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Born in Atlanta, Georgia, Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr.
was a strong public speaker and intellectual with a 

passion for social change and equality. Infl uenced by the 
non-violent protest strategies used by Mahatma Gandhi, 
Dr. King chose to follow in his father’s footsteps and 
became the pastor of Dexter Avenue Baptist Church 
in Montgomery, Alabama aft er fi nishing his doctorate 
degree in 1955.

While in Montgomery, Dr. King began his work as 
a public fi gure in the African-American community of 
Montgomery, spearheading their boycott of the city's bus 
system. Boycotting is a way of protesting by avoiding or 
not using something because of how it aff ects a person, 
and Dr. King used boycotting and other forms of peaceful 
protesting to work towards equality and end discrimination 
against African-Americans. 

Throughout the 1950s and 1960s, Dr. King was one 
of the forerunners of the Civil Rights Movement, a 
nationwide protest against the discrimination of African-
Americans and for equality for all peoples. Aft er facing 
death threats, violence, and even jail-time, Dr. King and the 
other movement leaders helped the federal government 
to pass the Civil Rights Act of 1964, making discrimination 
by race, color, gender, or religion illegal. 

The next task was removing the legal barriers at the 
state and city level that kept African-Americans from 
voting. To do this, Dr. King and his fellow nonviolent 
protesters organized the Freedom March from Selma 
to Montgomery. Aft er many attempts and setbacks, the 
marchers finally made it from Selma on March 7th to 
Montgomery, the capital city of Alabama, on March 24th. 
This march, as well as other events across the nation, led 
to the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 in August, 
fi ve months aft er the Freedom March. It was for this march 
that Margaret Bonds, with inspiration and help from 
Dr. King, composed her piece Montgomery Variations.

DR. MARTIN 
LUTHER KING JR.
(JANUARY 15, 1929 - APRIL 4, 1968)

Source:  
The National Museum of African American Music 
accessed 6/26/2019  
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Jessie Montgomery 
 is a violinist, 

composer and music 
educator from New 
York City.  She performs 
and gives workshops 
in the US and abroad 
and her compositions 
are being performed by 
orchestras and chamber 
groups throughout 
the country.

Jessie was born and raised in Manhattan’s Lower East Side 
in the 1980s during a time when the neighborhood was at a 
major turning point in its history.  Artists gravitated there and it 
was a hotbed of cultural activity and community development.  
Her parents (father a musician, her mother, an actress) were 
engaged in the activities of the neighborhood and regularly 
brought Jessie to rallies, performances and parties where 
neighbors, activists and artists gathered to celebrate and support 
the movements of the time. It is from this unique experience 
that Jessie has created a life in which performance, creativity, 
education and advocacy merge. 

Jessie began her violin studies, at the Third Street Music 
School Settlement, one of the oldest community organizations 
in the country. Upon graduating with her Bachelor’s degree 
from the Juilliard School in Violin Performance in 2003, she 
joined forces with Community MusicWorks in Providence, Rhode 
Island, a nationally recognized leader in community development 
and music education. With this appointment came her fi rst 
experience as a professional chamber musician as a member 
of the Providence String Quartet.  She continued her chamber 
music endeavors as a founding member of PUBLIQuartet, a 
string quartet made up of composers and arrangers, featuring 
their own music as well as that of emerging and established 
contemporary composers.  Since 2012 she has held post as a 
member of the highly acclaimed Catalyst Quartet, raved by the 
New York Times as “invariably energetic and fi nely burnished…
performing with earthly vigor”, touring regularly in the United 
States and abroad. Most recently she has become a collaborator 
with Yo-Yo Ma’s Silkroad Ensemble and will tour with them in 
the upcoming 2018-19 season.  

Since 1999, Jessie has been affiliated with The Sphinx 
Organization, which supports the accomplishments of young 
African-American and Latino string players.  As a member 
of the Sphinx network she has played numerous roles within 
the organization, as a teacher, juror, orchestra member and 
concertmaster, panelist and ambassador, as well as being a 
two-time laureate in their annual competition. Jessie was also 
Composer-in-Residence with the Sphinx Virtuosi, a conductor-
less string orchestra which toured her music for 3 seasons.  The 
tours resulted in radio broadcasts on Performance Today, WFMT 
in Chicago, Q2 and others, and a review in the Washington Post 
calling her music “Turbulent, wildly colorful and exploding with 
life.”  In 2014, Jessie was awarded Sphinx’s generous MPower 
grant to assist in the recording of her acclaimed debut album, 
Strum: Music for Strings (October, 2015, Azica Records). The 
Whole Note states that the album displays “a remarkable self-
assurance and confi dence together with a striking musical 
inventiveness and imagination”; and Second Inversion, Seattle’s 
alternative classical radio station, remarks that “The album 
combines classical chamber music with elements of folk music, 
spirituals, improvisation, poetry and politics, craft ing a unique 
and insightful new-music perspective on the cross-cultural 
intersections of American history.” 

In 2012, Jessie completed her graduate degree in Composition 
for Film and Multimedia at New York University, at which point 
composing became a true focus on her path. Opportunities 
came about to partner with the American Composers Orchestra, 
the Sphinx Organization and chamber groups throughout 
New York City. Other commissions began to emerge from the 
Albany Symphony, the Joyce Foundation, Orpheus Chamber 
Orchestra, and the Young People’s Chorus of NY. 

In fall 2018, Jessie will be an incoming Virginia B.Toulmin 
Fellow at the Centre for Ballet and the Arts, where she will 
complete work on a new ballet for Dance Theater of Harlem and 
the Virginia Arts Festival, in collaboration with choreographer 
Claudia Schreier. Other upcoming highlights include premieres 
of new work for soprano Julia Bullock, The Muir Quartet and 
performances by the Saint Paul Chamber Orchestra. 

Teachers and mentors include Sally Thomas, Ann Setzer, 
Alice Kanack, Joan Tower, Derek Bermel, Mark Suozzo, Ira 
Newborn and Laura Kaminsky.

Jessie Montgomery (B. 1981)

Source: 
Jessie Montgomery: Violinist | Composer   http://www.jessiemontgomery.com/about
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Adolphus C. Hailstork is a composer and college 
 professor. Born in Rochester, New York, Hailstork’s 

first interaction with music was with childhood piano 
lessons. In his collegiate years, Hailstork attended Howard 
University and the Manhattan School of Music, studied at 
the American Institute at Fontainebleau, France in 1963, 
and fi nished his doctorate at Michigan State University. He 
is currently the Eminent Scholar and Professor of Music 
at Old Dominion University where he is the head of the 
Music Composition Department.

Over the decades, Hailstork established himself as a 
very adaptable classical composer; he has written for voice, 
piano and organ, chamber groups, wind ensemble, and 
symphony orchestra. His 3 Spirituals for Orchestra is an 
example of one of his more recent works and showcases 
three traditional spirituals arranged that are “richly aff ecting 
orchestral settings,” displaying the emotions and colors 
of sadness, pain, and hope in each song.

Adolphus Hailstork  
(B. 1941)

Source:  
NAXOS Music Library, accessed 6/21/2019   https://www.naxosmusiclibrary.com/composer/btm.asp?composerid=16359
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W.C. Handy (William Christopher Handy) is best 
known for “St. Louis Blues” (1913), which became 

the title of a fi lm based on his life (1958), starring Nat 
King Cole. Handy taught himself cornet and trumpet over 
the objections of his preacher father who believed that 
anything but a hymn was the “devil’s music.” He became 
a schoolteacher but gave it up for higher paying jobs as 
a laborer.

In 1896 he joined Mahara’s Minstrels and toured the 
South with them until 1903. During this time he absorbed 
the songs and spirituals of southern blacks. He was the fi rst 
to collect and transcribe these melodies and the people’s 
singing patterns. His transcriptions established the 12-bar 
blues pattern with its “bent” notes, perhaps his greatest 
gift  to music, and he eventually edited four blues books.

By 1912 he had settled in Memphis where he wrote 
a campaign song for a mayoral candidate and sold it to 
a publishing house as “Memphis Blues.” He received no 
royalties from its success and so established his own 
publishing house with Harry Pace in 1913 to market “St. 
Louis Blues” and other works, including “Beale Street 
Blues, ” which became jazz trombonist Jack Teagarden’s 
signature song.

Handy, known as “The Father of the Blues, ” enjoyed 
recognition in his lifetime. Not only did he make black 
music acceptable to white audiences but his songs were 
incorporated into Broadway shows and Hollywood fi lms 
and sung by popular singers such as Bing Crosby and 
Dinah Shore. Memphis named a park aft er him, the fi rst jazz 
concert at the Metropolitan Opera House (1924) devoted 
its second half to Handy’s music, and he conducted a 
concert of black music at Carnegie Hall in 1928 (reprised 
in 1981). In 1969 he was honored with a U.S postage stamp.

W.C. Handy  
(1873 - 1958)

Source:  
NAXOS Music Library, Sandra Burlingame, courtesy of JazzStandards.com, accessed 12/20/2019
https://www.nml3.naxosmusiclibrary.com/composer/20764

COMPOSER BIOGRAPHIESCOMPOSER BIOGRAPHIES



35

The broad arc of Florence Price’s life in many ways 
resembled those of the millions of African Americans 

who moved away from the southern United States in search 
of new professional opportunities and greater personal 
autonomy during the Jim Crow era. Born into a middleclass 
family in Little Rock, Arkansas in 1887, Price received a sound 
musical education from her mother aft er the city’s pre-eminent 
white instructors refused to teach her. Since opportunities 
for more advanced musical training were largely unavailable 
for women of color in the South, her mother enrolled her at 
the New England Conservatory aft er she completed high 
school in 1903. There she pursued courses of study in organ 
and piano pedagogy while receiving tutelage in all musical 
disciplines from conservatory faculty, including director 
George Whitefi eld Chadwick.

Aft er graduating from the conservatory in 1906, Price 
began her professional career as an instructor at segregated 
academies in Arkansas and Georgia. She married an attorney, 
Thomas Jewell Price, six years later, and the two remained 
in Little Rock until a brutal lynching and fi nancial diffi  culties 
prompted the family to relocate to Chicago in 1927. During 
this 15-year period, she managed a large private piano studio, 
composed an extensive collection of pedagogical music for 
children, and began raising her two daughters, Florence and 
Edith. Price’s career as a composer erupted aft er she moved 
to Chicago, where she had developed contacts while taking 
summer courses at the Chicago Musical College. With the 
added support of leading fi gures within the Chicago Black 
Renaissance, especially Estelle Bonds, whose home served as 
a central gathering place for artists, Price’s works won several 
contests designed to support black composers. These victories 
propelled her into the national spotlight and garnered attention 
from musical luminaries like contralto Marian Anderson, with 
whom she collaborated extensively, and Chicago Symphony 
Orchestra director Frederick Stock. Over the course of her 
later career, Price wrote in a variety of genres for the classical 
and popular marketplaces and participated actively in local 
chapters of the National Association for Negro Musicians 
(NANM) and the National Federation of Music Clubs.

Florence Price  
(1887 - 1953)

Source:  
NAXOS Music Library, accessed 12/20/2019 
https://www.nml3.naxosmusiclibrary.com/composer/18215
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Margaret Bonds was born in 1913 into a very musical 
community in Chicago. She began her musical 

career on the piano under the instruction of her mother, 
Estelle C. Bonds. Bonds went on to study piano and music 
composition at Northwestern University, completing two 
college degrees at 21 years old. 

While at Northwestern, Bonds lived and studied with 
Florence Price, a notable black female composer who 
helped Margaret learn to write music in her own unique 
style. The two went on to compose music about and for 
the African-American community in Chicago in the 1930s, 
a period now referred to as the Chicago Renaissance. 

Bonds wrote music in many musical styles including 
classical, pop, television work, and even music for amateur 
choirs. Some of her most well-known pieces are vocal 
and instrumental arrangements of songs in the spiritual 
genre. Spirituals are a type of music that originates from 
the songs of the enslaved people who worked in American 
labor camps. These songs have a sad and painful sound 
to them and are meant to express through music the pain 
of slavery and discrimination. 

Much of Bonds’ work was inspired by these traditional 
spirituals, but Montgomery Variations was inspired by a 
historical event. This orchestral piece was written in 1965 
in response to the Selma to Montgomery March led by Dr. 
Martin Luther King Jr. According to The Washington Post, 
Montgomery Variations and other pieces by Bonds were 
found in 2017 “next to a dumpster, waiting to be thrown 
out.” Many of the pieces discovered were thought to be 
unfi nished, lost, or non-existent. Montgomery Variations 
is one of the least performed pieces in the collection, 
having only one performance on record.

Margaret Bonds  
(1913 - 1972)

Sources:  
From Spirituals to Symphonies: African-American Women 
Composers and Their Music by Helen Walker-Hill, 
pages 146-149   

The Washington Post; accessed 6/18/2019  
https://www.washingtonpost.com/entertainment/
music/a-forgotten-voice-for-civil-rights-rises-in-song-
at-georgetown/2017/11/10/c71f66ec-c341-11e7-a441-
3a768c8586f1_story.html?utm_term=.6f4ea601e464 

To learn about about infl uential African American artists, be sure to check out the 
National Museum of African American Music's website! 
https://nmaam.org/
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The life and career of the African-American composer 
William Grant Still qualifies as the quintessential American 

“success story.” Often referred to as the “dean of African-
American composers, ” Still was born in Woodville, Mississippi 
on May 11, 1895, to a family of Negro, Indian, Spanish, Irish 
and Scotch blood. Still’s father, the town bandmaster, died 
when William was three, precipitating a move to Little Rock, 
Arkansas, where Still’s mother was a teacher. There Still had 
his first musical experience, studying the violin. At his mother’s 
urging he began medical studies but dropped out as music 
exerted a stronger pull. Music study at Oberlin was interrupted 
by naval service in World War I. After the war, Still moved 
to New York, where he worked as an arranger for several 
popular performers including W.C. Handy (composer of the 
immortal St Louis Blues) and Artie Shaw, whose hit, Frenesi, he 
orchestrated. Still gained immeasurable experience playing the 
oboe in Broadway pit orchestras while studying composition 
with the conservative George Chadwick and the ultra-modernist 
Edgar Varèse. Still arrived in New York at the perfect time, 
actively participating in the cultural awakening of African-
Americans in the 1920s known as the “Harlem Renaissance”. 
His attention turned to classical composition for good in the 
late 1920s. A move to Los Angeles in 1930 to arrange for Paul 
Whiteman expanded his horizons into film and radio, initiating 
his compositional maturity and most prolific period. That same 
year saw the creation of his Symphony No. 1 ‘Afro-American,’ 
which established and sustained his reputation, remaining his 
most popular and frequently recorded work.

Like many African-Americans of his generation, Still achieved 
many ‘fi rsts’: fi rst African-American to have a symphony performed 
by a major symphony orchestra (1935, New York Philharmonic, 
Afro- American); fi rst to conduct a major orchestra (1936, Los 
Angeles Philharmonic); fi rst to conduct an orchestra in the Deep 
South (1955, New Orleans Philharmonic); fi rst to have an opera 
produced by a major company (1949, Troubled Island, New York 
City Opera), and fi rst to have an opera broadcast on television 
(posthumously in 1981, A Bayou Legend, PBS). Still received 
many honors including the Guggenheim fellowship, honorary 
doctorates from Oberlin among others, and the key to his home 
state in 1975. He died in Los Angeles on December 3, 1978.

William Grant Still  
(1895 - 1978)

Source:  
Library of Congress, accessed 12/20/2019
https://www.loc.gov/item/ihas.200186213
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