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gave [the Jubilee Singers] a specially fraternal greeting’’ (SJS, 82).
‘‘After three months in London,’’ observes one historian, ‘‘they in-
vaded and conquered the rest of the British Isles.’’ 55 Capturing En-
glishmen with a song, their performance succeeded where, according
to Lanier, Whitman’s ‘‘loud, ill-pitched voice’’ could not.56

The Jubilee Singers did not limit themselves to conquering the seat
of Lanier’s Anglo-Saxon language, for their success led them to ask the
same question about their songs that Lanier had raised about poems:
‘‘Would the slave songs keep their power where the words lost their
meaning?’’ The ‘‘where’’ in question was ‘‘on the Continent,’’ and the
answer proved to be a resounding yes (SJS, 86). As in England, where
‘‘that earnest, evangelistic element in the churches . . . prized their
services of song as an effective ally in gospel effort,’’ so too in Ger-
many ‘‘the same class of Christian people . . . met them with the same
fraternal heartiness, and rejoiced in this unique instrumentality for
bringing gospel truth to the formalists and the materialists whom it
was so difficult to reach’’ (SJS, 96). Thus the songs are an ‘‘instru-
mentality’’ for producing a ‘‘Christian people,’’ one that is ‘‘the same’’
despite differences in language, nationality, and race—a people, in
other words, that is neither racial nor national but ecumenical.57 En-
couraged by their international success, the Jubilee Singers ‘‘decided
to circumnavigate the globe,’’ making stops in Australia, Japan, and
India. While in India they sang at the Taj-Mahal, where ‘‘the tones of
that beautiful slave song, ‘Steal Away to Jesus,’ . . . awoke the still-
ness of that most wonderful of temples’’ (SJS, 124, 146). By singing
at the Taj-Mahal they effectively accomplished their own version of
the passage to India confidently predicted in Whitman’s poetry, for
by establishing ‘‘the spiritual as a worldwide phenomenon,’’ 58 their
songs became the ‘‘international poems’’ that Whitman had called for
in ‘‘The Poetry of the Future.’’ 59

In 1890, ‘‘having made the circuit of the globe,’’ the Jubilee Singers
returned to America to find, as the group’s leader put it, that they
were ‘‘no longer free from that prejudice . . . which we had not met
with in any other quarter of the globe’’ (SJS, 152–53). What distin-
guishes the United States from other nations of the world is its per-
sistent racial prejudice toward African Americans, even despite the
achievements of the Jubilee Singers. The notion that the slave songs
serve as a reproach to American nationality stands diametrically op-
posed to the claim Antonín Dvořák would make about them: ‘‘It is my
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opinion,’’ he wrote the New York Herald in May 1893, ‘‘that I find a
sure foundation in the Negro melodies for a new national school of
music . . . in America.’’ 60 Instead of belonging anywhere but America,
as the leader of the Jubilee Singers had suggested, the ‘‘Negro melo-
dies,’’ Dvořák claims, belong to America exclusively. To Dvořák, they
are a unique instrumentality for bringing not gospel truth but national
identity; the same songs whose international appeal had enabled the
Jubilee Singers to overcome national difference serve Dvořák as a
‘‘foundation . . . for’’ it. For Dvořák, the songs are not ecumenical but
national, consolidating not a Christian but an American people.

The question of American national identity became a matter of con-
cern for Dvořák after he assumed the directorship of New York’s
National Conservatory of Music in September 1892. Immediately after
his arrival he found himself drawn into ongoing debates about the
prospect of an American national music. ‘‘I did not come to America
to interpret Beethoven or Wagner for the public,’’ he asserts. ‘‘This
is not my work and I would not waste any time on it. I came to dis-
cover what young Americans had in them and to help them to express
it.’’ 61 As this search unfolded, however, Dvořák discovered that Ameri-
cans themselves were increasingly unsure about how to describe their
nationality, given the ever expanding influx of foreign immigrants,
and, in particular, the so-called ‘‘new immigration’’ from southern and
eastern Europe.62 Dvořák’s experience in New York led him to recog-
nize the perspective of those who would argue against an American
national music: ‘‘Because the population of the United States is com-
posed of many different races . . . and because . . . the music of all
the world is quickly absorbed in this country, they argue that noth-
ing specially original or national can come forth.’’ 63 But while Dvořák
acknowledges this account of a hopelessly heterogeneous nation, he
nevertheless continues to search for a music that will give it unity:

All races have their distinctively national songs, which they at once
recognize as their own, even if they have never hea[r]d them be-
fore. When a Tcech, a Pole, or a Magyar in this country suddenly
hears one of his folk-songs or dances, no matter if it is for the first
time in his life, his eyes light up at once, and his heart within him
responds, and claims that music as his own. So it is with those of
Teutonic or Celtic blood. . . . It is a proper question to ask, what
songs, then, belong to the American and appeal more strongly to
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him than any others? What melody could stop him on the street if
he were in a strange land and make the home feeling well up within
him? (DA, 376)

As potential sources for this American music, Dvořák lists ‘‘the
songs of the creoles, the red man’s chant, or the plaintive ditties of
the homesick German or Norwegian,’’ but ‘‘according to my estima-
tion,’’ he concludes, the ‘‘most potent as well as the most beautiful
among them . . . are certain of the so-called plantation melodies and
slave songs’’ (DA, 377), the same music he had singled out early in
his visit. Dvořák associates these songs not with Africa but with the
Negro in the South,64 and he casts them as the music of all Americans,
regardless of race or region: ‘‘These beautiful and varied themes are
the product of the soil. They are American. . . . The American musi-
cian understands these tunes and they move sentiment in him.’’ 65 This
sentiment is not racial (as with Lanier’s ‘‘veneration’’ for the tones
of the Anglo-Saxon tongue) or ecumenical (as with the ‘‘Christian
song’’ of the Jubilee Singers) but national: ‘‘To read the right mean-
ing the composer need not necessarily be of the same blood,’’ Dvořák
asserts, since ‘‘white composers’’ can write ‘‘touching Negro songs’’
that show a ‘‘sympathetic comprehension of the deep pathos of slave
life.’’ 66 Dvořák himself undertook such an effort in his symphonic ar-
rangement of the spiritual ‘‘Old Folks at Home,’’ and he described the
resulting work as ‘‘purely national.’’ 67

Dvořák, then, envisions an America like Whitman’s, a New World
nation distinct from its European antecedents. Just as Whitman’s
poems advocate a ‘‘New World Nationality,’’ so Dvořák has a similar
ambition in his symphony From the New World: ‘‘My new symphony
is . . . an endeavor to portray characteristics, such as are distinctly
American.’’ 68 In preparing it, Dvořák sought exposure to Negro melo-
dies by asking Henry Burleigh, an African American student at the
National Conservatory, to sing spirituals for him. ‘‘It was my privi-
lege,’’ Burleigh wrote, ‘‘to sing repeatedly some of the old plantation
songs for him at his house, and one in particular, ‘Swing Low, Sweet
Chariot,’ greatly pleased him, and part of this old spiritual will be
found in the second theme of the first movement of the [symphony
From the New World], first given out by the flute.’’ 69

The flute was Lanier’s instrument—he played first chair in Balti-
more’s Peabody Orchestra—and had he not suffered an early death
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at age 39, the Baltimore premiere of Dvořák’s symphony would no
doubt have featured him on this solo. The scenario, although hypo-
thetical, is worth considering: Lanier, a former Confederate soldier
and ardent Anglo-Saxon, performing a Negro spiritual in Dvořák’s
all-American symphony. Lanier had turned to music to identify an
Anglo-Saxon race, an alternative to Reconstruction’s ongoing conflict
between sections, but the hypothetical idea of his playing the ‘‘Swing
Low’’ melody suggests that Dvořák’s music produces an entirely dif-
ferent kind of identity, one that rises above the friction Lanier ex-
perienced between North and South and blacks and whites, or the
conflict Dvořák observed between immigrants and natives. Dvořák’s
effort to transform cultural heterogeneity into U.S. nationality aligns
his project with Whitman’s: both turn to songs—whether Whitman’s
recitatives or Dvořák’s melodies—to establish a national people in the
United States.

In describing these musical forms as national, Dvořák diverges from
the description in the book distributed by the Jubilee Singers during
their tours. That book’s ‘‘Preface to the Music’’ casts the songs as re-
sistant to national designations, like the international audience of the
touring singers:

It is a coincidence worthy of note that more than half the melodies
. . . are in the same scale as that in which Scottish music is written;
that is, with the fourth and seventh tones omitted. The fact that the
music of the ancient Greeks is also said to have been written in this
scale suggests an interesting inquiry as to whether it may not be
a peculiar language of nature, or a simpler alphabet than the ordi-
nary diatonic scale, in which the uncultivated mind finds its easiest
expression.70

Here the songs Dvořák built into his symphony From the New World
are the ‘‘peculiar language of nature,’’ not of a nation—the mark of a
primitive human, not a specific national, culture. In one sense Dvořák
agreed, for in a newspaper interview he concedes the formal identity
between the plantation melodies and the music of other nations: ‘‘I
found that the music of the Negroes and of the Indians was practically
identical,’’ 71 adding that ‘‘the music of the two races bore a remarkable
similarity to the music of Scotland’’ (DA, 362): ‘‘[T]he Scotch scale,
if I may so call it, has been used to impart a certain color to musical
composition. . . . The device is a common one’’—so common, he con-
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tinues, that many composers have used it, including Mendelssohn,
David, Verdi, and Dvořák himself. ‘‘In fact,’’ he notes, ‘‘the scale in
question is only a certain form of the ancient ecclesiastical modes’’
that ‘‘have been employed time and time again’’ (DA, 363)—a mode so
common that musicologists continue to discuss it, labeling it Dorian,72

which is itself, according to Webster’s Tenth, the name of ‘‘an ancient
Hellenic race.’’

To Dvořák, these plantation songs are as plausibly Scottish or Greek
as they are Negro or Indian, yet acknowledging this point in no way
diminishes his conviction that they are the basis for a music that is
distinctively American. This problem of classification raises the same
question about Dvořák’s symphony that I asked about Lanier’s Anglo-
Saxon poem: as musical sounds devoid of conventional meanings, on
what grounds should these expressive works bear the name of a spe-
cific social group? These sounds may be found in these cultures, but if
these cultures impose none of their conventional meanings upon them,
are these cultures—Scottish, Negro, U.S., Greek—in these sounds? 73

A contemporary music critic, James Huneker, raises this very ques-
tion in his review of Dvořák’s From the New World. Turning to the
first movement’s second theme (the version of ‘‘Swing Low Sweet
Chariot’’ played by the flute), he describes it as ‘‘negro or oriental, just
as you choose.’’ 74 When Dvořák chooses, he calls it American, and
while Huneker implies that such choices are purely arbitrary, Dvořák,
openly acknowledging the formal identity among these scales, never-
theless insists that his designation is the right one. Lanier had taken
the same approach to the ‘‘3-rhythm’’ of poems, insisting that it was in-
trinsically Anglo-Saxon. And just as sound’s embodiment of a culture
was an opportunity for Lanier, helping him unify the heterogeneity of
Anglo-Saxon across time, so too it was an opportunity for Dvořák, a
means for unifying the people of the United States despite an accel-
erating influx of diverse immigrant groups.

DuBois’s African Music

The orchestras Dvořák conducted figure prominently in another work
from this period, W. E. B. DuBois’s The Souls of Black Folk (1903). In
chapter 13, ‘‘Of the Coming of John,’’ John attends a New York per-
formance of Wagner’s Lohengrin; as the orchestra plays he begins ‘‘to
rise with that clear music out of the dirt and dust of that low life that
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held him prisoned and befouled’’ (SBF, 193). But no sooner has John’s
reverie begun than it is cut short. John’s boyhood playmate, a white
man, is also in the audience and is uncomfortable with John’s pres-
ence; he requests that the color line be enforced, so the opera house
and its liberating music are suddenly off limits to John. It was in 1895,
the year of Dvořák’s return to Prague, that the color line received its
infamous sanction from Booker T. Washington: ‘‘In all things that are
purely social we can be as separate as the fingers, yet one as the hand
in all things essential to mutual progress.’’ 75 For John, this separation
affects him as much in Georgia as it had in New York, and the cumu-
lative insult drives him to kill his boyhood playmate. Lingering by the
body, he once again hears Wagner’s music, his memory of it blending
with the sound of an approaching lynch mob: ‘‘Hark! was it music, or
the hurry and shouting of men? Yes, surely! Clear and high the faint
sweet melody rose and fluttered like a living thing, so that the very
earth trembled as with the tramp of horses and murmur of angry men’’
(SBF, 202). Wagner’s white swan becomes indistinguishable from the
‘‘white-haired man’’ with his ‘‘coiling twisted rope’’ (SBF, 203). John
had initially treated Wagner’s music as a symbol of escape from the
South and the color line—as a way to ‘‘dwell above the veil’’ (SBF,
90)—but here the music ultimately merges with the white oppressors
and becomes, effectively, white.76

In his next chapter, DuBois explicitly contrasts ‘‘the songs of white
America’’ with what Dvořák calls ‘‘plantation melodies’’ and DuBois
himself ‘‘the Sorrow Songs’’ (SBF, 209, 204). Dvořák had predicted
that Americans would embrace the Negro spirituals as their ‘‘distinc-
tively national songs, which they [would] at once recognize as their
own, even if they had never hea[r]d them before.’’ DuBois attributes
to the Sorrow Songs the same autochthonous power: ‘‘[T]hese songs
. . . . came out of the South unknown to me, one by one, and yet at
once I knew them as of me and of mine’’ (SBF, 204). But there is
an important difference in the positions of DuBois and Dvořák, for
while Dvořák imagines as ‘‘American’’ the person who ‘‘claims that
music as his own,’’ DuBois’s description of the Sorrow Songs as ‘‘of me
and of mine’’ is meant to cast the listener not as an American among
Americans but a Negro among Negroes. This is ‘‘primitive African
music,’’ he writes, ‘‘the voice of exile’’ in ‘‘the foster land’’ (SBF, 208,
209). Thus DuBois’s turn to the Sorrow Songs looks less like Dvořák’s
search for American national identity and more like Lanier’s assertion
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of Anglo-Saxon racial continuity. DuBois, in other words, treats these
songs not as an alternative to racial distinctions but, like Lanier’s
Anglo-Saxon rhythm, as a basis for making them.77 If DuBois’s Sor-
row Songs are ‘‘of me and of mine,’’ then others’ songs—‘‘the songs
of white America’’ (SBF, 209)—must be of them and of theirs.

What DuBois might have called white Sorrow Songs can be found in
Lanier’s The Science of English Verse. Here Lanier quotes a thousand-
year-old Anglo-Saxon poem, ‘‘calling attention to a profound mourn-
fulness and gentle dignity which breathe subtly out of the melodi-
ous movement of the verse. . . . Even those who understand no word
of Anglo-Saxon must be deeply impressed with the tender sing [sic]
which goes all along through the poem, when it is properly read aloud’’
(SEV, 123). DuBois offers a remarkably similar account of the Negro
Sorrow Songs: ‘‘My grandfather’s grandmother was seized by an evil
Dutch trader two centuries ago; and . . . she . . . often crooned a hea-
then melody [that] . . . we sing . . . to our children, knowing as little
as our fathers what its words may mean, but knowing well the mean-
ing of its music’’ (SBF, 207). Although ‘‘[w]ords and music have lost
each other,’’ DuBois nonetheless knows that ‘‘these songs are the ar-
ticulate message of the slave to the world’’ (SBF, 209, 207); loss of
meanings, then, does not compromise the standing of the songs as
the embodiment of a race. Agreeing with Lanier that words can be
separated from music, DuBois also agrees that these extralinguistic
sounds are tied to a particular people. Just as DuBois offers a catalog
of the Sorrow Songs, singling out ‘‘Ten master songs . . .—songs of un-
doubted Negro origin . . . and . . . peculiarly characteristic of the slave’’
(SBF, 208), so Lanier provides his own race-based canon of song: ‘‘I
have selected out of the body of English poetry five battle-songs, writ-
ten at intervals of three centuries apart. . . . Surely no one can regard
without interest this succession of manful songs, all moving in exactly
the same verse-beat and carrying us on their rhythmic movement, by
three-century leaps, through twelve centuries of English verse’’ (SEV,
137). Both Lanier and DuBois place their respective Sorrow Songs on
opposite sides of a musically based color line.78

Included in DuBois’s list of ‘‘master songs’’ is ‘‘Swing Low, Sweet
Chariot,’’ which appears in musical notation as an epigraph to chap-
ter 12 of The Souls of Black Folk (see fig. 2). This is the same song that
Dvořák gives to the flute in his symphony From the New World, but
while Dvořák wants to present it as American national music, DuBois,
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Figure 2 W. E. B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (1903; New York: Gramercy Books, 1994),
165.

we see, claims it as distinctively Negro—not of the New World but
of the Old World (African, not European) that the slaves brought to
America.79 Above this song, DuBois prints a passage from Tennyson.
Tennyson had been the explicit object of Whitman’s complaint about
poetry that is British instead of American, but Lanier had praised
Tennyson for having ‘‘carried-on the ancient battle-rhythmus of the
fathers’’; moreover, as we have seen, Lanier assimilated all poetry to
music, even placing ‘‘the alphabet on exactly the same plane with the
common European musical system of notation.’’ 80 Thus Lanier (if not
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DuBois himself ) would have viewed this epigraph from Tennyson as
nothing more than musical notation for an Anglo-Saxon song. From
Lanier’s perspective, then, DuBois’s page presents us with two adja-
cent instances of sound notation; no words, only music. But they are
not simply two songs; they are, according to Lanier and DuBois, an
Anglo-Saxon song and a Negro song.

While DuBois may not have shared Lanier’s investment in reducing
Tennyson’s poems to Anglo-Saxon sounds, he was deeply invested
in the blackness of the Sorrow Songs: ‘‘We are that people whose
subtle sense of song has given America its only American music,’’
DuBois wrote in ‘‘The Conservation of Races’’ (1897).81 But this is
not ‘‘American music’’ in the Dvořák sense, for while Dvořák had en-
visioned a single music for a unified New World nation, DuBois as-
serts of ‘‘the Negro people’’ that ‘‘their destiny is not absorption by
the white Americans’’ (‘‘CR,’’ 23). Seeking to avoid such racial ‘‘self-
obliteration,’’ DuBois imagines ‘‘200,000,000 black hearts beating in
one glad song of jubilee’’ (‘‘CR,’’ 24, 23). Race is conserved, then,
through the racial identity inherent in these sounds, sounds that were,
are, and ever shall be.82 The question, then, is not whether the jubilee
songs are intrinsically racial but whether the race they embody is
one’s own—whether they are ‘‘of me and of mine’’—and whether one
will choose to acknowledge them as such. On this point DuBois’s
instruction is clear: ‘‘[I]t is our duty to conserve . . . our spiritual
ideals; as a race we must strive’’ toward ‘‘that broader humanity’’—
that cultural pluralism—‘‘which freely recognizes differences in men,
but sternly deprecates inequality in their opportunities of develop-
ment’’ (‘‘CR,’’ 25). Difference among races is something DuBois
‘‘freely recognizes’’ so long as its effect on cultural resources is not
to restrict access to them (such as excluding John from the Wagner
concert) but to regulate how people identify with them. If no one is
socially barred from hearing these songs, some are racially barred
from identifying with them and others are racially required—‘‘it is our
duty’’ (‘‘CR,’’ 25)—to view them as ‘‘of me and of mine.’’

DuBois opposed Booker T. Washington’s call for ‘‘separation’’ in ‘‘all
things purely social,’’ but he doesn’t eliminate the color line so much
as displace it, transporting it from a social context to a literary one,
making sounds—and, by extension, the people whose sounds they
are—seem ‘‘as separate as the fingers’’ of a hand. In 1876 Whitman
heralds an American nation emerging from civil war to embark upon
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its ‘‘full Democratic career,’’ and in 1895 Dvořák proposes the musi-
cal forms on which such a ‘‘New World Nationality’’ will be based.
Lanier and DuBois, however, subordinate American national identity
to racial identity, and their respective commitments to Anglo-Saxon
and Negro music together inscribe within literary form what would
become ‘‘the problem of the Twentieth Century,’’ the problem of the
color line (SBF, 1).
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this source will be to this volume and will be cited parenthetically in the
text as SEV.

25 Whitney goes on to assert, ‘‘The very earliest dialects are as exclusively
conventional as the latest; the savage has no keener sense of etymological
connection than the man of higher civilization’’ (LGL, 297; see also 19).

26 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture XI: The Sonnet-Makers from Surrey to Shakspere,’’
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Shakspere and His Forerunners: The Peabody Lectures, in Shakspere and
His Forerunners, ed. Kemp Malone, vol. 3 of The Centennial Edition of
the Works of Sidney Lanier, ed. Charles R. Anderson (Baltimore: Johns
Hopkins Univ. Press, 1945), 87.

27 Here I emphasize Lanier’s notion of Anglo-Saxon self-identity (that is, the
language’s relation to itself over time) rather than his notion of Anglo-
Saxon superiority (the language’s relation to other languages at a given
moment), but the latter notion is also present in Lanier’s thinking. For a
discussion that emphasizes this aspect of Lanier’s work, see VanHoosier-
Carey, ‘‘Byrhtnoth in Dixie,’’ 169–70.

28 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture I,’’ in Shakspere and His Forerunners, ed. Malone, 7.
29 On the remote grammar of Anglo-Saxon, see Lanier, ‘‘Lecture VII: Beo-

wulf and Midsummer Night’s Dream,’’ Shakspere and His Forerunners,
ed. Malone, 24; on its remote pronunciation, see ‘‘Lecture XVI: Pronun-
ciation of Shakspere’s Time,’’ Shakspere and His Forerunners, 173; and
on its remote semantics, see ‘‘Lecture X: The Wife in Middle English
Poetry,’’ Shakspere and His Forerunners, 83. For Whitney’s similar state-
ments about the dramatic changes in English, see LGL, 32–44.

30 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture VII,’’ in Shakspere and His Forerunners, ed. Malone, 23.
31 See Hauer, ‘‘Thomas Jefferson and the Anglo-Saxon Language,’’ 882, 880.
32 See Lanier’s focus on sound in ‘‘Introduction to the Boy’s Froissart’’ in

‘‘The English Novel’’ and Essays on Literature, ed. Clarence Gohdes and
Kemp Malone, vol. 4 of The Centennial Edition of the Works of Sidney
Lanier, ed. Charles R. Anderson (Baltimore, Johns Hopkins Univ. Press,
1945), 353; and ‘‘Introduction to the Boy’s King Arthur’’ (‘‘The English
Novel’’ and Essays on Literature, 361–64).

33 While the word ‘‘sound’’ here refers specifically to rhythm, rhythm is
just one aspect of Lanier’s complex account of sound, an account that ad-
dresses questions of duration, intensity, pitch, and tone color (see SEV,
23–29). I focus on rhythm because Lanier singles it out to do the work
of racial continuity.

34 Lanier offers the following account of why the word ‘‘English’’ appears at
all in the title of his The Science of English Verse: ‘‘The science of verse,
then observes and classifies all the phenomena of rhythm, of tune, and of
tone-color, so far as they can be exhibited to the ear directly by spoken
words,—or to the ear, through the eye, by written or printed signs of spo-
ken words,—or to the mind by the conception of spoken words; and, The
science of English verse observes and classifies these phenomena so far
as they can be indicated through the medium of spoken English words’’
(SEV, 48; Lanier’s emphasis). Here English is transformed from an insti-
tution of arbitrary signs into a ‘‘medium’’ for sound notation. But if, as we
have seen, English is sufficient but not necessary to record the sounds of
poems, then calling this the science of English verse seems mistaken: the
sounds in question may coincide with the sounds in English, but without
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meanings attached they have ceased to be English and belong instead
to the (in his view) extralinguistic domain of music. To continue to de-
scribe these sounds as Anglo-Saxon is to imagine this Anglo-Saxonness
residing within them at a level deeper than conventional meaning.

35 For a thorough summary of the critical reception of Lanier’s theories
up to 1945, see introduction to ‘‘SEV,’’ xxx–xliv. For more recent treat-
ments, see Jane S. Gabin, A Living Minstrelsy: The Poetry and Music
of Sidney Lanier (Macon, Ga.: Mercer Univ. Press, 1985), 153–56; and
Harvey Gross and Robert McDowell, Sound and Form in Modern Poetry,
2d ed. (Ann Arbor: Univ. of Michigan Press, 1996), 5.

36 The concern with musical sound among nineteenth-century writers in-
volved not only poems but also, as Caroline Levander observes, ‘‘the tone
of the female voice’’ (Voices of the Nation: Women and Public Speech in
Nineteenth-Century Literature and Culture [New York: Cambridge Univ.
Press, 1998], 14). The writers Levander addresses ‘‘increasingly identi-
fied the nation’s integrity with the voices of American women’’ (9) and
thus, in ‘‘attempt[ing] to ensure the exclusive tonality of women’s
speech’’ (21), sought to perpetuate not racial but national identity. Con-
solidating this national identity involved preserving the ‘‘purity’’ of
women’s voices rather than perpetuating the rhythm of poems, and the
vehicle of the former was ‘‘women’s relegation to the private sphere’’ (16,
22) while the vehicle of the latter was the attribution of racial form to
poetic texts.

37 See David S. Reynolds, Walt Whitman’s America: A Cultural Biography
(New York: Knopf, 1995), 514–15.

38 Whitman, quoted in Robert D. Faner, preface to Whitman & Opera (Phila-
delphia: Univ. of Pennsylvania Press, 1951), v.

39 This essay was later retitled ‘‘Poetry To-day in America—Shakspere—
The Future’’ (see Whitman, Prose Works 1892, ed. Floyd Stovall, 2 vols.
[New York: New York Univ. Press, 1964], 2:474). Subsequent references
to this essay and to others in Prose Works will be cited parenthetically in
the text as PW.

40 Whitman elaborates on this point in his ‘‘Slang in America’’ (1885) (in
PW, 2:572–77). Jonathan Arac usefully observes a problem that, contrary
to Whitman’s own aims, often arises as critics discuss Whitman’s cele-
bration of nonstandard usage: ‘‘[H]aving been used to define one set of
bounds (America versus the Old World), vernacular becomes a means for
drawing further bounds within the United States, as to what will count as
authentically ‘American’ ’’ (‘‘Whitman and Problems of the Vernacular,’’
in Breaking Bounds: Whitman and American Cultural Studies, ed. Betsy
Erkkila and Jay Grossman [New York: Oxford Univ. Press, 1996], 48).

41 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture III,’’ ‘‘English Novel’’ and Essays on Literature, ed.
Gohdes and Malone, 50.
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42 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture II,’’ ‘‘English Novel’’ and Essays on Literature, ed. Gohdes
and Malone, 27, 50; further references to this lecture will be to this vol-
ume and will be cited parenthetically in the text as ‘‘LII.’’

43 For his part, Whitman accused Lanier of all too strong an immersion in
melody and sound: ‘‘Study Lanier’s choice of words . . . , [which] are too
often fit rather for sound than for sense. . . . [H]is over-tuning of the ear,
this extreme deference paid to oral nicety, reduced the majesty, the solid
worth, of his rhythms’’ (quoted in Aubrey Starke, ‘‘Lanier’s Appreciation
of Whitman,’’ The American Scholar 2 [October 1933]: 408).

44 Many subsequent critics follow Lanier in locating Whitman’s poetics
in an ongoing Anglo-Saxon tradition. For early versions of this view,
see Sculley Bradley, ‘‘The Fundamental Metrical Principle in Whitman’s
Poetry,’’ American Literature 10 ( January 1939): 437–59; and John E.
Bernbrock, ‘‘Walt Whitman and ‘Anglo-Saxonism’ ’’ (Ph.D. diss., Univ. of
North Carolina, 1961), 159–88. In a more recent version of this approach,
Dana Phillips laments that Whitman ‘‘merely refers’’ to ‘‘the sounds of dif-
ferent cultures from all around the world’’ instead of providing a ‘‘degree
of onomatopoeia, or actual physical likeness to the sounds.’’ Having been
filtered through Whitman as ‘‘medium,’’ the sounds of other cultures
are thereby subordinated to the sounds of Whitman’s speaker who—
as Lanier would say—speaks in racial sounds, the sounds of a ‘‘White
Father’’ (‘‘Nineteenth-Century Racial Thought and Whitman’s ‘Demo-
cratic Ethnology of the Future,’ ’’ Nineteenth-Century Literature 49 [De-
cember 1994]: 292, 293 n. 4). The difference between Phillips and Lanier,
then, is that while Lanier considers the racial identity intrinsic to Whit-
man’s sounds a good thing (since Anglo-Saxon rhythm thereby perpetu-
ates itself, even in a speaker explicitly resistant to the Old World), Phil-
lips finds it objectionable, since Whitman’s essentially ‘‘White’’ sound
excludes other sounds and the racial identities embodied in them.
Martha C. Nussbaum defends Whitman’s ambition to speak for ‘‘excluded
people,’’ but in her account Whitman succeeds not because of his poems’
formal features but because his ‘‘commitment both to narrative and to
the concrete depiction of different ways of life brings him into close con-
tact with the novel’’ (Poetic Justice: The Literary Imagination and Public
Life [Boston: Beacon Press, 1995], 119, 7).

45 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture XII: The Sonnet-Makers,’’ in Shakspere and His Fore-
runners, ed. Malone, 114.

46 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture VII,’’ in Shakspere and His Forerunners, ed. Malone, 33.
This emphasis on Scottish sounds is apparent in the concluding words
of Lanier’s The Science of English Verse: ‘‘King James has summed up the
whole matter in his homely Scotch words: ‘Zour eare maun be the onely
iudge, as of all the other parts of Flowing,’ (that is, of rhythmic movement)
‘the verie twichestane quhairof is musique’ ’’ (‘‘SEV,’’ 244).
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47 Lanier fought for the Confederacy as ‘‘a full-blooded secessionist’’ (intro-
duction to ‘‘Tiger-Lilies’’ and Southern Prose, ed. Garland Greever, vol. 5 of
The Centennial Edition of theWorks of Sidney Lanier, ed. Charles R. Ander-
son [Baltimore: Johns Hopkins Univ. Press, 1945], liv). Although Lanier
ultimately accepted the North’s victory, his poems of the period immedi-
ately following the war frequently criticize the policies of Reconstruction;
see ‘‘To Our Hills’’ (1867; PPO, 167); ‘‘Laughter in the Senate’’ (1868;
PPO, 14); and ‘‘Steel in Soft Hands’’ (1868; PPO, 169). See also Lanier,
‘‘Furlow College Address’’ (1869; ‘‘Tiger-Lilies’’ and Southern Prose, ed.
Greever, 258); ‘‘Confederate Memorial Address’’ (1870; ‘‘Tiger-Lilies’’ and
Southern Prose, 269); ‘‘Retrospects and Prospects’’ (1871; ‘‘Tiger-Lilies’’
and Southern Prose, 303); and Aubrey Harrison Starke, Sidney Lanier:
A Biographical and Critical Study (Chapel Hill: Univ. of North Carolina
Press, 1933), 112–13.

48 According to Eric Foner, ‘‘This measure . . . made it illegal for places
of public accommodation and entertainment to make any distinction be-
tween black and white patrons, and outlawed racial discrimination in
public schools, jury selection, churches, cemeteries, and transportation’’
(Reconstruction: America’s Unfinished Revolution, 1863–1877 [New York:
Harper & Row, 1988], 532–33). Subsequent references to this source will
be cited parenthetically in the text as R.

49 Joel Williamson describes this change as ‘‘a beginning of ‘white soul.’ In
the end,’’ Williamson continues, ‘‘the essence of the old order, the sense
of Southernness and whiteness as qualities uniquely valuable, was saved.
. . . The term that they applied to regaining control of their states was as
fully laden with meaning as the Christian view of the rebirth of the spirit.
They called it ‘Redemption’ ’’ (A Rage for Order: Black/White Relations in
the American South since Emancipation [New York: Oxford Univ. Press,
1986], 39).

50 Ohio governor Rutherford B. Hayes, who would ascend to the presidency
through the compromise that ended Reconstruction, wrote to a Southern
friend, ‘‘ ‘The let alone policy’ seems now to be the true course; at any
rate nothing but good will now exists towards you’’ (quoted in R, 558; see
also, 567).

51 Nation, 5 April 1877; quoted in R, 582.
52 Starke, Sidney Lanier, 186.
53 W. E .B. DuBois, The Souls of Black Folk (New York: Penguin, 1989), 205.

Subsequent references to this source will be to this edition and will be
cited parenthetically in the text as SBF.

54 J. B. T. Marsh, The Story of the Jubilee Singers: With Their Songs. With Sup-
plement Containing an Account of Their Six Years’ Tour around the World,
andMany New Songs, by F. J. Loudin, new edition (Cleveland, Ohio: Cleve-
land Printing & Publishing, 1892), 17, 18; hereafter, this source will be
cited parenthetically in the text as SJS. On the array of contemporary edi-
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tions of this text, see Dena J. Epstein, ‘‘The Story of the Jubilee Singers:
An Introduction to its Bibliographic History,’’ New Perspectives on Music:
Essays in Honor of Eileen Southern, ed. Josephine Wright (Warren, Michi-
gan: Harmonie Park Press, 1992), 151–62.

55 John Lovell Jr., Black Song: The Forge and the Flame; The Story of How
the Afro-American Spiritual Was Hammered Out (New York: Macmillan,
1972), 406.

56 Their successes included gaining an audience with the queen, earning
an invitation to Gladstone’s residence, and prompting the following com-
ment from Lord Shaftsbury: ‘‘I don’t want them to become white, but I
have a strong disposition myself to become black. If I thought color . . .
brought with it their truth, piety, and talent, I would willingly exchange
my complexion to-morrow’’ (SJS, 50, 84, 80).

57 For discussion of the religious orientation of the Jubilee Singers, see G. D.
Pike,The Jubilee Singers, and Their Campaign for Twenty ThousandDollars
(Boston: Lee and Shepard, 1873), 9–24; Louis D. Silveri, ‘‘The Singing
Tours of the Fisk Jubilee Singers: 1871–74,’’ in Feel the Spirit: Studies in
Nineteenth-Century Afro-American Music, ed. George R. Keck and Sher-
rill V. Martin (New York: Greenwood, 1988), 106–9; and Andrew Ward,
Dark Midnight When I Rise: The Story of the Jubilee Singers Who Introduced
the World to the Music of Black America (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 2000), 100–106.

58 Lovell, Black Song, 415.
59 Whitman, ‘‘Lately, I have wonder’d whether the last meaning of this clus-

ter of thirty-eight States is not only practical fraternity among themselves
. . . but for fraternity over the whole globe’’ (PW, 2:484).

60 Antonín Dvořák, ‘‘Letter to the Editor,’’New York Herald, 28 May 1893; re-
printed in Dvořák in America: 1882–1895, ed. John C. Tibbetts (Portland,
Oregon: Amadeus Press, 1993), 359; subsequent references to Dvořák in
America will appear parenthetically in the text as DA.

61 Dvořák, ‘‘The Real Value of Negro Melodies,’’ New York Herald, 21 May
1893; reprinted in DA, 356–57.

62 As John Higham notes, this shift in immigration patterns altered the re-
ception new immigrants received: ‘‘No longer scorned simply for ‘mere
habits of life,’ each of the major groups from southern and eastern Europe
stood forth as a challenge to the nation, either endangering American
institutions by unruly behavior or threatening through avarice to pos-
sess them’’ (Strangers in the Land [Westport, Conn.: Greenwood, 1963],
94). This perceived challenge led some to respond with plans for legal
restriction and others with programs of aggressive assimilation (97–105,
74–75).

63 Dvořák, ‘‘Music in America,’’ Harper’s, February 1895; reprinted in
DA, 376.

64 See Dvořák’s claim in ‘‘The Real Value of Negro Melodies’’ that ‘‘Many
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of the negro melodies—most of them, I believe—are the creations of
negroes born and reared in America. That is the peculiar aspect of the
problem. The negro does not produce music of that kind elsewhere. I
have heard black singers in Hayti for hours and, as a rule, their songs
are not unlike the monotonous and crude chantings of the Sioux tribes.
It is so also in Africa. But the negro in America utters a new note, full
of sweetness and as characteristic as any music of any country’’ (DA,
357–58).

65 Dvořák, ‘‘Real Value of Negro Melodies,’’ in DA, 355–56.
66 Dvořák, ‘‘Music in America,’’ in DA, 377.
67 Dvořák, ‘‘Hear the ‘Old Folks at Home,’ ’’ New York Herald, 23 January

1894; quoted in DA, 366.
68 Dvořák, ‘‘For National Music,’’Chicago Tribune, 13 August 1893; reprinted

in DA, 362.
69 Henry Burleigh, quoted in Thomas L. Riis, ‘‘Dvořák and his Black Stu-

dents,’’ Rethinking Dvořák: Views from Five Countries (New York: Oxford
Univ. Press, 1996), 266. For a skeptical reading of Dvořák’s nationalism,
see Michael Beckerman, ‘‘The Master’s Little Joke: Antonín Dvořák and
the Mask of Nation,’’ in Dvořák and His World, ed. Michael Beckerman
(Princeton, N.J.: Princeton Univ. Press, 1993), 134–54.

70 Theodore F. Seward, ‘‘Preface to the Music,’’ SJS, 156.
71 Quoted in ‘‘Dvořák on His New Work,’’New York Herald, 15 December

1893; reprinted in DA, 363.
72 ‘‘Dvořák seems to be describing familiar pentatonic and Dorian scales’’

(Riis, ‘‘Dvořák and His Black Students,’’ 267).
73 Michael Beckerman responds to this question by arguing, ‘‘Composers

who wish to employ exotic material are often in search of what I call
‘multicultural puns,’ that is, musical figures or devices that are common
to at least two cultures’’; Dvořák, then, is choosing sounds that belong
both to his own culture and to U.S. culture (‘‘Henry Krehbiel, Antonín
Dvořák, and the Symphony ‘From the New World,’ ’’ Notes 49 [December
1992]: 462). But if the example of the pun demonstrates how multiple
meanings (signifieds) can be associated with the same sound (signifier),
this linguistic analogy relegates cultural difference to signifieds and thus
begs the question of how multiple cultures can be embodied in the same
nonlinguistic, or musical, sound.

74 James Huneker, ‘‘Dvořák’s New Symphony: The Second Philharmonic
Concert,’’ Musical Courier, 20 December 1893; reprinted in Dvořák and
His World, ed. Beckerman, 163; see also 160.

75 Booker T. Washington, ‘‘The Atlanta Exposition Address,’’ in Up from
Slavery, in Three Negro Classics (New York: Avon Books, 1965), 148.

76 For a similar account, which likewise reads Wagner’s music as ‘‘white,’’
see Sundquist,ToWake the Nations, 523. For an alternative reading, which
interprets Wagner’s music in this scene as symbolizing DuBois’s ‘‘desire
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for a race-blind love,’’ see Russell A. Berman, ‘‘Du Bois and Wagner: Race
Nation, and Culture between the United States and Germany,’’ German
Quarterly 70 (spring 1997): 130.

77 In other words, just as Lanier had opposed the Civil Rights Bill and sought
instead to consolidate one people—Anglo-Saxons—out of Northern and
Southern whites, so DuBois opposes both the Redeemers’ oppressions
and Booker T. Washington’s concessions, seeking instead to consolidate
one people—Negroes—out of Northern and Southern blacks (SBF, 47).
Just as Lanier tried to consolidate Anglo-Saxon people by asserting the
race inherent in poetic rhythm, so DuBois consolidates a Negro people
by asserting the race inherent in the Sorrow Songs. For a useful critical
discussion of DuBois’s effort to achieve racial unity and that effort’s prob-
lematic legacy, see Kenneth Warren, ‘‘Delimiting America: The Legacy
of Du Bois,’’ American Literary History 1 (spring 1989): 172–89.

78 Sundquist notes that DuBois’s analysis of the Sorrow Songs ‘‘reduces
language to sound ’’ (To Wake the Nations, 529), and Sundquist follows
DuBois’s lead in racializing that sound when he argues that since the Sor-
row Songs enter ‘‘the domain of sheer sound,’’ they inhabit ‘‘the extremity
of African American cultural expression, the domain where the cry fades
into an articulacy reaching beyond European American apprehension’’
(531). My analysis suggests, however, that in the writers of this period,
the domain of sheer sound is providing a new opportunity to assert the
existence of race, whether Anglo-Saxon or Negro. Although Sundquist
denies that his own account of DuBois is ‘‘a brief for Afrocentrism’’ (15),
he is generally more appreciative than critical as he repeatedly highlights
DuBois’s assertions of sound as intrinsically African (472, 511, 525–39).
Houston Baker shares Sundquist’s commitment to identifying a specifi-
cally African American sound in The Souls of Black Folk (Modernism and
the Harlem Renaissance, 56–68). Shamoon Zamir likewise takes race to
be ‘‘embodied’’ in the spirituals (Dark Voices: W. E. B. Du Bois and Ameri-
can Thought, 1888–1903 [Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1995], 170,
171, 172, 175), but he sees the spirituals less as a vehicle for consolidating
racial identity (‘‘an essentialized idea of communitas’’ [181]) than as a ve-
hicle for DuBois’s own autobiographical narrative of ‘‘self-transformation’’
(184). Paul Gilroy recognizes that DuBois installs ‘‘slave music . . . in
its special position of privileged signifier of black authenticity,’’ but he
goes on to ‘‘resist . . . the idea that an untouched, pristine Africanity
resides inside these forms’’ (The Black Atlantic: Modernity and Double
Consciousness [Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1993], 91, 101). For a
similar statement of resistance, see Ronald M. Radano, ‘‘Soul Texts and
the Blackness of Folk,’’ Modernism/Modernity 2 ( January 1995): 84.

79 This melody undoubtedly came to the United States from Africa (see
Sundquist, To Wake the Nations, 519–20), but the question of its prove-
nance is not the same as the question of its essence, and it is this latter
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question—the question of what people, if any, the song embodies—that
I am addressing here.

80 Lanier, ‘‘Lecture XVI: Pronunciation of Shakspere’s Time,’’ Shakspere
and His Forerunners, ed. Malone, 169.

81 DuBois, ‘‘The Conservation of Races,’’ in W. E. B. Du Bois: A Reader, ed.
David Levering Lewis (New York: Henry Holt, 1955), 25; further refer-
ences to this source will be to this edition and will be cited parenthetically
in the text as ‘‘CR. ’’

82 Anthony Appiah and Ross Posnock have shown that in his later career
DuBois sought to achieve something Lanier never imagined: abandon-
ing race as a central category of social organization. While Appiah ar-
gues that this effort failed and Posnock counters that it succeeded, they
agree that DuBois’s early writings set out the commitment to race from
which he would later seek to retreat. It is these early writings and their
commitment to ‘‘the unifying ideal of Race’’ that I am addressing here
(SBF, 11); see Anthony Appiah, ‘‘The Uncompleted Argument: Du Bois
and the Illusion of Race,’’ in ‘‘Race,’’ Writing, and Difference, ed. Henry
Louis Gates Jr. (Chicago: Univ. of Chicago Press, 1985), 21–37; and Ross
Posnock, Color & Culture: Black Writers and the Making of the Modern
Intellectual (Cambridge: Harvard Univ. Press, 1998), 88–89, 18–19.


