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In the early days of slavery, the spiritual or work song was one of the most

effective means of maintaining a feeling of camaraderie, hope, and faith

between slaves. In a time when instruments and freedom of expression were

forbidden, slaves used the only tools they hadÐtheir voicesÐto build the rhyth-

mic Òcall and responseÓ songs that would sustain them spiritually. Singing 

talent was not as necessary as true passion for the song and its message. 

The origins of the work song could be traced to the African heritage and 

religions slaves were forced to leave behind. Throughout time, they began to

contain messages that went beyond religion to everyday struggles, hope for

freedom, thoughts of escape and even secret messages to each other, as in

ÒSwing Low, Sweet Chariot,Ó which some believe made reference to the

Underground Railroad. Spirituals also became a way of preserving the oral

traditions of a culture that seemed lost under the oppression of slavery.

These simple songs of strength would become the foundation of 

generations of music to come. 

With the end of slavery in 1865, many freedoms were bestowed upon the 

former slaves. They no longer had to remain voiceless, and were free to 

worship as they wished. Plantation spirituals now reminded people of a 

darker time and while these songs were still appreciated, a more jubilant 

tone began to take over. As many of the slaves had been converted to

Christianity, religion became a source of unity and celebration. Spirited

vocals, clapping and foot stomping became the norm and gospel took over.

While many white artists also per formed gospel music, the music rooted in

slave spirituals had a distinct sound and what would eventually become 

urban contemporary gospel music began to take shape. This type of gospel

combines a message of faith with a continually evolving sound that has

picked up blues and jazz influences, along with a wide variety of instruments.

Throughout the years, influential black gospel artists have ranged from 

pioneer Mahalia Jackson to todayÕs ethereal harpist, Jeff Majors.

5

Jeff MajorsÐ
inspirational gospel composer, 
musician and harp master.

An American religious musical form that owes much of its origin to the Christian conversion of West Africans
enslaved in the American South. Gospel music partly evolved from the songs slaves sang on plantations,
notably work songs, and from the Protestant hymns they sang in church. However, gospel music did not
derive as much from Protestant hymns as did spirituals. Gospel music, more emotional and jubilant, also
stemmed from the call-and-response singing between preacher and congregation, which became common
in black churches. Gospel lyrics often call for obedience to God and avoidance of sin in order to obtain the
reward of heaven's kingdom; they also celebrate GodÕs love. Gospel style makes use of choral singing in
unison or harmony, often, but not always, led by a lead singer or singers. The songs are performed with
fervent enthusiasm, vigor, and spiritual inspiration, with much ornamentation in the solo vocal lines. 

A strong gospel element underlies the ÒsoulÓ jazz and rock music of the 1950s and 60s. Pop 
singers who have been heavily influenced by gospel include Aretha Franklin and Ray Charles. 
While the greatest era in gospel is widely considered to be c.1945Ð1965, the tradition 
and the music remain vital in contemporary culture. 

"gospel music." The Columbia Electronic Encyclopedia, Sixth Edition. Columbia University Press., 2003. 
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/gospel-music



Also with the end of slavery came a feeling of displacement for many African

Americans. Once the Civil War was over, most former slaves were faced with

having to find a new life in a country where they were not fully accepted, and

racism still left people divided. This transition period led to the for mation 

of a new genre of musicÐthe blues. 

Blues music mirrored the emotions of the newly freed slaves.  Where African

Americans had always been stripped of their identity, they now had the freedom

to explore their individuality, which was reflected in this highly personal and 

individualized genre. Blues music was influenced by the early call-and-response

style as gospel music was. As blacks began to migrate to the North to find 

work in industry instead of agriculture, they brought the blues with them and 

its popularity soared. Beginning with George W. JohnsonÕs recording of

ÒLaughing SongÓ in 1895, the legacy of blues artists grew to include 

greats like Mamie Smith, BB King, Ethel Waters and many more.

From this success came countrywide traveling blues shows, which opened 

doors for a wider acceptance of Òblack music.Ó  An improvisational, freestyle

form called ragtime also became popular. Best known for this style of music,

Eubie Blake and Noble Sissle partnered to become the first black ar tists to 

perform and be accepted on stage without blackface. Blake also rose to 

fame as a composer and pianist who brought an African-American voice 

to Broadway, something once unheard of. 

Eubie BlakeÐ
Ragtime Musician and Broadway Composer, 
performing at age 90.

A secular African-American folk music of the 20th century, related to, but separate from, jazz. 
The term describes both a characteristic melancholy state of mind and the eight-, 12- and 32-bar 
harmonic progressions that form the basis for blues improvisation; the most common is 12 bars long. 
The other characteristic is the Ôblue noteÕ, a microtonal flattening of the 3r d, 7th and (to a lesser extent)
5th scale degrees. Blues has had a decisive influence on Western popular music. From obscure origins,
the genre had developed by 1900 to its typical three-line stanza, with a vocal style derived from the field
holler or shout of southern work songs. The migration north to Chicago during the 1920s led eventually 
to a new ÔurbanÕ blues tradition, coarser and fiercer than earlier styles. This in turn led in the late 1940s
to the style known as rhythm-and-blues. All instruments were by this time amplified. Blues influenced 
rock and roll and other genres, including skif fle and soul music. It has continued as an independent 
genre, latterly performed by B.B. King, Buddy Guy and Junior Wells, among others.

"blues." The Concise Grove Dictionary of Music. Oxford University Press, Inc., 1994.
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/blues

An American popular music style that flourished c.1896-1918. Its main trait is its ragged (i.e. syncopated)
rhythm. Although now thought of as a piano style, it also referred to other instrumental music, vocal 
music and dance. Most instrumental rags follow the forms of earlier duple- and quadruple- metre 
dances - the march, two-step, polka and schottische - with three or more independent 16-bar phrases,
each consisting of four-bar phrases in patterns of repeats and reprises. There might also be an 
introduction or interpolations. A school of ÔclassicÕ ragtime whose principal exponent was Scott Joplin
achieved considerable sophistication, though simpler, more accessible rags were more popular. Ragtime
gave way to jazz after World War I. The change was at first more in terminology than in the music, and
many ragtime musicians began to call themselves jazz musicians.

"ragtime." The Concise Grove Dictionary of Music. Oxford University Press, Inc., 1994. 
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/ragtime
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Around the 1920s, black ar tists of ever y kind were flourishing, from painters

and poets to musicians and novelists. Creative expression took on new forms

at a feverish pace. A newly found pride was beginning to take shape among

those who had long sufferedÉone that would eventually be known as ÒThe

Harlem Renaissance.Ó As boundaries in the arts began to show the first signs

of crumbling, the ever-changing influence of the evolving black culture on

American music began to form yet another genre of musicÐjazz.

The pursuit of ÒThe American DreamÓ by African Americans led to more 

northern migration, and cities gained more population. It was at this time 

that jazz music, which had already become recognizable, went mainstream 

and began to cross racial barriers into white cultureÑan indication of changes

yet to come. Black soldiers fighting overseas in WWI gained a sense that there

was a world beyond the United States and upon their return, music gained an

international flavor. The sounds of military big brass bands became popular 

and blended with the music of the French, who were settling in the New 

Orleans area. This influx of new sounds, attitudes and multicultural influence

resulted in a new culture that included jazz clubs and a sound that focused 

on rhythm, improvisation and

creativity. Influential jazz artists

throughout the years included

Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald,

Duke Ellington, Billie Holiday 

and Jimmy Smith, known as 

the Master of the Hammond 

B3 Organ. 

Jimmy SmithÐ
revolutionary jazz organist.

A music created mainly by African Americans in the early 20th century through an amalgamation of ele-
ments drawn from European-American and tribal African musics. Among its distinctive characteristics are
the use of improvisation, bent pitches or Ôblue notesÕ, swing and polyrhythms.The earliest form, New
Orleans jazz, evolved from the fusion of black folk forms such as ragtime and blues with various popular
musics. It emerged in the 1910s and spr ead to other parts of the USA. Bop, cool, Dixieland and
Mainstream jazz (a modified form of swing) co-existed through the 1950s. But by the early 1960s the
decline of bop as an active force and the effects of a contraction of audiences brought about changes. 
A new era of experiment was begun. The movements of modal jazz, in which Miles Davis was particularly
influential, and the avant-garde free jazz sprang up; John Coltrane was an important exponent of both.
Later in the decade, Davis again acted as a catalyst for jazz-rock or Ôfusion musicÕ, which united jazz
improvisation with the amplified instruments and rhythmic character of rock.

"jazz." The Concise Grove Dictionary of Music. Oxford University Press, Inc., 1994. 
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/jazz

A rare photo of Jimmy Smith at a Hammond B3 Organ.

Picture courtesy of www.hammond-organ.com in 
association with Mark David Hill
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Much like WWI, WWII had its own effects on black culture and, in turn, the

music that resulted. Around the time of the Second World War, African

Americans continued to leave the south in search of a more prosperous life,

and settled in cities such as Chicago, NY and Detroit.  Many felt like their

music, namely jazz, had Òsold outÓ and gone mainstream, losing its authenticity.

A more urban sound developed and became known as rhythm and blues, or

R&B. Again, once this music hit the radio waves, it caught on quickly with both

blacks and whites. Some of the most well known and influential R&B artists

include Stevie Wonder, Tina Turner, and the more recent DestinyÕs Child and

Mary J Blige, to name only a few. 

As the 1950s got into full swing, some ar tists, most notably James Brown, 

infused R&B with a gospel sound for a soulful music known as funk. Named

after a slang word for body odor, funk music combined previous genres and an

authentic African style to produce a complex groove that showed, once again,

the powerful influence of blacks on American music history. The resulting R&B

and funk of the 60s and 70s helped to shape not only the car eers of George

Clinton, Earth, Wind and Fire, Sly and the Family Stone and others, but also the

disco, punk, and hip hop crazes to follow. 

Mary J BligeÐ
performing at NBA All-Star Saturday Night.

A style of popular music performed principally by African Americans from the late 1940s to the early
1960s. The ter m replaced Ôrace musicÕ and was supplanted by ÔsoulÕ. Rhythm-and-blues grew out of
the blues and related styles but is played by an ensemble, typically of a lead singer or instrumentalist,
a rhythm section (bass, drums and some combination of piano, electric organ and electric guitar) and
a group consisting of voices, wind instruments, guitar or organ. Most rhythm-and-blues music is in the
major mode (with Ôblue notesÕ), uses forms based on the blues and Tin Pan Alley songs and is in
quadruple metre with off-beats emphasized. Much is vocal; the lyrics range from those akin to  
mainstream popular music to the blues vision of the human condition.

"rhythm and blues." The Concise Grove Dictionary of Music. Oxford University Press, Inc., 1994. 
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/r hythm-and-blues

The piano has been a constant companion to countless
notable R&B artists, such as Lionel Richie, Stevie Wonder
and Alicia Keys. All sing their groundbreaking music while
seated at a piano much like the one pictured here.
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The 1950s also saw the explosion of a musical genre that would influence

every aspect of American culture. There is much debate surrounding the 

origins of rock & roll, but there is no doubt that it is deeply r ooted in African

American culture, namely the blues, with R&B and country influences. In a 

time when racial tensions were high in America, rock & roll provided an outlet

where, for the first time, the blacks and whites who wanted to could come

together in an audience and watch a style of music that included the 

contributions of both cultures. 

The worldwide effects of rock & roll were enormous and, in America, this music 

symbolized the Civil Rights Movement by allowing cultures to come together and

enjoy a sound that was beginning to break down long-standing barriers. From

the early Chuck Berry and his Òduck walkÓ to the retro-tinged rock of Lenny

Kravitz, African American rock & roll stars gained iconic status with the

American publicÐa far cry from the days of not being permitted on stage.

As the 1980s approached and rock & roll integrated into American culture, a 

lighter sound developed that became known as pop music. Highly mainstream,

pop music included a wide range of artists with sounds that took their cues

from many different influences. From Mariah Carey and Whitney Houston and

their fiercely successful R&B-inspired sounds to the later folk-influenced, 

politically charged songs of Tracy Chapman, African

Americans had developed a voice within the indus-

try that could not be denied. With the bir th of MTV,

which made artists and their ethnicity more visible

than ever before, and the release of Michael

JacksonÕs Thriller in 1982Ðarguably one of the

most successful and influential records of all

timeÐpop music was taken to an all new level. All 

it took was one turn of the radio knob or trip to the

record store to see that African Americans were not

merely a part of the American music scene, but 

that it simply could not exist without them.

Lenny KravitzÐ
performing at Brixton Academy.

A Musical style that arose in the U.S. in the mid-1950s and became the dominant form of popular music 
in the world. Though rock has used a wide variety of instruments, its basic elements ar e one or several
vocalists, heavily amplified electric guitars (including bass, rhythm, and lead), and drums. It began as a
simple style, relying on heavy, dance-oriented rhythms, uncomplicated melodies and harmonies, and 
lyrics sympathetic to its teenage audienceÕs concerns Ð young love, the stresses of adolescence, and 
automobiles. Its roots lay principally in rhythm and blues (R&B) and country music. Both R&B and 
country existed outside the mainstream of popular music in the early 1950s, when the Cleveland 
disc jockey Alan Freed (1921Ð65) and others began programming R&B, which until then 
had been played only to black audiences.

"rock music." Britannica Concise Encyclopedia. Encyclop¾dia Britannica, Inc., 2006. 
Answers.com 06 Dec. 2007. http://www .answers.com/topic/r ock-music

Tracy Chapman is known for her folk-influenced
music, strong voice and empowering lyrics.



Queen LatifahÐ
at The Greek Theater Sugar Water Festival.
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As the popularity of rock & roll and pop music became a permanent part of

American culture, many felt like the voice of the African American who had 

contributed so much to their creation was lost. Racial boundaries stayed strong,

and a new style of black music began to take shape in the city streets in the

1970s, taking its name fr om a slang word for conversationÐrap. Traced back to

the call and response style used by the slaves, and perhaps even further back

to the traditional African folk poets, rap relied on the voice as an instrument

and provided an expressive outlet for those who felt fr ustrated and oppressed. 

It also provided an alternative to violence as verbal ÒbattlesÓ became popular. 

In the 1980s and beyond, this new genre combined with R&B rhythms and 

took on a life of its own. Ar tists such as the SugarHill Gang, Grandmaster

Flash, Run DMC, Salt Ôn Pepa and TLC skyrocketed to success and hip hop

became a cultural phenomenon. The hip hop movement gives those who can

relate to the histor y of blacks in America a sense of identification within 

a larger culture that often overpowers their voice. 

It is impor tant to note that although each style of music has played a part in 

the formation of future styles, each has remained a strong, individual genre 

that is still appr eciated and performed today. The legacy of American music,

much like America itself, has become what it is today not only by blending 

cultures, but by appreciating their individuality as well. The story of American

music is really a story about history and those within it that used music to 

tell the stories of their lives, with all the joy and pain, victor y and struggle,

doubt and pride, set to the beat.

ItÕs hard to predict the next chapter of the 

story. TodayÕs black artists are involved in

every aspect of entertainment, from music to

acting to business, and the next generation 

will undoubtedly benefit even further from their

examples of excellence. From the multi-faceted,

seemingly unstoppable Queen Latifah to hip

hop business tycoon and philanthropist Russell

Simmons, todayÕs artists are continuing to

write their own story, and the sky is the limit.

A form of pop music originated in the second half of the twentieth centur y in black urban communities,
influenced by many previous genres. Rap is characterized by spoken or chanted poetry or intricately
rhymed lyrics, usually improvised with a syncopated beat. Rap is often accompanied by well-known musical
samplings from other artists.  Also referred to as hip hop, a term which refers to the spoken yet melodic
sound of the music but also to an entir e subculture with its own distinct lifestyle, attitudes, dr ess, and art,
all of which have gained worldwide popularity. Rap and hip hop culture have also been the source of many
words contributed to commonly used American English over the past several decades.  

Russell Simmons has found success in ventures as 
varied as hip hop music, clothing, comedy and 
charitable organizations.



Additional information available on Black History Month 
at TopsMarkets.com

We believe in sustaining an all-inclusive and ethical approach when 
conducting business. Our goal is to be an organization reflective 

of the market areas in which we serve.

Printed by Thornton Press LLC, a Certified Minority Business Enterprise


