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Introduction
 There is a lot of cultural heritage in music and musicals, especially with regard to the history of the African American populations. Once a people pushed to the fringe of the mainstream community as slaves, music became a powerful avenue to self-expression, both in the sociopolitical sense and spiritual way as well[footnoteRef:1]. Even through the post-emancipation, the growth of music genres had a huge impact on the establishment of the African American racial identity and nationhood. While most of the African American music has been misrepresented, and possibly undervalued by mainstream music research, it has grown tremendously from early Negro spirituals to hymns, gospel music, blues, jazz up to the contemporary hip-hop music[footnoteRef:2]. Recent music research has unveiled a connection along this evolutionary journey and importantly that modern music genres such as hip-hop appeal to styles and messages that are traced back to early forms of Negro spirituals[footnoteRef:3]. The central argument for this paper is that there is a lack of awareness and understanding about how Negro Spirituals and hymns since the Atlantic Slave Trade are in connection with today’s Hip Hop and R&B music. With reference to the roots of ancient songs like Negro Spirituals and hymns, there are traces in today’s genres of music that can help locate the missing link between eras. [1:  DjeDje (2016) - black music has risen from being barely recognized into mainstream music that is widely consumed by the entire American society. ]  [2:  Floyd, Jr. (2008), p. 112 – The musical imagination helped forge the identity of blackness and has done so along the evolutionary path over the decades. ]  [3:  Hutchinson, (2002), p. 1456] 




Reformation and Negro Spirituals
The concept of reformation has a lot to do with rebirth, revival and redefinition of people’s identities, religions or any other aspect in question.  As it regards the African American community, reformation refers to how the Black people redefined their identity and ways within the race, space and class in the wider American society. Reformation is a social and political project where the African American sought to interpret how they, as citizens in a multiracial society, develop their identity and progression[footnoteRef:4]. The critical race theorists have argued that reformation is about shaping race consciousness to put behind any forms of race blindness and forge ahead as a forward-looking people in society[footnoteRef:5]. One way to study the reformation of the African Americans is through their earliest forms of music, the Negro spirituals.  [4:  McPherson and Shelby (2004), p. 171- Reformation is akin to soul making of a community. ]  [5:  Manning et al., (2015), p. 533] 

At the height of the transatlantic slave trade where millions of black people were shipped to provide labor in new world, song composition (and folktales) became a way of life to push through the hard times for the slave populations. On the farms and evenings lines of familiar hymns would leap out of their lips as they contemplated to the challenging life and building hope. The signing offered strength and hope to face another day and this marked the emergence of the Negro spirituals out of the suffering and hopelessness[footnoteRef:6]. These spirituals are traced back to the 15th century which was around the slavery era. Some of the spirituals kept at the Library of Congress archives include among others Florida Hampton’s “My good Lord done been here”, Wallis Willis’ “Swing low, sweet chariot”, Reverend Goodwin’s "Jesus Leads Me All the Way" and "Old Ship of Zion," by John Work[footnoteRef:7]. Besides, during the “southern Diaspora” as over twenty million people migrated from the South to other regions of the country, there was the spread of the negro spirituals and gospel hymns and they were listened all over the country[footnoteRef:8]. Importantly, using the spirituals and hymns, the Black people acknowledged the presence of God in their suffering, believing in His sovereignty and seeing hope in better days where their conditions would improve since the Lord is a promise keeper[footnoteRef:9]. The theology of the spirituals was thus a critical part of the Black identity and struggles at the time.  [6:  Brink, (2004)- https://www.reformedworship.org/article/june-2004/songs-season-singing-through-hard-times ]  [7:  The Library of Congress (2020) - https://www.loc.gov/collections/songs-of-america/articles-and-essays/musical-styles/ritual-and-worship/spirituals ]  [8:  Blevins (2006), p. 318- The mass migration spread not only the Negro spirituals but also the blues as well.]  [9:  Stewart (2017)- the Theology of the negro spirituals was powerful and they embraced perseverance and hope through this music genre; https://thewitnessbcc.com/revisiting-theology-negro-spiritual/ ] 

From Blues, Jazz to Rock N Roll
With the rise of African American spirituals from the 15thcentury through to nineteenth century demonstrating song writing ability, Black artists would explore more diverse genres. For instance, the blues emerged in the mid-twentieth century with its roots in the African musical traditions[footnoteRef:10]. By the sunset years of the twentieth century, the jazz music also arose illuminating the heritage of the Black artists and people at large. Both the Blues and Jazz were created from a passionate and traditionist sense where artists made reference to the suffering, racism, and hope as a people who had to endure their experiences[footnoteRef:11]. While the blues arose around 1895, they were not expressly written down but music sheets began to emerge as later as 1910 when technological advances in music recording permitted so[footnoteRef:12].  [10:  Corbet (2011)]  [11:  Mendez (2019), p. 3]  [12:  Ibid, p. 9- the Blues were mainly for Black audiences and were also spread during the mass migration of the Southern populations. ] 

Indeed the blues rose to capture the pride and resilience of the African American people as they endured the traumatic experiences of slavery and even further racial/ethnic discrimination in the post-abolitionist US society[footnoteRef:13]. In doing so, the Blues composers reinforced the similar themes and patterns that were in earlier versions of the Negro spirituals. Some of the renowned classical Blues composers and singers such as Skip James and Charley Patton embedded Gospel messaging to teach and fortify the identity of African Americans within Godliness.  Others such as Roland Hayes, Maude Roberts George, and, Hazel Harrison and Anita Patti Brown took to the limelight in 1916 after the Chicago Defender sustained a campaign for record labels to recruit Black artists[footnoteRef:14]. In fact, most of the Blues had lyrical similarities to the Negro spirituals[footnoteRef:15]. Impressively women artists also took an active role in composing and singing blues including pioneer such as Mamie Smith first recorded the pioneer commercial blues disks in 1920 offering a path to other female composers[footnoteRef:16].  [13:  Steinfeld (2016), p. 5]  [14:  McGuire, (1986), pp. 104- The media had a significant part in influencing the recording of Blues by black artists. ]  [15:  McGuire, (1986), pp. 103-5.]  [16:  Ibid, p. 105] 

Later on Jazz music also came into the picture with jazz singers/composers reflecting on the changes on the Black identity since the transatlantic slave trade era to the current times. Singers such as LeRoy Jones, a jazz trumpeter led the Fairview Baptist Church Marching Band, to make immense contributions in jazz music[footnoteRef:17]. Amid the social, political and economic changes that happened then, jazz music sought to solidify the African American identity and therefore, just like Blues, Jazz was a product of African American experiences. Importantly, the Black audiences considered jazz and Blues as more soulful and appealing to their way of life. While white singers opted for softer, cleaner and rounded notes, jazz singers such as Charlie Parker played his saxophone so passionately that “there is no separation between him and the instrument, because the instrument is literally his voice[footnoteRef:18].” In many instances, Gospel messages were infused with Jazz and using the connotations from early spirituals to help free African Americans from emotional, sexual and social oppression imposed by White America[footnoteRef:19].  [17:  Mendez (2019), p. 3]  [18:  Mendez (2019), p. 5- who cited Jones, L. (1968). Blues People: The Negro experience in white America and the music that developed from it. New York, NY: Apollo Editions (P. 29). ]  [19:  Steinfeld (2016), p. 4] 

Further on, in the 1940s, the Rock N Roll genre emerged borrowing much from Country music and the African American Blues. They were typical melodies of blues but accorded more intensity and aggressiveness. Some of the influential Blues song that helped forge Rock N Roll were Wynonie Harris  “All She Wants to Do is Rock,” (1949)and  Elvis Presley’s “Good Rockin’ Tonight,”  (1958). While the Negro Spirituals commanded intensity and healing reality to the African American audiences, the Rock N Roll represented a secularized version of the similar messaging especially in renewed effort to shape black identity in the Civil War era of 1960s[footnoteRef:20]. The Rock N Roll carried the same message of hope amidst inhumane treatment, the emotional fatigue from racial discrimination and called out the evil of oppression. Through innovation, artists relied on more diverse instruments such as electric bass guitars and drum kits to pass across the message. [20:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 7 –Despite the aggressiveness and intensity of Rock N Roll, the messaging and themes in the songs were no any different from the Negro spirituals and gospel hymns. ] 

In poetic ways, American Rock singers such as Little Richard, Chuck Berry, and Fats Domino were social activists and expressly through the civil rights era, helped champion the course for equal racial treatment, and better opportunities for black people[footnoteRef:21]. Their choice of wording supported their various themes such as Domino’s “Don't send me no letter, 'cause I can't read” (on educational inequalities ) or  Berry’s “Workin' in the fillin' station, too many tasks/Wipe the windows, check the tires, check the oil, dollar gas/Uh-uh, too much monkey business” (on wage inequalities)[footnoteRef:22].  Both in a poetic and philosophic viewpoints, Black American musical tradition greatly shaped the rock ‘n’ genre by adding Gospel chord sequences, percussive sound qualities, the use of blues notes as well as specific vocal aspects such as shouting, falsetto, and growling among others[footnoteRef:23]. Bottom-line, the ideas, patterns and messaging by these artists offered a reminiscence of the artistic influence of the spirituals in the preceding decades.  [21:  Boxill-Clark  (2020), p. 1-3]  [22:  AZ Lyrics (2020)- Fats Domino lyrics ("I'm Ready") https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/fatsdomino/imready.html & Chuck Berry lyrics ("Too Much Monkey Business") https://www.azlyrics.com/lyrics/chuckberry/toomuchmonkeybusiness.html ]  [23:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 13] 


The Black History through Contemporary Music
Finally, it is evident that modern music genres of Gospel music (from 1950s), RnB and Soul (1960s) and Hip-hop (from 1970s& 1980s) also emulate and have a deep connection to earliest music forms that promote Black identity. The American soul music such as popularized by Motown Records was an extension of the blues and mixed pop[footnoteRef:24]. The soul music became ideal for dance among the Black audiences with significant singers being Martha Reeves, Smokey Robinson, Stevie Wonder, the Jackson Five, as well as Marvin Gaye among many others. For soul most singers began their singing career in church choirs which explains the boogie shuffle tunes, sermonic tunes and other emotional/vocal qualities associated with the liturgy[footnoteRef:25]. Further on, the tenets of the choral music disciplines evident in Negro spirituals are present in the modern RnB songs. For instance, the RnB songs entail the smooth liturgical-like tunes and has roots to the Black vocal traditions which existed in previous decades[footnoteRef:26]. Importantly, the Christian RnBs comprise of lyrics that have strong spiritual reinforcements and the artists project gospel articulation in their messaging.  [24:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 13]  [25:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 14]  [26:  Abbott, and  Seroff (2013), p. 79] 


In addition, the Hip-hop is a modern genre that was largely associated with risqué lyrics that even deterred the airplay. However, over time, the expressiveness of hip-hop spoke to the core of African American sufferings. Historical injustices, and modern day discrimination among other key issues. From oppression and violence to urban black youths to lack of freedom, poverty and segregation, Hip-hop music directly speaks and seeks truth and justice for black people[footnoteRef:27]. While some may view hip-hop as rather extreme but the rise of Christian hip-hop pushed towards honest, integrity of Black people and truth. Within hip-hop, there is a great deal of improvisation but the genre looks out to empower the Black people, illuminate their pride and uses strong poetic lyrics[footnoteRef:28]. Largely, the Black church became accommodative of Christian hip-hop to give the youth a platform to commend on the socio-political and economic issues as they saw fit. Ideally, as a contemporary genre, hip-hop borrows from the ideology seen in the Negro spirituals and ancient hymns that sought to cultivate resilience, and hope but also now capture the need to step up and make visible the rights of Black people as part of the American society.  [27:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 14]  [28:  Kirk-Duggan (2014), p. 17
] 


Conclusion
Ideally, there is less awareness of how the music genres in the US are linked to the African American history, heritage and development as a race. From the transatlantic slavery era, the Blacks composed and sang the Negro Spirituals as a way to build hope, celebrate their resilience and look ahead for better days away from oppression and inhumane treatment. From these spirituals, there came gospel hymns, blues and jazz music which was founded on Black music tradition and gospel ideology. Further development of music genres such as soul, RnB and Hip-hop also emulate the same patterns but with notable variations based on artists innovation and more diverse musical instruments. This paper has offered an adequate analysis of how specific tenets, musical patterns and ideologies of these other forms of music genres can be traced back to the early forms of hymns and spirituals. Black America has not only made a bold contribution to musicality in the country but also relied on music forms for self-reflection, racial representation and to pursue racial reform and progression as a people. In a racial diverse American society, it is vital to ponder on how modern music further promotes racial equality, coexistence and progression of the Black identity. 
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