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Black Renaissance Woman

Social rebirth. Racial uplift. Gendered empowerment. These were the tenets of the Black 
Renaissance woman who, through the first half of the twentieth century, transformed the cultural 
landscape of her United States. Born into a generation a few times removed from the first-hand 
horrors of slavery, but all too familiar with the oppressions of Jim Crow, the Black Renaissance 
woman used her artistry and activism to articulate visions of freedom for a new age. She largely 
operated in urban centers that teemed with Black creativity and political consciousness, such as 
Chicago’s South Side and New York’s Harlem. Her piano playing filled the civic spaces of her people, 
sounding hope and inspiration for the Black communities to which she belonged. What’s more, her 
concertos and symphonies upended segregated concert halls, commanding space in the classical 
mainstream. The Black Renaissance woman wrote her life and legacy into her manuscripts, leaving 
us, today, with a window into her dynamic world.

Black Renaissance Woman presents the piano music of five female composer-pianists from  
the Black Renaissance era: Florence Price, Margaret Bonds, Nora Holt, Betty Jackson King, and 
Helen Hagan. The repertoire encompasses Romantic concertos in two-piano arrangements (which 
allowed composer-pianists to showcase their virtuosity and mastery of large-scale composition 
where access to orchestras was limited), impressionistic sketches that blend classical forms and 
modern techniques, soulful suites that delve deeply into the metaphors and melodies of the Negro 
Spirituals, and jaunty dances that recall the Juba rhythms of the antebellum South — rhythms 
that offered respite from the brutalities of plantation life. In the written notes that follow, Artina 
McCain, Lucy Caplan, and A. Kori Hill (renowned scholars and performers of African American 
music) elaborate on the vitality of these vast inspirations.

As Black Renaissance women, Price, Bonds, Holt, King, and Hagan built upon a range of 
performance traditions that harked back to the nation’s colonial age, all the while exploring new 
and exciting trajectories in a time of profound change and reinvigoration. Black Renaissance 
Woman brings their compositional voices into conversation with one another. It illuminates the 
cultural breadth of their influence and the creative depth of their craft.    Samantha Ege
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Margaret Bonds (1913 - 1972)

Born in Chicago, Margaret Bonds’ home was filled with many 
prominent African American composers and performers of 
the time, such as Florence Price, Will Marion Cook, William 
Dawson, and Abbie Mitchell. She studied music first with her 
mother Estella Bonds and then with the esteemed practitioners 
that frequented her South Side home. In 1933, she became 
the first African American instrumentalist to perform with 
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra. A year later, she played 
Price’s  Piano Concerto in One Movement with the Woman’s 
Symphony Orchestra of Chicago. During this time, Bonds 
studied music at Northwestern University. The racism that she 
experienced there drew her to find solace in Langston Hughes’ 

poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers.” She set the poem to music and later developed a lifelong 
collaboration with Hughes. Bonds’ creative network profoundly shaped her musical voice. In turn, 
Bonds was a trailblazer and advocate for other African American musicians, opening many doors 
for future generations of Black musicians.

In addition to her classical training, Bonds drew upon jazz, blues, and Negro Spirituals. Extended 
harmony, cantabile melodies, and African American storytelling further characterize her 
compositional style and are evident in her Spiritual Suite for Piano (1967). Each movement in the 
three-part suite quotes a Negro Spiritual. “The Valley of the Bones” is based on “Dry Bones” or “Dem 
Bones,” referencing Ezekiel 37:10 (“they came to life and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great 
army”). It opens with the solemn mood of dry lifeless bones and ends with joy as the bones come 
to life. “The Bells” is based on the Spiritual “Peter, Go Ring Dem Bells,” which describes the loss of 
family during slavery in America; its bell-like resonances recall Debussy’s haunting “La cathédrale 
engloutie.” The finale, “Troubled Water,” is based on “Wade in the Water.” It evolves as a theme and 
variations, with increasingly syncopated rhythms and chromatic harmonies. The virtuosic ending 
brings catharsis, capturing the healing powers of the water.    Artina McCain
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Nora Holt (ca. 1885 - 1974)

Nora Holt’s personal life – which one gossip columnist called “the best newspaper copy in the wide, 
wide world” – teemed with intrigue: marriages, divorces, more marriages, parties, intercontinental 
travel, scandal. These escapades coexisted with a multifaceted, decades-long career in music. 
Born around 1885 in Kansas City, Holt graduated from Western University in Quindaro, Kansas, 
and earned a master’s degree at the Chicago Musical College. Committed to musical institution-
building, she co-founded the National Association of Negro Musicians and the Chicago Music 
Association. A lifelong passion was music criticism, which she first pursued at the Chicago 
Defender and Music and Poetry, a magazine she established in 1921. After years spent soaking up 
the excitement of the Harlem Renaissance, she returned to criticism in the 1940s and later hosted 
a radio show, “Nora Holt’s Concert Showcase.” Refusing a false binary between living respectably 
and living well, Holt fashioned a life that was entirely her own. 

Who knows what riches were lost when a suitcase stuffed full of Holt’s music manuscripts 
disappeared, tragically, during her European travels? Negro Dance, one of her two surviving works, 
offers a tantalizing glimpse. Printed in Music and Poetry, a magazine Holt founded, it appeared 
alongside an editorial in which she extolled African Americans’ “inborn musical sense which has 
since our transmigration disturbed and conflicted with our turbid ethnical surroundings, waiting for 
its day of emancipation.” Though miniature in scale, Negro Dance hints at these bold ambitions. 
The piece sparkles with wit and vivacity. Its opening measures evoke ragtime’s characteristic 
rhythms and cheery spirit. But then it swerves into a high-drama, minor-key agitato, bumped off 
its axis by too-long and too-short phrases. By way of a winding, harmonically adventurous path, 
Negro Dance eventually finds its way home. We end with a triumphantly restated theme, topped 
off with a final flourish.   Lucy Caplan
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Nora Holt at the piano, March 18,1932, Carl Van Vechten and ©Van Vechten Trust.
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Helen Hagan (1891 - 1964)

Lauded by none other than Nora Holt for her “extraordinary 
attainments,” not to mention her “supple wrist” and “forearms 
of steely construction,” Helen Hagan achieved considerable 
renown as a pianist during the early twentieth century. Born 
in New Hampshire in 1891, Hagan studied composition 
and piano at the Yale School of Music. Following her 1912 
graduation, she traveled to France, where she pursued further 
studies and interacted with a number of eminent composers 
(Saint-Saëns, Debussy, D’Indy); she returned to Europe to 
perform for American troops during World War I. A gifted 
composer whose Romantic, virtuosic style reflects her own 
skill as a pianist, Hagan later turned her attention to music 

education. She worked as a choral director; taught at conservatories and colleges including 
Chicago’s Mendelssohn Conservatory of Music and Bishop College in Marshall, Texas; and opened 
a music studio in New York. Hagan’s accomplishments went underrecognized for years; in 2016, a 
headstone was placed at her Connecticut gravesite in honor of her remarkable legacy.

From its first impassioned measures, Hagan’s Piano Concerto is a tour de force. A bold c-minor 
theme, marked maestoso, immediately situates the piece within a late-Romantic legacy. The mood 
becomes tempestuous: thundering chords in the instrument’s lower reaches, with flashes of ornate 
passagework above. A contrasting second theme, expansive and sonorous, is an opportunity to 
showcase the pianist’s more delicate sensibilities. Saturated with snaky chromatic harmonies, and 
propelled forward by intricate sequential writing, the one-movement work exudes confidence and 
ambition. Hagan composed the concerto in 1912 and performed it as a soloist with the New Haven 
Symphony Orchestra that same year. She went on to perform the work multiple times in a two-
piano arrangement, garnering widespread praise for her virtuosic skill. Because the concerto is 
thought to be the only surviving work among Hagan’s compositions, it takes on outsize importance 
as the primary evidence that remains of her dazzling creativity.    Lucy Caplan
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Betty Jackson King (1928 - 1994)

Betty Jackson King lived in the vibrancy 
and afterglow of the Black Chicago 
Renaissance. She was born in Chicago 
in 1928 to a family with strong religious 
and musical ties.  Her father was a pastor 
and her mother Gertrude Jackson Taylor 
was her first music teacher. King earned 
her bachelor and master’s degrees from 
Roosevelt University, and like many Black 
women, put her musical skills to multiple 
uses. King worked as a composer, pianist, 
singer, educator, and choral conductor.  
From 1979 to 1984, she served as 
president of the National Association of 
Negro Musicians (NANM).  

Composed in 1955, King’s Four Seasonal 
Sketches is a lush exploration of the 
seasons’ content and character. It is 
dedicated to her friend, pianist and Black 
music scholar Dr. Geneva Southall. 1. 

“Spring Intermezzo” balances the ethereal and the grounded with resonant harmonies and brief 
moments of dissonance. 2. “Summer Interlude” is the longest movement; its motive is built on 
modal minor, evoking a Negro Spiritual melody that slowly unspools and returns near the end. 
3. “Autumn Dance” keeps the modal minor but with more rhythmic energy and syncopation. 4. 
“Winter Holiday” brings together ethereal rootedness, somberness, and rhythmic excitement; 
whole tones and resonant spacing shape the soundscape. It ends mid-sentence, as if to show the 
unpredictability of what lies at winter’s close.    A. Kori Hill
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Florence Price (1887 - 1953)

Florence B. Price (1887–1953) was an Arkansas daughter; a Black Chicago Renaissance woman; 
and most importantly, a composer. Born in Little Rock in 1887, Price began piano lessons with her 
mother, Florence Irene Smith, at the age of 2. She graduated from the New England Conservatory 
in 1906 and worked as a teacher and administrator until her shift to composition upon her 
1927 relocation to Chicago. Price garnered critical success in the 1930s and 1940s through her 
symphonies, piano concerto, art songs, and concert spirituals. Through her compositional style – 
incorporating Black sacred, secular, and folk tonalities and forms into her symphonies, art songs, 
and concertos – Price became a major figure in 20th century Black concert music. 

Price completed and debuted the Piano Concerto in One Movement for piano and orchestra in 
1934. Her two-piano arrangement of her Concerto in One Movement is part of a classical music 
tradition that combined reinvention and practicality: arranging concertos and symphonies for 
two pianos. Not everyone has access to an orchestra, but they likely have access to a piano. 
Divided into three sections: Moderato; Adagio; and Allegretto, Price combines the Negro Spiritual 
modal tonalities with Romantic virtuosity and chromaticism. The solo and accompaniment are 
very communicative and interactive, aided by call-and-response form and the second pianist’s 
introduction of primary and secondary themes. The syncopated, dance-like character of the final 
section evokes the Black folk dance known as Juba, with accompanying patterns that imitate the 
alternating foot stamps and hand claps of participants, and buoyant melodies that channel the 
ebullience of early African American fiddlers. Price’s Concerto in One Movement is a clever blend of 
genre conventions from classical music, Negro Spirituals, and Juba; drawing upon the old to make 
something new.    A. Kori Hill
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Portrait of Florence Price, Special Collections, University of Arkansas Libraries.
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Lorelt (Lontano Records Ltd) is an independent classical record label. It was formed in 
1992 by the composer and conductor Odaline de la Martinez to promote recordings 
of important repertoire neglected by major labels. The three main areas covered in 
Lorelt’s catalogue are: twentieth- and twenty-first century composers, Latin American 
classical music and women composers of all periods.  
 www.lorelt.co.uk
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