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Handout 3 - Historical Accounts of Slavery and Slave Music

Document 1- Bryan Edwards, The History, Civil and Commercial, of the British Colonies in the West Indies, 1807:
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Of those imitative arts in which perfection
can be attained only in an improved state of so-
ciety, it is natural to suppose that the Negroes
have but little knowledge. An opinion pre-
vails in Europe that they possess organs pecu-
liarly adapted to the science of music; but
this I believe is an ill-founded idea. In vocal
harmony they display neither variety nor com-
pass. Nature seems in this respect to have
dealt more penuriously by them than towards
the rest of the human race. As practical mu-
sicians, some of them, by great labour and care-
ful instruction, become sufficiently expert to
bear an under-part in a public concert; but
I do not recollect ever to have scen or heard of
u Negro who could truly be called a fine per-
former on any capital instrument. In general
they prefer a loud and long-continued noise to
the finest harmony, and frequently consume
the whole night in beating on a board with a
stick.  "This is in fact one of their chief nusical
instruments ; besides which, they have the Banja
or Merriwang, the Dundo and the Goombay ;
all of African origin.  The first is an imperfect
kind of violincello: except that it is played on
by the fnger like the guitar; producing a dis-
mal monotony of four notes. The Dundo is
precisely a tabor; and the Goombay is a rus-
tic drum; being formed of the trunk of a
hollow trce, one end of which is covered with a

sheep’s skin. From such instruments nothing
like a regular tune can be expected, nor is it
attempted.

Their songs are commonly impromptu, and
there are among them individuals who resem-
ble the improvisatori, or extempore bards, of
Italy; but I cannot say much for their poetry.
Their tunes, in general, are characteristic of
their national manners ; those of the Eboes being
soft and languishing; of the Koromantyns, he-
roic and martial. At the same time, there is
observable, in most of them, a predominant me-
lancholy, which, to a man of feeling, is some-
times very affecting.
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Document 2 - Thomas Clarkson, An Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species, 1786

With refpect to their dances, -on which
fuch a particular ftrefs has been generally
laid, we fear that people may have been as
{hamefully deceived, as in the former in-

ftances. For from the manner in which

thefe are generally mentioned, we thould

almoft be led to imagine, that they had cer-
tain hours allowed them for the purpofe of

joining in -the dance, and that they had
every comfort and convenience, that people
are_ generally. fuppofed to enjoy on fuch
convivial occafions. But this is far from
the cafe. Reafon informs us, that it can
never be. If they wifth for fuch innocent
recreations, they muft enjoy them in the
time that is allotted them for fleep ; and
fo far are thefe dances from proceeding from
any uncommon degree of happinefs, which
excites them to convivial fociety, that they

proceed rather from an uncommon depref- -

fion of fpirits, which makes them even facri-
fice their * reft, for the fake of experiencing
for a moment a more joyful oblivion of their
cares. For fuppofe any one of the recesvers,
in the middle of a dance, were to addrefs his
flaves in the followAing manner : “ Africans !
¢ 1 begin at laftto feel for your fituation ;
¢ and my confcience is feverely hurt, when-
¢ ever I refle@® that I have been reducing
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thofe to a ftate of mifery and pain, who
have never given me offence. You feem
to be fond of thefe exercifes, but yet you
are obliged to take them at’fuch unfea-
fonable hours, that they impair your
health, which is fufficiently broken by
the intolerable fhare of labour which I
have hitherto impofed upon you. I will
therefore make you a. propofal. Will

3

.-

<

-

<

€

~

€

<

-

I3

<

-

3

3

and you fhall have the half of every week
entirely to yourfelves ? or will you choofe
“to return to your miferable, wretched
¢ country ?” But what is that which
ftrikes their ears? Which makes them mo-
tionlefs in an inftant ? Which interrupts the
feftive fcene ? their country ?- tran-
{porting found !——Behold! they are now
flying from the dance: you may fee them
running to the fhore, and, frantick as it
were with joy, demanding with open arms
an inftantanecus paffage to their ‘beloved na-
tive plains. : :
Such are the colonial delights, by the re-
prefentation of which the receivers would
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perfuade us, that the Africans are taken from’

P a their

you be content to live in the colonies,

their country to a region of conviviality and -
mirth ; and that like thofe, who leave their
ufual places of refidence for a fummer’s

amufement, they are conveyed to the colo-
nies—z0 bathe,—to dance,-~to keep boly-day,--
to be jovial.—But there is fomething fo truly
ridiculous in the attempt to impofe thefe
fcenes of felicity on the publick, as fcenes
which fall to the lot of flaves, that the
recesvers muft have been driven to great
extremities, to hazard’ them to the eye of
cenfure.



Document 3 - James Kirke Paulding, Letters from the South, 1835

LETTER XL

Dear Frang, ,

Tuz blacks form a distinguishing feature in the
lowlands of the south; but diminish in numbers as’
you travel towards the mountains. They are of a
great variety of shades,—from jet black to almost
white. Indeed I have seen some of them who were
still kept in bondage, whose eomplexions were rather
lighter than their masters. 1 was much puzzled to
account for these apparent caprices of nature in be-
stowing such singular varieties of gomplexion; but
I s0on found that she had good reasons to justify her.

The Negroes are in general a harmless race,
although they are more apt than their masters to
transgress the laws, partly I suppose because a great
many things which are lawful to white men, are
forbidden to the blacks. Being, in general, more
ignorant than the whites of the poorer classes, they
are of course more given to petty vices, and are,
perhaps, not so honest. They seem, indeed, a gay,
harmless, and unthinking race ; for those who are
likely to. bave few agreeable subjects for their
thoughts, Providence seems kindly to divest, in some
degree, of the capacity to reflect long on any thing.
They are by far the most musical of any portid of

- the inhabitants of the United States, and in the even-

ing I have seen them reclining in their boats on the
canal at Richmond, playing on the banjo, and singing
in a style—1I dare say, equal to a Venetian gondolier.
Then they whistle as clear as the notes of the fife ;—
and their laagh isthe very echo of thought]ess hilarity.
How would it mortify the pride of the white man,
and humble his lordly sense of superiority, if it were
indeed found, that these poor fellows were happier
than those who affect to pity their miseries. Anq
yet it is possible,~—and, from my:soul, I hope it is so;
for then I should be relieved from certain doubts
aboututhe equal distribations of Pravidence, that con-
found me not a-little, - They certainly are exempt
from many of the cares that beset their masters,—
and instead of being in bondage to the future, and
slaves to their offspring, have every assurance, that
the sons of “their old masters will be the masters of
their sons, and keep them, at least, from want. Then
they dance with a glee, to which the vivacity of
French peasants is nothing ; and indeed enjoy, with
a rhuch keener zést than we, all those pleasures that
spring from thoughtlessness of the past, and careless-
ness of the future. Their intervals of letsure are
precious ; for to those who- labour hard, idleness is
perfect enjoyment; and to swing upon a gate all day,
is a luxury of which people who have nothing to do
can-form no conception. After all, indeed, the great
distinction between the very idle and the very labo-
rious is, that the first Jack leisare and luxuries,—the
last, appetite and employment. Dont mistake, and
suppose that I am the advecate of slavery. But yet
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I am gratified when I can persuade myself, that a
race of men which is found in this situation in almost
every Christian land, is not without $ome little en-
joyments, that sweeten the bitter draught of slavery,
and prevent its being all gall.

Until they can be freed, without endangering the
community, infringing the-established rights of pro-
perty,and rendering themselves even mote wretched,
it is some comfort to see them well treated by theit
masters. And wo, wo to the man who adds one
feather to the weight they are destined to bear. He
shall assuredly meet the vengeance of the Being who
is all mercy to the weak and the ignorant,—all justies
to the wise and the strong. Wo to those who,
tempied by avarice, or impelled by vengeance, shall
divide the parent from its offspring, and sell them
apart in distant lands! A cruel and inhumarn act;
—for it is seldom we:see the ties of kindred or of
conjugal -affection, stronger than in the poor negro.
He will travel twelve, fifteen, or twenty miles, to
see-his wife and children, after his" daily labour ‘is
over, gnd return in the morning to his labour again.
If he becomes free, he will often devote the first years
of his.liberty to buying their freedom ;—thus setting
an example of conjugal and parental affection, which
the white man may indeed admire; but, 1t is feamd
would seldom imitate. Farewell.



Document 4- William Dickson, Letters on Slavery, 1784

But, befides the convition forced on my mind, by
arguments from analogy and by the general behaviour of
the negroes, it may be proper to mention fome particu-
lar falts which have had their weight with me, and may
have their weight with others, in proving the natural
equality of the Africans to the Europeans. Many fimi-
lar fa&ts, I muft have witnefled, which have flipped from
my memory, though the conviétion they worked remains ;
juft as 2 man may forget the demonfiration of a mathe-
matical propofition, but may retain and be convinced of
the truth of the conclufion.

It cannot be denied that the negroes, when putto a
trade which happens to coincide with the bent of their
genius, become as good, and, fometimes, better artificers,
than white men. I have feen a white carpenter drudging
with the faw, jacking-plane, &c. and who could not lay
oft his work properly, while a black one was employed in
making pannel-doors, fath-windows, &c. 1 have known
the carpenter’s work of a good houfe of two ftories, with
a pavillion-roof, king-pofts, &c. planned and conduéted,

by a black carpenter—On the doors of fome of the negra
huts, I have obferved wooden locks, at once fimple and
well contrived, and which it was impoffible to open,
without the wooden key, which had two or three fquare,
polithed prominencies, adapted to the internal parts of
the lock, which I have alfo feen, but it cannot be ex-
plained without a model.—In the learned Dr. Burney’s
Hiftory of Mufic, there are figures of feveral ancient
mufical inftruments, by a comparifon with which, the
banjay or coromantin drum would lofe nothing. This
lIaft is 2 moft ear-piercing inftrument; but, being pro-
hibited, is but feldlom ufed, by the negroes, in Barbadoes.
The black muficians, however, have fubftituted, in its
place, a common earthen jar, on beating the aperture of
which, with the extended palms of their hands, it emits
a hollow found, refembling the more animating note of
the drum.—As filver-fmiths and watch-makers, the ne-
groes fhew no want of genius. I have employed a black
watch-maker who was inftruted in the art, by a nioft
ingenious mechanic and natural philofopher, in-Bridge-
town. That worthy perfon (now deceafed) was bred a
mathematical inftrument maker, in London; and I knew
him to be a perfon of too firi¢t probity to have put
people’s watches into improper hands.—But, without
enumerating fuch inftances, I might, at once, have ap-
pealed, for a proof of African ingenuity, to the fabric
and colours of the Guinea cloths, which moft people
muft have feen.—By the word mechanic is generally
meant a perfon who makes but little ufe of his rational
faculty; but it muft be remembered that mechanical con-
trivance is one of the higheft departments of reafon.
Nor can this be otherwife ; {ince, the fcience of mechanics
depends entirely on mathematics, and hath "exercifed the

- genius of an Archimedes, of a Galilzo, of’an Emerfon,

of a M¢Laurin, and, above all, of that great ornament of
this ifland, and of the human fpecies, the immortal Newion.

The fondnefs of the negroes for mufic, and the profi-
ciency they fometimes make in it, with little or no in-
ftru&ion, is too well known to need fupport, from parti-
cular inftances. This their tafte for melody and harmony,
if it does not demonftrate their rationality, ought, at leaft,
to be admitted as ap argument in proving their bumaﬁz"tl‘y.



