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alvin Earl wants you to think about American history, but he wants you to think about it differently. “Everything starts out as a thought,” explains Calvin. “If we change the way we think about things, the things we are thinking about will change. If you look at our history, and you only look at the horrors of slavery, you don’t really see the people who were enslaved.”

As a musician, storyteller, activist, and preservationist, Calvin wants others to look beyond African American slaves as being mere victims of their time, and see the beauty in their creation of a music that gave them comfort, hope, and perhaps most importantly, agency in their lives.

“For me, it’s like the original cry of freedom,” says Calvin. “The slaves created the most beautiful sound ‘born this side of the seas’ as W.E.B Dubois would say. It gave them a voice; it gave them a way to communicate with one another without the slave masters understanding what they were saying; it allowed them to connect to the power that created us all.”

African American slaves not only utilized Old and New Testament imagery in the spirituals they sang to frame their experiences, they also used these songs as a strategic response to their plight in the New World, often using words and metaphors with duel meanings to communicate covert messages. For example, the spiritual Go Down Moses not only served as a means of relating the slaves’ situation to that of the Israelites under Pharaoh’s grasp in Egypt, it also alerted them to the arrival of Harriet Tubman, an Underground Railroad conductor and a former escaped slave. She earned the nickname Black Moses for her courage in later returning to the South to help many other slaves escape north, risking her own freedom in the process. In fact, double entendre is prominent in many famous spirituals. In I’m on My Way to Canaan’s Land, Canaan means going to heaven, notes Calvin, “but for the slaves, Canaan also meant Canada.”

As perhaps one of the most poignant and layered documentations of a people transcending unthinkably inhumane conditions, it is the raw, emotional pulse packed within a spiritual that lends it an undeniable universality. “When you hear a baby cry, you cannot just pass by. It affects you, it kind of pulls on your heartstrings,” says Calvin. “The spirituals are about an inclusive history; it’s everyone’s history, back to our Declaration of Independence. I imagine that sound, that influence, is not only for Americans. Around the world, this is a universal sound that everyone connects with.” When Calvin served as Tuskegee University’s Ralph Ellison Lecturer in March, he was warmly received by the overflow of students and scholars that came to hear him speak on the history of the spirituals. He even received a melodic introduction from the university’s choir, a world-renowned student musical ensemble with roots in African American music that date back to the days of the school’s founder, Booker T. Washington. But even in the voices of students attending one of America’s most prestigious historically black colleges, Calvin heard a spiritual that had gotten away from the original sound. “They sang a beautiful spiritual, but they sang it in a European operatic style,” he explains. “If you sing it in a European style, or sing it as it has been written down, you’re taking the essence of the spirituals out because you cannot really write a spiritual down on paper.

There are not enough notes that will give the expression of human emotion that comes through the spirituals. Calvin told the students to think about it this way: ‘Would you take an R&B song, like a Marvin Gaye song, and sing it in a European style?’ ” The students of course said no. “Well why would you do it with a spiritual?”

To get the students to sing beyond their formal training, Calvin had them reflect on the specific historical situation that engendered these songs. “Calvin took a couple of the students on stage and he said, ‘You have to imagine that you’ve been out in the fields all day maybe picking cotton, and you are tired,’ ” he says. ‘Maybe you don’t know where your mother is, your brother was taken; you don’t even know if you’re going to be around that much longer. You’re trying to get strength, and yet you want to tell your story.’ ” The students still had trouble getting out of their academic voices, so Calvin took another approach. “I took a couple of the students and put my arm around their shoulders,” he says. “I took them to the back of the stage, and picked up my feet, I’m swinging from their shoulders. And he said, ‘Now, walk.’ They started walking, they were carrying me on stage; I was swinging from their shoulders. We walked up one side of the stage and back down the other side of the stage. Calvin said, ‘Now, I want you to sing this song while you walk.’ They felt the pressure, and then they began to really feel, and the voices, oh-my-goodness it was a transformation. They finally pulled away from what was written on paper and they expressed what they felt on the inside.”


Calvin’s most notable contribution to the spirituals has been ensuring its formal legacy in American public memory. In 2007, as a result of a campaign he spearheaded, Congress honored African American slaves for their contributions to the nation and unanimously recognized the African American spirituals as a national treasure. “I thought that in doing this I would be able to preserve it for future generations not yet born,” says Calvin.


There is good reason to believe that the original sound of the spiritual may soon disappear. As with any musical genre that is steeped in oral tradition, the further away generations get from being able to actually hear the history, the less personal that history becomes. Stories stop being passed down from grandparents to grandchildren; vibrant recollections of events wear down over the years into parched, historicized summaries one merely reads in text books.


“The spirituals are something that has to be preserved,” emphasizes Calvin. “I realized that they were going to die. They were actually going to die - the sound, the meaning of them - and we were all going to lose out. I just couldn’t allow that. I was finally aware that the information that had been passed down to me wasn’t being shared, and the future generations would never know anything about it.”


Calvin grew up in a rural community in North Carolina in the 1950s. The community was tight-knit and largely segregated from the surrounding white population; Calvin’s family was only two generations away from slavery. “My parents didn’t have an education,” he remarks. “My family as well as every other family we knew stayed within the black community; segregation was all they knew.” As a child, Calvin would sit on the cotton bales, spending time with the elders while they worked in the fields. “They would pick maybe 120-150 pounds of cotton during the day,” he remembers of their labor. “In the mornings, around 10 or 11 o’clock, I would always go out and jump on those bags as they were pulling them through the fields, and we would sing songs and I would ask them questions.”

Musically prodigious, Calvin picked up a guitar at the age of seven and by the age of nine, was hosting his own weekly radio show broadcast live every Sunday from Virginia. His musical prowess soon attracted the attention of gospel legend Mahalia Jackson who would travel to his church just to hear him play. It was through Mahalia that Calvin learned about the struggle for equal rights that was sweeping the nation at the time.

“The Civil Rights Movement, segregation or the effects of Jim Crow were never discussed in my presence by my family or my church community,” he explains. “When Mahalia and I used to talk, we talked about many subjects. I was really interested in her and her life regarding her music and travels. In explaining that to me she told me about her experiences, several of which were with Dr. King and of course Thomas A. Dorsey, whose songs she made famous.

She didn’t really give me a detailed history lesson, it was more her experiences with Dr. King and Dorsey. She talked about New Orleans, her love for country preachers and their rhythmic style to make a point. We also talked about her travels, singing, and of course her love for the Lord. I just loved her and wanted to know everything about her.”

Despite his community’s wishes for him to serve as a leader in the church, traveling and playing music with Mahalia Jackson solidified Calvin’s interest in pursuing a life as a musician. Born with his eyes open and to a mother that survived being hit by ricochet lightning, Calvin was considered a special child in his community. “Because of that, my church and my bishop and the elders ordained me at birth to be the bishop, to take over the church someday,” he says. “As I got older, I said, ‘No, I don’t have the patience for that.’ They always wanted me to become this bishop, and I just thought, ‘Oh no, that’s not for me’ [laughs]. But I love the music.” Calvin’s love of music led him not only to playing with Mahalia Jackson, but also with James Cleveland and the Five Blind Boys of Alabama.

During his time in the Army near the end of the Vietnam War, he formed an R&B band called Elements of Peace that played in officers clubs on Army bases. Despite his success playing gospel, blues, R&B, and jazz standards, Calvin eventually found himself called back to the songs he had so lovingly heard as a child.

“A lot of people think that spirituals and gospels are all the same, which can’t be further from the truth,” he says. “All of our music - jazz, blues, gospel, R&B, hip hop and rap – the foundation of all of this music came out of the spirituals. We don’t realize that because we haven’t been taught that.”

While pursuing a career as a musician in California, Calvin had a revelation: he wanted to understand what it was that moved him so about the spirituals as they were originally sung, and how he could communicate the genuine texture of the spirituals to others. “I thought as a kid that everyone had the information that I was receiving,” he says. “I thought everyone knew about the secret codes within the music, how all of the words had duel meanings. The elders are telling me this, and I’m thinking they already told my brothers and sisters and everyone else in the community. Not true. I didn’t realize until later that even after slavery, most of the freed slaves didn’t want to sing the spirituals anymore. As a matter of fact, they wanted to forget everything that reminded them of slavery.”

Calvin’s deeper research into the spirituals inspired him to create a concert/lecture series on the subject. The series debuted in 1999 at the Children’s Storefront school in Harlem. It was so successful that it influenced Calvin to create other educational programs, including his one man show, Gifts From My Ancestors, which has been performed in universities, schools, and concert halls nationwide. In 2008, Calvin received a presidential proclamation from President George W. Bush honoring his work and contributions toward preserving the spirituals and educating the public on the subject.

Calvin is not surprised that his love for the spirituals eventually led him to make a home in Williamsburg, a city only minutes away from slavery’s beginnings in our nation. “Historical Jamestown is where the first 20-odd Africans arrived in 1619,” Calvin says. “When I do my shows in historical Jamestown, I take the music all the way back to that moan-and-groan and how this whole thing came about. What better place to do it in than where our country started. It just shows how far we go back together.”

Calvin’s mission to keep the original sound of the spirituals alive is tenacious. The strides he has made in preserving the genre, though tremendous, are far from what he considers the finish line. When Earl contacted every Senator and member of the House during his campaign to designate the spirituals as a national treasure (a feat he remembers involving at least a dizzying 25 calls per Congressman), he spoke with some Senators who did not even know what a spiritual was. “No one was doing anything about spirituals before that,” he emphasizes. “No one was talking about it.” Although Calvin helped pave the way for spirituals to be forever documented in American political memory, he believes there is still more work to be done in terms of creating a tangible space for the spirituals in public space and discourse.

He is also working on a forthcoming book, I’m Gonna Tell, where he hopes to share his experiences with the spirituals and help others teach the intricacies of the subject. “I am writing this book, because it is important to me that people know the authentic sound of the spirituals before they are lost forever,” says Calvin. “It is important to know what a spiritual really is. It’s important to know that the spirituals are and were a vital part of our American history because they unlock the secrets of a people who not only endured slavery, but played a major role in ending the institution of slavery in America in 1865. It is our history as Americans.


There’s no other country in the world that created this. It took all of us, all of our ancestors to create what we have. It belongs to all of us. 
The spirituals bring out the humanity in people. It’s not a black story or a white story, but a human story.” 
To learn more about Calvin Earl, listen to his music and watch videos of his concert lecture series, visit his website: www.calvinearl.com
Source: July issue Next Door Neighbor, a  Williamsburg, Virginia local magazine.
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r. Lyons pastor of the Gillfield Baptist Church along with the Greater Petersburg Historical Society of Virginia want to see this become a major regional event. African American spirituals mark this regions long history of religious tolerance and freedom, unlike Virginia’s historical highway markers.  African American spirituals are rooted in the human sole throughout their evolution. These spirituals are still being sung in many area churches today. For example, “Lord, I want to be a Christian” was recently sung at Pastor Larry House’s Ocran United Methodist Church, Sutherland, Virginia, on July 25, 2010.
 In many cases, current hymns are sung quite unknown to the members of their respective congregations that they are actually rooted in old African American spiritual.
We need your support to make this event all that it should be… 

And to full this historic church’s 1,500 seats.

Sponsorships are available at the following Levels:
  $50 
Publication of your logo on event poster and in the event flyer; plus two general admission tickets (a $20 value).
$100 
Same as above and noted on our Facebook & Website sites; plus four general admission tickets (a $40 value).

$150 
Same as above; plus six general admission tickets (a $60 value).
$250 
Same as above, a special thank you - just before the performance commences; plus four reserved tickets (a $100 value).

$500 
Same as above; plus eight reserved tickets (a $200 value) and a half page ad in our quarterly newsletter. 
Please make your check payable as soon as possible to Greater Petersburg Historical Society of Virginia and mail it to 110 Liberty St., Petersburg, VA 23803. Forward your advertising logo to me at president@gphsva.org Also, additional general admission $10 & reserves $25 tickets may be purchased in advance as well. Lastly, to be included as a proud sponsor of this very historically important event please respond by Friday, August 27, 2010.
Sincerely,

Ronald R. Seagrave, President
Greater Petersburg Historical Society of Virginia, Inc. 
c/o 10860 Quaker Road
Dinwiddie, Virginia 23841
Phone: 804-896-4171; www.gphsva.org
Email: president@gphsva.org
� This African American spiritual could well have originated in Virginia in the 1750s, based on this story from Hanover, Virginia, 1756: "A black slave asked Presbyterian preacher William Davies, 'I come to you, sir, that you may tell me some good things concerning Jesus Christ and my duty to God, for I am resolved not to live any more as I have done. . . Lord [Sir], I want to be a Christian.'" Apparently the story fits well with the ministry style of Davies in Virginia between 1748 and 1759. William Davies was active in the Petersburg and Dinwiddie area during the mid-late 1700’s.





