The Untold Story: The Black Experience in
Classical Music

Classical music, with its rich history and timeless compositions, has influenced
and captivated audiences for centuries. While renowned composers like Mozart,
Bach, and Beethoven often dominate the limelight, there is an untold story hidden

within the classical music realm—the Black experience.

Traditionally, classical music has been perceived as a predominantly white art
form. This misconception erases the crucial contributions of Black composers,
musicians, and performers throughout history. It is time to shed light on their

struggles, triumphs, and the significant impact they have had on classical music.

The Historical Context

The Black experience in classical music can be traced back to the early 18th
century when African composers began to emerge. Joseph Bologne, also known
as Chevalier de Saint-Georges, is one such example. Born in the French
Caribbean, Bologne was a remarkable violinist, composer, and conductor who
achieved great success in the late 1700s. Despite facing racial prejudice

throughout his career, his talent prevailed and left an indelible mark on classical

music.
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However, it wasn't until the 20th century that Black composers gained broader
recognition. Figures like William Grant Still, Florence Price, and George Walker
shattered barriers and carved their place in classical music history. Their
compositions, deeply rooted in their African heritage, showcased a wide range of

emotions and challenged the established norms of the genre.

Breaking Barriers: The Rise of Black Musicians

Black musicians have faced numerous obstacles on their journey to prominence.
Segregation and discrimination hindered their access to formal music education
and restricted their performance opportunities. Yet, their unyielding determination

and exceptional talent propelled them forward.

One notable virtuoso who managed to transcend racial boundaries was violinist
Joseph Douglass, grandson of the legendary abolitionist Frederick Douglass.
Despite facing racial prejudice, Douglass mesmerized audiences with his brilliant

performances and undeniable talent.

The renowned contralto Marian Anderson also left an indelible mark on classical
music. While her talent propelled her to international fame, she was denied the
opportunity to perform at Constitution Hall in Washington D.C. due to segregation
policies. This incident led to a watershed moment as First Lady Eleanor

Roosevelt helped arrange a historic performance for Anderson at the Lincoln
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Memorial. This event not only showcased Anderson's extraordinary abilities but

also sparked discussions about racial injustice within the field.

Current Challenges and Opportunities

The Black experience in classical music is an ongoing journey marked by both
progress and setbacks. While significant strides have been made towards
inclusion and recognition, the underrepresentation of Black musicians within

renowned orchestras, opera houses, and music schools persists.

Organizations such as The Sphinx Organization and Gateways Music Festival
have emerged to promote and support young Black musicians in their pursuit of a
classical music career. By providing scholarships, mentorship programs, and
performance opportunities, these initiatives help bridge the divide and create a

more equitable landscape for aspiring musicians.

Moreover, contemporary composers like Jessie Montgomery and Wynton
Marsalis are bringing a fresh perspective to classical music. Their compositions
combine classical elements with jazz, rap, and other genres, breaking down

barriers and resonating with a diverse audience.

The Time for Change

The Black experience in classical music is multifaceted, encompassing struggles,
resilience, and profound artistic contributions. It is crucial to amplify their voices,
acknowledge their impact, and foster a more inclusive and diverse classical

music community.

Through education, exposure, and equal opportunities, we can create a future

where talented Black musicians can thrive, their compositions earn the



recognition they deserve, and the classical music canon finally reflects the

diversity and depth of their experiences.

So, let us honor these trailblazers, learn from their stories, and work together to
ensure that the Black experience in classical music is celebrated and preserved

for generations to come.
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Groundbreaking Book Explores the Black Impact on Classical Music

Earl Ofari Hutchinson meticulously details in his It’s Our Music Too The Black
Experience in Classical Music the black impact on classical music.

Hutchinson notes that there are numerous books which have dissected and re-
dissected every possible aspect of classical music—the composers, performers,
their compositions, the musical structure, the history, and even the gossip and
minutiae about the composers and performers. Yet, there are almost no books
that focus on the significant part that black composers and performers played in
influencing and in turn being influenced by classical music

“The list of Africans, African-Americans and Afro-European composers,
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conductors, instrumental performers, and singers,” says Hutchinson, “is and
always has been, rich, varied, and deep. Sadly, the recognition of this has almost
always come in relation to the work of a major European or white American
composer.”

Hutchinson’s aim in It’'s Our Music Too The Black Experience in Classical Music is
not to update a book on blacks and classical music, or list the many notable
individual breakthroughs of top flight black classical music performers and
composers through the years. Instead he tells the story of how blacks have
actually influenced the development, history and structure of classical music in its
major varied forms; opera, chamber pieces, symphonies, and concertos. It’s a

story that’s filled with tragedy and triumph, heart break and heroism.

Hutchinson gives an exciting and entertaining glimpse into Mozart’s “borrowing” a
musical idea from the black violin virtuoso Chevalier Saint-Georges in the
eighteenth century, Dvorak’s basing a major part of his New World Symphony on
Negro Spirituals in the nineteenth century, and composers such as Gershwin,
Copeland. Stravinsky and Ravel, wildly embracing jazz and blues in some of their
popular and acclaimed works in the twentieth century. It’s Our Music Too The
Black Experience in Classical Music is a fast paced, reader friendly, easy to
understand look at just exactly what and how the greats in classical music have
borrowed from and paid homage to jazz, blues, ragtime, boogie woogie and
Negro spirituals.

“Throughout | name and recommend many pieces to listen to by the greats of
classical music,” notes Hutchinson, “who were directly inspired by black musical
forms as well as the works of black composers who have written exceptional
works that have influenced the works of other classical composers.”

Hutchinson also tells how black performers such as Roland Hayes with his
unique interpretations of German leider, and Marian Anderson and Jessye

Norman with their distinctive tones and vibrant, fresh renderings of, and



subsequent path breaking performances in the major works of opera giants,
Giuseppi Verdi and Richard Wagner have greatly altered how these master’s
works are heard today.

It's Our Music Too The Black Experience in Classical Music, takes the reader on
an exciting, eye opening, and revealing journey through the world of classical
music in which the major critics, composers and performers tell in their words
their appreciation of the major contribution blacks made to classical music.

“It is no exaggeration or overstatement to say that classical music does owe a
debt to the black experience in classical music,” says Hutchinson, “And the goal
is to show music lovers and readers how that debt continues to be paid in concert

halls everywhere.”
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