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Chicago offered Price a well-developed, though essentially segregated, musical 
infrastructure. Organizations like the National Association of Negro Musicians, 
the R. Nathaniel Dett Club, and the Chicago Music Association allowed her to 
connect with prominent black musicians in the city, and she was able to find 
several local publishing houses to print her music. In addition to short piano 
pieces, her publications included popular songs, and these formed a steady 
source of income as she pursued other interests. When money was tight, she 
also performed as an organist in the city’s motion picture theaters.
 Most importantly for Price, moving to Chicago also gave her many more  
opportunities to pursue, as she once put it, “the kind of music which lies  
closest to my heart”—large classical works. Not long after she arrived, the  
National Association of Negro Musicians began to host composition competi-
tions sponsored by department store magnate Rodman Wanamaker. Sensing  
an opportunity to write for orchestra without the added burden of securing a  
performance, Price entered the contest in 1932 and won two prizes—first  
place and honorable mention—for her Symphony in E Minor and the tone  
poem Ethiopia’s Shadow in America. These prizes propelled her into the  
national spotlight, and Frederick Stock, director of the Chicago Symphony  
Orchestra, offered to perform the symphony at a 1933 concert.
 Stock and the CSO premiered the symphony during the city’s Century of 
Progress International Exposition, which extended from May 1933 to Novem-
ber 1934. On the evening of 15 June 1933, Price’s symphony appeared at an 
Exposition concert alongside John Alden Carpenter’s Concertino for Piano and 
Orchestra with her former student Margaret Bonds as soloist and vocal pieces 
performed by renowned tenor Roland Hayes. Critics called Price’s symphony 
“highly exhilarating” and “a work that speaks its own message with restraint and 
yet with passion.” A writer for the African American Chicago Defender added that 
the concert marked “the beginning of a new era for us in the world of music.”

Florence Beatrice Smith Price (1887–1953) was the first African American woman 
to write a symphony performed by a major U.S. orchestra, though much of her 
orchestral music remains unknown. This world premiere recording of her two 
violin concertos is an outgrowth of the discovery of several long lost music 
manuscripts. The pieces reveal her stylistic breadth as well her deep engagement 
with the music and ideas of her contemporaries.
 A native of Little Rock, Arkansas, Price received early musical training from 
her mother while being educated in the city’s segregated schools. She graduated 
first in her high school class and, in order to pursue a musical career, enrolled at 
Boston’s New England Conservatory in 1903. There she studied with the city’s 
leading musicians, including conservatory director George Whitefield Chadwick 
(composition), Henry Dunham (organ), J. Albert Jeffery (piano), Louis Elson 
(theory and history), and Frederick Converse (counterpoint). She graduated with 
two diplomas—organ and piano—in 1906.
 After leaving Boston, Price returned to the South, where she became a 
piano instructor and married an attorney, Thomas Jewell Price. The Prices had 
three children—two daughters, Florence and Edith, and a son, Tommy, who did 
not survive infancy. Tragedies continued to affect the family as race relations in 
Little Rock became increasingly violent. Consequently, Price began to look else-
where for professional growth while maintaining her home base in Little Rock.
 She first turned to Harlem, where the so-called New Negro Renaissance 
was in full swing. The Harlem-based literary journal Opportunity hosted composi-
tion contests that Price entered and won in 1926 and 1927. During those same 
summers, she also attended classes at the Chicago Musical College, where she 
studied composition with the well-known pedagogue Carl Busch. The racial 
turmoil in Little Rock eventually became unbearable for the family, and like  
many southern African Americans of the time, they moved northward to  
Chicago to escape.
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grave difficulties in her attempts to find performance outlets for her mother’s 
music. With few direct connections to industry insiders, she was unable to 
advocate effectively on her mother’s behalf, and Price’s music fell into obscurity. 
When Robinson herself died in 1975, Price’s manuscript scores were presumably 
lost. But two property renovators discovered them in an abandoned house in 
2009. The University of Arkansas at Fayetteville eventually purchased the scores 
and opened them to the public several years later. This newly available collection 
included the manuscripts to the two violin concertos appearing on this disc.
 Throughout her career, Price felt a profound connection to spirituals, or the 
songs created by African American slaves. These songs formed the foundation 
of her musical style. New Orleans pianist Louis Moreau Gottschalk was one of 
the first American-born composers to incorporate elements of slave music into 
pieces intended for concert audiences, and nineteenth-century composers con-
tinued to toy with the idea over the next several decades. This stylistic approach 
entered into widespread public consciousness in 1893, when Antonín Dvořák 
famously told the New York Herald, “The future music of this country must be 
founded upon what are called Negro melodies. This must be the real foundation 
of any serious and original school of composition to be developed in the  
United States.”
 Dvořák’s prescription had a tremendous effect on the musical landscape. 
Most of the country’s leading composers, including Price’s future teacher, 
George Whitefield Chadwick, openly rejected the idea. Others greeted it warmly 
but with suspicion. Certain African Americans intellectuals, however, embraced 
the idea. Harry Smith, editor of the Cleveland Gazette, remarked, “There is no 
question in our mind but what Dr. Dvořák is on the right track, for the simple 
reason that about all the truly American music we have is furnished in these very 
same ‘Negro’ melodies.” But others felt that Dvořák had not gone far enough. 
One of his former students, Will Marion Cook, believed that only a composer 
of African ancestry could adequately capture the true essence of the spirituals. 

 Price capitalized on this success by writing a piano concerto, which pre-
miered about a year later under Stock’s baton with Price at the keyboard. Over 
the next several months, the concerto appeared at the annual meeting of the 
National Association of Negro Musicians and on several occasions at the Exposi-
tion. Some of these concerts, given by the Women’s Symphony Orchestra of 
Chicago under the direction of Ebba Sundstrom, were broadcast over the radio, 
giving audiences far outside Chicago a chance to hear Price’s music.
 While maintaining a busy schedule writing orchestral music, Price also 
embarked on a deep interpersonal collaboration with contralto Marian Anderson. 
Price composed upwards of 50 unique pieces for Anderson’s portfolio, includ-
ing Song to the Dark Virgin and an arrangement of the spiritual “My Soul’s Been 
Anchored in the Lord,” both of which Anderson recorded and sang on many dif-
ferent occasions. Anderson propelled Price into the national spotlight once more  
when she sang “My Soul’s Been Anchored in the Lord” as the rousing finale to 
her Easter recital given on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial in 1939. Anderson’s 
support finally allowed Price and her daughters to reap steadier financial rewards 
for her musical creativity.
 Price continued to compose orchestral music between 1940 and her death  
but successes became scarce. Walter Poole, conductor of the Works Progress 
Administration orchestra in Michigan, performed her Third Symphony in 1940. 
First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt praised the music publicly in “My Day,” her syndicated  
newspaper column. But, in contrast, Serge Koussevitzky refused to perform any 
of her music with the Boston Symphony despite Price’s gentle requests that he 
look over her scores. Sir John Barbirolli performed still another new work in 1951, 
but Price was unable to attend the overseas performance on account of poor 
health. She died suddenly in 1953 while planning to go to Europe to pursue other 
opportunities.
 When Price died, her orchestral music, most of which was unpublished, fell 
into the hands of her daughter, Florence Price Robinson. Robinson encountered 
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however, is the distinctly organ-like orchestral accompaniment found throughout 
the movement. Sensitive to coloration, Price employed different combinations  
of winds and strings, often with sustained tones, to underpin the solo violinist’s  
soaring melodies and filigree gestures. A virtuosic cadenza appears roughly 
halfway through the movement. After more rhapsodic rumination on the main 
theme, the movement reaches a Tchaikovskian climax.
 The organ timbre returns in the opening of the middle movement of the 
concerto, this time with the slow melodic motion of a hymn. The solo violin 
enters by introducing the main theme of the movement, a syncopated line with 
motives drawn from the first movement. These motives are traded across the 
orchestra as the solo violinist breathes expansive, lyrical melodies. With a down-
ward chromatic staccato scale in the violin, the first section of the movement 
gives way to an undulating interlude in triple time. This middle section showcases 
the violinist with a sinewy chromatic line and light accompaniment. The move-
ment closes with a tender reflection on the thematic material of the opening, 
underpinned by rolling accompaniment in the strings.
 Following classical conventions, the finale is a light, quick escapade in 6/8 
time. This character differentiates the movement substantially from the other 
two. Price’s harmonic language is also far more dissonant and chromatic in this 
movement, bringing it up to date with works from the time. In fact, the overall 
character of the movement is quite similar to the finale of Samuel Barber’s violin 
concerto, which dates from the same year. Over the course of the movement, 
the winds, strings, and solo violinist trade a bounding, arpeggiated melodic line 
and a slow, elegant melodic accompaniment. The movement comes to a false 
anti-climactic close on a quiet, sustained D in the solo violin but fulfills expecta-
tions with a brilliant codetta at full volume.
 There are currently no known performances of Price’s first violin concerto 
other than that contained on this recording, but Violin Concerto No. 2, which 
she completed in 1952, was performed posthumously by its dedicatee, Minnie  

“Soon perhaps,” he mused, “will some native composer, hopefully of the future, 
take the pen, inspired by long repressed imagination, paint glowing tone pictures 
of a radiant dawn—a dawn without passing—a day without a night.”
 Under the influence of Dvořák and, later, Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, younger 
musicians like J. Rosamond Johnson and Harry Burleigh continued to theorize 
about how best to incorporate the spirituals into the living musical practices of 
African Americans, and the spirituals soon became part of the aesthetic founda-
tion of the Harlem Renaissance. Composers of Price’s generation with ties to 
the Renaissance, including William Grant Still and William Dawson, manifested 
Cook’s vision in their symphonic works of the early 1930s. These pieces, along 
with Price’s Symphony in E Minor, became the first works by Americans of  
African ancestry to integrate the ethos of the spirituals fully into classical  
symphonic molds.
 Price was fully aware of the powerful symbolic and musical potential carried 
by the spirituals. In a class essay she wrote in 1938, she explained, “We are even 
beginning to believe in the possibility of establishing a national musical idiom. 
We are waking up to the fact pregnant with possibilities that we already have a 
folk music in the Negro spirituals—music which is potent, poignant, compelling. 
It is simple heart music and therefore powerful. It runs the gamut of emotions.” 
These qualities are on full display in the first violin concerto.
 The first movement of Price’s Violin Concerto No. 1 in D Major, completed  
in December 1939, is an episodic rhapsody on a sweeping opening theme  
first stated by the orchestral strings. This gesture is reminiscent of the great 
nineteenth-century violin concertos by Tchaikovsky and Brahms, both of which 
share the key of D Major. The gently syncopated motive of the theme appears  
in various guises throughout the movement with subtle shifts of melodic con-
tour, as Price explored the use of “blue notes,” or the flatted third and seventh  
degrees of the major scale. These inflections are idiomatically similar to her  
other symphonic works, as well as those by Still and Dawson. Unique to Price,  
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reminiscent of a guitar or banjo, and soft, sustained harmonics in the upper 
register. Each of the three hymns contains a prelude or postlude for strings and 
a verse for the soloist. Though they differ in character, the hymns all draw from 
the broad stylistic universe of minimalism and postminimalism, with repeating 
motives, restrained harmonic and melodic palettes, and a suspended sense of 
time. In “Closure,” we return to the protagonist of the opening, who seems less 
exuberant but perhaps transformed by the ritual. 

—Douglas Shadle, Vanderbilt University

Douglas Shadle, an Arkansas native, is Assistant Professor of Musicology at 
Vanderbilt University’s Blair School of Music. A two-time winner of the ASCAP 
Deems Taylor/Virgil Thomson Award, Shadle specializes in the orchestral music 
of American composers. His work on Florence Price has been featured on 
American Public Media’s “Performance Today.”

Er-Gene  Kahng currently serves as the Associate  
Professor of Violin at the University of Arkansas in 
Fayetteville. She also serves as the concertmaster of 
the Arkansas Philharmonic Orchestra, and former 
Section Violin with the Fort Smith Symphony. Previous 
positions include Concertmaster of the North Mississippi 
Symphony Orchestra, title positions with Baton Rouge 
Symphony Orchestra, the Civic Orchestra of Chicago, as 

well as section positions with the Lancaster Symphony, New Haven Symphony 
Orchestra, Eastern Connecticut Symphony and the Artosphere Festival Orchestra. 
 Kahng’s summer activities include  serving as as violin faculty at the Monte-
cito International Music Festival, the Beverly Hills International Music Festival, and  
the Bay View Music Festival string quartet. During the academic year 2016-2017, 

Cedargreen Jernberg, at the opening of the Florence B. Price School in Chicago’s  
Kenwood neighborhood in 1964. The piece comprises only a single movement 
divided into several sections with no pauses in between. The form is essentially a 
double variation.
 The concerto opens with a stately introduction for the orchestra followed 
by a rhapsodic line for the violin. This music gives way to the opening theme pre-
sented by the solo violin. The theme derives its rhythmic material from the open-
ing and takes several melodic twists before landing on the tonic, D. Throughout 
the first section, a double-dotted motif competes with more lyrical triplets, grant-
ing it a rhythmic vitality common among American modernists. Likewise, Price’s 
use of a dissonant neotonal idiom matches the harmonic vocabulary widely 
shared among her contemporaries, such as William Schuman and Roy Harris 
(with whom she studied briefly in 1946). The second section, marked andante 
cantabile, demonstrates Price’s characteristic lyricism and penchant for con-
ceiving of the orchestra as a colorful organ. Lush harmonies abound. The next 
several sections alternate between these two expressive modes, resulting in the 
juxtaposition of some of Price’s most aggressive and most luxuriant music. Later 
statements of the material include contrapuntal treatment of motives from earlier 
sections. The piece closes with a quiet restatement of the cantabile section fol-
lowed by a brief, fiery codetta.
 Before, It was Golden, one of Ryan Cockerham’s newest works, is a tribute 
to Price’s home state of Arkansas. A set of three “hymns” framed by an “invo-
cation” and “closure,” Before, It was Golden is, as Cockerham put it, a type of 
“private ritual” that points simultaneously inward and outward. The solo violinist 
might be heard as a protagonist in search of true spiritual meaning.
 To that end, the piece alternates between sections for the solo violinist and 
tutti strings, the larger community, or “greater whole,” with which the soloist 
identifies. The opening, “Invocation,” presents several portraits of the violinist: 
quasi-improvisatory statements with a folksy diatonic scale, plucked passages 
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  Florence Price

 1  Violin Concerto No. 2 (dedicated to  
Minnie Cedargreen Jemberg)* (1952) [14:16]

  Violin Concerto No. 1 in D Major* (1939)
 2 Tempo moderato [13:36]
 3 Andante [5:57]
 4 Allegro [4:34]

  Ryan Cockerham

  Before, It was Golden (2016)
 5 Invocation [2:31]
 6 Hymn 1 - Prelude [1:15]
 7 Hymn 1 - Verse [2:32]
 8 Hymn 2 - Prelude [1:10]
 9 Hymn 2 - Verse [1:27]
 10 Hymn 2 - Postlude [1:13]
 11 Hymn 3 - Verse [2:20]
 12 Hymn 3 - Postlude [1:18]
 13 Closure [1:10]
   Er-Gene Kahng, violin | Janaček Philharmonic 

Ryan Cockerham, conductor

  Total Time = 53:03
  *world premiere recordings
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