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2. Zion of God

3. Wilderness

4. He’ll Understand
g. | Got a Father
T

This Train
Now When the Saints Go Marching In
8. God Be With You

The black spiritual, though neglected of late, was the earliest form of black music
to attract the patronage of both the sophisticated critic and the white listening
audience, and the only black musical form with a demonstrable pedigree dating to
slavery. Chronicles of the ante-bellum South generally focused on black sacred
singing to a far greater extent than secular material, and the popular image of the
pious, Psalm-singing slave was fostered by such novels as Uncle Tom’s Cabin
(1851), in which old Tom meets his maker while singing a chorus of Jesus Gonna
Make Up My Dying-Bed. Of the actual development of the music there was less
scrutiny. As early as 1854, however, one informant noted how black congregations
“lined out” the familiar hymns of Isaac Watts from memory; even today. aging
black church-goers in the South routinely refer to spirituals as “Doctor Watts’”.
There were also numerous songs of their own making; these were called spirituals,
a then-customary songbook designation for unlettered hymns. An 1867 Nation
article mentions how such a “sperichil” was accompanied by dancing, thus
pointing to their tacit recreational dimension.

With the end of slavery an aesthetic appreciation of spirituals quickly became a
Reconstruction badge of liberalism, and within two years of Appomatox the
earliest printed collection of black folk songs (devoted largely to spirituals) had
appeared. The spiritual singer as a stage commodity was not long forthcoming.
Beginning in 1871, when Nashville’s Fisk Jubilee Singers (then known as “The
Colored Christian Singers”) launched their historic tour of America and Europe and
introduced such songs as Swing Low, Sweet Chariot, the spiritual became an
object of popular appreciation, no longer wedded to its original religious context.

Over the first three decades of the twentieth century there continued to be a
disproportionate critical concentration upon spirituals, at the expense of ragtime,
jazz, and blues, all newly-emerged forms which were frequently written off as
vulgar. In his classic study The Souls Of Black Folk (1903), DuBois referred to
black “folk songs” (by which he plainly meant spirituals) as “not simply. . .the sole
American music, but. . .the most beautiful expression of human experience born
this side of the seas.” The folklorist Puckett declared flatly in 1926 that “. . .itisthe
religious songs of the Negroes which have challenged the admiration of the world,
while little or no secular music of special value is found amon? them.” Writing in
1928, Newman White called spirituals “the most powerful folk melodies that
America has produced.” In the midst of this overblown rhetoric, the white public
was fed a genteel, dressed-up version of the spiritual in the form of printed
songbooks, compiled by such luminaries as Samuel Coleridge-Taylor (whose 1905
collection featured a preface by Booker T. Washington) and James Weldon
Johnsan (then, in 1925, the general secretary of the NAACP). Pseudo-folkish stage
renditions of spirituals were declaimed by the now-forgotten Harry Burleigh,
Roland Hayes, and Paul Robeson.

Fortunately, this stuffed-shirt style of presentation failed to trickle down to the
folk level, and unadulterated spirituals continued to flourish in the South,
circulated in printed form (as 10¢ “ballets”) by folk entrepreneurs, and actually
composed by such figures as C.A. Tindley, who authored numerous gospel songs
for black consumption between 1901-6. The first black vocalist with unassailable
“folk” credentials to appear on records belonged to the Dinwiddie Colored
Quartette, which produced six one-sided discs for Victor in 1902. Two decades
|ater, with the advent of “race” recording, a capella gospel groups like the Norfolk
Jubilee Quartette quickly cornered their share of the market. “Sanctified” or
“Holiness” singers, representing the Church of God In Christ (the only black
church that permitted dancing to spirituals), added a new dimension of vocal and
instrumental mayhem to the recorded spiritual, as did solo guitar players like
Edward Clayborne, Blind Joe Taggart, and Blind Willie Johnson, all of whom
probably worked from a capelia vocal models. But many of the greatest spiritual
recordings were hypocritically made by blues singers who donned religious cloaks
for the occasion, just as they frequently did outside the recording studio. Although
church members turned up their noses at this practice (in the stubborn conviction
that personal piety counted more than professionalism in singing spirituals), it
remained for such artists to demonstrate that spirituals were not a mere devotional
exercise, but a performing skill as well. Most of them, of course, were virtually
weaned on spirituals, and some even considered them the root of blues music
itself.

Enter Little Brother Montgomery, one of the blues’ premier piano stylists, whose
gospel debut on this album marks another chapter in the blues singer's age-old
flirtation with the spiritual. In retrospect it would appear that gospel had remamed
the single aspect of traditional black music he had not recorded before making this
album: in the course of his sixty-year career, Montgomery had played blues (both
the country and vaudeville variety), ragtime, and jazz with equal aplomb, to say
nothing of Tin Pan Alley stuff. )

Montgomery's professional history has been admirably recounted in Karl Gert
Zur Heide's Deep South Piano (Studio Vista: 1970), from which study most of the
following particulars emerge. Born Eurreal Wilford Montgomery in 1906 near the
sawmill town of Kent, Louisiana, he was of part Creek descent. More important,
his father operated a local honkey-tonk where numerous wandering pianists,
including Jelly Roll Morton, paused to play. At the age of five or six, Montgomery
had already begun work on his first piano tune, a one-finger melody for beginners
called Kunjine Baby, which was also the first tune mastered by the Mississippi
pianist Skip James (later to become a Montgomery rival). The theme, which
traditionally accompanied a children's dance, had been incorporated in a 19th
century composition by Gottshalk, La Bamboula. By the time Montgomery was
seven or eight he was playing blues, subsequently to be influenced by such
pianists as Loomis Gibson (from whotn he was to derive the ragtime theme,
Crescent City Blues) and Cooney Vaughn, the Hattiesburg, Mississippi pianist
Montgomery rates as his favorite.

Around 1917 Montgomery ran away from home and began his long career as an
itinerant professional pianist. He first worked (for eight dollars a week) at a
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barrelhouse in Holton, Louisiana, and then drifted offto s
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Montgomery remained a free-lance barrelhouse p
as Vicksburg and Mound, Louisiana) until around
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