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ABSTRACT
A RECEPTION HISTORY AND CONDUCTOR’S GUIDE TO
WILLIAM GRANT STILL’S ...AND THEY LYNCHED HIM ON A TREE
by Harlan Zackery Jr.
May 2016

William Grant Still’s lynching drama ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree is a
rarely performed work for white choir, black choir, contralto soloist, narrator, and
orchestra. The title and subject matter of the work have been significant hurdles for
many conductors who have considered the piece for performance. Additionally, the piece
exists in several editions, and among each edition there are inconsistencies in terms of
scoring and text, further making the piece difficult to program. Further, the piece,
published as a choral ballad, is often labeled as a cantata, oratorio, ballad, or play. Itis
true that the piece functions much like a theatre piece. ...And They Lynched Him on a
Tree contains sound effects, stage directions and a cast of characters; however, the work
is sung throughout, except for the narration, which is set in strict rhythm. This document
chronicles the performance and reception history of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree
and offers practical suggestions for addressing the performance practice concerns
inherent in the piece.

To date, there has been only one piece of scholarly research that addresses ...And
They Lynched Him on a Tree as its sole focus: Wayne Shirley’s article “William Grant
Still’s Choral Ballad ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree, ” which was published in the

Winter 1994 volume of American Music. Still’s lynching drama receives scarce mention



in choral and music history literature texts. However, the piece appears in many works
lists and receives brief treatment in bibliographic and biographical works dedicated to
Still and several music reference sources on African American composers.

Since its premiere, there have been only twenty-seven documented performances
of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. The majority of those performances have
occurred in the Northeastern States. There is only one commercial recording available
for purchase, recorded in 1996 by VocalEssence and the Leigh Morris Chorale under the
direction of Phillip Brunelle. This document theorizes that the 1996 recording has played
a major role in the increased performance activity of ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree

since 1996.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

In 2007, the Mississippi Symphony Orchestra initiated collaboration with college
and university choral programs across the state of Mississippi. The partnerships were
meant to showcase the music of William Grant Still, heralded as a Mississippi composer.
Among the works to be performed was Still’s ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.!
Delta State University and The University of Mississippi, for reasons that were not made
clear to me at the time, would be unable to participate if the concerts were to include this
work. Concessions were made to these concerns and the work was removed from the
program.

This turn of events regarding ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree was nothing
new. My research uncovered the fact that this piece has, prior to 2009, had no
documented performance in the state of Mississippi, the state that lauds William Grant
Still as a native son. | decided to take on the piece as the subject of my doctoral lecture
recital and, subsequently, the focus of my dissertation. With the permission and
supervision of my doctoral advisor, Dr. Gregory Fuller, 1 was allowed the opportunity to
prepare and perform the Mississippi premiere of the piece with The Southern Chorale at
Bay Street Presbyterian Church in Hattiesburg (MS) on Tuesday, April 14, 2009, to a
warm and receptive crowd. The performance received overwhelmingly positive reactions

from the audience.

Although it is an accepted convention to write the title as And They Lynched Him on a Tree, |
have chosen to display it as ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree, in keeping with the print on the cover of
the scores, and also in the published text of the poem. Doing so aids in the reading of the title within the
body of the text, particularly when the title follows the word “and.” In the body of this document, when the
title appears as a part of a quote, the ellipsis will not be used.



The positive reactions received during the Mississippi premiere raised several
questions: Why, given the audience’s reaction, was the piece omitted from the
Mississippi Symphony Orchestra programs? Has the reaction of the Mississippi
universities that refused performance of the piece been the norm or the exception? How
well is the piece known in the national choral profession? How often and where has the
piece been performed? Who has performed this piece? This document exists to answer
these questions.

Initial research into the performance history of Still’s choral works shows that
“The Lynching Piece,” as it was called by its creators, is one of the most rarely performed
works of Still. This lack of performance is due, in part, to the title of the work, which can
illicit feelings of racial tension, can easily jeopardize the audience base of established
organizations and can foster uncomfortable situations for performance ensembles. The
specific performing forces as indicated by the composer and poet, coupled with a desire
to remain true to the wishes as indicated in the score, have been another hindrance to
performance. Additionally, because of the racial history of the south, the large number of
lynchings that occurred in the region, and the discomfort that addressing the topic of
lynching can bring, the piece will have received the fewest number of performances in
the southern United States. The performance indications read much like those of a play
or opera. While these directions give another level of intricacy to the piece, using the
suggestions to interpret the piece as a musical stage work, a lynching drama, provides the
performer with a significant advantage in overcoming the social obstacles of race and

lynching.



Background

Born in Woodville, MS in 1895, William Grant Still was no stranger to the pains
of racism in America. Born only thirty years after the end of the Civil War, when
lynchings were common, Still composed with the intent of bringing light to the social
issues and injustices of early twentieth-century America.? He sought to use American
and African American folk material in his “serious” music. By the time Still was
approached in 1938 to compose a work on the topic of lynching, his catalog of works had
already painted the image of a nationalistic composer focused on the plight of the African
American: Three Negro Songs (1922), Darker America (1924), Afro American
Symphony (1930), and Ebony Chronicle (1933).

Poet Katherine Garrison Chapin, who was married to the Solicitor General of the
United States, Francis Biddle, wrote the text of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.
Chapin, through influential friends Alain Locke and Charlotte “Godmother” Mason,
approached Still in 1939 with the prospect of setting her poem, ...And They Lynched Him
on a Tree, to music.® Alain Locke, considered to be the Father of the Harlem
Renaissance, was a well-known professor at Howard University, and Charlotte Mason
was an important benefactor of several Harlem Renaissance artists, including Zora Neal
Hurston and Langston Hughes. Still and Garrison corresponded through telephone and

mail, after which Still agreed to set the text to music.

2Robert L. Zangrando, The NAACP Crusade Against Lynching, 1909-1950 (Philadelphia: Temple
University Press, 1980), 6.

3Wayne D. Shirley, “William Grant Still’s Choral Ballad And They Lynched Him on a Tree,”
American Music 12 (Winter 1994): 425.



...And They Lynched Him on a Tree is written for narrator, soloist, white choir,
Negro choir, and orchestra.* The white choir portrays the white townspeople who
lynched the black man, and the black choir represents the black community, family, and
friends of the lynched man. There is also a narrator of unspecified race, and a black
contralto soloist functions as the lynched man’s mother. The narrator acts as an impartial
commentator for the events following the lynching. After a statement from the white
choir followed by one from the black choir, both in character, the two choirs merge and
sing united, functioning as a Greek chorus, commenting on what has taken place.

This document chronicles the performance history of and any obstacles to
performance of...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree through conductor interviews and
surveys and archival material such as recordings, newspaper articles and concert
programs. The reader is also presented with the performance practice issues associated
with the piece as well as practical solutions. With those in hand, the reader will be
equipped to make informed choices when staging future productions of ...And They
Lynched Him on a Tree based upon the documented problems and solutions other
conductors have faced. Additionally, this dissertation will, based upon prior
performances, provide programming suggestions for future performances.

One of the major hurdles to performing this work is the desire to remain true to
the wishes of the composer and poet by using a white choir and a black choir. One can

imagine the possible ramifications of requesting a white choir to sing the uncomfortable

“The term “Negro” in 1940, was an acceptable term used to describe the race we now know as
“black” or “African American.” In the scope of this document, “Negro” will be used when referring to the
indication in the text of the score. “Black or African American” will be used to describe performers or
performing ensembles of African descent.



text, which portrays the excitement of just having committed and witnessed a lynching.
What is to be done if, in many instances, the choir is predominantly white in composition,
with a few black singers? What about those of mixed race, or an ethnicity other than
black or white? Considering the lack of racial diversity in some areas of the country, it
is at best difficult to faithfully arrange the requested performing forces.

Although the title of the piece is shocking, the text of the work, while direct and
deliberate, is much softer than the title suggests. As indicated by Chapin in her forward to
the poem, the setting is “...night. In a clearing by the roadside among the turpentine
pines, lit by headlights from parked cars, a Negro has just been lynched. The White
crowd is breaking up now, going home, a little sobered, but with an hysterical voice lifted
here and there.”> Although the white choir reacts to the lynching, and the black chorus
eulogizes the lynched man in a retelling of his life prior to the lynching, nowhere during
the course of the piece do the choirs portray an actual lynching. The text of the poem
gives no indication of the crime for which the man was later lynched. However,
approximately 41% of documented lynchings occurred after the victim had committed a
homicide.® Regardless of the crime, the man in this work was given a trial and sentenced
to life in prison. The poem reveals that the mob, unsatisfied with the legal verdict, took
the law into its own hands, broke into the jail and lynched the man. Subsequently, the
two choirs converge and sing of unity and justice, warning of the future effects of such

lawlessness and mob justice.

SKatherine Garrison Chapin, Plain-chant for America; Poems and Ballads (New York: Harper
and Brothers, 1942), 117.

6Zangrando, 8.



It should be understood that the descriptive title of the piece serves as a hindrance
to programming. The name of the piece evokes images of a difficult period in American
history and race relations that can easily evoke feelings of uneasiness, and that before the
audience has heard a note of the piece. However, there are several other issues that serve
as obstacles to performance.

...And They Lynched Him on a Tree is often referred to either as a choral ballad, a
cantata or an oratorio. However, the work possesses the characteristics of the lynching
drama. The lynching drama or lynching play, a theatre genre which began in the early
twentieth century, was born as a reaction to the realities of lynchings. All such dramas
are based upon the premise of lynching, reflect the stance of those who support lynching
as well as those who are against it, are written largely by American playwrights and have
been produced in all regions of the country. Additional characteristics include a focus on
daily routine, the use of poetry and/or music, and the story told through the viewpoint of
awoman.’ ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree fulfills all the criteria for lynching
drama. The piece also contains other theatrical conventions such as a cast of characters,
stage directions, and sound effects. Approaching the piece with this knowledge requires
the conductor to assume the role of a stage director and the performing forces to assume
the role of actors. However, currently there is no resource which makes a correlation

between this piece and the genre of lynching drama.

" Judith L. Stephens, ed., Strange Fruit: Plays on Lynching by American Women. (Indiana
University Press, 1998), 4-11.



Although Still’s choral music is widely recorded, there is only one commercial
recording available for purchase.® A YouTube search of ...And They Lynched Him on a
Tree yields clips of the aforementioned recording as well as an excerpt of a University of
Colorado performance and a community production in Putney, VT.? In the William
Grant Still/\VVerna Arvey papers at The University of Arkansas, there exists a 1942
recording of Leopold Stokowski conducting the piece.’® The Stokowski recording is also
available from William Grant Still Music.

There is a text discrepancy between the piano-vocal score and the conductor
scores for the piece. The conductor scores express the original words as preferred by
poet and composer. However, for the premiere, the text as printed in the playbill was
altered due to political concerns. The altered text remains in the piano-vocal score which
indicates that the following words be sung.

Cut him down from the gallows tree!

Cut him down for the world to see!

Call him brother and take his hand,

And clear this shadow, the long dark shadow.

Oh trust your brother and reach out your hand
And clear the shadow that falls across your land!*

8Phillip Brunelle, conductor, Witness: Skyward My People Rose: The Music of William Grant
Still, Phillip Brunelle, Clarion CD CCF905, 1995.

9Based on a search from Nov. 15, 2015.

©william Grant Still, And They Lynched Him on a Tree: The William Grant Still Archives,
Leopold Stokowski, Archival recording, 1942.

Uwilliam Grant Still, ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree Piano-Vocal Score, (New York: J.
Fisher & Bro., 1941), 43-46.



However, the texts of the conductor scores show the original, intended ending, as
follows.

Cut him down from the gallows tree!

Cut him down for the world to see!

Talk of justice and take your stand.

But a long dark shadow will fall across your land,

An evil shadow will defame your land,

A long dark shadow will fall across your land!*?

Faced with the conflicting texts, the conductor must make a decision. In addition, the
emotional weight of the composition can make the process of choosing repertoire with
which to program the piece, challenging. This document addresses these problems and
offers solutions.

Methodology

Chapter Il presents the current research on ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree
and Still as documented in dissertations, articles and books on the subject. It also surveys
music history, music reference, and choral literature textbooks to find mention and
discussion of Still and the piece in question.

Chapter 111 provides practical information to future conductors of ...4nd They
Lynched Him on a Tree. This chapter focuses on issues pertaining to performance
practice, including a discussion of the use of scores, of which three versions are available.
This chapter also addresses the use of racially divided choirs and ways conductors have

tackled the issue. | have also investigated the practice of the use of the sound effects, as

noted in the score, as well as issues of choir placement and movement. Furthermore, |

2illiam Grant Still, ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree Conductor Score, (New York: J. Fisher
& Bro., 1941), 58-64.



have surveyed programming trends garnered from the performance history of the work.
As a professional conductor who has twice conducted the piece, | will assert my own
opinion regarding the performance practice issues, formulated from my interactions with
the piece.

Chapter IV outlines the reception history of the work, including performances of
the piece spanning the last seventy-one years, published performance reviews, and
personal reflections from conductors. | have used the scrapbooks of programs of Still’s
music, collected by William Grant Still Music and stored at the University of Arkansas,
to discover performances of the work, to find any geographical trends in performance
history and search for performance reviews. | also have spoken with conductors
nationwide who are in positions of prominence. | have surveyed choral conductors
across the country to gain an understanding of the work’s national recognition in the
choral profession. To achieve this goal, | have submitted a survey to the President and
President-Elect of the American Choral Directors Association in each state to find the
following information:

1. Are they familiar with the piece?

2. Have they ever conducted the piece?

3. Do they have colleagues who have conducted the piece?

| have also interviewed Phillip Brunelle, who prepared choirs for the only
commercially available recording of the piece. Chapter IV also includes a discussion of
performances of the work that have either been cancelled or faced significant obstacles to
performance. This chapter also serves as a conclusion in which | have summarized my

findings and offered my own assertions and observations of the research.
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The appendices include a list of known performances, conductors, locations and
soloists of the past seventy-five years, to give the reader a comprehensive list of
documented performances. Interviews with conductors associated with ...4nd They
Lynched Him on a Tree are included, also. The final appendix provides the reader with

concert programs from past performances of the piece, where available.
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CHAPTER II
REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE
While there is minimal scholarly research published specifically about ...And
They Lynched Him on a Tree, there exist numerous works written about the life and work
of William Grant Still. Those that are germane to this document fall into three main
categories:

1. Biographical and autobiographical texts.

2. Journal articles on the works of William Grant Still. The biographical
information on Still in these publications is limited, focusing instead on
specific compositions, theories on race and Still’s music, and bibliographic
aids for further research.

3. Theses and Dissertations written mostly after the composer’s death. Of the
dissertations which apply directly to the research in this document, there are
four main types: those that review existing literature or provide catalog
information of Still’s compositions, comparisons of Still and other composers,
Still’s place in major compositional and cultural movements of the twentieth
century, and biographical studies.

Subsequent to the review of the literature is an initial review of the reception of ...4And
They Lynched Him on a Tree found in specific academic literature including music
history textbooks, choral literature texts, and general music reference materials.

There are several trends apparent in the data. The majority of available literature

was published after Still’s death on December 3, 1978. Of those publications, there was a

surge of publications immediately after his death, and again in the mid-1990s, which
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coincides with the 100" anniversary of Still’s birth. Prior to Still’s death, publications
about him began to emerge in the 1930s and 1940s, due in large part to the work of his
wife, Verna Arvey. Another surge of activity happened between 1966 and 1978. This
time span encompasses Still’s 75" and 80" birthdays. It also immediately followed the
end of the Civil Rights movement and the emergence of scholars, such as Eileen
Southern, Samuel A. Floyd Jr., and Dominique-René DeLerma, who contributed much to
the study of black music. The authors who have emerged as the leading scholars are
Verna Arvey and Judith Anne Still**, William Grant Still’s wife and daughter,
respectively. Those scholars unrelated to Still are Eileen Southern and Mary Hudgins,
who published about Still mostly before his death, and Gayle Murchison and Catherine
Parsons Smith who continue to add to the body of knowledge about Still and his music.
Biography

In One Lifetime by Still’s wife, Verna Arvey, covers his life in interesting detail
but offers little discussion of ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree. Arvey gives a brief
background on Still’s introduction to Chapin and the last-minute change of text.* Central
to this study is Arvey’s candid account of composer Roy Harris’ quest to outshine Still in

the premiere of the piece. Arvey writes,

13Judith Anne Still also has published as Judith Anne Still Headlee.

14Verna Arvey, In One Lifetime (Fayetteville, The University of Arkansas Press, 1984), 115-117.
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Roy Harris read the [concert] announcement in the papers early in June

[1940], and apparently decided this was something he would like to

share. He thereupon wrote a new composition in four days, according to

the newspapers: begun on June 10", finished on June 14™. It was

scored for — you guessed it — Negro chorus, white chorus and orchestra.

He persuaded Rodzinski to open the evening’s program with it, so that

his use of the two choruses would precede Billy’s, and he would appear

to be the innovator.*
She goes on to describe the positive audience reaction to the piece as told by Artur
Rodzinski, who conducted the premiere. The Lynching Piece, as Arvey calls it, is also
listed as a part of a complete works list in the appendices of the book.®

William Grant Still: And The Fusion of Cultures in American Music exists in two
editions, the original of 1972 and the centennial celebration edition of 1995. Both make
numerous references to ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. Again, Verna Arvey briefly
discusses the piece in the chapter entitled “With His Roots in the Soil.”*” Arvey describes
the piece as demonstrating Still’s “social consciousness, and his selections of subjects
which speak of the brotherhood of man.” Among these works, she includes ....4nd They
Lynched Him on a Tree, In Memoriam: The Colored Soldiers Who Died for Democracy,
Rhapsody, and The Little Song That Wanted to be a Symphony.'® In the same volume,

Anne K. Simpson describes the work as “Still’s most ambitious and best known work for

chorus and orchestra...[containing] motivic rhythms, polyrhythms, antiphonal effects,

BIbid., 115.
®1bid., 249.
"\erna Arvey, “With His Roots in the Soil,” in William Grant Still: And The Fusion of Cultures

in American Music, Second Edition, ed., Judith Anne Still, (Flagstaff, AZ: The Master-Player Library,
1995), 15-20.

¥Ibid., 18.
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and strong blues tonalities.”® Donald Dorr quotes Alain Locke in his description of the
piece: “The ballad ‘universalizes its particular theme and expands a Negro tragedy into a
purging and inspiring plea for justice and a fuller democracy.”? Last, the book includes a
complete thematic catalogue of Still’s works, which includes an entry on ...4nd They
Lynched Him on a Tree with dedicatory information, date of composition, duration, brief
description of the necessary performing forces and date of premiere.?

The 1996 book, William Grant Still: A Bio-Bibliography,? written by Michael
Darbrishus, Carolyn Quinn, and Judith Anne Still, also merits special emphasis due to its
importance to this document and as a starting point for further research. The book is a
study of Still’s music through reviews, performance history information, and facts of
composition, including premiere date, location, personnel, publisher information,
dedicatory information, instrumentation, and duration. Most helpful is the information on
selected performances, recording information, and media reviews. While helpful, this
source does not include any information about the aforementioned reduced

instrumentation arranged by David McCoy.

BAnne K. Simpson, “William Grant Still’s Musical Style: A Monumental Contribution To
American Music, in William Grant Still: And The Fusion of Cultures in American Music, Second Edition,
ed., Judith Anne Still, (Flagstaff: The Master-Player Library, 1995), 87.

Donald Dorr, “Chosen Image: The Afro-American Vision in the Operas of William Grant Still,”
in William Grant Still: And The Fusion of Cultures in American Music, Second Edition, ed., Judith Anne
Still, (Flagstaff: The Master-Player Library, 1995), 152.

23udith Anne Still, ed., William Grant Still: And The Fusion of Cultures in American Music,
Second Edition, (Flagstaff: The Master-Player Library, 1995), 262.

22Michael J. Darbrishus, Carolyn Quin and Judith A. Still, William Grant Still: A Bio-
Bibliography, (Westport: Greenwood Press, 1996), 66.



15

Catherine Parsons Smith’s 2008 biography, William Grant Still, includes mention
of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. Smith gives further information on the
circumstances of composition, citing that the piece was written in response to the stalled
debate on the federal antilynching bill.% She also states that the “reviews were positive,
though some reviewers were bothered by the piece’s atypical form. (Black and/or female
composers were commonly accused of inability to construct large musical forms,
especially when their message, like this one, required unusual approaches.”?

Journal Articles

Gayle Murchison published, in Volume 25 of the Black Music Research Journal,
an article entitled “Current Research Twelve years after the William Grant Still
Centennial.”? This article surveys the archival, primary source, and secondary source
material made available from 1990 to 2005. It also includes an appendix of selected
biographical sources and a selected discography of compact disc recordings. The review
of the literature contained in this chapter will avoid duplicating the entirety of
Murchison’s work, except in instances where the source deals directly and mostly with

...And They Lynched Him on a Tree and the biographies written on Still’s life.

Z3Catherine Parsons Smith, William Grant Still, (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2008), 64.
21bid.

BMurchison, Gayle. “Current Research Twelve Years after the William Grant Still Centennial.”
Black Music Research Journal 25 (Spring-Fall 2005): 119-154.
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Wayne Shirley, librarian emeritus with the Library of Congress, published an
article on ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree in the 1994 winter edition of American
Music.?¢ This article is the only research to date which makes the piece its sole focus.
Covered in the article are discussion of the initial creative processes, the correspondence
between Chapin and Still, a chronicle of the making of the first performances, and an
account of its initial reception. Shirley’s article addresses some of the performance
practice issues but stops short of offering practical solutions to those problems. Shirley
also addresses the issues surrounding the discrepancy of lyrics found in the published
scores, citing political unrest at the time and the need for less inflammatory rhetoric in
order to bring the piece to performance. The Shirley article chronicles the events leading
to the premiere of the work as well as the 1941 and 1942 performances of ...4nd They
Lynched Him on a Tree. He also mentions the Howard University and Mexico City
performances.?”

David Griggs-Janower published an article entitled “The Choral Works of
William Grant Still” in the May 1995 edition of Choral Journal. ...And they Lynched
Him on a Tree occupies a large part of the article. The piece is discussed under the
heading “Larger Choral Works,” wherein Griggs-Janower covers the circumstances of
composition and the early reception of the work. Of the piece’s lasting impact, Griggs-
Janower writes, “This work has lost none of its appeal and its ability to move the listener

in the last fifty years; it is well worth the effort to mount. The chorus parts are not

Z\Wayne D. Shirley, “William Grant Still’s Choral Ballad And They Lynched Him on a Tree,”
American Music 12 (Winter 1994): 425-461.

2bid., 439-443.
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difficult, and the work can be done with one large chorus assuming the roles of the two
crowds, though some of the visual drama is lost. The most difficult writing is for the
strings.”?

Catherine Parsons Smith has authored or co-authored numerous works on the life
and work of Still. Her article, ““Harlem Renaissance Man’ Revisited: The Politics of
Race and Class in William Grant Still’s Late Career,” sheds much light on Still’s reaction
and perception of public opinion to the premiere of ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree.?
The article, as its title suggests, illuminates the struggles Still faced as a Black composer
in a society besieged by racist thought and ideology. While the focus of the article is
specifically on Still’s larger works, such as the Afro-American Symphony and the opera
Troubled Island, Smith does include ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.

The 2002 article, “The Multifaceted Nationalism of William Grant Still,” written
by David Z. Kushner, illuminates the struggles with racism that Still faced, and it
discusses race in Still’s music. This article provides an implied rationale, in Still’s
words, for accepting the commission to compose ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree.
Kushner quotes Still as saying,

‘If I have a wish to express, it would be that my music may serve a

purpose larger than mere music. If it will help in some way to bring

about better interracial understanding in American and in other

countries, then | will feel that the work is justified. It is not that a race of

people should be glorified, but rather that all people should accept all
other people on the basis of their individual merit and accomplishment.

#David Griggs-Janower, “The Choral Works of William Grant Still,” Choral Journal (May 1995):
41-42.

2Catherine Parsons Smith, “’Harlem Renaissance Man’ Revisited: The Politics of Race and Class
in William Grant Still's Late Career,” American Music 15, Autumn 1997, In JSTOR :
http://www.jstor.org/stable/3052330 [accessed September 20, 2015], 381-406.
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It is that we are all human beings, citizens, children of God. We need to

learn more about each other so that we all may live together in peace and

mutual appreciation. Can music help accomplish this? I believe it can.’®
Kushner draws a parallel between this statement of Still and the subsequent composition
of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.

Jacqueline Cogdell DjeDje’s article, “Context and Creativity: William Grant Still
in Los Angeles,” provides new insight and further details on the Los Angeles premiere of
...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. It is known that Albert McNeil conducted the work
with William Grant Still and Verna Arvey in attendance, but more details were not
known. DjeDje, in clarifying the growth of the black artistic community in Los Angeles,
writes, “In 1952, the Los Angeles premiere of Still’s ...And They Lynched Him on a
Tree..., at People’s Independent, included two of Los Angeles’s major choirs: the
Cathedral Choir of People’s Independent and the Senior Choir of First Baptist Church of
Los Angeles (a predominantly White congregation).”t Information about this
performance did not originate with DjeDje. Her article cites Music in the Central Avenue
Community, 1890—c. 1955,% a source that was unknown to me. Although cited as above,

Dr. DjeDje confirmed the source is actually Central Avenue--Its rise and fall, 1890-c.

1955: Including the Musical Renaissance of Black Los Angeles. %

David Z Kushner, "The Multifaceted Nationalism of William Grant Still," American Music
Teacher, August 2002. 32, In PROQUEST http://search.proquest.com/docview/937104?accountid=13946.
[accessed January 14, 2015], 34-35.

3LJacqueline Cogdell DjeDje, “Context and Creativity: William Grant Still in Los Angeles,” Black
Music Research Journal 31, Spring 2011 In PROQUEST
http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.5406/blacmusiresej.31.1.0001 [accessed September 22, 2015], 13.

32Betty Y. Cox, ed., Music in the Central Avenue Community, 1890-¢.1955, (Los Angeles: Black
Experience Expressed through Music Foundation for the Advancement of Music, 1996).
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Dissertations

Leon Everette Thompson’s doctoral dissertation, “A Historical and Stylistic
Analysis of the Music of William Grant Still and A Thematic Catalog of his Works,” is
the first source to include a thematic catalog. It is also the first source to include
performance reviews of the works. Included within Thompson’s document are the
reviews, premiere information and list of performing forces required for ...And They
Lynched Him on a Tree.*

Benjamin Griffith Edwards' dissertation, broadly titled, “The Life of William
Grant Still,” uses primary and secondary sources to document the life and work of Still.
Edwards provides documentation for several reviews and performance details of the
piece that are not included in other sources.®* This dissertation was useful in preliminary
research in the William Grant Still and Verna Arvey archives at the University of
Arkansas-Fayetteville.

The 2007 dissertation by Isaiah R. McGee, entitled “The Origin and Historical
Development of Prominent Professional Black Choirs In the United States,” is a valuable
resource. Within this source, McGee chronicles the development of the Eva Jessye

Choir, which performed the work with the Schola Cantorum of New York, on the 1942

%3Bette Yarbrough Cox, Central Avenue--Its rise and fall, 1890-c. 1955 : Including the Musical
Renaissance of Black Los Angeles, (Los Angeles: BEEM Publications, 1996).

34eon Everette Thompson. "A Historical and Stylistic Analysis of the Music of William Grant
Still and a Thematic Catalog of His Works." Order No. DP29411, University of Southern California, 1966.
In PROQUESTMS ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global,
http://search.proquest.com/docview/1658154317?accountid=13946, [accessed September 24, 2015].

%Benjamin Griffith Edwards, "The Life of William Grant Still," Order No. 8806075, Harvard
University, 1987, In PROQUESTMS ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global,
http://search.proquest.com/docview/303469683?accountid=13946, [accessed September 21, 2015].


http://search.proquest.com/docview/1658154317?accountid=13946
http://search.proquest.com/docview/303469683?accountid=13946
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radio broadcast of ...And The Lynched Him on a Tree.*® This source, including an
interview with conductor Alfred McNeill, briefly discusses a performance conducted by
McNeill which William Grant Still and Verna Arvey attended.®” This is the only
performance of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree in which it is known that Still was in
attendance.

Another dissertation that warrants inclusion is Gayle Murchison’s document,
entitled “Nationalism in William Grant Still and Aaron Copland Between the Wars:
Style and Ideology.” The biographical information included within this source is
beneficial for establishing a place for ...4And They Lynched Him on a Tree in Still’s larger
body of work. This source is important because it is the first and only documentation of
...And They Lynched Him on a Tree as a “lynching drama.” While it is not clear if
Murchison is referring to the piece as representative of the genre, it is worth noticing that
she refers to the piece as a drama, instead of as a cantata or choral ballad.®

Other Academic Texts
Choral Literature Texts

To gauge Still’s perceived prominence as a composer of choral music, and the

reception of the piece, | consulted several texts on choral repertoire, searching the texts

and indices of each book to find any mention of Still or ...4nd They Lynched Him on a

%)saiah R. McGee, “The Origin and Historical Development of Prominent Professional Black
Choirs in the United States” PhD diss., The Florida State University, 2007. In PROQUESTMS ProQuest
Dissertations & Theses Global, http://search.proquest.com/docview/304868957?accountid=13946,
[accessed June 21, 2015], 41.

$"McGee, 133.

3Gayle Murchison, "Nationalism in William Grant Still and Aaron Copland between the Wars:
Style and Ideology,” Yale University, 1998. In PROQUESTMS ProQuest Dissertations & Theses Global,
http://search.proquest.com/docview/304459754?accountid=13946, [accessed September 1, 2015], 139.
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Tree. Appearing on the same program as the premiere of the piece was a premiere of
Challenge by Roy Harris. As a means of comparison, | have also searched for Harris and
Challenge, in each of the applicable texts. Roy Harris, a Caucasian, naturally would not
fall in the choral literature texts specific to works by black composers. Considering the
racial tensions and documented struggles for black composers who were contemporaries
of William Grant Still, 1 have also consulted the choral literature texts for any mention of
Nathaniel Dett, a black composer living and composing during the same time as Still.

The first book consulted was Choral Repertoire by Dennis Shrock. Outlining the
parameters for inclusion, Shrock states,

The purpose of this book is to present and discuss the choral music of

the most significant composers from the Western Hemisphere

throughout recorded history. The selection of composers has been

determined by their impact on the development of choral music as an art

form, and the selection of repertoires been determined by the relative

merit of compositions as reflected by critical acclaim, popularity and

frequency of performance, and availability in academic and commercial

publications.*®
...And They Lynched Him on a Tree does not qualify for inclusion according to the
parameters set by Shrock. In fact, neither Still nor ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree is
included in Choral Repertoire. Of Harris and Dett, there are brief summaries of their

training and teaching careers, as well as a broad description of the choral works. It is

worth noting that Harris” Challenge is not mentioned in this text.

3Dennis Shrock, Choral Repertoire, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), v.

“lbid., 711, 716, 717, 720.
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Choral Music in the Twentieth Century by Nick Strimple includes mention of
both Still and ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree. The book describes the latter as, “the
powerful And They Lynched Him on a Tree (1940) for alto soloist, narrator, double mixed
chorus (White singers as the lynch mob, black chorus as commentators), and orchestra.”*
In comparison with Still, Strimple includes works by and mention of R. Nathaniel Dett.
Strimple also discusses the works of Roy Harris, describing him as “among the most
important American composers of the century.”*

David P. DeVenney has authored a book entitled American Music Since 1920: An
Annotated Guide. This book includes seventy-six composers, whom DeVenney groups
into the following categories: Romantic Tradition, American Composers, Composers of
Mid-century, and More Recent Composers.® This book includes the choral works of
William Grant Still, including ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. Each piece is listed
with information pertaining to performing medium, poet/librettist, duration, and
publisher. Also included are the works of Roy Harris and R. Nathaniel Dett. It is worth
noting that DeVenney includes a listing for Harris’ Challenge.* | also consulted
DeVenney’s book, Source Readings in American Choral Music. Although the book deals
with choral music, it is not a choral literature text, per se. However, Still occupies a

small but meaningful place in this book. An excerpt from Still’s essay, “An Afro-

“INick Strimple, Choral Music in the Twentieth Century, (Pompton Plains: Amadeus Press,
2002), 257.

“2|bid., 220.

“3David P. DeVenney, American Choral Music Since 1920: An Annotated Guide, (Berkeley:
Fallen Leaf Press, 1993), ix-xiii.

“Ibid., 81.
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American Composer’s Point of View (1935),” appears in the text.** Preceding Still’s
excerpted thoughts is a brief bio of Still that lists ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree
among Still’s most important choral works.*

A Conductors Guide to Choral-Orchestral Works and A Conductor’s Guide to
Choral-Orchestral Works: Part 11 are both written by Jonathan D. Green. For the former
title, the author states,

Works to be included must be for full chorus and orchestra, containing

some English text, and composed between 1900 and 1972. These works

were originally chosen for having at least one citation indicating a length

of twenty or more minutes. During the course of this study, certain

works were found to be slightly shorter; however, these pieces were

retained if they proved no less than fifteen minutes long. The last

qualification for inclusion is that performance materials are

commercially available.*

For the second publication, the author has “chosen to include a number of shorter works
and some which used non-traditional orchestras, because they are a valuable part of the
repertoire and, [he believes,] are well served in this venue.”* Although ...And They
Lynched Him on a Tree and other of Still’s choral pieces fit firmly within the criteria

established by Green, the book has no inclusion of a work by Still. The book does

include Roy Harris’ Symphony No. 8, Folk Song, which is a choral work, despite its title.

“David P. DeVenney, Source Readings in American Choral Music, (Missoula: The College
Music Society, 1995), 112-113.

“®Ibid., 112.

47Jonathan D. Green, A Conductor’s Guide to Choral-Orchestral Works, (Metuchen: The
Scarecrow Press, Inc., 1994), xi.

8Jonathan D. Green, A Conductor’s Guide to Choral-Orchestral Works, Twentieth Century, Part
Il, (Lanham: The Scarecrow Press, Inc. 1998), xi.
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Homer Ulrich authored the book A Survey of Choral Music.* There is no
mention of any work by William Grant Still included in this book. Also, there is no
mention of any of R. Nathaniel Dett’s choral music; however, Roy Harris” Folk Song
Symphony is included.

Music History Texts

To establish Still’s place in the general history of music and the perceived
prominence of ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree within Still’s larger body of works, |
consulted several music history texts, which were most useful in establishing a
chronology of the thought that guides the numerous editions and reprints, and in similar
books of different titles by one author. As well, | consulted single-edition music history
textbooks by one author. These include The History of Western Music by Donald Jay
Grout, later co-authored with Claude V. Palisca, The Oxford History of Western Music by
Richard Taruskin, A Short History of Music and A History of Musical Thought by Donald
N. Ferguson, and Music in Western Civilization by Craig Wright and Bryan Simms.

Perhaps one of the most popular textbooks on music history, Grout’s A History of
Western Music, was first published in 1960. The first edition of this text contains no
mention of Still. Furthermore, the book contains no mention of black composers or
large-scale mention of genres rooted in black traditions such as jazz or ragtime, although
there is brief mention of jazz as an influence on twentieth century composers.*® The

“shorter” edition provides the same treatment to both Still and black composers and

“Homer Ulrich, A Survey of Choral Music, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1973).

*Donald Jay Grout, A History of Western Music, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company,
1960), 611, 623, 632.
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genres in general.5* The second and third editions, published in 1973 and 1981,
respectively, incorporate only a small amount of information on Still, stating, “Likewise,
incorporating specifically American idioms (blues) is the Afro-American Symphony
(1931) of William Grant Still (born 1895).%

In Ferguson’s A Short History of Music and A History of Musical Thought, there
appears no mention of William Grant Still. Roy Harris is included within the scope of
the book; however, his Challenge lacks mention. Similar treatment is afforded Still and
Harris in Paul Griffiths” A Concise History of Western Music, Headington’s History of
Western Music, and Martin Cooper’s The New Oxford History of Music: The Modern
Age 1890-1960. The latter volume includes no mention of the African American
composers of the “modern age” such as H.T. Burleigh, Hall Johnson, R. Nathaniel Dett,
Duke Ellington, Scott Joplin or Ulysses Kay. The book also makes no mention of genres
birthed out of black musical traditions, such as jazz, blues or ragtime.>® Likewise, in
Headington’s History of Western Music there is little mention of black or African
American composers. The book only mentions two black composers, James Bland and
Scott Joplin, in the seven pages devoted to jazz, swing and musicals.>* Griffith’s A

Concise History of Western Music briefly explores the ragtime and jazz genres,

*1Donald Jay Grout, A History of Western Music, Shorter Edition (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company, 1964), 427, 435.

2Donald Jay Grout, A History of Western Music, Second Edition, (New York: W. W. Norton and
Company: 1973), 678. and Donald Jay Grout and Claude V. Palisca, A History of Western Music, Third
Edition, (New York: W. W. Norton and Company, 1981), 436.

S3Martin Cooper, ed., The New Oxford history of Music Volume 10, The Modern Age: 1890-1960,
(London: Oxford University Press, 1974).

S4Christopher Headington, History of Western Music, (New York: Schirmer Books, 1976), 347-
354,
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mentioning Scott Joplin, King Oliver and Louis Armstrong but omits the other
aforementioned art composers of the twentieth century.®* Donald N. Ferguson’s A Short
History of Music® omits discussion of jazz, ragtime or black American composers;
however, his book A History of Musical Thought, published five years later, does briefly
mention jazz.5" He states, “the idiom of jazz, which we have occasionally noted as
coloring the musical speech of twentieth-century composers...[,]Jdoubtless deserves more
extended mention than we have allowed it.”*

The Oxford History of Western Music, a six-volume set by Richard Taruskin,
carries no mention of Still. The college edition of the textbook of the same name
mentions both Still and Harris as symphonists, making no mention of their choral works.
Concerning Still, only the Afro-American Symphony is mentioned.*®* However, both
Taruskin texts include minor discussion of other black composers, such as Robert
Johnson and H. T. Burleigh, and reference to genres such as jazz or ragtime. Similarly,
Barbara Russian Hanning’s Concise History of Western Music discusses Still’s Afro-

American Symphony.® Again, Roy Harris is discussed as a student of Nadia Boulangers:

5Paul Griffiths, A Concise History of Western Music, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press,
2006), 222, 250-252.

%6Donald N. Ferguson, A Short History of Music, (New York: F. S. Crofts and Co., 1943).

S’Donald N. Ferguson, A History of Musical Thought, (New York: Appleton-Century-Crofts, Inc.
1948) 590, 608.

%8Ibid., 608.

*Richard Taruskin and Christopher H. Gibbs, The Oxford History of Western Music, College
Edition, (New York: Oxford University Press, 2013), 997.

80Barbara Russano Hanning, Concise History of Western Music: Based on Grout/Palisca A
History of Western Music, (New York: W. W. Norton, 1998), 533-534.

®11bid., 515.
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and as an American symphonist,®? but Hanning makes no mention of his choral output.
In The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century Music, edited by Nicholas Cook and
Anthony Pople, Still is omitted, with the exception of a mention as a possible influence
on free jazz.® Harris is also treated solely as a symphonist.*

Music Reference Sources

In the Historical Dictionary of Choral Music, which “provides, in one volume,
basic information about the most important composers, genres, conductors, institutions,
styles, and technical terms of choral music,”® William Grant Still is omitted. It is worth
noting that, while Roy Harris often appears in the aforementioned textbooks, Harris is
also missing from the current volume. However, the Historical Dictionary includes other
black composers such as Brazeal Dennard, Undine Smith Moore, Scott Joplin, and Hall
Johnson.

Both Still and Harris are also absent from the Encyclopedia of Music in the 20th
Century.% This volume, despite its general title, would be more appropriately titled
“Encyclopedia of Musicians in Popular Culture.” The majority of musicians listed in this
resource are popular musicians, although a considerable number of performers and

composers of “art music” are contained within.

82|bid., 531.

8Nicholas Cook and Anthony Pople, eds., The Cambridge History of Twentieth-Century Music,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press., 2004), 7.

®41bid., 292.

8Melvin P. Unger, Historical Dictionary of Choral Music, (Lanham, MD: The Scarecrow Press,
2010), xi.

%]_ee Stacy and Lol Henderson, eds., Encyclopedia of Music in the 20th Century, (Chicago:
Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1999).
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The Oxford Dictionary of Music, in all editions, includes information on William
Grant Still. The Still entry includes a small biographical write-up; however, it gives no
information on ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.®” Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of
Musicians, in all editions, as well as Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of 20" Century
Classical Musicians includes entries on William Grant Still. Both titles, for Still, provide
a short biographical statement, followed by a list of selected works and a bibliography.
Neither source mentions ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree.®

Two of the consulted general musical reference texts include information on
Still’s ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree: The New Grove Biographical Dictionary of
Music and Musicians and The New Grove Dictionary of American Music. Both sources
offer a detailed listing on the life and work of Still, as they do for all composers listed
within, and a works list. The former source describes the piece as “a protest against the
institutionalized racism of the time, attest[ing] to [Still’s] dramatic gift.”®®
Sources specific to Black or African American Music and Musicians

| consulted six texts that are specific to the music of African American musicians
and composers. They are Choral Music by Afro-American Composers: A selected,

annotated bibliography, African American Music: An Introduction, Blacks in Classical

5’Michael Kennedy and Joyce Bourne Kennedy, The Oxford Dictionary of Music, 6th Edition, ed.
Tim Rutherford-Johnson, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2012), 812.

%Nicolas Slonimsky, Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of Musicians: Volume 5, Centennial
Edition, ed. Laura Kuhn and Dennis Mclntire, (New York: Schirmer Books, 2001), 3482 and Nicolas
Slonimsky, Baker’s Biographical Dictionary of 20" Century Classical Musicians, ed. Laura Kuhn, (New
York: Schirmer Books, 1997), 1313.

88Catherine Parsons Smith and Gayle Murchison, “Still, William Grant,” in The New Grove
Biographical Dictionary of Music and Musicians, Stanley Sadie, ed., (New York: Macmillan Publishers
Limited, 2001), 392.



29

Music, Black Music in America, The Music of Black Americans and the International
Dictionary of Black Composers. In each source, with the exception of two, one finds at
least a mention of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree. Although William Grant Still is
included in African American Music: An Introduction, along with a large discussion of
his Afro-American Symphony, there is no mention of ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree.
0 Still is also covered in Black Music in America; however, there is no mention of the
piece. Choral Music by Afro-American Composers: A selected, annotated bibliography
features a listing on William Grant Still, along with a works list, which includes ...And
They Lynched Him on a Tree, although the catalog number for the entry is missing.”™

In The Music of Black Americans, Eileen Southern describes the piece as among
Still’s best-known works, along with Plain-chant for America, another Chapin
collaboration.” ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree, likewise, is also mentioned in
Blacks in Classical Music. For the chapter on composers, Raoul Abdul interviewed Leon
Thompson, whose dissertation is discussed above, on his time spent in the Still household
as a student. Thompson reflects that the piece (along with Sahdji) is a part of Still’s

second period in which all of his works have a black theme or black subject matter.”

OEarl Stewart, African American Music: An Introduction, (New York: Schrimer Books, 1998),
301-304.

"1Evelyn Davidson White, Choral Music by Afro-American Composers: A selected, annotated
bibliography, (Metuchen, NJ: The Scarecrow Press, 1981), 69-70.

2Eileen Southern, The Music of Black Americans: A History, Third edition, (New York: W. W.
Norton and Company, 1997), 433.

SRaoul Abdul, Blacks in Classical Music, (New York: Dodd, Mead and Company, 1977), 29-32.
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Of all of the sources specific to Black composers, The International Dictionary of
Black Composers contains the most thorough information about William Grant Still. The
entry on Still is organized into a brief biography, a complete list of works, plus premiere
information and available recordings, publications about Still and his music, principal
archival information, a more detailed biography, and a reference list.’* ...And They
Lynched Him on a Tree receives mention in this entry, both in the works list and within
the following biography. Of the piece, Gayle Murchison remarks, “A plea for an end to
racial violence and racism, this was Still’s boldest, most outspoken work on race

1ssues.”’

"4Gayle Murchison, “Still, William Grant,” in International Dictionary of Black Composers:
Volume 11, Samuel A. Floyd, Jr., ed., (Chicago: Fitzroy Dearborn Publishers, 1999), 1057-1072.

"Ibid., 1067.
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CHAPTER Il
CONDUCTOR’S GUIDE
Scores

For ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree, the conductor has three options for score
study: full score, reduced instrumentation score, and the piano-vocal score. Each option
comes with its own set of pros and cons. The full conductor score is available from
William Grant Still Music Company, although this purchase does not include the cost for
the orchestra parts. The parts are only available on rental from the company.” The full
score consists of sixty-four pages of scoring, which were set using a musical typewriter.
This fact is important in considering the ramifications for learning and interpreting the
rhythms of the piece. In many instances, successive notes with flags (i.e., eighth notes,
sixteenth notes, etc.) are left un-beamed, contrary to what is found in modern notation.
This convention can be counterproductive in the initial stages of score study, as most
singers are accustomed to reading notation that is beamed.

As mentioned in Chapter I, the text of the work was altered for the premiere
performance to satisfy concerns voiced by the conductor, Artur Rodzinski. The work
was accepted for performance, but on the condition that the ending text be changed.
Rodzinski was concerned that the original text was too inflammatory. Chapin adjusted
the text, printing the altered version in the program book while the singers performed the
original text. During publication the full score was printed with only the original

unaltered text as penned by Katherine Garrison Chapin, but the singer scores were printed

SWilliam Grant Still Music, “...4nd They Lynched Him On A Tree - Conductors Score (orch-
chorus-soloists)” William Grant Still Music, http://www.williamgrantstill.com/And-They-Lynched-Tree-
orch-chorus-soloists [accessed July 25, 2015].
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with the altered text.”” Because the text was changed only for the premiere of the work,
the original words should be used. This convention honors the wishes of the poet and
composer and follows the precedent set in all documented performances.

David McCoy, a retired band director, bassoonist and arranger residing in Grand
Rapids, MI, has arranged ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree for woodwind quintet and
piano. The quintet consists of Flute/Piccolo, Oboe/English Horn, Clarinet, Horn and
Bassoon. Judith Anne Still commissioned McCoy to arrange the work for the West Wind
Quintet performance with the East Congregational United Church of Christ in Grand
Rapids, MI1.”® The use of the quintet instrumentation is helpful in situations where budget
for orchestra is limited. Through interviews with conductors who have performed the
work, I have found that knowledge of the quintet arrangement is limited. While useful,
the reduced instrumentation comes with its own drawbacks. It is printed on 8.5” x 11”
paper, which is sufficient for adequate music spacing, but the print is so small at this
scale that it is quite difficult to read even the text without a great deal of effort. It would
be helpful if the print were enlarged. This arrangement is available from William Grant
Still Music, which includes instrumental parts and conductor’s score. Choral books are
not included.”™ Although the full score and the piano-vocal score include rehearsal
section squares and numbers throughout the score, the reduced instrumentation score

includes only measure numbers and squares.

"'Shirley, 439-445.

8David McCoy, telephone interview to author, July 24, 2015.

*William Grant Still Music, “...4nd They Lynched Him On A Tree - Conductors Score (orch-
chorus-soloists)” William Grant Still Music, http://tinyurl.com/nnli3jb [accessed July 25, 2015].
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The piano-vocal score is sold only in sets of ten and can be ordered from William
Grant Still Music Company.® However, | was able to secure a single study copy of the
piano-vocal score. The piano-vocal score is essential for study. No other score gives
credit to Katherine Garrison Chapin as poet. It is the piano-vocal score, only, that gives
what is listed as the “argument:”

It is night. In a clearing by the roadside among the turpentine pines, lit by
the headlights from parked cars, A Negro has just been lynched. The
white crowd who hung him, and those who watched, are breaking up now,
going home. They sing together, get into their cars and drive away.
Darkness falls on the road and the woods. Then slowly the Negroes come
out from hiding to find the body of their friend. Among them is the
mother of the man who was hung. In darkness they grope for the tree;
when they find it the mother sings her dirge. The Negro chorus joins her
and they retell the story of the man’s life and rehearse the tragedy. She is
humble and broken but as they all sing together, the white voices joining
the Negroes’, the song become strong in its impartial protest against mob
lawlessness and pleads for a new tolerance to wipe this shadow of
injustice off the land.”®

Further, without the piano-vocal score, the conductor has no access to the following vital
performance information.

For: White Chorus, Negro Chorus, Contralto Soloist, Narrator, and
Orchestra. In the event that it is not possible to secure both a White
chorus and a Negro chorus, the composer suggests that the available
chorus be divided, one half representing the White people and the other
half representing the Negro people.

80Wwilliam Grant Still Music, “...4nd They Lynched Him On A Tree - Conductors Score (orch-
chorus-soloists)” William Grant Still Music, http://www.williamgrantstill.com/They-Lynched-Tree-pno-
contralto-solo-satb [accessed July 25, 2015].

8william Grant Still, ...And They Lynched Him on a Tree Piano-Vocal Score, (New York: J.
Fisher & Bro., 1941), ii.
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The various other Choral Solo Parts are, for the sake of economy, to be
sung by members of the Chorus.

The Narrator should be a man with a low pitched, resonant voice. His
lines are to be spoken.®

Still’s acknowledgement of the Julius Rosenwald Foundation is also absent from the
other scores.®

While the piano-vocal score proves helpful in providing essential information
about the piece, as a performance score it leaves much to be desired, especially for the
piano accompaniment. The piano reduction often omits important articulations and
dynamic markings that are included within the full score. Such oversights prevent the
pianist from giving any type of faithful rendition of the composer’s intent, but the score
remains essential for the choristers, for it is the only vocal score available.

None of the scores specifically mentions the use of a soprano or a bass soloist
within the introductory material. At rehearsal square 7, there is a baritone solo singing,
“Come along fellers! Come along home!”# Also, at three measures before rehearsal
square 8, there is a “hysterical” soprano soloist who sings, “God, ‘m glad he’s no son of
mine!”® In comparison to the parts for the narrator and the contralto soloist, the baritone

and soprano soli are minuscule yet essential for an accurate performance of the piece.

8|bid.
8Ibid.
#|bid, 10.

®|bid, 11.



35

Nomenclature

Due to the awkward title, the history of challenges in introducing the piece to
choirs and boards of directors and the unique nature of the performing forces and subject
matter, it is necessary to categorize the piece appropriately. In reading the
correspondence among the persons responsible for the creation of ...And They Lynched
Him on a Tree, one finds the different descriptors used for referring to the piece. At
times called a cantata, other times a choral ballad, at other times, “the Lynching piece,”
the final work remains lacking of a definitive categorization. In fact, in the literature the
piece is referred to as a lynching drama, choral drama, oratorio, cantata, ballad cantata,
and play. It simultaneously shares characteristics with the oratorio, ballad and cantata,
labels that are readily familiar to most choral conductors. Building a case for considering
the piece as a dramatic work offers the conductor a firmer rationale for performance;
putting forth this subject as a purely musical work is a much more difficult proposition
than asking singers to portray a character or to function as an actor in a play or opera.

Although I have searched for a definition of the term, choral ballad, I have not
been able to find such. | have been able to find a definition of the word “ballad,” which
isa

term used for a short popular or traditional song that normally frames a

narrative element. Scholars of the term’s history and origin take it to

signify a relatively concise composition known throughout Europe since

the late Middle Ages, spreading later to the New World, notably the

Americas: it combines narrative, dramatic dialogue and lyrical passages in

strophic form sung to a rounded tune, and often includes a recurrent

refrain. Performance is predominantly by solo singers, though choral and
dance elements are known in some cultures.2

8James Porter, et al, “Ballad,"” Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University
Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/01879,
[accessed July 27, 2015].
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As it is, the text of the piece was published as “A Ballad Poem for Chorus.”®
...And They Lynched Him on a Tree possesses the narrative element (the re-telling of the
lynching event and the surrounding circumstances), lyrical passages (the mother’s solo),
solo singers, and choral elements. While the piece is through-composed, it has a type of
refrain in the opening narrative (come along, come along home, come along fellers).
...And They Lynched Him on a Tree differs from this definition in that at nineteen
minutes in length, it is not concise. As stated before, the piece is not strophic.

The cantata is loosely defined as a work for voice and orchestra. However,
finding a clear meaning for the term as it applies to choral works of the 19th and 20th
century is a futile exercise. Grove Music Online states,

both the secular and the sacred cantata sharply declined in importance

after the middle of the 18th century. In contrast to the previous 100 years

and more, the cantata has enjoyed no consistent independent existence

since then, and the term has been applied, somewhat haphazardly, to a

wide variety of works which generally have in common only that they are
for chorus and orchestra.®

In the shadow of this statement, it is clear that “cantata” is not the best label.

The oratorio genre flourished in the Barogue period to become an important genre
of choral music. With dramatic elements, a compelling, usually biblical story, and the
contrast of soloists, orchestra and chorus, it shares many elements with opera, stopping

short of the staging, costumes and scenery. ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree has the

87Chapin, 117.

8Colin Timms, et al, “Cantata," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford University
Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/04748pg6.
[accessed July 25, 2015].
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characteristics of an oratorio: the lynching story and background, soloists (the mother,
narrator, wailing woman), chorus. | hesitate to leave this label with the piece because
there is no biblical element to the lynching story. Although parallels can be drawn
between the lynching story and any number of stories in the bible, it is not, on the
surface, drawn from scripture. In this way, the work differs from the oratorios of the
twentieth century.

Among them are Charles Sanford Skilton's The Guardian Angel (1925),

Robert Nathaniel Dett's The Ordering of Moses (1937), Stefan Wolpe's

Israel and his Land (1939), Bernard Rogers's The Passion (1942), Franz

Waxman's Joshua (1959), Vincent Persichetti's The Creation (1969),

Dominick Argento's Jonah and the Whale (1973) and Charles Wuorinen's
The Celestial Sphere (1980).%

Additionally, ...4And They Lynched Him on a Tree contains apparent stage directions,
such as the use of sound effects, the entrance and exit of its characters (the White mob
and the black community), the indication to sing “hysterically,” etc.

The term lynching drama is borrowed from the theatre world and is a very
specific type of drama from the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, especially
popular and cultivated among the writers of the Harlem Renaissance. This is important
to recall when one takes note of the key players in the creation of ...And They Lynched
Him on a Tree.

Alain Locke, professor of English and Philosophy at Howard University in
Washington, DC and a noted African American philosopher and author, was very well

known amongst the most influential minds of the Harlem Renaissance. He was

%Howard E. Smither, “Oratorio," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online, Oxford University
Press, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.lynx.lib.usm.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/20397,
[accessed July 27, 2015].
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instrumental in the thought processes of the movement as well as supporting those within
it. It was Locke who arranged a meeting between Katherine Garrison Chapin and
William Grant Still. In a letter dated August 9, 1939, Locke writes to Still,

Indeed I wish I could come out now, especially for a matter that |
must take up by letter. Personally I think it important enough for a trip, if
| were not committed to some work here that must be finished. 1 know
how many [commitments] you have already; so you can be sure that |
would not urge you to take on another [except as] it seemed a singularly
important advance step.

Mrs. Biddle, who writes as Katharine Garrison Chapin, has done a
powerful poem on lynching, really an epic indictment but by way of pure
poetry not propaganda. As you will see by the enclosed documents she is
far from a novice in these matters, and has written her lines deliberately as
a choral chant for mixed voices with a contralto solo voice. The ideal set-
up for this, it seems to us, is Grant Still composer, a racially mixed choral
group as executants, a dramatic debut under such auspices as would be
assured by Marian Anderson as soloist. You will think this wild wishful
thinking until you read the poem/ it is more powerful than the Lament for
the Stolen, but has the same skill at transforming a melodramatic situation
into one of tragic depth and beauty.**

It is apparent from the letter above that Chapin and Locke were already both familiar
with each other. They were both very familiar with Mrs. Charlotte Mason, known as the
“Godmother” of the Harlem Renaissance.

Mason was a wealthy widow who had taken a keen interest in black art and
culture. She gave financial support to many of the legendary artists of the Harlem

Renaissance such as Langston Hughes, Zora Neal Hurston, Hall Johnson, Claude McKay

9 eonard Harris, The Philosophy of Alain Locke: Harlem Renaissance and Beyond,
(Philadelphia: Temple University Press, 1989), 4-8.

%1Alain Locke to William Grant Still, August 9, 1939, William Grant Still Papers, Rare Book,
Manuscript, and Special Collections Library, Duke University, Durham, NC.
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and even Alain Locke. She often enlisted the help of Katherine Garrison Chapin.*
“When Godmother wished to communicate with her godchildren by mail, she employed
the services [of]...sometime poet Katherine Garrison Chapin and her sister, sometime
sculptor, Cornelia....Plenty of those letters the Chapin sisters were obliged to write for
her to Alain Locke, after all, expressed her open hostility toward organizations designed
to improve relations between the races.”®

With these affiliations established, it is apparent that Still and Chapin were well
aware of the genres and movements of the Harlem Renaissance. It would come as no
surprise that the pair was at least partially familiar with the working of the lynching
drama. Judith L. Stephens, editor of the book, Strange Fruit: Plays on Lynching by
American Women, asserts that

All lynching plays include a focus on the threat or occurrence of a

lynching incident and the impact of this incident on the characters. The

plays by women share additional commonalities; for example, the home is

the most common setting, and dialogue is interspersed with alternative

discourse in the form of music, poetry, or prayer. A distinct heritage is

reflected in the plays by black women in that the lynching incident is

described, most commonly by a woman, to other characters, and this

verbal re-creation or telling of events plays a prominent role in the

drama.*

All of these elements are present in Still’s ...4nd They Lynched Him on a Tree.

Although William Grant Still is the composer, Katherine Garrison Chapin is the poet, the

librettist for the work, which fulfills the requirement of a female author. The focus on the

9Bruce Kellner, ““Refined Racism’: White Patronage in the Harlem Renaissance,” in The Harlem
Renaissance, ed. Harold Bloom (Broomall: Chelsea House Publishers, 2004), 56-57.

%Ibid.

%Kathy A. Perkins and Judith L. Stephens, eds., Strange Fruit: Plays on Lynching by African
American Women (Bloomington: Indiana University Press, 1998), 9.
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occurrence of a lynching occurs at the beginning of the piece, as the white crowd is
dispersing, singing the words, “We’ve swung him higher than the tallest pine. We’ve cut
his throat, so he ain’t goin’ter whine.”? Although the supposed lynching has occurred
just moments earlier, the threat still remains as the black crowd cautiously enters singing,
“Look dere, look dere, is dat a shadow? Look dere, look dere, is dey all gone? Creep
softly, de dawgs are in de meadow, Creep softly, de dawgs have just gone along.”* The
mother of the lynched man sings, “Oh sorrow, oh sorrow, You’ve taken my hand. | must
walk with you to the Promised Land....Oh my son! Oh Jesus, my Jesus What have they
done!”?” Her words communicate the immediate grief, fear and sense of loss, the impact,
of losing her son.

Considering the description of lynching dramas as provided by Judith L.
Stephens, it must be noted that there is no real dialogue within ...4nd They Lynched Him
on a Tree. However, there is music and the poetry of the text that makes up the piece.
Although Stephens points out that the following characteristics are specific to lynching
dramas by black women, (Chapin is white), it is worthy to mention that the other
characteristics do exist. The mother, along with the members of the Negro chorus and
the narrator, share the responsibility of describing the events that led to the lynching.

NEGRO WOMAN

...him creeping home, running from the men and the dogs baying in the

pine woods...I remember the flies buzzing in the courtroom and the judge
saying, for the rest of your life, for the rest of your life...

%Chapin, 117.
%bid., 118.

Ibid., 119.
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CHORUS

...He was a man, quick with a gun, he fell on evil days.
Trouble was after him, trouble followed his ways.
Trouble lay behind the edge of his smile.

Trouble got him in the end, trouble was waiting all the while.
Women all loved him, women came at his call.

They stood in the doorways, they watched from the fence,
They waved from the windows. He was strong and tall,
Women all loved him, but he had no sense.

So he ended in jail, and they gave him “life,”

Took away his name and his coppers and his knife.

Took away his name, in the name of the law,

But justice was a slow thing to be waiting for!

...They took away his freedom, in the name of the law,
But justice was a slow thing to be waiting for!

Justice was too slow the white men said,

So they got together when the sun was high,

They marched to the jail, and broke into the cell,

And roped the prisoner to drag him out to die.

They dragged him on his knees, and they lynched him on a tree,
And they left him hanging for the world to see.

Justice was a slow thing to be waiting for,

In the false name of justice they broke the law!®

...And They Lynched Him on a Tree clearly fits most of the basic criteria of the
lynching drama as laid forth by Judith L. Stephens. The likelihood of the creative minds
behind the piece being at least casually familiar with the genre is also clear. The fact
cannot be ignored that the two choruses and the contralto soloist are all functioning as
characters, as listed in the introductory text that accompanies the piano-vocal score. The
white chorus, or half of the available chorus, portrays the white people and the black

chorus, or the other half of the available chorus, portrays the Negro people. The contralto

%lbid., 119-122
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soloist portrays the man’s mother, and the soprano and baritone soloists portray random
members of the white mob. With the cast of characters, the setting, as described in the
“argument,” the stage directions, and sound effects, it is highly plausible that ...And They
Lynched Him on a Tree was conceived, consciously or otherwise, to be a lynching drama.
Racial Delineation

The first words of the piano-vocal score are “FOR: White Chorus, Negro
Chorus...” The conductor of the work is immediately faced with a dilemma: where to
secure a white chorus and/or a black chorus for performance. Still answers the question
in the next paragraph, stating, “In the event that it is not possible to secure both a white
chorus and a Negro chorus, the composer suggests that the available chorus be divided,
one half representing the White people and the other half representing the Negro people.”
In the preparations for the 1940 premier of the work, finding a Negro Chorus proved to
be troublesome, as the leading black choirs of the day could not be engaged. Still
suggested using grease paint as had been done for white singers in black roles in a
production of Still’s opera, Troubled Island.®

We are far enough removed from the era of blackface minstrelsy that the notion
of performing in blackface will be offensive to many of our performers and audience
members. In contrast to Still’s allowance for grease paint, Chapin felt differently about
the matter of race. The sound of the black Hampton Institute choir had so impressed her
as a child that she had hoped that a black choir would be utilized for the concert. Her

wish was granted as the all-black Wen Talbert Choir performed for the premiere.1

9Shirley, 445.

1001 hid., 445-446.



