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Duality and the Experience of the African-American Composer 

In The Souls of Black Folk, Harlem Renaissance author W.E.B. Du Bois asserts the 

inherent duality in living as an African-American person in America, lamenting that African-

Americans “ever [feel their] twoness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two 

unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone keeps 

it from being torn asunder.”
1
  It follows that the foundations of African-American music would 

also embody this duality, as Eileen Southern shows the way spirituals and the blues were shaped 

by “the black man’s experiences in the New World” and “[possess their] own distinctive style, 

basically oriented in the African tradition but reflecting some of the features of European 

music.”
2
  Southern further suggests this duality proposes a challenge to the African-American 

composer, who is “constantly being confronted with the problem of what kind of music to 

write.”
3
  Jason Dungee echoes these remarks by noting the “tension between the individual 

composer’s experience, and the collective historical experience of those who share his or her 

racial identity.”  As a result, Dungee concludes African-American composers are acutely aware 

of “the conscious decision of what influences to allow to be present in your music.”
4
  Carol Oja 

demonstrates that William Grant Still, the first African-American composer to have a symphony 

premiered by a major American orchestra, “led a slightly schizoid existence” in his navigation 

between the spheres of European music and African-American music.
5
   

                                                           
1
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2
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dissertation, University of Arizona, 2016), 35. 
5
 Carol Oja, ““New Music” and the “New Negro”: The Background of William Grant Still’s “Afro-American 

Symphony,”” Black Music Research Journal 12, no. 2 (1992): 166. 
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Olly Wilson offers a slightly different perspective on the existence of these dualities, 

noting that it is not a system of “binary opposites but rather a continuum of values and ideas 

from one set of aesthetic ideals to another.”  He further argues that “these existences are neither 

warring nor unreconciled but rather perfectly accommodated to one another,” and that African-

American composers are “engaged in accommodating different musical impulses and, 

consciously or unconsciously, must determine the means of creating an artistically viable 

musical reconciliation.”
6
  This destroys the sometimes oddly held assumption that “the black 

American composer is uninfluenced by music that comes from non-black traditions” and instead 

points to a much more interesting fact: Given this duality, Wilson argues that the African-

American composer is uniquely suited to pull from a wide range of stylistic sources and “project 

his personal conception from a black perspective.”
7
  Southern further ties this eclecticism to the 

specific experience of the African-American composer by noting: 

Music historians generally use the term eclectic in reference to a composer who draws 

upon several sources and different styles for his compositional materials and 

techniques…The young black composers who emerged during the [mid-twentieth-

century] were more eclectic; they refused to be tied down by racial self-consciousness 

and drew freely upon widely diverging styles and sources in their writing…The one 

quality they shared in common was that each believed it important to chart his or her own 

course.
8
 

 

Given these considerations, it follows that Wilson would remark, “Any consideration of the 

black-American composer and the orchestra must proceed from a recognition of this duality.”
9
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The African-American composer Adolphus Hailstork possesses a compositional voice 

that is significantly shaped by the dualities that exist between his European musical training 

(English choral singing, American modernism, French approaches to spacing/texture) and his 

African-American heritage (jazz, blues, spirituals).  A theoretical analysis of Hailstork’s 

Symphony No. 2 will be used to illustrate the myriad elements of Hailstork’s compositional 

voice.  Other scholarship on some of other Hailstork’s works will also be interjected to illustrate 

a cohesive compositional style attributable to Hailstork.  It can be shown that the development of 

Adolphus Hailstork’s compositional voice exemplifies how African-American composers of the 

twentieth-century navigated the duality between the African-American and European musical 

worlds.   

Adolphus Hailstork: A Brief Biography 

 Born in Rochester, New York on April 17
th

, 1941, Adolphus Hailstork grew up in 

Albany, New York studying violin, piano, organ, and voice.  Despite free lessons on the violin 

due to high marks on a Musical Aptitude Exam,
10

 Hailstork gravitated towards choral music due 

to his involvement with an Episcopal Church choir and a high school choral ensemble that 

played high caliber choral literature.
11

  He studied with Mark Fax at Howard University and 

received a B.M. in Music Theory in 1963.  Hailstork also studied for one summer with Nadia 

Boulanger at the American Institute of Fontainebleau in 1963.  He studied with Vittorio Giannini 

and David Diamond at the Manhattan School of Music and graduated in 1966 with a B.M. and a 

M.M. in Composition.  His master’s thesis, Statement, Variations, and Fugue, received a 

                                                           
10

 Adolphus Hailstork and William Zick, “Composer Adolphus C. Hailstork, Eminent Scholar at Old Dominion 
University, Was Born April 17, 1941; Has 27 CDs,” Africlassical,  Posted April 16, 2010, 
http://africlassical.blogspot.com/2010/04/composer-adolphus-c-hailstork-eminent.html. 
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premiere by the Baltimore Symphony in 1966.  During his time in New York City, Hailstork 

remarked at his excitement of attending lecture recitals by Aaron Copland and concerts by 

Leonard Bernstein and the New York Philharmonic.
12

  In contrast of his love of the “American 

School,” Hailstork showed a resistance to experimental and/or serialist composers such as 

Arnold Schoenberg, Paul Hindemith, and Elliot Carter.
13

  In order to avoid being drafted for 

Vietnam, Hailstork served in the Armed Forces in Germany from 1966 to 1968 and spent a 

significant amount of time practicing piano and writing music.
14

   

Interestingly, the idea of black consciousness was not impressed upon Hailstork during 

his time at Howard University, a historically black university (HBCU).  He remarks that 

“[Howard’s] theory program was modeled after the European model” and that “it was frowned 

upon…to play any gospel music in the practice rooms.”
15

  He became more racially conscious 

after the assassination of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr. in 1968.
16

  Hailstork was inspired to get his 

doctorate by reading an obituary of “Dr. King” and studied with H. Owen Reed at Michigan 

State University, receiving his Ph.D. in Composition in 1971.  The Detroit Symphony Orchestra 

recorded his work Celebration in 1976 and has subsequently performed other works by Hailstork 

via their annual “Classical Roots” program.
17

  Hailstork has received premieres from several 

other leading orchestras including the Philadelphia Orchestra, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and 

New York Philharmonic.  He has taught at Youngstown State University and Norfolk State 

                                                           
12

 Brooks and Hailstork, p. 30 
13

 William C. Banfield, Musical Landscapes in Color: Conversations with Black American Composers (Lanham, 
Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, Inc., 2003), 98-99. 
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 Brooks and Hailstork, p. 30 
15
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 Mark Stryker, “DSO to debut Hailstork’s Second Symphony,” Detroit Free Press (Detroit, MI), February 7, 1999.  
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University, but currently serves as a professor and eminent scholar in the Department of Music at 

Old Dominion University.   

Adolphus Hailstork’s Compositional Style and Symphony No. 2 

 Symphony No. 2 was written for Leslie Dunner, the resident conductor of the Detroit 

Symphony Orchestra from 1987 to 1999.  Commissioning funding, which came after Hailstork 

had already started the piece, was provided by Daisy Newman, Educational Director of the 

Detroit Symphony Orchestra,
18

 as well as the 1998 Unisys African American Composer’s 

Forum.
19

  The Detroit Symphony Orchestra premiered the piece in 1999.  The Grand Rapids 

Symphony Orchestra recorded the piece in 2002 and released it on the Naxos recording label in 

2007.
20

  The piece was inspired by a trip to Africa, with Hailstork remarking: 

My goal for the piece was to write the standard four movements without any particular 

program in mind.  However, in the summer of 1996, I took a trip to Africa. There I 

visited the forts along the coast of Ghana, and saw the dungeons where the slaves were 

held before being shipped overseas. I put my reaction to that sad scene in movement two 

of this symphony. In movement four I sought to reflect the determination of a people who 

had arrived in America as slaves, but struggled, with courage and faith, against numerous 

odds.
21

 

 As a composer, Hailstork tends to take a neo-classical approach to form, with “a 

predilection for clear-cut standard classical forms.”
22

  He outlines the traditional framework for 

symphonic form in Symphony No. 2 by explaining, “Movement one is Sonata-Allegro form.  The 

second is ABA, as is the third.  The fourth movement, after a quiet introduction, returns to 

                                                           
18

 Hailstork and Zick. 
19

 Adolphus Hailstork, Symphony No. 2 for Orchestra (King of Prussia, Pennsylvania: Theodore Presser Company, 
1998). 
20

 Adolphus Hailstork, “Symphonies Nos. 2 and 3: Grand Rapids Symphony, David Lockington,” released 2007, 
Naxos.  Compact disc. 
21

 Hailstork, Symphony No. 2 for Orchestra. 
22

 Charlie H. Mitchell, “An Analysis of Two Twentieth-century Organ Suites by Ulysses Kay and Adolphus Hailstork” 
(PhD dissertation, University of Kentucky, 1998), 75. 



6 
 

Sonata-Allegro form.”
23

  However, some interesting ambiguities are present within the form of 

the first and second movements.  The first movement follows a palindromic structure that 

reprises its sections in reverse order (Figure 1), while the second opens with an English horn solo 

that returns in a slightly altered reprise before the start of the B section.
24

  These elements could 

imply a cyclical musical structure, a common feature found in African-American music.
25

   

Perhaps the most interesting aspect of Hailstork’s symphonic form is the way it echoes 

the work of Still.  Hailstork comments that the second movement is the “Middle Passage” 

movement and reflects the “sadness” of the African-American experience as slaves in Ghana, 

while the third movement reflects “energy” and the fourth movement exudes “triumph”.
26

  Oja 

shows that Still’s Afro-American Symphony, as well as its predecessor Darker America, “[depict] 

the lives of African-Americans but in marking a progression from a lowly state to a nobler 

one.”
27

  Samuel Floyd argues that this idea of “antecedent-consequent” or “struggle-fulfillment” 

is central to the voices of African-American composers.
28

  The fact that Still and Hailstork map a 

narrative arc of the African-American people over a traditional, four movement symphonic form 

embodies an approach that explores the duality between African-American and European 

cultures.   

 Rhythmically, Hailstork finds inspiration in the “changing meters and cross rhythms” of 

Gregorian chant and African-American music
29

 and has several works that demonstrate a 

                                                           
23

 Hailstork, Symphony No. 2 for Orchestra. 
24

 All figures can be found in the appendix. 
25

 Wilson, “Composition from the Perspective of the African-American Tradition,” 44. 
26

 Hailstork and Zick. 
27

 Oja, 159. 
28

 Samuel A. Floyd, “Black American Music and Aesthetic Communication,” Black Music Research Journal 1 (1980): 
6. 
29

 Mitchell, 73. 



7 
 

fondness for mixed meter
30

 as well as jazz syncopation.
31

  The first and third movements of 

Symphony No. 2 feature constantly shifting meter in a modernist method reminiscent of 

Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring.  Hailstork’s rhythmic treatment follows Richard Taruskin’s 

designation of a “Type I” rhythm in the Rite of Spring, characterized by “foreground metric 

irregularity” with “blocks of contrasting material…[in] rapid juxtaposition.”
32

  Over top of this 

metrical irregularity borrowed from modernism, syncopated motives are introduced to produce a 

confluence of European (mixed meter) and African-American (syncopation) musical styles 

(Figure 2).   

 Hailstork’s use of textural elements and chordal spacing demonstrate an influence from a 

French lineage of composers.  He has an inclination for bright, light, and shimmering textures 

that occur in a high tessitura,
33

 hinting at his love for Ravel.
34

  During his time studying with 

Boulanger in 1963, Hailstork absorbed her idea that “every single juxtaposition of pitches, every 

single chord spacing, was a unique sound that had to be appreciated for its own sake.”
35

  In the 

second movement of Symphony No. 2, there are two moments that especially demonstrate this 

attention to texture, color, and spacing.  In m. 73, a unison E is carefully stated three separate 

times with different textures: First as an English horn solo, then as an English horn/oboe duet, 

and finally as a quartet (English horn, oboe, flute and trumpet) with the English horn shifting up 

                                                           
30

 Mixed meter can be found in the continually changing meter of the first movement of his Suite for Organ 
(Mitchell, 20) as well as the 7/8 and 11/8 meters in the second movement of his Sonata for Trumpet and Piano 
(Orrin Wilson, “The Contributions of Twentieth Century African American Composers to the Solo Trumpet 
Repertoire: A Discussion and Analysis of Selected works by: Ulysses S. Kay, Adolphus C. Hailstork, Regina Harris 
Baiocchi, and Charles Lloyd, Jr.” (PhD dissertation, University of Nebraska, 2011), 55). 
31

 Orrin Wilson, 42.  This can be seen in the first movement of Hailstork’s Sonata for Trumpet and Piano. 
32

 Pieter C. Van den Toorn, Stravinsky and The Rite of Spring (Oakland, California: University of California Press, 
1987), 99. 
33

 Mitchell, 48. 
34

 Brooks and Hailstork, 33. 
35

 Brooks and Hailstork, 30. 
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an octave (Figure 3).  Later on, Hailstork introduces a trumpet chord (A-Bb-D) in m. 97 that is 

then re-colored  and re-spaced with a clarinet/bassoon timbre in m. 112 (Figure 4).    

 A defining feature of Hailstork’s music is “a love of sonority for its own sake,” including 

lyrical melodies and triadic, tonal harmony.
36

  He notes that “the vocal line, the signing line, is 

absolutely fundamental to [his] artistry,” which can be attributed to his early experiences with 

the English choral tradition in his Episcopal church choir.
37

  However, he often mixes this 

traditional approach to melody and harmony with elements from modernist music
38

 and jazz 

music.
39

  In the opening measures of Symphony No. 2, he demonstrates this contrast by 

interrupting a serene, chorale-like G# open 5
th

 in the strings with a shrieking, bi-tonal chord 

(G#m against Am) in the brass (Figure 5).  Thus, although vocally inspired melodies and 

harmonies are present in Symphony No. 2, Hailstork seems to be exhibiting a greater confluence 

of styles than just the English choral tradition.  An analysis of the harmonic and melodic content 

of the second movement reveals lyrical minor scale melodies, dissonant four note tone clusters, 

large leaps with chromatic lines, and pentatonic scales that subtly reference the lowered 3
rd

 in 

jazz and blues music (Figure 6).  The melody in the strings at m. 92 deserves a special mention 

(Figure 7).  It is in the key of A minor, however its rhythmic treatment implies the blues and re-

contextualizes the minor 3
rd

 of the scale (C) into a flatted “blue note.”  It is interesting to note 

that this motive feels incomplete, as it only fleetingly reaches the tonic (A) despite the several 

                                                           
36

 Mitchell, 15. 
37

 Banfield, Musical Landscapes in Color, 99. 
38

 There are dissonances present in the second movement of Hailstork’s Suite for Organ (Mitchell, 33), while notes 
elements of whole tone clusters and bi-tonality exist in Hailstork’s band work Out of Depths (Myro D. Moss, 
“Concert Band Music by African-American Composers: 1927-1998” (Phd dissertation, University of Michigan, 
2000), 273). 
39

 Hailstork demonstrates a use of blue notes in Sonata for Trumpet and Piano (Orrin Wilson, 42).  Hailstork also 
uses blue notes in the unaccompanied work for flute The Pied Piper of Harlem (Kevin Clinton Carroll, 
“Unaccompanied Flute Works by Twentieth-Century Black American Composers: Discussion and Analysis of 
Selected Works” (PhD dissertation, University of Memphis, 2002), 29). 
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times it is repeated.  This perhaps connects to the program of the second movement, where the 

concept of African-American consciousness is kept “incomplete” until the triumphant nature of 

the fourth movement. 

Another integral aspect to Hailstork’s conception of harmony is his use of the tritone, a 

defining feature in his Sonata for Trumpet and Piano, which can also be seen in the second 

movement of Symphony No. 2.
 40

  In m. 46, the C in the cellos stands a tritone apart from the Gb 

in the bass.  In m. 83, the strong open fifth on an A (A-E) in the brass is offset by a D# in the 

violins.  A recurring melody is introduced in m. 67 by the oboe and the English horn (Figure 8).  

There are three tritone relationships in this melody, including the starting note (Bb) and the main 

arrival note of the climax (E).  Given the symmetrical nature of the tritone’s exact division of the 

octave, Hailstork’s use of the tritone could be interpreted as an irresolvable opposition between 

two opposing sides or perspectives.  This has echoes in Still’s Afro-American Symphony, where 

the use of dissonance “illustrate[s] irony- or double-consciousness, after Du Bois- the irony of 

being an American Negro in the United States.”
41

  

Conclusions 

 As shown through the lens of his Symphony No. 2, Adolphus Hailstork’s compositional 

voice consists of an eclectic confluence of musical styles: Lyrical melodies from an English 

choral tradition, a neo-classical approach to formal structure, an attention to texture and spacing 

from the French tradition, a utilization of syncopation and blue notes from the African-American 

music tradition, and the use of dissonance from the modernist tradition.  This, in turn, illustrates 

the way at least one African-American composer in the twentieth-century navigated the duality 

                                                           
40

 A Bb-E tritone is a defining feature in the first movement (Orrin Wilson, 50). 
41

 Gayle Murchison, ““Dean of Afro-American Composers” or “Harlem Renaissance Man”: “The New Negro” and 
the Musical Poetics of William Grant Still,” The Arkansas Historical Quarterly 53, no. 1 (1994): 61. 
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between African-American and European musical worlds.  To what end does this eclectic 

resolution of dualities serve, however?  Hailstork notes: 

I just enjoy music.  I leave all the deep thinking to people who want to write books.  I 

prefer to write music, and I’m a pragmatist.  I write music to get performed.  I don’t write 

esoteric, ivory-tower stuff to be played by a few people in a loft for an audience of a few 

people.  That’s just not me.  If I’m anything, I’m a populist.  But so was Verdi.  I don’t 

mind that.  I’ve never liked the “off the wall” school of music composition that doesn’t 

communicate with people.  I’ve never been a great fan of Elliot Carter.  That’s all there is 

to it.
42

 

 

 

Thus, the eclecticism in Hailstork’s compositional voice does not serve to create a new, 

innovative style but has given him the ability to “internalize, process, and recreate compositional 

trends of the past century.”
43

  His compositional voice serves his identity as a “populist 

composer”
44

 and a “hard working blue collar composer…[who] attributes his success to what he 

believes to be the general accessibility of his music.”
45

  Hailstork places a further emphasis on 

finding an audience when he states “I consider myself ambidextrous or bi-lingual- I work both 

sides of the street, you might say.  I write with the audience I am trying to appeal to in mind.”
46

  

By navigating the duality between his European musical training and African-American heritage, 

Adolphus Hailstork has established a personal, eclectic compositional voice that empowers his 

music with the capacity to communicate to a plurality of audiences.   

 

 

                                                           
42
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43

 William C. Banfield, International Dictionary of Black Composers, Volume 1, ed. Samuel A. Floyd (Chicago: Fitzroy 
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Appendix 

 

Excerpts adapted from:   

Hailstork, Adolphus.  Symphony No. 2 for Orchestra.   

King of Prussia, Pennsylvania: Theodore Presser Company, 1998. 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1:  Palindromic formal structure in Symphony No. 2, movement 1 
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m. 14 
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m. 119 
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Figure 2:  Metric irregularity overlaid with syncopation in movement 3, m. 1-9 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3: Texture and registral spacing in movement 2, m. 73-75 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



16 
 

 

 

 

Figure 4:  Re-coloring the chord in movement 2 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5: Confluence of harmonies in movement 1, m. 1-3 
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Figure 6:  Examples of melodic/harmonic content in movement 2 

               (All examples transposed to concert pitch) 
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Figure 7: “Incomplete” blues melody, violin/viola in movement 2, m. 92-96 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Tritone relationships, oboe/English horn melody in movement 2, m. 67-70 

Note that this melody also exemplifies octatonicism. 

 

Tritone  C-F# 

Tritone  Bb-E 

Tritone G-C# 


