
Celebration of 
Black Composers

Music for Black History Month



February is Black History Month, so to celebrate, the LCSO is
performing a concert of music by African American composers.
These composers are all celebrated as being pioneers in the
classical music world, helping shape the music we hear today.
Here are the pieces that will be performed:

Darker America by William Grant Still
Ballade for Orchestra by Samuel Coleridge-Taylor
Umoja: Anthem of Unity by Valerie Coleman
The Entertainer by Scott Joplin
Maple Leaf Rag by Scott Joplin
Montgomery Variations by Margaret Bonds



The first piece on our February concert is Darker America by William
Grant Still. Still was a leader in African American classical music. He
was the first African American to conduct a major American orchestra,
have a symphony performed by a major orchestra, have an opera
performed by a major opera company, and have an opera performed
on national television. Because of his accomplishments, he is often
called the “Dean of Afro-American Composers”. 

Darker America is a symphonic poem written by Still in 1924 and is
considered the first composition to have Still’s voice. The composition
includes different melodic materials found in African American music,
including the pentatonic scale found in spirituals and the blues scale.
The piece tells the story of African Americans. In Still’s words, “…the
triumph of a people over their sorrows through fervent prayer”.

https://youtu.be/KmZX130KZtE?si=6EY1pKSSVsuRlZZx

https://youtu.be/KmZX130KZtE?si=6EY1pKSSVsuRlZZx


Samuel Coleridge-Taylor was celebrated by many in his short life, but
his music was almost lost. Coleridge-Taylor was born in London in 1875.
His father was a Creole doctor and his mother a white Brit. Before he
was born, his father returned to his home country of Sierra Leone. His
mother eventually remarried, and Coleridge-Taylor grew up in a white,
lower-class family. After discovering a talent for violin, he enrolled in
the Royal College of Music at the age of 15 and turned to composition.
By 21, he had already made a name for himself. Edgar Elgar referred to
Coleridge-Taylor as “far and away the cleverest fellow going amongst
the younger men”. Unfortunately, he passed away at 37 from
pneumonia.

Ballade has two main themes that alternate back and forth. The
opening theme is a fast flourish, not unlike the opening of a Beethoven
or Mahler symphony. The second theme is a lush, love theme. This
theme is what sets Coleridge-Taylor apart from others. The work
continues to alternate between the two until we hear a fast version of
the love theme, before ending with a return to the opening theme.

https://youtu.be/uc4kWIwuAvA?si=JWCCY8KKauNnpLAj

https://youtu.be/uc4kWIwuAvA?si=JWCCY8KKauNnpLAj


To close our first half, we present Valerie Coleman’s Umoja: Anthem of Unity.
Valerie Coleman is a Grammy-nominated flutist and Performance Today’s 2020
Classical Woman of the Year. Coleman grew up in Louisville, Kentucky, and
started studying music at 11 years old. By 14, she had written three full-length
symphonies and won several flute competitions. Today, she resides in New York
City with her family. She holds several awards for her compositions, and her
works are performed across the country by leading orchestras. 

Umoja started as a work for women’s choir. The word “Umoja” is Swahili for
“unity” and is the first principle of the African holiday Kwanzaa. She rearranged
the work for woodwind quintet after starting the Imani Winds quintet. About 20
years later, Coleman revisited the work and expanded it for orchestra. The
melody begins sweetly before quickening and being passed from section to
section. The melody is interrupted occasionally, representing the injustices,
racism, and hate that is still apparent today. In Coleman’s words, “This version
honors the simple melody that ever was, but is now a full exploration into the
meaning of freedom and unity.”

https://youtu.be/1m6II3pqTsI?si=xUUeuJWgBWJs8M8b

https://youtu.be/1m6II3pqTsI?si=xUUeuJWgBWJs8M8b


Scott Joplin, known as the “King of Ragtime”, spent most of his life in the Midwest
in Sedalia, Missouri. He studied music at George R. Smith College, opened a
piano studio, and performed with several ensembles. His time in Sedalia
introduced him to ragtime piano playing, and he began learning and playing it in
social establishments around Sedalia. Because he was classically trained, Joplin
was able to publish his ragtime compositions as “classical” music, because it
followed a form similar to classical music styles. This allowed Joplin’s music to
make its way into middle-class parlors and raise Joplin to fame. However, his
music died out after his death. It wasn’t until the movie The Sting used Joplin’s
rag The Entertainer as its theme song that Joplin’s music arose in popularity
again.

One of Joplin’s favorite spots to play was the Maple Leaf Club, so it is believed
that Maple Leaf Rag was named after the club. Maple Leaf Rag was one of
Joplin’s first published rags and the one that helped him find success as a
ragtime composer. 

The Entertainer was published in 1902, three years after Maple Leaf Rag. Like his
previous rag, The Entertainer was incredibly popular at the time and helped
solidify his name as the “King of Ragtime”. By the time of Joplin’s death, jazz
became a more popular music style, and rags began to die out. However, the film
The Sting used Joplin’s The Entertainer and revitalized ragtime music. 

Maple Leaf Rag: https://youtu.be/bCxLAr_bwpA?si=D2vvj98i1W44-c6n

The Entertainer: https://youtu.be/g8syRhvSZdk?si=3rEQjY7W8ivMtOGi

https://youtu.be/bCxLAr_bwpA?si=D2vvj98i1W44-c6n
https://youtu.be/g8syRhvSZdk?si=3rEQjY7W8ivMtOGi


Margaret Bonds was born in Chicago in 1913. Her mother was a church choir
director and organist and taught piano lessons. Bonds took lessons with her
mother at a young age and began studying piano at the Coleridge-Taylor Music
School at 8. She eventually took composition classes with Florence Price and
William Dawson. Bonds was the first African American to perform with the
Chicago Symphony Orchestra in 1934, performing Florence Price’s Piano
Concerto in D minor. Later in her career, Bonds used Langston Hughes’s poems as
inspiration for her compositions. She had become good friends with Hughes,
whose death had a tremendous impact on Bond’s life.

Montgomery Variations was written in 1964 after a tour to Montgomery, Alabama
with baritone Eugene Brice. The work highlights crucial moments in the first
decade of the civil rights movement, starting with the Montgomery Bus Boycott.
Each movement of the piece is based on the spiritual I want Jesus to Walk with
Me. Until 2020, there has been no official published version of the work. Many
orchestras would perform selections of the work or an unauthorized version.
However, with permission of Bonds' heirs, the work has been edited and published
in complete. The Minnesota Orchestra was the first orchestra to professionally
record the work in 2021 and is now making its rounds across the country.

https://youtu.be/ereaXUDie-A?si=lETE0QAB4QARBXXw

https://youtu.be/ereaXUDie-A?si=lETE0QAB4QARBXXw

