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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

 

For W.E.B. DuBois, writing at the turn of the 20th century, the early African 

American slave songs and spirituals were “Sorrow Songs” of a denarrated1 and disinherited 

people sighing for rest in the end, believing and hoping in the ultimate justice of things 

(181,189). These songs serve as a kind of musical metalanguage of a people in exile, 

displaced from their homeland, who were forced to dismantle and reshape their own culture 

at the hands of their oppressors and slave masters. In openly and metaphorically lamenting 

their enslavement and strife through song, African-Americans came to renarrate their 

history, recontextualizing the metanarrative of Judeo-Christianity into their own cultural 

discourse. The Black spirituals that sang of sorrow did not end on a note of despair but 

rather on a positive affirmation of communal strength and the hope of redemption, 

reflecting cross-cultural notions of affliction and restoration. The songs are a telling story 

of “souls boiling over with the bitterest anguish”, of “deepest hurt and profoundest hope”, 

of a culture that rose from the ashes of trial and persecution to create for themselves a 

musical and literary tradition uniquely their own (Killens 227). 

A literary tradition that in many ways parallels the “Sorrow Songs” are the Hebraic 

psalms of individual and communal lament, of a people who suffered similar grief, 

oppression and alienation. Contained within the Judeo-Christian metanarrative, the history 

of the ancient Israelites and their journeys through deserts of despair to lands of promise 

allowed a dispossessed people many years later to find deep resonance with their own 

cause for freedom. The “suffering of affliction” in the Hebraic lament literature speaks too 

1. Douglas Coupland originally  coined the term “denarrated”  to mean literally having no story, no points of reference, no 
means of guidance. Here I use the term with the implication of an erasure of narrative and cultural references. 
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of a people who found the strength to sing true in the face of extreme hardship yet with 

hearts of honesty and sincerity of hope. 

In this study I will offer a rereading of the African-American spiritual – in particular 

the songs of sorrow of pre-emancipation America – from the perspective of the lament 

genre. I will posit that an analysis of these spirituals in the context of how they interact with 

certain dimensions of the lamentation form invites a more compelling and enrichening 

reading of the texts. Allowing this reinterpretation enables the reader to conceptualize how 

the cross-cultural relevance of lamentation – its ultimately positive purpose of life-

affirmation, emotional release, remembering and communal healing – works itself into the 

song-texts of the spiritual and allows this unique form of musical metalanguage to resonate 

with the lament traditions of the past.  

In Chapter  II I will give a background discussion on the historical process by which 

early Afro-Americans came to renarrate their history through the slave songs and spirituals. 

I will first give a brief summary of the African heritage and belief systems that were 

initially brought to America - in no ways a thorough anthropological study but nevertheless 

it will serve to clarify the cultural origins of the early spirituals and slave songs. I will then 

discuss how enslavery and oppression led to a denarration and deculturalization of the 

African slaves, creating the need for blacks to renarrate their history and social predicament 

within new forms, a new language and a new religious context.  Finally, I will show how 

the early African-American originators of the spiritual appropriated and recontextualized 

the Judeo-Christian metanarrative into the musical metalanguage of their own evolving 

history and art. This metanarrative, as was mentioned, contains within itself various forms 

of the lament genre, among them the lament songs collected in the Book of Psalms. This 
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literary tradition will serve later in my discussion as a comparative means to evaluate the 

extent of the lament genre’s influence within the African-American sorrow songs.  

In order to facilitate a close analysis of several exemplary song-texts of spirituals 

within the context of lamentation form, I will begin in the third chapter with a review of the 

scholarly consensus on the complementarity of lamentation with other genres, in this case 

folk songs. I will then outline the main characteristics of the lament genre in both its 

literary and musical aspects. I will focus on the tradition of Hebrew lamentation found in 

the Old Testament, and specifically on the thematic elements of the individual and 

communal laments found in the Book of Psalms. Following this will be a brief discussion 

of the history of the song form, and how music interacting with the song-text has been said 

to form a musical metalanguage. A discussion of the role of the song-text within the 

African-American tradition, and particularly the general literary characteristics of the 

spiritual will serve as the basis from which I will draw a thematic comparison between the 

sorrow songs and laments. Finally, the shared outcome and overall purpose of expression in 

both song forms will be discussed.  

I will now have the tools needed for an evaluation and analysis in Chapter IV of 

several characteristic examples of “Sorrow Songs” in the early Afro-American song 

tradition. Under the headings of three different types of laments – cries of loss, affliction 

and redemption – I will compare and contrast the song-texts of both the Hebraic psalms and 

the spirituals that contain these themes. The purpose of this would be to show how the early 

originators of the spirituals incorporated a complex list of lamentation forms into the 

renarration of their own plight and history through song.  This will also reveal how by 

appropriating and recontextualizing the metanarrative of the Judeo-Christian faith into their 

own culture, the creators of these song-texts reinforced certain aspects of traditional 
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lamentation as found particularly in Hebrew literature. The adopting of this metanarrative is 

also seen to involve implied or veiled lamentation, as double meanings emerged from the 

careful selection of proper names and stories within the Judeo-Christian tradition that were 

particularly relevant to the trials and tribulations of the pre-emancipation black community.  

By rereading and reinterpreting the early melancholic spirituals of Afro-America in 

light of traditional and cross-cultural lamentation forms, we can see how, as with the 

Hebrew lament literature, the language of lament in the spiriuals of the early American 

slave society “[drew] the individual into linguistic and conceptual identification between 

himself and the larger cultural group” (Menn 4). The renarration of self and society within 

the Afro-American community appears to have resulted from a complex process in which 

the singers of these spirituals could identify personally with the ‘I’ of the universal sufferer 

in the song-texts. The connecting of personal distress of the individual with universal 

archetypes of affliction and restoration spoken of in the spirituals seems to have also played 

a role in this renarration process. These archetypes also figure heavily in the Psalms.2 By 

using elements of the metanarrative of their adopted religion, the black slave community 

found a means of paralleling their suffering with that of a chosen people of God, an identity 

they found resonance with and appropriated for themselves.  

Even today, we as rereaders and resingers of these song-texts can also find the 

means to renarrate our own affliction and suffering. When we put ourselves in the ‘I’ of the 

sufferer, and revoice the musical yearnings of the spiritual, we too may find universal 

relevance in the poetry and song of a people who, like the ancient Hebrews,  “not only sang 

of sorrow, but lived lament until it broke loose into the freedom of joy” (Allender 8). 

 

2 Menn’s analysis of Psalm 22 within this context is particularly relevant . 
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CHAPTER II 

THE CULTURAL CONTEXT OF EARLY AFRICAN AMERICA 

 

II. 1. Roots in the African Tradition 

The Africans who came to America as slaves and indentured servants beginning in 

the 16th century brought with them rich cultural traditions. These were kept only in 

communal memory, as they were stripped of everything they owned at the time they were 

shipped off to the New World. Most of the slaves had been taken from West Africa, and the 

cultures thriving there at the time gave primacy to dance and music, “an integral part of life 

from the hour of birth to beyond the grave.” It was the communal aspect of African singing 

and chanting that “led to the development of slave-song repertories that provided some 

measure of release from the physical and spiritual brutality of slavery” (Southern 5). 

Naturally, with the interaction of African and European cultural patterns in black 

communities, new African-American patterns emerged, but despite this many of the 

cultural transformations that occurred in these communities retained their roots in the 

African experience. 

In addition to having a rich musical heritage, Africans coming to America brought 

with them belief systems going back to the founding of their cultures: “African America 

retained a deep faith in a powerful, providential creator God that it inherited from African 

religion,” and as well, “the concept of one God was firmly established throughout Africa 

and particularly in West Africa” although paganism also flourished. As well, it was not the 

case that missionaries in America were the first to introduce Africans to the Christian faith, 

as DuBois has shown that “Christianity was well established in North Africa as early as the 

4th century A.D.” The Bible was in fact known in Africa over a wide area much earlier than 
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in colonial times, contrary to what many believed to be the case, that “the black slave in 

America swallowed Christianity merely because his master taught it to him” (Lovell 31).  

  The early slaves, then,  came to the creation of uniquely Afro-American art forms 

like the early slave songs and spirituals with a wealth of background sources to draw upon, 

in addition to what they received from the European cultures they were brought into contact 

with upon arrival to North America. Moreover, the African heritage of the slaves reveals 

the complex narrative of their history, lifestyle, communal interaction through dance, music 

and oral tradition that was bound to contain within it ritual lamentation forms for occasions 

of mourning and death common in many cultures. However, the condition of the newly 

arrived slaves was unique in that they were forced in large part to abandon much of their 

traditional heritage, causing an erasure of important means to narrate their history, and 

compelling them to find new means of cultural expression. 

 

II. 2. Denarration 

By the late 17th century in America, complete slavery was widespread, particularly 

in the southern States. “For the majority of Africans, their culture was rapidly suppressed. 

Tribes were deliberately split up, their religions banned and in some instances even their 

music stopped.” In addition, slaves were in many instances prohibited to use their native 

language, and there were “widespread practices of splitting up families, of separately 

selling off a husband, a wife, or any surplus children with a callous disregard for the pain 

and suffering it would cause” (Oakley 12, 15). 

In his account of the plight of early slaves and their descendents, James Evans 

describes them being “shorn of their geographic home, their ethnic heritage, and their 

family relations – “denarrated” by slaveholders” (Work 2). Nearly everything the African 
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slaves had constructed as a culture was either dismantled or suppressed. Slave masters were 

in this sense causing a cessation of the cultural narrative Africans were striving to hold on 

to. This deculturalization sent the enslaved blacks into alienation from their own heritages 

and left them with ample reasons for mourning the loss and disinheritance of their 

motherland, which naturally led to forms of lamentation being included into their cultural 

discourse.   

 This discourse was further limited in that, for the black slave community of the 17th 

and 18th centuries, “song was almost the only means these people had for expressing their 

emotions” (Lovell 118). However, even this semblance of a cultural discourse underwent a 

forced filtering of sorts, as the expression of the intense emotions of the slaves was itself 

controlled and checked by the slave masters: 

 “Only those elements of African life which suited the interests of the 

Masters…were allowed to remain, like the rhythmic group work chants 

which had been a traditional part of farming in Africa” (Oakley 12). 

Though these songs were later to flourish and develop into the tradition of the spirituals and 

many other forms of African-American music, during this period it was as if slave workers 

were being de-programmed of their cultural past. Any narrative form that went beyond the 

strictures of the white masters was likely to be condemned.   

 With the introduction of European-style Christianity by proselytizers and slave 

holders, there was an attempt made “to rid slaves of African beliefs while teaching them a 

new doctrine of servility” (Lawrence 383). But the Blacks had in mind a renewal and 

regeneration of their previous cultural practices within the New World framework: 
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 “As the African heritage was stripped from them, whatever was imposed 

upon them or they embraced of their own volition was transformed into a 

culture of their own” (Oakley 15). 

In historical terms, the interactions between a strong culture and a weaker or subservient 

one often results in a forced loan or mass imposition of customs, ideas, knowledge and 

beliefs, and this was certainly the case with colonial Americans and the African slaves.  A 

subtler form of cultural diffusion that was also at play was the borrowing and adapting from 

a dominant culture, involved in the process of black assimilation in America. The new 

cultural context of enslavery within a white supremacist society compelled blacks to voice 

the pains of affliction and the cries for restoration, in effect a communal lament of their 

predicament. On the whole it was through these processes that pre-emancipation blacks 

were to begin a renarrating of their own distinct history and world view in their new setting.  

 

II. 3. Renarration 

From what little was left of the culture they had brought to American, African 

slaves reshaped what they had remembered of their traditional cultural modes of 

expression, within a new socio-religious context. By so doing, the rituals and forms of 

lamentation that were part of the African tradition also underwent transformation. The 

slaves in their now fragmented community had new and pressing concerns to include in 

their cultural discourse:  

Slaves desired freedom and escape from bondage; judgment and 

punishment for their enslavers; redemption and salvation for themselves 

(Lawrence 383). 
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These are the concerns they elaborated on as they rewrote their history and lamented their 

predicament, using the only tools they had at their disposal. These themes show themselves 

in the early slave songs and spirituals, especially in the sorrow songs, as will be shown 

further on. It is important to note that they were now retelling their history in a new 

language, struggling under the limitations of what they knew and how they acquired that 

language (Johnson 13). They did initially have a language barrier, but gradually 

appropriated that language to allow their expression and lament to come through. They still 

retained, however, certain features of African discourse, for instance talking of situations in 

ambiguous terms (491). This feature was worked into their songs and spirituals and 

manifested itself as double meanings of proper names and places of the Judeo-Christian 

heritage. The Israelites were the enslaved blacks and the Egyptians were the slaveholders. 

Jordan symbolized a first step to freedom, and Canaan the land of freedom, among many 

other analogies. Thus, these double meanings served as the masks and symbols that were 

part of the African tradition, and were used to denote communal directives and signals for 

secret gatherings and means of escape.3 Their lamenting of their condition and yearning for 

escape and freedom had to be disguised for fear of punishment and a thwarting of their 

plans by slave masters.  

 With the harsh restraints imposed upon them, blacks expressed their deepest 

concerns to their Deity and to one another through their songs, and this expression became 

part of a renewed communal narrative, distinctly documenting the very personal, social and 

metaphysical manifestations of their plight.   

 

 

 

3 See Lawrence-McIntyre’s excellent  article  on this  subject,“The Double Meanings of the Spirituals.” 
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II. 4. Appropriation and Recontextualization 

At this point it would be necessary to elaborate more fully on what brought the early 

slaves to select from and adopt various elements in the Judeo-Christian tradition they were 

exposed to. For it is in the acquiring of elements from this tradition that the sorrow songs of 

the early slaves can be said to resemble certain aspects of the Hebraic laments. As they 

recontextualized this tradition into their own cultural narrative, whether symbolically or 

literally, certain defining characteristics entered into their communal expression through 

song, which will be discussed further on.  

To understand how the Israelite narrative was woven into African-American song-

texts, we must first look at how the early slaves adapted the Christianity they found in 

America to their own beliefs. Obviously due to segregationist policies, a separate strand of 

church life was formed within the black community. Even before that there were ‘invisible’ 

black churches that took shape, where clandestine ‘praise houses’ in the woods became 

places of communal gatherings and worship. It was in this context that distinct musical and 

hymnic traditions evolved (Lippy 1295). Blacks incorporated traits of the White Christian 

musical and religious tradition that were to benefit their new lifestyles, often intermixing 

these European traditions with their African heritage, while still retaining the more practical 

and inspiring elements of their African faith (Lovell 30). In the words of one historian “The 

African slaves in America fused the spirit of Christianity with their ancestral soul and 

created the new Black Christianity” (Johnson 20). 

 In many ways a reinterpretation and recontextualization of Scriptural texts was also 

involved in the process of appropriating Christian values and beliefs. The originators of the 

black spiritual derived materials from the Scriptures, filtered them through the Afro-

American world-view and in the end produced something uniquely their own: 
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The New World African found prolific materials in the Bible, adaptable 

to the traditional epic treatment of his forefathers. He translated and 

recast Biblical events into a dramatic form that satisfied his sense of what 

was fitting. Thus transmuted, Bible stories became vivid images, and 

sometimes, poetry. Slaves integrated into songs whatever portion of 

Biblical literature or aspect of slave life suitable and useful to enhance 

the drama or the poetry (Lawrence 388). 

In this process, there seems to have been an either inadvertent or premeditated use of 

various forms of lamentation found in the Hebraic lament tradition, examples of which will 

be shown in Chapter III. 1. B. 

 Also, an evident theme in their poetry and song was the belief in a God that gave 

them dignity, equality with others, a hope and a future. Heaven, hell and judgment are 

central ideas in many spirituals, coinciding with a belief that God’s liberation was at work 

in the world, and that they could be assured of their salvation. Hence, their new religion 

was “a refuge and a symbol of hope”, “a source of communal strength and reassurance” 

(Oakley 16). It also provided a means, in the texts of their songs, of narrating their 

affliction and desire for redemption in an original style of vivid imagery, symbolism and 

metaphor.  

  “The sustaining influence exerted upon Blacks of the trials and tribulations of the 

Jews as related in the Old Testament is inestimable” (Lawrence 387). Indeed, the Israelite 

story of enslavement and bondage, of a flight to freedom and entrance into the Promised 

Land, of a later exile into captivity and a return to their homeland, represents “a 

metanarrative of all, including African-Americans, who are disenfranchised, alienated and 

oppressed” (Work 2). Blacks were in a position to understand the central Judeo-Christian 
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motifs of liberation and freedom from bondage much more fully than their white 

oppressors, as they had only to draw parallels from this metanarrative to their own 

misfortune and hardship. By so doing, they were to develop a natural kinship with the 

ancient Hebrews that was reflected even in the way they came to communally lament their 

condition. 

 Admittedly there was in the black community a multiplicity of reactions to a white 

colonial Christianity that went beyond merely integrating and absorbing these beliefs part 

and parcel into their own world view. However, as a period historian saw it, “…much of 

the Black church has experienced Israel’s call, enslavement, liberation, wandering, 

conquest, apostasy, exile, return, and future as its own. The God of Moses is the God of the 

disinherited and denarrated” (Work 2). Israel, then, served as an archetype of an oppressed 

people’s story, with the promised land either symbolizing Africa or an America free of 

slavery. It was the Hebrews, like the African-Americans, that had expressed their suffering 

and their desire for restoration through sung poetry, and it was the lament genre that was 

the vehicle to put into words and music what they could otherwise only weep over.  

In the literature and song-texts of the ancient Hebrews, where themes of affliction, 

divine favoritism, restoration and a final judgment were prevalent, the black community 

was to recontextualize these themes into their own narrative:  

“Blacks sang those motifs as Jews and Christians have always done. The 

song, then, was obviously protest and struggle for survival, logically 

folded into the overriding Christian faith and hope” (Lippy 1296). 

Proper names and places from the Old Testament were heavily used in the spirituals as 

metaphorical symbols and motifs of their own cultural journey:  
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The songs attest that enslaved Africans put their hope in the same God 

who led Abraham into a homeland, set the Hebrew slaves free and 

protected Daniel from the fires of the furnace” (Smith 2). 

 In short, many African slaves felt they could overcome the slave masters by singing 

to a God who would lift them out of bondage just as he had done for the Israelites. And just 

as with those who sang the Hebrew laments, singers of the spirituals could receive “release 

from feelings of frustration, degradation, and alienation” through lamenting, using 

“metaphorical references to the Israelites’ experiences” (Lawrence 388). 

 Before looking at the actual texts of selected spirituals and Hebrew lament psalms, 

it would be helpful at this point to examine the defining elements of the lament and song 

genres, specifically the Hebraic lament and the African-American spiritual.  Then we can 

see how the sorrow songs emphasize to a certain extent aspects of the lament genre.  
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CHAPTER III 

LAMENTATION AND THE SORROW SONGS 

 

III. 1. Lamentation and the Song genre 

 In this discussion on lamentation I will be drawing mainly on Steven Feld’s 

excellent study on this topic in his article “Music and Language.” To begin with, to those 

who think lamentation cannot coincide with other genres such as song, this proposition 

bears evidence to this possibility: 

 “Although lamentation forms are locally considered as distinct types of 

vocalization and expression, studies have begun to explore complex 

interactions of stylized weeping signals and other dimensions of 

lamentation as they intersect and appear within other genres, like 

narrative and song” (Feld 42). 

There seems, then, to be a necessity in understanding the complementarity of lamentation 

with other speech and song genres. The study of how forms of lamentation can interact 

with and revel themselves within song and text genres can be a revealing process that 

extends into other disciplines such as anthropology, sociology, and ethnomusicology, 

among other fields.  

 The Afro-American spirituals, particularly those of a more melancholic and 

sorrowful nature, have been referred to in several instances as laments. At a recent 

conference event entitled “"Recovering the Language of Lament,” Wilma Bailey, an expert 

on Hebrew and Aramaic Scripture, led a workshop that explored what she called the 

"sorrow songs" of the ancient Israelites and enslaved Africans. Dan Allender, in his recent 

article “The Hidden Hope in Lament,” speaks of the early African-American culture, 
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formed in trial and persecution, having “no reluctance to enter worship with pain, to cry out 

in lament” (Allender 9).  

Generally speaking, it is true that cultures formed or defined by suffering are likely 

to produce music, poetry, and literature that are haunting and compelling in their expression 

of sorrow and grief. However, scholars generally agree that lamentation has no generic line 

in modern history, as no exclusive meter of lamentation can be said to be in standard 

usage.4 As well, in western literature, especially written lyrics, the title “lament” has been 

used in poetry to represent mourning in not one but various forms.5 The lament as a genre, 

then, appears not to be entirely homogenous in its contemporary and near-contemporary 

usage, all the more evidence that it is in examining the different forms of lamentation that 

we can most benefit from in a rereading of song genres, in this case the spirituals.  

 

III. 1. A. Characteristics of the Lament Genre 

In general terms the lament can be defined as “a song or poem expressing deep grief 

or mourning.”6 More specifically, the lament genre includes “verbal-vocal performances 

typically labeled lament, ritual wailing, sung-texted-weeping, keen, mourning song, dirge, 

eulogy and elegy” (Feld 39). In terms of form, many of the sorrow songs can be described 

as mourning songs or dirges. This is not to say that they were primarily applied to the 

mourning of physical death. Perhaps there was a more profound mourning of a lost culture 

and way of life, or displacement from one’s homeland.  

 In terms of the actual themes the lament genre embodies, Steven Feld states (39): 

 

4 Linda Austin, in her article “The Lament and the Rhetoric of the Sublime”, and Margaret Alexiou, in her comprehensive study  The 
Ritual Lament in Ancient Greece, both claim this argument. 
5 Thomas Hardy’s “Lament”  in his elegiac Poems, Shelley’s “A Lament”, and Bion’s “Lament for Adonis” are some of the many 
examples in Western literature.  
6 The American Heritage Dictionary of the English Language, 4th Edition. 
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Lament stylizations performatively embody and express complex social 

issues connecting largely female gendered discourses on death, morality, 

and memory to aesthetic and political thematization of loss and pain, 

resistance and social reproduction, and to ritual performance of emotion. 

Here we can relate to the characteristics of the sorrow song most of the above discourses, 

though it is debatable whether there was a largely female gendered involvement in the 

creation and performance of the spirituals during the time of slavery. These discourses will 

be discussed later in relation to song-texts that exhibit them. 

 Lamentation also can play an essential communal role in the remembrance and 

construction of history: 

Lamentation performances are occasion-specific to funerals or contexts 

of loss…; thus they are universally charged with evocative and emotive 

significance, albeit often producing highly specific local discourses on 

abandonment, transition, and renewal that are aesthetically central to 

distinct social constructions of memory (40). 

A similar role is obviously played by the spirituals in the documenting of a shared past in 

the African-American community and there are those that deal specifically with themes of 

abandonment, transition and renewal. If anything this reveals an interesting relationship 

between song and lamentation that goes deep in terms of its function within communities 

and in a preservation of their histories. There is an “imagined horror of forgetting” that 

performative acts of remembering, whether it be of lamentation or folk song, are able to 

oppose and overcome. 

 Besides performance characteristics, the texts of laments exhibit a variety of 

characteristic themes: 
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These lament texts draw significantly on highly affect-laden lexical or 

discourse areas (e.g. place names; personal names and relationship terms; 

rhetorical questions to the deceased or audience; accusations; 

remembrance formulae; allegorical, metaphorical, or veiled speech; 

indirectness; social criticism and transgressive commentary; and 

appropriation or recontextualization of prior discourses) (43).  

Already in the discussion on the cultural and religious background of the African 

Americans, I have mentioned several of these ‘discourse areas’ that have been worked into 

the language of the spirituals and more will be described shortly in my discussion on the 

spiritual as a song genre.  

 Of the musical features that participate in lament stylization, though there are many 

variations in performance practices throughout different cultures, those that appear also in 

the spirituals are improvisation, composing in performance, and phrasal and sub-phrasal 

repetition. As well, it has been noted that “Lamentation sounds like some forms of prayer – 

litanies or antiphonal chants” (Austin 1). Feld also mentions antiphony, or singing 

involving call and response, as characteristic of lamentation: 

Though many lament forms are principally monophonic, members of a 

group can also lament using more structured, polyphonic, responsorial or 

antiphonal forms. In these cases distinct melodic and textual parts are 

performed in dialogic patterns of multi-voice alternation, or leader-

chorus alternation, or alternation with vocal overlap (42). 

Interestingly, many of these musical forms sound distinctly apt to describe performative 

aspects of the spirituals in general, and some forms also apply to the Hebraic laments, as 

will be shown below. All in all, lamentation forms, performance stylizations and the local 
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discourse areas they involve reveal a complex set of variables, many of which are, as we 

shall see, woven into and forming an integral part of the early African-American sorrow 

songs.  

 

III. 1. B. Hebraic Laments 

As a sub-genre of the more general, cross-cultural forms described above, laments 

found in Hebrew religious texts, particularly those of the Davidic Psalms and the Book of 

Lamentations, offer us a particular kind of lament that incorporates themes unique to the 

plight of the Israelites. Many of these laments have also served, since their inception, as 

archetypes of suffering and deliverance that were to inspire many different cultures under 

similar circumstances, as in the case of the African-Americans.  

Lament themes found in Hebrew literature represent cries of agony, anger, 

confusion, disorientation, sorrow, grief and protest, among others. A scholar on the Hebraic 

and Qumran laments has stated: 

The lament proper typically speaks of both physical danger and mental 

anguish, wandering, bent and broken people attacked by the false words 

of the enemy, the wish that God take revenge on the enemy, [and an] 

appeal for deliverance and/or revenge on the enemy  (Berlin 7). 

According to Walter Brueggemann, a prominent Hebrew Bible scholar at the Columbia 

Theological Seminary, “lamentation becomes "credible speech" when communities are able 

to tell the truth about themselves and the world - and that happens (only) when certain 

theological underpinnings are in place” (Smith 2). Those underpinnings involve a 

relationship between the lamenter and his God that is close and deep enough for the 
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protester to speak in imperatives, addressing God as ‘you’ and reminding him of his 

covenantal promises, as is the case with many of the lament psalms.  

 Dan Allender speaks of a more personal, heart-centred role of lamentation found in 

the Hebrew literature of the psalms, and translates its cry as the cry of everyman: 

The cry of pain is our deepest acknowledgment – we are not home. We 

are divided from our own body; our own deepest desires; our dearest 

relationships. We are separated and long for utter restoration. It is the cry 

of pain that initiates the search to ask God, What are you doing? It is this 

element of a lament that has the potential to change the heart.  

(Allender 2, 5).  

Allender, like Brueggemann, emphasizes that a personal relationship with one’s God is 

involved in the expression of lament. Though the Hebrew lament was mostly read in 

communal settings, as will be shown with the lament psalms, there is still a remarkably 

internal and metaphysical reciprocity involved in the voicing of lament towards an 

extramundane authority. Allender goes on to say that a lament “paradoxically voices a heart 

of desire and ironic faith in [God’s] goodness…Lament embodies the passions of need, the 

fight against injustice, and implicitly the loudest proclamation of hope” (1,7). Here we see a 

paradox within the lament that mirrors the cultural archetype of affliction and restoration. 

This also plays a role in the spirituals. It seems that the lamenter has both the 

acknowledgement of suffering and injustice, and the ironic or perhaps irrational faith that 

things will turn out for the better.  

 The theme of hope in a future good has in fact a prominent role in the Biblical 

laments. In the Book of Lamentations, for instance, “the purpose of lament briefly gives 

way to a note of hope in God's faithfulness to His people.” Though the lament ends on an 



Copyright ® 2006 Barish Golland 
Not to be reproduced in full or in part without the author’s expressed consent. 

20  

ambigious, open-ended note, in between hope and despair, “still the promise of restoration 

remained for the nation as hope for the future.”7  

Among the classifiable lament forms in Hebrew literature, the city-laments found in 

the Books of Jeremiah, Ezekiel and Isaiah were most prominently used to proclaim 

judgment. The individual and communal laments in the Psalmic literature served distinct 

social roles as personal and public prayers. All, interestingly enough, were traditionally 

sung in communal settings, either by individuals or groups of singers, in ritual and non-

ritual contexts.8 Many of the psalms have headings that give directives for musical 

performance, occasionally within the context of community rites: 

The Psalms and prayers of early Jews were first intoned by the leader or 

cantor and repeated by the congregation, which became a refrain 

throughout the entirety of Psalm or prayer (Clark 283).  

As with cross-cultural lamentation, here again we see how responsorial or antiphonal forms 

and leader-chorus alternation play a role in performance stylization, as will be the case with 

that of the spirituals.  

 The Hebrew psalms as religious lyric poetry are said to express “the emotions of a 

poet as they are stirred by the thought of God and directed God-wards.” As expressions of 

universal human realities and emotions, the lament psalms in general use “non-specific and 

highly metaphorical language” and were used primarily as “liturgical expressions of an 

ordinary individual’s suffering and restoration within the context of small group rites.” 

Later, certain Psalms were associated with the prayers of great rulers like King David or 

prophetic accounts of future salvific figures like Jesus. Thus, in certain lament psalms an 

 

7Theology Online, “Lamentations, Introduction.” 
8 See for example Isaiah 16:11 and Jeremiah 48:36, where different instruments are said to be used during performances of laments. 
Jeremiah’s composed laments were taken up by singers (2 Chronicles 35:25).  
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especially compelling persona gives voice to his sense of what God has done to him, 

lamenting his predicament, with a not uncommon expression of a desired outcome at the 

end of the lament (Menn 1-3).  

 The communal laments in the Book of Psalms express the themes generally alluded 

to in the discussion on Hebraic laments. Certain characteristics commonly associated with 

individual lament are unique to this sub-genre: 

1. Direct address to God interlaced with charges of abandonment 

2. Appeals to memories of former deliverance 

3. Descriptions of taunting and threatening behavior of enemies 

4. Enumeration of acute physical symptoms 

5. Pleas for assistance (Menn 1).  

One salient feature of the individual lament genre is the allowing of an exhaustive 

substitution of the ‘I’ of the lamenter, traditionally used to associate extraordinary figures 

of Judeo-Christianity with the speaker in the text, but also allowing a broader inclusiveness 

all the way up to the modern believer. Thus the suffering and desire for restoration of the 

ordinary individual of today can find resonance with the sentiments expressed in a period 

lament written nearly three thousand years ago.  

 

III. 2. The African-American Song Tradition 

In a re-reading of the African-American sorrow songs in light of the Hebrew lament 

tradition, we see that beyond thematic similarities, these two traditions share in common 

the use of a music “intimately linked with our deepest strivings and most powerful 

emotions” (Nussbaum 260). The role of music in facilitating the ‘affect-laden’ quality of 

both traditions is significant: 
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Musically structured song texts…exemplify and expand…the poetic and 

metalinguistic functions in language. Music’s formal redundancy and 

auto-referentiality heighten poetic texts and produce a musical 

metalanguage (Feld 27). 

Texts become musical metalanguage when the language gains a complexity of meaning as 

it is coupled with a musical element, in this case the song form. The overall effect can be 

emotionally overwhelming. The music is able to carry the language, in a sense, beyond 

itself. It is in this sense that the African-American spirituals can be said to be a musical 

metalanguage of heightened poetic and emotive discourse, that, letting in lamentation 

forms, have become the unique works of art that they are.  

A look at the general consensus on the role of the song text within a community will 

help us determine the context from which the spiritual arose, and illustrate more fully the 

comparison being made. Alan P. Merriam, in his 1964 Anthropology of Music, states:  

Song texts clearly reflect the culture of which they are a part. An 

important function of gatherings for community singing was to 

emphasize the values stressed by the culture. 

Lovell agrees, referring to the song text being “the key to how the folk community feels 

about its most intense concerns” (8). We can readily see that both the Hebraic laments and 

the spirituals expressed communal concerns of deep importance, and so both played a vital 

role in their respective communities.  

 Lovell speaks of workers’ songs in general depicting “the reality, and intensity of 

the suffering, the oppression, the struggle, the hope, the joy and determination of the 

people; [the songs] can inspire courage and fire to action to remove the causes of that 
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suffering” (10). This description can easily be applied to the early slave songs of a distinct 

melancholy air, as they were mostly workers’ songs.  

In terms of the slave songs being, along with the laments, social constructions of 

memory, Lovell suggests:  

Since they tell faithfully the Negro’s inmost life, both intellectually and 

spiritually, they are the only true source of our history. If any man would 

read the Negro’s life, let him study his songs (119).  

The primary concern, then, of the original African-American songs was “to recite the 

people’s histories” (Lawrence 381).  

For this community “music [was] the voice of tribal and even racial prayer” as they 

worshipped their God through song (Lawrence 379).9 It is this function of the early slave 

songs as prayer that gives some of them their distinctly plaintive style, reflecting the direct 

address to God and pleas for assistance characteristic of the individual lament of the 

Hebrew psalms.  

 

III. 3. Characteristics of the Spirituals 

The songs of the Afro-American slaves known as spirituals were a unique form of 

congregational folksinging (Peters 559). In relation to the quantity of American folk songs, 

the spirituals rank highest in number (Lovell 221). Though there has been in the past a long 

debate regarding the origin of the black spiritual, it is generally considered to be a unique 

synthesis of African and American musical and literary traditions, resulting in one of the 

most original song traditions on the continent. In terms of the white community’s influence 

on the spirituals, Edgar Clark mentions: 
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American Negro spirituals began with the Christian proselytes…Most 

likely the term was vaguely applied to designate the songs that the early 

colonists brought to the Southern outposts, under the title “Psalms, 

Hymns and Spirituals10 (284).  

Many early slaves were in fact exposed to and learned to sing psalms (Southern 31). This 

experience, in addition to the hearing of white spirituals and hymns sung at church, had at 

least some effect on the origin of the black spiritual. 

 Alain Locke, author of “The Negro Spirituals,” has stated that the only equal to the 

predicament of the Afro-Americans was the spiritual experience of the Jews, and for the 

creation of the spiritual the only apt analogue he considered was the Psalms (Peters 559). 

As was mentioned earlier, in the spirituals there are oblique references and double 

entendres to order to orchestrate communal gatherings, spread news and announce methods 

of escape such as the underground railroad. The spirituals were also simply songs of praise 

to their God, in much the same way the Hebrews had praised him in their psalms. The 

spirituals range in tone from extreme supplication to exhortation. Many make historical 

allegories and allusions to the Judeo-Christian metanarrative, as was discussed. 

For all their commonalities, there are differences between the two song-text 

traditions, and I will name but two. One main difference is the lack of bitterness found in 

the spiritual, as opposed to “the tendency of the Jewish to engage in loud and frequent 

maledictions” (Peters 569). As well, the individual creators of the spirituals largely 

remained anonymous, the song’s origin being merely stated today as ‘traditional’, whereas 

many of the psalms are ascribed directly to King David.  

 

9 Without a doubt the belief in one God was not entirely uniform in the black community at the time, as they came from an ancestry 
where “a variety of gods was acceptable to many groups of Africans” (Lovell 31).  
10 The title “Psalms, Hymns and Spirituals” was originally taken from Colossians 3:6.  
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 Of the themes developed in the spirituals not already mentioned, in general there 

was an attempt to make sense of an unjust reality, just as in the Biblical lament genre. The 

slaves came into a disorienting and totally foreign land, coupled with the fact that they were 

victims of colonial domination, and they somehow had to make sense of it all. Hence the 

spirituals gave utterance to cries of confusion and pain, of faith and endurance and a 

longing for freedom. The songs enabled the black slaves to transcend the inhuman 

condition of slavery, and instead gave them an affirmation of dignity, a hope for freedom 

on earth and in heaven (Lawrence 385). For the Hebrews, the lamentation songs of 

Jeremiah, to name but one example, served a similar purpose of communal affirmation and 

restoration in the historical context of the Babylonian captivity and the total destruction of 

Jerusalem,  

 Stylistic features of the spirituals that resemble aspects of lamentation include the 

use of metonymic and metaphoric devices and ambiguities as modes of indirect expression, 

resembling the allegorical, veiled speech of lament discourses. The spirituals also 

incorporated biblical parables and stories into their African narrative of parables and 

prophecies, reshaping this oral tradition with fresh material. These songs have been 

described as having an epic intensity and a tragic depth of religious emotion to them. It is in 

many ways that tragic element of the sorrow songs that allows them to resonate so deeply 

with the lamentation tradition.  

Performance aspects of the spirituals include choral improvisations on themes 

familiar to all the participants. The role of improvisation also figures in lamentation 

performance. During the slave era, as each song was resung it became a new creation, 

composed in performance, decrying then and there the emotional state and the expressive 
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will power of the singers. This also reflects performance techniques of laments. In 

performing the spirituals: 

Normally, a singer leads while a number of people respond by singing 

the refrain; this gives the poems the color of dialogue and the spirit of 

communalism (Peters 564).  

Here again, we see responsorial, antiphonal forms and leader-chorus alternation that 

characterized the performance tradition of many of the psalms, especially by cantors at 

synagogues.11 African music in general to this day makes use of the call and answer or 

responsive singing (Clark 283). A preliminary analysis of this similarity may reveal cross-

cultural diffusion or a basic universality of performance characteristics in certain communal 

songs. 

 

III. 4. References to the Sorrow Songs as Lamentation 

 In the literature surrounding the spirituals there is a wealth of references to the early 

slave songs having the mournful qualities of lamentation, but at the same time containing a 

positive affirmation of a promising future. These are both defining themes in the Hebraic 

laments as well. To begin with, Allender mentions that: 

The African American spirituals that were "songs of sorrow"...pierce to 

both the deepest anguish and hope of the heart…They lead not to despair 

but passionate hope in the future (9, 10).  

He also notes the similarity in both traditions to how the creators of the song-texts evoked 

an ironic trust in and surrender to a God they could call for help from in the face of pain. 

 

11 Psalm 136 is the most straightforward example of this, with a continually repeated chorus line of “His love endures forever.” 
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 William Francis Allen, writing in the 19th century, documented and transcribed 

what remained of the early slave songs. He wrote of the wailing cadences of songs that he 

had heard at night in the Southern States, as being indescribably melancholy: 

The wild, sad strains tell, as the sufferers themselves could, of crushed 

hopes, keen sorrow, and a dull, daily misery, which covered them as 

hopelessly as the fog from the rice swamps. On the other hand, the words 

breathe a trusting faith in rest for the future--in 'Canaan's air and happy 

land,' to which their eyes seem constantly turned (xix).  

Here again we see the basic paradigm of sadness and suffering leading to a hope of 

redemption. Similarly, Dubois speaks of nearly all the slave songs as being distinctly 

sorrowful, telling in word and music “of trouble and exile, of strife and hiding; [the 

spirituals] grope toward some unseen power and sigh for rest in the End” (181, 186). 

Lawrence-McIntyre also refers to the spirituals in terms of their dual nature: “Spirituals are 

religious hymns, but they also constitute the aching, poignant cries of an entire people” 

(383).  

 Many writers refer to the slave songs emphasizing solely their outpouring of grief. 

Frederick Douglas, a slave who had escaped at the age of twenty-one and then dedicated his 

life to the cause of Abolition, said of the slave songs: 

They were mostly of a plaintive cast, and told a tale of grief and sorrow. 

In the most boisterous outbursts of rapturous sentiment, there was ever a 

tinge of deep melancholy (Oakley 17). 

Some of the more exuberant spirituals had an apparent sense of joy and happiness to them 

that seemed to express the slaves’ determination to survive in the face of hardship. For 

most listeners, however, it seemed that the long, slow chants reflected “the infinite sadness 
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and despair of an oppressed people.” The slaves working in the fields, on one eye witness’s 

account, would “sing them songs so pitiful, and so long’ till they would be crying” (15, 16). 

The emotional reality of the creators of the spirituals is evidenced in the titles: 

“Nobody knows the trouble I’ve seen”, “Sometimes I feel like a Motherless Child”, “The 

Trouble of the World”, “Shall I die?.” Not only did the song writers lament loss and 

misfortune, the singers themselves put themselves in the first-person ‘I’ of the song 

narrative, seeing in the communal story their own condition of loss. The Hebrew lament 

literature, as has been noted, has had similar usage.  

 In addition to the themes of sadness and despair, hope and faith in liberation, the 

sorrow songs also contain what Feld has referred to in his account of lamentation as the 

political thematization of loss and pain. Themes of resistance and protest also entered into 

the spirituals. The Encyclopedia of American Religious Experience refers to the spirituals 

as being “coded protest songs dressed in the form the white culture would interpret as 

harmless.” Edgar Clark states that “there’s a social issue to the spiritual that cannot be 

overlooked” (Clark 286).  That social issue was the protest of a people who deplored their 

condition, and deeply sought freedom, equal rights and fair treatment. Dubois makes an 

eloquent and powerful statement to the cause of the spiritual, the sung protest against 

inequality and injustice: 

Through all of the Sorrow Songs there breathes a hope – a faith in the 

ultimate justice of things. The minor cadences of despair change often to 

triumph and calm confidence. Sometimes it is faith in life, sometimes a 

faith in death, sometimes assurance of boundless justice in some fair 

world beyond. But whichever it is, the meaning is always clear: that 
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sometime, somewhere, men will judge men by their souls and not by 

their skins (189).  

The spirituals have been referred to as religious lyric poetry, prayers and litanies. What 

was voiced in prayer, then, was a strong declamation of the wrongdoing done to those who 

believed in a God who would bring justice. Like the descriptions in the Hebrew lament 

literature of the taunting and often life-threatening behavior of the Israelites’ enemies, so in 

the spirituals the enemy was what was preventing their freedom, emancipation and 

redemption from taking place. This enemy was largely the slaveholders and the white 

community, often symbolized as Egypt, but in spiritual terms it could also be the idea of 

Satan. 

The early African Americans expressed through song the inhumanity of what was 

done against them and the undying cause for liberation. By expressing themselves in this 

way, there was a tremendous emotional release that would come as a result, which could 

sustain them. In as much as the singing of the sorrow songs is a form of lamentation, it is 

in a final sense rejuvenating: 

“By lamenting, therapeutic healing occurs. In this context, song texts 

become a means of action directed at providing a psychological release to 

the problems inherent within the socio-cultural identity of 

the…community” (Music and Healing 8).  

In many ways this was the case with the African-American community. This shows how 

powerful an effect the singing of sorrow can have on the consciousness of a culture fraught 

with troubles, a process that in the end can bring about its healing. 
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CHAPTER IV 

TEXTUAL ANALYSIS OF THE LAMENTS AND SORROW SONGS 

 

IV. 1. Contexts of Loss and Mourning 

In the Hebrew lament literature, Psalm 22 is an exemplary individual lament that 

expresses, in its first lines, a cry of loss. The speaker is feeling as if he has lost his 

relationship with God, as if God has abandoned him: 

My God, my God, why have you forsaken me? 

Why are you so far from saving me,  

So far from the words of my groaning? 

O my God, I cry out by day, but you do not answer,  

By night, and am not silent (Psalm 22:1-2). 

 The author later comes to a renewed and thankful expression of trust and hope in a God 

that saves. Yet we see here a profound inner lament of loss in the context of apparent 

abandonment. In the original Hebrew it is a sung lament12, so initially there must have 

been a much more emotionally heightened, metalinguistic effect on the listener.  

This portion of the lament has the motif of one directly addressing God, charging 

him with abandoning his servant. Here the ‘I’ historically is attributed to David, as the 

heading, “A Psalm of David”, indicates. However, textually the identity of the speaker is 

left ambiguous. In later history, in fact, this lament was taken as the prophetic words of the 

Messiah.13 Even the ordinary believer is allowed to attune himself with the universality of 

the suffering involved, and can place himself in the context of the first-person ‘I’ and voice 

 

12 The heading for the Psalm reads, “For the Director of Music. To the tune of ‘The Doe of the Morning.’” 
13 See Menn, pg. 3, for a detailed account of the identity of the ‘I’ in this psalm. 
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the same agonies through song. In effect this could bring about a cathartic experience, a 

turn from suffering to thanksgiving.  

 In the spiritual, “Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child,” extreme supplication 

and despondency prevail. The motif of loss is here only alluded to, with the use of a simile: 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child, 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child, 

Sometimes I feel like a motherless child, 

A long ways from home; 

A long ways from home. 

Sometimes I feel like I’m almost gone, 

Sometimes I feel like I’m almost gone, 

Sometimes I feel like I’m almost gone, 

A long ways from home;  

A long ways from home (Killens 227-228). 

The phrases ‘a long ways from home’ serves to emphasize the feeling of abandonment and 

loss. The sense of distance from a point of security is an added part of the grief, as with 

speaker of Psalm 22 demanding “Why are you so far away…?” The use of repetition in the 

spiritual is also a device having a profound effect in echoing and amplifying that sense of 

loss. 

For the person who sings and internalizes the ‘I’ of the lamenter’s narrative 

discourse, this song brings about an opening up of feelings, an expression of some 

intangible and utter loss. The singing of this spiritual would presumably have enriched, 

metalanguistic relevance for someone in the black community, with its history of loss. 
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 Another example in the spirituals or sorrow songs of mourning and despondency 

seems to fit even more closely with the individual lament genre: 

I am a poor pilgrim of sorrow,  

I'm tossed in this wide world alone.  

No hope have I for tomorrow;  

I've started to make Heaven my home.  

Sometimes I am tossed and driven,  

Lord, Sometimes I don't know where to roam.  

I've heard of a city called Heaven;  

I've started to make it my home. (Jones 64) 

Lines 1, 2, 3, and 5 relate to what in form-criticism of the lament is called the enumeration 

of acute physical symptoms. Lines 4, 7 and 8 are references to a hope, a desire and an effort 

to be liberated, to start the journey to redemption. Line 6 is a direct address of God, though 

the term Lord is often used as a conjecture, a symbolic folk-cry (Peters 575). Here we may 

assume the religious sincerity of the speaker. The basic cultural archetype of affliction and 

restoration is present, as the speaker describes his hopelessness and purposeless tossing and 

wondering, leading to a heavenly journey. As the black community sang this, it could 

perhaps have served a didactic role in channeling the singers’ sorrow towards a greater 

goal, either of an imagined escape from slavery, or the hope of eternal salvation.  

 

 IV. 2.  A Cry of Distress and Affliction 

Psalm 88 is a lament that begins and ends in seeming despair and doubt, but it is 

also a song that faces life with both honesty and hope. It is in the act of voicing that despair 

to God that the speaker is going forwards, not backwards, in remedying his condition, as 
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the very act of the expression of grief itself leads to a kind of emotional release. This psalm 

has the inscription “The Suffering of Affliction,” presumably in reference to the name of its 

melody, in which case there is an added affectation of sorrow. Several verses in the psalm 

that express this distress and affliction are as follows: 

O Lord, the God who saves me,  

Day and night I cry out before you…. 

For my soul is full of trouble 

And my life draws near the grave. 

I am counted among those  

Who go down to the pit. 

Is your love declared in the grave,  

Your faithfulness in Destruction? 

Are your wonders known in the place of darkness,  

Or your righteous deeds in the land of oblivion? 

You have taken my companions  

And loved ones from me; 

The darkness is my closest friend. (Ps. 88:1,3-4,11-12,18)  

Here there are also distinctive elements of the individual lament, most strikingly the 

account of acute suffering and the distressed questioning of God. It also ends in seeming 

despair, yet on a closer reading it seems to be the very expression of despair that is cause 

for a future cathartic change.  

A soul ‘full of trouble’ is also reflected in the slave song documented by William 

Allen in the 19th century at the Port Royal Islands: 
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I am a-trouble in de mind,  

I am a-trouble in de mind;  

I ask my Lord what shall I do,  

I am a-trouble in de mind.  

I'm a-trouble in de mind,  

What you doubt for? 

I'm a-trouble in de mind. (Allen 30-31)  

Once again, as in the previous spirituals, there is an honesty and openness involved in 

expressing affliction. The singer in a communal setting can, as it were, voice both a 

collective and a personal distress. But one doesn’t stay in that position. Rather, one “moves 

toward God” using the language of pain and confusion (Allender 2), as the question arises 

“what shall I do.” There is also an honesty involved in admitting self-reflexively one’s own 

doubt and asking and reasoning with oneself, trying to find the answer for one’s confusion 

of mind. This is similar to the rhetorical questions used in Psalm 88, verses 10-12. Though 

the speaker can answer those questions with a simple ‘no’, the purpose in asking the 

questions serves a greater restorative role.   

 Another spiritual with a similar affliction theme is this spiritual: 

Nobody knows de trouble I've had, 

Nobody knows but Jesus,  

Nobody knows de trouble I've had,  

(Sing) Glory hallelu!  

One morning I was a-walking down, O yes, Lord! 

I saw some berries a-hanging down, O yes, Lord! 

I pick de berry and I suck de juice, O yes, Lord! 



Copyright ® 2006 Barish Golland 
Not to be reproduced in full or in part without the author’s expressed consent. 

35  

Just as sweet as the honey in de comb, O yes, Lord!  

Sometimes I'm up, sometimes I'm down, 

Sometimes I'm almost on de groun'.  

What make ole Satan hate me so?  

Because he got me once and he let me go. (Allen 55) 

Themes of open admittance of affliction, weariness, and indirect pleas for deliverance are 

present, with the line “nobody knows but Jesus” expressing, perhaps in the minds of some 

singers, hope that there are solutions to their problems. The desire and joy of picking fruit 

freely could be interpreted as at once a hope for freedom and an admittance of limitation, 

reminding one of the inability to presently attain those joys.  

 The following is an interesting story from the 1860’s given by William Allen 

concerning the performance of this spiritual and the power of not only the text itself but the 

deeply affect-laden quality of the song as a metalanguage of sorrow: 

Once when there had been a good deal of ill feeling excited, and trouble 

was apprehended, owing to the uncertain action of Government in regard 

to the confiscated lands on the Sea Islands, Gen. Howard was called upon 

to address the colored people earnestly and even severely. Sympathizing 

with them, however, he could not speak to his own satisfaction; and to 

relieve their minds of the ever-present sense of injustice, and prepare 

them to listen, he asked them to sing. Immediately an old woman on the 

outskirts of the meeting began "Nobody knows the trouble I've had," and 

the whole audience joined in. The General was so affected by the 

plaintive words and melody, that he found himself melting into tears and 

quite unable to maintain his official sternness (Allen 55). 
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The effect the singing of this song had on a stern authority figure like the General speaks 

volumes of the emotionally heightened poetic discourse the spirituals entailed. It was 

perhaps the paradoxical nature of the singing, in both its profound sadness and deep beauty, 

its sincere honesty and yearning hope, which made the man cry.  

 

IV. 3. A Cry for Redemption 

“It is evident that the opening lines of ‘Go Down, Moses’ have a significance 

beyond the bondage of Israel in Egypt” (Johnson 3). As one of the most well known of the 

spirituals, what sounds like a victorious, salvific tune seems to have an undercurrent of 

lamentation. The meaning of the text, apart from its Biblical references, is metaphorically 

that of the oppressed black community, chosen by God, and idealizing a redemptive 

authority figure that would liberate blacks. In this song there seems to be not only a coming 

to terms with and an acceptance of their present oppressed situation, but a looking ahead to 

a promised land of restoration. It was after all through the renewal of their narrative and the 

rewriting of their history through songs like ‘Go, Down, Moses’ that slaves were inspired 

to gain strength to fight for freedom. For those who believed in the Hebrew God, they 

could open up to him through song, recall his working and redeeming in the past, and put 

renewed faith in him. The beginning of the song is as follows: 

When Israel was in Egypt’s land,  

Let my people go. 

Oppressed so hard they could not stand, 

Let my people go. 

Go down, Moses,  

way down in Egypt’s land, 
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Tell old Pharaoh,  

Let my people go. (Killens 299) 

Recontextualizing the story of the Exodus, a timeless manifesto of liberation, the creators 

of spirituals like this one were rewriting the Judeo-Christian metanarrative as their own. 

They reread the Exodus story and others in light of their own suffering, and by renarrating 

it sounded a note of protest, a call for liberation, that sounds loud and clear in the statement 

‘Let my people go.’ This spiritual is representative of the sorrow songs that, like the 

laments, “expose the need for cultural and personal redemption – that will not come 

without intervention and rescue” (Allender 9). 

 In Psalm 77 there is a similar call for rescue, and a later hope in redemption: 

I cried out to God for help;  

I cried out to God to hear me.  

When I was in distress, I sought the Lord;  

at night I stretched out untiring hands  

and my soul refused to be comforted.  

I remembered you, O God, and I groaned;  

I mused, and my spirit grew faint.  

You kept my eyes from closing;  

I was too troubled to speak.  

I thought about the former days,  

the years of long ago;  

I remembered my songs in the night.  

My heart mused and my spirit inquired: 

Will the Lord reject forever? (Ps. 77:1-7a) 
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This is a man in despair, depression and doubt, directing to God his suffering and sense of 

abandonment. But as he sings through his song the tone changes:  

You are the God who performs miracles;  

you display your power among the peoples.  

With your mighty arm you redeemed your people,  

the descendants of Jacob and Joseph.  

Your path led through the sea,  

your way through the mighty waters,  

though your footprints were not seen.  

You led your people like a flock  

by the hand of Moses and Aaron. (Ps.77:14-15,19-20) 

Here he is remembering a narrative that gives him the strength to persevere, as he re-echoes 

a socially constructed memory, the Exodus – a communal triumph of the past where the 

Hebrew God showed his strength and restored his people. The Afro-Americans were to 

retell this story in their own historical context, but with the same fervor and spirit, and as a 

similar appeal to memories of former deliverance of a chosen people.  

 The last spiritual I will give as an example of a cry for redemption is the song, “The 

Slave Chain,” resembling an individual lament but communally sung: 

Slavery chain done broke at last, broke at last, broke at last, 

Slavery chain done broke at last, 

Going to praise God till I die. 

Way down in-a dat valley,  

Praying on my knees; 

Told God about my troubles,  
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And to help me ef-a He please. 

I did tell him how I suffer, 

In de dungeon and de chain,  

And de days I went with head bowed down,  

And my broken flesh and pain.  

(refrain) 

I did know my Jesus heard me,  

‘Cause de spirit spoke to me’ 

And said, “Rise my child, you chillun, 

And you too shall be free.  

“I done ‘p’int one mighty captain 

For to marshal all my hosts,  

And to bring my bleeding ones to me,  

And not one shall be lost.” (Killens 230) 

The first three lines give the refrain, a signal of hope in broken chains, with a giving of 

thanks to God, the redemptive force in the slave’s liberation.  Line 5 begins the dialogue 

with God, pleading with him for assistance in line 7, ‘if he please’.  Lines 6, 8, 9, 10, and 

11 are all about the ‘enumeration of acute physical symptoms’ found so prominently in the 

Hebrew laments. The rest of the song, from 13 to 20 expresses a desire to renarrate: God or 

Jesus himself is not saying these words, but rather the words are expression of a desired 

outcome, of what the slave wants to be true in the end. In his narrative the black slave 

wants to trust in the God who will not lose any who come to him. The words point to a 

powerful deity that marshals all his hosts into battle against the enemy. Here the text is 

making vague references to an actual enemy – all those who have oppressed and enslaved 
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the blacks – and their destructively taunting and threatening behavior, as we saw in the 

individual laments.  

 All in all, though this has only been a select comparison of various spirituals and 

psalms and is in no way comprehensive, yet with the examples shown there can be 

observed a remarkably close comparison between the two song-texts in how they relate and 

respond to lamentation forms.  
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CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSION 

 

The African-American slaves of the pre-emancipation era, as is evident in their song 

tradition, knew the power the communal lament had in bringing them closer to each other 

and to their God. They were aware that “to sing in sorrow is to befriend one another and to 

authenticate we are not ultimately alone, even if no one can fully comprehend our pain 

now” (Allender 10). Thus, those who sang trusted each other with the sharing of their 

personal and communal expressions of sorrow. As with the Hebrew culture, they also 

understood the value of the lament within the context of worship: 

“Both communities hoped to move the heart of God as they expressed 

their grief…They both hope that God sees the situation and is willing to 

do something. Ultimately, lament has a positive purpose”14 (Smith 2). 

The expression of lament, then, has in its final outcome a productive role to play, an 

affirmative function in society. This function can be seen in many of the spirituals, the 

sorrow songs of the African-American slaves.  

A man sitting on a hill once said, “Blessed are those who mourn, for they will be 

comforted.” The Black slaves narrated into their culture an expression of mourning and a 

hope of comfort that they caused to be part of public worship, not merely of personal, 

private reflection and devotion. The early African Americans were in many ways opening 

up their hearts to an intimate, rich discussion with each other, where they were drawn 

eventually to praise,  realizing that they must internalize lament for it to blossom into the 

freedom of joy and redemption. 

 

14 Wilma Bailey, speaking at the conference event, “Recovering the Language of Lament” in May 2002. 
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