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American music today would not be what it is without the influence of African Americans. Their identity as a people is defined much in the development of their music. Their socioeconomic position, as well as their religious practices, is closely tied to their music. The predominantly religious genres of black music, spirituals and gospel, shed a very interesting past through an evolution of primitive musical customs to a more modern and popular style. From African music, onto colonial plantation songs, to their development into spirituals, and eventually the birth of gospel, this music carries with it a deep emotional connection to its people.
There is no way to trace with entirety the African origin of spirituals and gospel music, however, there are some fundamental themes and styles of authentic African music that can help to better explicate the development of these genres of music.

When slaves were brought over to America, they were not taken from many areas of Africa. This makes it tough to pinpoint African-American musical influence in detail. However, some common musical elements of African music and black-American spirituals include the use of the pentatonic scale, syncopation, polyrhythmic structure, and the responsive singer-audience chanting style (Spirituals).
In colonial times, slaves would stay after regular white worship services for singing and dancing. Since slaveholders didn’t allow dancing or drumming, slaves also met at secret “bush meetings” to sing, dance and share hope with one another (Negro). Plantation “Ring shouts” were “a shuffling circular dance to chanting and hand-clapping that accompanied the more joyous spirituals” (Downey). This form of participatory singing was an obvious predecessor of African tribal singing. Other African characteristics such as improvised antiphonal singing, shouting, chanting, stamping and the involuntary spasms of ‘possessed’ members of the congregations became characteristic of black spirituals (Downey).
Protestant Hymns like those published by Englishman Isaac Watts became a popular source of lyrics for black spirituals in the early 18th century. Congregations would memorize the lines by listening to an orator speak line by line and then repeating it back (Downey).
Another form of spirituals was slave work songs. These early spirituals dealt with a slave’s current and daily life. During slavery, workers were allowed to sing songs in order to synchronize their efforts on a single project. Some slave-owners even allowed for quiet personal songs to be sung as long as they were not an obvious attack on slaveholders. These songs helped to keep hope in the eyes of slaves as well as make the work pass by easier. Aside from doing this, songs such as these would also aid many slaves in finding freedom by escaping to the North (Negro).
During slavery, it was the goal of many slaves to escape to the north where they would be considered free. In fear of slave escape, slaveholders kept their slaves illiterate and ignorant of geography. Some even tried to keep their slaves from understanding the concept of direction (History). Spirituals such as “Swing Low Sweet Chariot” and “Follow the Drinking Gourd” were obvious allusions to such an escape. This stanza from “Follow the Drinking Gourd” illustrates the hidden coding used to spread the details of the escape route:
“The river ends between two hills,
Follow the Drinking Gourd.
There's another river on the other side,
Follow the Drinking Gourd” (Explanation).
“Follow the Drinking Gourd” outlined a method of discerning the Tombigee River and traveling up it until it hit the Tennessee and following the Tennessee to the Ohio. The song told slaves to start this year-long journey in the winter, making it possible to walk across a frozen Ohio River as well as finish the escape by the following winter (Explanation).
In the latter part of the 19th century, Society brought spirituals to the forefront of its attention as collections such as William Francis Allen’s, Charles Pickard Ware’s and Lucy McKim Garrison’s Slave Songs of the United were published (Downey). The emancipation of slaves around this time caused most slaves to feel the need to disregard the songs they sung during slavery, as they were merely constant reminders of their previous bondage. Though this was the case, Emancipation did allow for some blacks to go to college and graduate. African American students of Fisk University in Nashville, Tennessee traveled America and Europe singing black songs and spirituals (Negro). This group, known as the Fisk Jubilee Singers, arose with the purpose of raising funds for Fisk University, one of the first African American Universities. Though they failed to do so at first with their original repertoire, they succeeded in receiving great fame by including a number of spirituals in their performances (Downey). They were soon accompanied by other universities such as Tuskegee Institute (Negro), along with the Hampton Singers of the Hampton Institute in Virginia (Downey). 
In the early 20th century, white scholars such as G.P. Jackson began to arouse the question of the actual origin of black spirituals. Jackson used thousands of examples to explain that black spirituals were nothing more than adaptations of white spirituals (Gospel). He claimed that many black spirituals were adapted from white tune books. His argument is unsupported in that black illiteracy was upheld by law at that time. The only other opportunity for blacks to have been influenced by white songs was in white churches. The exchange of ideas was surely mutual considering that whites, in turn, heard African spirituals on the plantations, the workboats, and in the work gangs (Downey).
The jubilee groups and quartets that began to appear after Emancipation and on into the 1920s and 1930s would eventually be replaced by a new style of black religious song: Gospel. Around the 1930s spirituals began to lose their prevalence in black churches as gospel found its way on stage (Downey). Spirituals would continue to be evident reminders of African-American heritage.  This is seen in their appearance at Civil Rights demonstrations and around American holidays such as Martin Luther King Day. They are still very powerful in evoking a sense of the community as they did when they were sung by many slaves performing a task. They also tell of the hardship faced many years ago when individuals would whisper these songs during their grueling forced work (Negro).
 Just as spirituals surfaced long before they were socially established, Gospel music was developing long before its 1930s breakout. In 1907, the Sanctified Pentecostal Church of God in Christ was established in Memphis after the founders attended the Azusa Street Revival in Los Angeles. Characteristic of this new church was speaking in tongues, trances, shouting, and improvisational music that induced emotion. Skilled song leaders evoked rhythmic responses from their congregations that were much like the 19th century ring shouts. These included circle-dancing, clapping, and chanting (Eskew). Closely related to this movement is Methodist minister Charles Albert Tindley with his 1905 publication Soul Echoes. His gospel hymns sang of the needs of the poor, uneducated black Christians. Gospel Pearls, which was compiled in 1921 for Baptist use, included many of his other hymns as well as those of Thomas A. Dorsey, Lucie Campbell and E.C. Deas. Gospel Pearls would soon be adopted by black churches and other denominations (Eskew). Thomas A. Dorsey wrote songs that called for “obedience to God and avoidance of sin in order to obtain the reward of heaven’s kingdom” (Gospel). Though Gospel was being formulated in the songs of many of his predecessors, the world saw him as the prominent composer while Gospel was emerging into popularity. Because of this, he is considered to be ‘the father of the gospel song’ (Gospel). Instruments were a large factor in the feel of the emerging gospel music with its percussive bass and snare drums, tambourines, triangles, and washboards. Vocal style was full-throated and raw and many female singers hit piercing notes in their higher ranges. The song leaders of gospel inside the church were the ministers and preachers who developed strong, prominent voices out of the necessity to cut through the shouts of the congregation (Eskew). As Gospel gained popularity in the 1920s and 1930s, many of these leaders, as well as other individuals and groups, became famous for their performance of Gospel. Ministers such as James Cleveland began touring worldwide with their gospel choruses. In the 1930s Rosetta Tharpe took Gospel to the nightclub – an event that would take Gospel other secular venues like theaters, and concert halls by the 1950s (Negro). Cities such as Chicago, Detroit, Philadelphia, New York and Birmingham, Alabama became centers of the Gospel scene. In the 1970s, gospel moved away from the traditional church call-and-respond style onto more intricate harmonies and the more popular, smooth vocal timbre. This change in the style of music would eventually be coined ‘contemporary gospel’. In the 1980s, the gospel choir including a vocal soloist became the norm. This replication of the preacher-congregation style of singing found in earlier gospel included a much larger visual appeal with its rock concert feel. Gospel also entered places like Madison Square Gardens, the Hollywood Bowl and Boston Symphony Hall as well as the White House (Eskew). The Gospel Music Association is still awarding accomplishment in the gospel genre with the annual Dove Awards (Gospel).

Spirituals and Gospel hardly encompass the variety of African American music around today. Yet, no other music seems to have a more visibly dynamic and precious past as these spirituals and gospel songs. At the heart of them all exists a raw affair with the hardships of its singers and a truth about the African American past.
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