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COMPOSER NOTES

Frances Ellen Watkins Harper was born in 1825 in Baltimore, MD to free African
American parents. Educated at the Watkins Academy for Negro Youth (a school founded
by her uncle) until she was 13, she soon thereafter became enamored with literature while
working for a family that owned a bookshop. Harper was the first African American woman
to have a short story published. In addition to an active career as a poet, author, educator,
and lecturer, she was an influential abolitionist and suffragist. Harper died in 1911 in
Philadelphia, PA.

Songs for the People

Let me make the songs for the people, I would sing for the poor and aged,
Songs for the old and young; When shadows dim their sight;
Songs to stir like a battle-cry Of the bright and restful mansions,
Wherever they are sung. Where there shall be no night.
Not for the clashing of sabres, Our world, so worn and weary,
For carnage nor for strife; Needs music, pure and strong,
But songs to thrill the hearts of men To hush the jangle and discords
With more abundant life. Of sorrow, pain, and wrong.

Let me make the songs for the weary, Music to soothe all its sorrow,
Amid life's fever and fret, Till war and crime shall cease;
Till hearts shall relax their tension, And the hearts of men grown tender

And careworn brows forget. Girdle the world with peace.
Let me sing for little children, Sing songs for the people,

Before their footsteps stray, Let the voices of the people sing;
Sweet anthems of love and duty, Sing songs for the people;

To float o'er life's highway. Let the harmonies of the freedom ring!

Songs for the People is set in a jubilant gospel-style anthem that centers music as a source
of joy and inspiration, and as a healing agent for all pain and strife. The poet suggests that
music should be used to bring people together, not to divide them. I chose to add a stanza
to the poem (above in italics) that functions as a refrain. A consistent rhythmic bounce is a
key element to the successful performance of this piece. Therefore, singers are encouraged
to remain musically, physically, and emotionally connected to the eighth note pulse. All
eighth notes must be non-legato but not as short as staccato. All quarter notes and half
notes must be sutstained with the rhythmic energy of the eighth note pulse in the voice and
in the body. Singers and the conductor-teacher are encouraged to discuss the life of the
poet, interpretations of the poem, the relationship between the text and music, and how the
composition can be connected to their lives.

For a complete bio of the composer please visit: boyer.temple.edu/Rollo
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