troubled in mind. 
 
But God said: Go again, Moses, 
You and your brother, Aaron, 
And say once more to Pharaoh, 
Thus saith the Lord God of the Hebrews, 
Let my people go. 
And Moses and Aaron with their rods in hand 
Worked many signs and wonders. 
But Pharaoh called for his magic men, 



 

 

183 

 

And they worked wonders, too. 
So Pharaoh's heart was hardened, 
And he would not, 
No, he would not 
Let God's people go. 
 
And God rained down plagues on Egypt, 
Plagues of frogs and lice and locusts, 
Plagues of blood and boils and darkness, 
And other plagues besides. 
But ev'ry time God moved the plague 
Old Pharaoh's heart was hardened, 
And he would not, 
No, he would not 
Let God's people go. 
And Moses was troubled in mind. 
 
Then the Lord said: Listen, Moses, 
The God of Israel will not be mocked, 
Just one more witness of my power 
I'll give hard-hearted Pharaoh. 
This very night about midnight, 
I'll pass over Egypt land, 
In my righteous wrath will I pass over, 
And smite their first-born dead. 
 
And God that night passed over. 
And a cry went up out of Egypt. 
And Pharaoh rose in the middle of the night 
And he sent in a hurry for Moses; 
And he said: Go forth from among my people, 
You and all the Hebrew Children; 
Take your goods and take your flocks, 
And get away from the land of Egypt. 
 
And, right then, Moses led them out, 
With all their goods and all their flocks; 
And God went on before, 
A guiding pillar of cloud by day, 
And a pillar of fire by night. 
And they journeyed on in the wilderness, 
And came down to the Red Sea. 
 
In the morning, 
Oh, in the morning, 
They missed the Hebrew Children. 
Four hundred years, 
Four hundred years 
They'd held them down in Egypt land. 
Held them under the driver's lash, 
Working without money and without price. 
And it might have been Pharaoh's wife that said: 
Pharaoh — look what you've done. 
You let those Hebrew Children go, 
And who's going to serve us now? 
Who's going to make our bricks and mortar? 

Who's going to plant and plow our corn? 
Who's going to get up in the chill of the morning? 
And who' going to work in the blazing sun? 
Pharaoh, tell me that! 
 
And Pharaoh called his generals, 
And the generals called the captains, 
And the captains called the soldiers. 
And they hitched up all the chariots, 
Six hundred chosen chariots of war, 
And twenty-four hundred horses, 
And the chariots all were full of men, 
With swords and shields 
And shiny spears 
And battle bows and arrows. 
And Pharaoh and his army 
Pursued the Hebrew Children 
To the edge of the Red Sea. 
 
Now, the Children of Israel, looking back, 
Saw Pharaoh's army coming. 
And the rumble of the chariots was like a thunder 
storm, 
And the whirring of the wheels was like a rushing 
wind, 
And the dust from the horses made a cloud that 
darked the day, 
And the glittering of the spears was like lightnings in 
the night. 
 
And the Children of Israel all lost faith, 
The children of Israel all lost hope; 
Deep Red Sea in front of them 
And Pharaoh's host behind. 
And they mumbled and grumbled among themselves: 
Were there no graves in Egypt? 
And they wailed aloud to Moses and said: 
Slavery in Egypt was better than to come 
To die here in this wilderness. 
 
But Moses said: 
Stand still! Stand still! 
And see the Lord's salvation. 
For the Lord God of Israel 
Will not forsake his people. 
The Lord will break the chariots, 
The Lord will break the horsemen, 
He'll break great Egypt's sword and shield, 
The battle bows and arrows; 
This day he'll make proud Pharaoh know 
Who is the God of Israel. 
 
And Moses lifted up his rod 
Over the Red Sea; 
And God with a blast of his nostrils 
Blew the waters apart, 
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And the waves rolled back and stood up in a pile, 
And left a path through the middle of the sea 
Dry as the sands of the desert. 
And the Children of Israel all crossed over 
On to the other side. 
 
When Pharaoh saw them crossing dry, 
He dashed on in behind them — 
Old Pharaoh got about half way cross, 
And God unlashed the waters, 
And the waves rushed back together, 
And Pharaoh and all his army got lost, 

And all his host got drownded. 
And Moses sang and Miriam danced, 
And the people shouted for joy, 
And God led the Hebrew Children on 
Till they reached the promised land. 
 
Listen! — Listen! 
All you sons of Pharaoh. 
Who do you think can hold God's people 
When the Lord God himself has said, 
Let my people go
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