Negro Spirituals

Spirituals can be divided into three types: "Deep River," "Balm in Gilead," and "Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child" are suffused with feelings of self pity and a longing for change. Others are bolder in their call for freedom. "Joshua Fought the Battle of Jericho," "Swing Low, Sweet Chariot" and "I’m On My Way to Canaan’s Land" use phrases that are popular in many spirituals. "Going to heaven," "coming for to carry me home" and "crossing the river Jordan" are all symbolic in their cry for freedom as well as salvation in the afterlife. Still other spirituals openly advocated running away.

When the sun comes back and the first quail calls,
Follow the drinking gourd.
For the old man is a-waiting to carry you to freedom
If you follow the drinking gourd.
This song is actually a map and timetable for the Underground Railroad. It tells the slave to follow the Big Dipper in the sky. This points to the North and freedom. "Go Down Moses" and "Wade in the Water" are other, examples of spirituals containing coded messages of escape. Finally, during the Civil War, black troops created new and more militant spirituals that openly espoused freedom and direct action. These had a new—found power and boldness.

Oh freedom, oh freedom,
Oh Freedom over me.
And before I’ll be a slave,
I’ll be buried in my grave,
And go home to my Lord and be free.
