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1. Peter, Go Ring dem Bells arr. Margaret Bonds 2:20
2. Steal Away arr. Maria Thompson Corley 4:24
3. Amazing Grace arr. Hale Smith 2:53
4. Mary Wore Three Links of Chain arr. George Walker 2:28
5. I Cannot Stay Here by Myself (A Slave’s Lament) arr. Hall Johnson 3:45
6. “I Got to Lie Down” from Son of Man arr. Hall Johnson 3:02
7. Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child arr. Moses Hogan 3:36
8. Lord, I’ll Go arr. Jacqueline Hairston 3:40
9. Ezek’el Saw the Wheel arr. Margaret Bonds 2:47
10. Deep River arr. Harry T. Burleigh 3:12
11. Nobody Knows de Trouble I See arr. Deon Nielsen Price 3:20
12. “Lament (This May Be My Las’ Time)” from Lyric Suite arr. Robert Morris 3:31
13. I’ll Reach to Heaven arr. Margaret Bonds 4:04
14. Go Tell It on the Mountain arr. Margaret Bonds 2:31
15. I Want to Die Easy arr. Hale Smith 3:52
16. Guide My Feet arr. Jacqueline Hairston 4:16
17. Climbing High Mountains arr. Betty Jackson King 3:55
18. Git on Board (Humoresque) arr. Thomas H. Kerr, Jr. 2:11
19. He Never Said a Mumbalin’ Word (Crucifixion) arr. Moses Hogan 6:04
20. Is There Anybody Here? arr. Roland Carter 1:57

Total time: 1:09:03

Recorded  June 21st and 22nd, 2010 at Jeanette McDonald Recital Hall,  University of Southern California, Los Angeles, CA

Producer: Darryl Taylor Editing/Re-Mastering: Peter Nothnagle 
Executive Producer: Louise Toppin Taylor Photography: Danielle Palomares, Sean Kenney
Associate Producer: Versell Smith Graphic Design: Thantic Creative 
Recording Engineer: Ted Ancona  

This recording was generously funded by the following sources:
University of California, Irvine, CORCL Research Grant
Claire Trevor School of the Arts
UCI Music Department
Special thanks to Mr. Alan Terricciano for his generous support. www.darryltaylor.com
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I first encountered the live performance of 
African American art song in the summer of 
1995. I was participating in the Ronald E. Mc-
Nair Graduate Opportunity Program at the 
University of New Hampshire, one of eight 
Federal TRIO Programs “designed to identify 
and provide services for individuals from dis-
advantaged backgrounds,” according to the U.S. 
Department of Education. I was enrolled there, 
at UNH, studying history and economics, sup-
ported by an athletic scholarship from the varsi-
ty football team. Michael Roberts, a rising senior 
in the Department of Music at Dartmouth Col-
lege, was one of a dozen visiting undergraduate 
fellows in residence for the season from across 
the New England region. At the annual research 
symposium that year, he performed selections 
from Schubert and Strauss as the small audience 
listened raptly. His stirring vocal performance 

was preceded by a brief and erudite lecture on, 
as he put it, “a practical musical analysis aiding 
musicians in the performative consideration of 
entire works.” 

In the spirit of reciprocity, the aspiring young 
scholars attempted polite and, it was hoped, 
relevant questions for one another across our di-
vergent disciplinary training in the arts, humani-
ties, and sciences. But, in this case, I was con-
founded. Despite an early childhood stint at the 
Rochester Academy of Performing Arts, a de-
cade of instruction in classical piano, and a simi-
lar stretch in competitive swimming – all still 
considered quite non-traditional extracurricular 
activities for black adolescents in the early post-
civil rights era – I was awkwardly unprepared for 
the experience of listening, and listening well, 
to a gifted black vocalist perform “Ellens dritter 

Gesang.” I was even less ready to hear said vocal-
ist hold forth theoretically on a masterwork of 
nineteenth-century German Lieder. 

I was reared with a measure of cosmopolitan ex-
posure to the fine arts, but I came of age within 
the neo-nationalist sensibilities percolating in 
many black communities beneath of the back-
lash politics of the New Right and the economic 
restructuring attending corporate globalization. 
I am thinking roughly here about the years be-
tween the release of RUN-DMC’s 1986 smash 
album, Raising Hell (concluded by the manifes-
to, “Proud to Be Black”), and Spike Lee’s critical-
ly-acclaimed 1992 biopic, Malcolm X. Armed 
as I was with working knowledge of a resurgent 
Black History that emphasized achievements 
in literature, music, sports, military service, and 
business,  and that, sometimes without notic-
ing the contradiction, underlined the strength 
of a venerable black protest tradition that chal-
lenged the very criteria of achievement itself; it 
was nonetheless my first acquaintance with this 
sonorous, seemingly incongruent figure that 
lead me to think most pointedly, “Black people 
can do anything!” I thought it then not as poten-
tiality (a point I had learned by rote before kin-
dergarten), but rather as natural fact. Needless 

to say, the event cast my own pursuits in a new 
light; less non-traditional than simply working 
the edges of an expanding universe.

To say that black people can do anything is, of 
course, to marvel at human capacity as such. But 
the statement gains a singular gravity from the 
historical dynamic that, since the mid-fifteenth 
century at least, forges, materially and symboli-
cally, the humanity of the Human, claimed es-
pecially for the province of Europe, over against 
the violent processes of commodification that 
render the African personality in and as proper-
ty. Slavery as ‘propertized’ human life: the phrase 
is borrowed from legal scholar Cheryl Harris, 
but it is the late literary critic Lindon Barrett who 
shows us most instructively how it is through 
song, above all else, that “African Americans in 
the New World landscape” have invented and 
reinvented “individually and collectively effec-
tive ways of scoring the life of the mind and of 
insisting upon the urgency of their presence de-
spite ubiquitous and confining reports of their 
cultural – even human – absence.” 

In the long view, we might understand Du Bois’s 
insistence that the spirituals are “the articulate 
message of the slave to the world.” Given the 

“ W I L D  N O T E S . ” 
By Jared Sexton

What are these songs and what do they mean? I know little of music and can say 
nothing in technical phrase, but I know something of men [sic], and knowing 
them, I know that these songs are the articulate message of the slave to the world.

- W.E.B. Du Bois, The Souls of Black Folk
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“ubiquitous and confining reports” of human 
absence that did and do condition black life and 
death the world over, articulate response would 
seem to provide the defining contradiction. Yet 
the author also describes this music as a “rhyth-
mic cry,” a phrasing that would seem to undercut 
its eloquence, but that actually underscores the 
power of its expressiveness. In his 1935 mag-
num opus, Du Bois declares the spiritual to be 
“the loveliest thing born this side of the seas,” re-
prising his earlier treatment of the subject in the 
1903 collective that provides our epigraph. This 
is not only an aesthetic judgment, or, rather, the 
aesthetic beauty of the music is found to be al-
loyed with its political significance. In a word, we 
might call that deep-seated combination ethics. 
And that is why this repertoire, numbering well 
into the thousands and proving critical to subse-
quent genres of (black) performance, embodies 
for this towering black scholar of the twentieth 
century “slavery’s one redemption, distilled 
from the dross of its dung.”

The ethical dimension of black music not only 
affirms by direct and labyrinthine routes an im-
possible humanity amid conditions totally inhu-
mane, but also participates in and precipitates 
the abolition of the latter. For those invested in 

the maintenance of an anti-black status quo – 
whether the benefit is real or imagined – this 
music might better be ignored. Or “neglected…
half despised…persistently mistaken and 
misunderstood.” Where the caricature of the 
spirituals as blackface minstrelsy did not suffice, 
detractors attempted simply to pry apart the 
music and the musicians. In his magisterial two-
volume Book of American Negro Spirituals, 
first published in 1925, the Harlem Renaissance 
polymath James Weldon Johnson wrote:

Nobody thought of questioning the Negro’s title 
as creator of this music until its beauty and value 
were demonstrated. The same thing, in greater 
degree, has transpired with regard to the Negro 
as the originator of America’s popular medium 
of musical expression; in fact, to such a degree 
that is it now completely divorced from all ideas 
associated with the Negro. Still, for several very 
good reasons, it will not be easy to do that with 
the Spirituals.

One of those reasons involves the international 
tours of the Fisk Jubilee singers dating from the 
1870s, whose unprecedented success provides 
for Johnson a sort of indisputable world record. 
So when the strategy of malign neglect proves 

to be of limited use in the historic instance, par-
ticularly for the former States of the Union, an-
other procedure attempts a rearguard defense, 
severing the cultural from the political domain. 
“As black culture became aestheticized,” writes 
sociologist Jon Cruz, “a separation emerged 
between black political claims…and a more ac-
ceptable spiritual (and eventually cultural) place 
for blacks in the hearts and minds of [white] 
northerners who were championing the new 
mode of benevolent cultural reception.” 

Thus, the documentation and performance of 
Negro spirituals as African American art song 
has served a dual purpose for roughly one 
hundred and fifty years now: on the one hand, 
establishing the aesthetic achievements of Afri-
can-derived populations in a post-emancipation 
society and, on the other, challenging the peren-
nial appropriation of black expressive culture as 
a component of “the tragic continuities between 
slavery and freedom” theorized so finely by 
Saidiya Hartman. Reading Johnson today, we 
note clearly the political, economic, social and 
technological exigencies forcing close the rela-
tionship between the “authenticity” of black per-
formance and “the Negro’s title as creator of this 
music” whose “beauty and value were demon-

strated” widely at the turn of the century. Such 
concerns were not an example of purism. Rather 
the concern for authenticity, indeed the concept 
of authenticity itself is, following Wahneema Lu-
biano, “produced by circulation, not dissolved 
by it; absent the threatening presence of a domi-
nant group, there would be no originary status, 
no necessary group ‘belonging’ to protect.” Rec-
ognition, as it were, has a double-edge. 

Darryl Taylor and Brent McMunn have as-
sembled a superb selection of classics from the 
still growing corpus of spirituals, including a 
number of arrangements by key figures in the 
history of black musical composition. For in-
stance: Margaret Bonds (trained at Northwest-
ern University and the Julliard School, she is 
remembered well for her many collaborations 
with poet Langston Hughes, including her 
1942 The Negro Speaks of Rivers); Hall John-
son (polyglot virtuoso best known for his 1939 
Broadway musical, Run, Little Chillun, and the 
1951 performance of his Hall Johnson Choir for 
the International Festival of Fine Arts in Berlin at 
behest of U.S. State Department); the late Moses 
Hogan (winner of the 28th Annual Kosciuszko 
Foundation Chopin Piano Competition, found-
ing conductor of the renowned Moses Hogan 
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Singers, and editor of the milestone 2001 Ox-
ford Book of Spirituals) and Hale Smith (ac-
complished jazz pianist, former University of 
Connecticut Professor of Music and member 
of the prestigious American Academy of Arts 
and Sciences); George Walker (child prodigy, 
graduate of the Eastman School of Music – in 
my hometown – and first African American to 
win the Pulitzer Prize for Music for his 1996 Li-
lacs); and Jacqueline Hairston (alumnus of the 
Julliard School, Howard University and Colum-
bia University, longtime vocal coach to the stars, 
and winner of a 2007 Jefferson Award for Public 
Service for her contributions to the University 
of California’s Young Musicians Program). Im-
portantly, they have also carried forward Henry 
Burleigh’s landmark “Deep River,” the first spiri-
tual arranged for voice and piano, expressly for 
the concert stage, in 1916. 

With this project, Taylor and McMunn contrib-
ute powerfully to the continuous translation of 
this aged music from oral tradition to written 
composition, from folksong to art song, “from 
cotton field to concert hall.” But we should 
not take this translation to be seamless, for it is 
more like one point in a movement of shuttling, 
or one pole of constant tension. Black music, 

perhaps more than any other, works through 
improvisation, which is not, as some believe, 
some crude spontaneity, but rather a negotia-
tion between strict discipline and relentless in-
novation, between art and politics, between 
historical contingency and human necessity. 
Fred Moten, poet and cultural critic, writing 
about the “American music” of Duke Ellington 
in a later moment, suggests: “See, black perfor-
mance has always been the ongoing improvisa-
tion of a kind of lyricism of the surplus…. Such 
blackness is only in that it exceeds itself…it con-
tinually erupts out of its own categorization…
freedom drive.” 

That drive is a formal property of the music at 
hand no less than free jazz or freestyle hip-hop. 
Johnson noted in his own anthological work 
that, “I doubt it is possible with our present sys-
tem of notation to make a fixed transcription of 
these peculiarities [of the spirituals] that would 
be absolutely true; for in their very nature they 
are not susceptible to fixation.” Negro singers, 
he observed, in addition to regular embellish-
ment and variation on theme, often struck notes 
“just a shade off key.” He also opined that any at-
tempts to render the spiritual as art song were, 
as a rule, doomed to failure. Because spirituals 

were “primarily created and constructed…for group singing, 
[these songs] will always remain a high test for the individual 
artist. They are not concert material for the mediocre soloist.” 
Representing alone “a tradition whose massive aesthetic, and 
political resources emerge precisely through, if not from, such 
screams” and moans of the collective, the “wild notes” of the 
“songs of sorrow” remarked by the great abolitionist Freder-
ick Douglass, is no mean feat. The more structured approach 
of the art song may delimit the interpretative possibilities of 
the spiritual to some degree, but it also highlights the technical 
abilities of the performer and accompaniment, and demands 
greater responsibility from the artist to communicate the spirit 
of the music. 

In closing, then, I can think of no better way to describe Dar-
ryl Taylor’s performance of this wonderful compilation than 
those words Johnson penned in praise of the inimitable Ro-
land Hayes, the first black male concert artist to receive genu-
ine international praise, nearly a century ago: “Through [his] 
genius and supreme artistry…these songs undergo, we may 
say, a transfiguration. He takes them high above the earth and 
sheds over them shimmering silver of moonlight and flashes 
of the sun’s gold; and we are transported as he sings.”
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B R E N T  M C M U N N 
p i a n i s t

  
Brent McMunn is currently Conductor/Music Director of 
Opera at the University of Southern California’s Thornton 
School of Music.  His professional operatic conducting de-
but was with the New York City Opera National Touring 
Company in La fille du regiment.  Shortly after, he made 
his Lincoln Center debut with the New York City Opera 
in Les contes d’Hoffmann, and subsequently conducted in 
five separate seasons for that company. He went on to guest 
conduct at a number of North American companies, such 
as Arizona Opera, Calgary Opera, Lake George Opera, Ken-
tucky Opera, Opera New Jersey, and Opera Theater of Pitts-
burgh.  During his years on the music staffs of the Los Ange-
les Opera, New York City Opera, Dallas Opera, and Santa Fe 
Opera, he assisted and cover conducted for more than 100 
productions. McMunn came to opera after an established 
career as a pianist, known especially for his collaborations 
with a number of eminent string players, with appearances 
in the major Southern California venues as well as the Santa 
Fe Chamber Music Festival and Carnegie Hall. McMunn has 
also worked extensively with young singers in the young art-
ist programs at the major companies he has worked for, and 
as a faculty member of the Aspen Music Festival.

D A R R Y L  T A Y L O R
c o u n t e r t e n o r  

Darryl Taylor has sung in concert halls across the United 
States and Europe, including Weill Recital Hall at Carnegie 
Hall, the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, Royce 
Hall, Merkin Concert Hall, and Barcelona’s Palau de la 
Mùsica. His numerous tours of Spain have garnered him 
particular praise. His recordings, Love Rejoices: Songs of H. 
Leslie Adams (Albany Records), and Dreamer: A Portrait 
of Langston Hughes (Naxos Records, American Classics 
Series) have received lavish acclaim. 2006 saw the release of 
three CDs, Poetry Preludes: Music of Richard Thompson 
and Fields of Wonder: Songs of Robert Owens, both on 
Videmus/Albany Records, and Louis Moreau Gottschalk: 
Complete Orchestral Works and Escénas Campestres Cu-
banas with the Grammy-nominated Hot Springs Festival 
Orchestra (Naxos Records, American Classics Series). It 
was also a year of transition for Taylor from tenor to coun-
tertenor.

A native of Detroit, Michigan, Darryl Taylor holds degrees 
from the University of Southern California and the Univer-
sity of Michigan. He is a member of Mu Phi Epsilon Music 
Fraternity and Pi Kappa Lambda National Music Honors 
Society. Darryl Taylor currently serves on the faculty of the 
University of California, Irvine.
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1. Peter, Go Ring dem Bells  arr. Margaret Bonds 2:20
2. Steal Away  arr. Maria Thompson Corley 4:24
3. Amazing Grace  arr. Hale Smith 2:53
4. Mary Wore Three Links of Chain  arr. George Walker 2:28
5. I Cannot Stay Here by Myself (A Slave’s Lament)  arr. Hall Johnson 3:45
6. “I Got to Lie Down” from Son of Man  arr. Hall Johnson 3:02
7. Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child  arr. Moses Hogan 3:36
8. Lord, I’ll Go  arr. Jacqueline Hairston 3:40
9. Ezekiel Saw the Wheel  arr. Margaret Bonds 2:47
10. Deep River  arr. Harry T. Burleigh 3:12
11. Nobody Knows de Trouble I See  arr. Deon Nielsen Price 3:20
12. “Lament (This May Be My Las’ Time)” 
 from Lyric Suite  arr. Robert Morris 3:31
13. I’ll Reach to Heaven  arr. Margaret Bonds 4:04
14. Go Tell It on the Mountain  arr. Margaret Bonds 2:31
15. I Want to Die Easy  arr. Hale Smith 3:52
16. Guide My Feet  arr. Jacqueline Hairston 4:16
17. Climbing High Mountains  arr. Betty Jackson King 3:55
18. Git on Board (Humoresque)  arr. Thomas H. Kerr, Jr. 2:11
19. He Never Said a Mumbalin’ Word (Crucifixion)  arr. Moses Hogan 6:04
20. Is There Anybody Here?  arr. Roland Carter 1:57

  Total time: 1:09:03

www.darryltaylor.com
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Recorded  June 21st and 22nd, 2010 at 
Jeanette McDonald Recital Hall,   
University of Southern California, 
Los Angeles, CA

Producer: Darryl Taylor 
Executive Producer: Louise Toppin
Associate Producer: Versell Smith 
Recording Engineer: Ted Ancona 
Editing/Re-Mastering: Peter Nothnagle
Photography: Danielle Palomares,
Sean Kenney
Graphic Design: Thantic Creative

This recording was generously funded 
by the following sources:
University of California, Irvine, CORCL 
Research Grant
Claire Trevor School of the Arts
UCI Music Department

Special thanks to Mr. Alan Terricciano 
for his generous support. 
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