
Chapter Two
Diversity and American Musical Life
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Bulletin Board Continued

Once you have listened again to CD tracks 1-5, and created your two lists following the
guidelines in the book (Activity 2.1), begin to sort the additional material on the bulletin
board into the same categories. Return to the three terms guiding the book of identity,
diversity and unity or oneness. Discuss with students where the bulletin board began and
where it is moving as this process continues. Then, have students find pictures of
musicians and groups that fit with the music on the display. What does the addition of
image do to our understanding of the ideas being discussed?
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Pretty Polly

Folk music such as “Pretty Polly” (CD track 5) is passed on through aural/oral tradition,
meaning that the music is not written down. There are several reasons for this including
the difficulty of transcribing everything that happens in the performance. Often individual
musicians perform a piece slightly differently based on their own style and musical
memory. Use the transcription below to illustrate this point. Ask your students to
comment on the rhythms, melody contour and vocal stylization of notes. How would they
indicate when the singer attacks the note from above or below? Have them try to write in
the lyrics for the first verse. How would they need to change the notation for the other
verses? 

Have students listen to CD track 7 and try to create their own transcription. The song is in
a pentatonic or five-tone scale. How do they think the music should look?

________________________________________________________________________
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Leadbelly

Huddie Ledbetter, also known as Leadbelly (whom you will hear more about later in the
text) helped to keep field hollers alive in the American musical scene. Watch the segment
of A Vision Shared: A Tribute to Woody Guthrie and Leadbelly (Sony, 1988, 49006)
which shows Leadbelly singing “Pick a Little Cotton”. It is followed by a performance of
Sweet Honey in the Rock who have worked to keep African American musical traditions
alive, fresh, and sometimes fashioned with new textures and musical nuances.  

For more information about Leadbelly, see:
http://leadbelly.lanl.gov/leadbelly.html (last accessed 1/05)
The Leadbelly Web
http://cycad.com/cgi-bin/Leadbelly/index.html (last accesed 1/05)
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Minstrel Tradition 

Stephen Foster created songs for those musicians known as minstrels. Minstrelsy
challenged the issue of identity by creating music in the white (Anglo) tradition to be
performed by black-faced musicians, white musicians wearing black grease paint.
Investigate Stephen Foster and the minstrel tradition. What connection did Foster imagine
there was between his music and African Americans of this period? The author talks
about the blending of traditions in music and how and why that occurred. Return to your
discussion of identity earlier in the text and determine the issues that Foster’s work raises.
Save comments from this discussion for later work.

Listen to Tracks 7 and 9 to illustrate the difference between the African American
musical sound which Foster appeared to be associating with and the style of his songs.

http://leadbelly.lanl.gov/leadbelly.html
http://cycad.com/cgi-bin/Leadbelly/index.html
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What Do You Hear?

Listen to CD Track 10 and find words to describe what you hear. Where do you think the
music comes from? What does the instrument look like? What does the performer look
like, in your imagination?

Now, listen to Track 11. Do your descriptive words need to change? Can any remain?
What about the picture of the performer and instrument? Do they need to change or can
they remain?
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A Field Trip to the Record Store

Visit a local store that sells recorded music. What categories are used to display the
CD’s? How does the size of display categories compare? Do the categories reflect what
you believe to be your community’s musical and cultural heritage? Ask the store’s owner
about the choice of categories in the store. How are recordings chosen for the store?
Compare the information your students have gathered from stores in your community. Do
they reflect commonalities or differences?
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Batey

Listen to “Batey” and ask students what they were drawn to hear first? Listen again and
guide students to the solo and ensemble relationship happening in the recording. This can
be heard in the voices. But it can also be heard in the relationship between the conga
drum part and the voices.

Listen again for the harmony in the vocal lines. Latin music has traditionally been created
using 3rds and 6ths for harmonization. As you listen, notice that the level of excitement
builds during the piece through the voices and instruments? How has the composer
created this?

Listen yet again using the transcription of rhythmic parts as a guide and support. Begin
with the clave, and on subsequent hearings, pick out the cabasa and lower drum part.
Each is transcribed in approximate time. Latin music “pushes” the beat by playing just
ahead on the rhythm which can be difficult to write down (thus, the notation is a road-
map but not a precise guide for what one hears!) It is also difficult to determine for sure
where the patterns begin.
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Comparing the Latin Sound

Listen to Track 4 and pay particular attention to the relationship of the flute to the vocal
parts. Then listen once again to track 12 paying attention to the conga part. Both
instruments function a special accompaniment role in the pieces. At any moment, who
has the solo and who is the accompaniment?

(9) E
Page 29
Pocahontas

Show students the animated movie “Pocahontas” (Disney, 1995) which was created to
depict an American story. Choose selected scenes to share with students which offer
musical “images”. What musical characteristics are used to aid the movie’s setting?
Return to listen to CD Track 3. Are the musical characteristics found in traditional Native
American music, or are they musical ideas created for the movie? What do these
characteristics say about the place of the culture in the American mosaic? 
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Indigenous Sounds

America has added to its musical milieu as its boundaries have changed. Native
American music became a part of American music when the country was born. Hawaiian
and Eskimo musics joined the mosaic when Hawaii and Alaska became states. These
three examples represent indigenous cultures. Listen to each, paying attention to the
presence of the voices and instruments. What do you hear?

Track 3-The voices are well blended forming the sound of unity. The drum is quietly
present in the background. The driving rhythm is being amplified by the rattle.



Track  13-The voices are singing together, yet you can distinguish the individuals within
the group. The drum provides some rhythmic elements as well as the steady, heartbeat-
like sound. 

Track 14-The song begins with a single, female voice and a rhythmic drum pattern. The
language of this selection is fast-paced, and language rich. It is near the end of the piece
that the voice is joined by others as the pace of the mele slows. 

Compare the melodic range of the pieces, the way that rhythm is used, the feeling of the
instruments, Add the examples to the bulletin board with representative pictures. 
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Exploring the Piano

Cowell wanted to challenge the European rules of composing through his music. Explain
to students that this piece is not written the way that other solo works are. Ask them to
listen and try to determine the solo instrument. If needed, tell the students that this is a
piece for piano. Explore with them how the sounds are made. Open a piano and try
making sounds on the strings of the piano. Have one student depress the pamper pedal to
simulate Colwell’s technique. If you have access to other stringed instruments such as an
autoharp or guitar, explore sounds that can be made with these instruments. 

Listen again and try to create a way to notate the music. What would the score look like?
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Variations on America

Charles Ives created a Theme and Variations on “America” which demonstrates
influences from American musical cultures as well as Ives resistance to European
tradition. Listen to a recording of “Variations on America” and map the ways in which
Ives has chosen to recreate this traditional American piece. What names could you give
to the variations that have been created?
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Goodnight Irene

Return to the videorecording, A Vision Shared: A Tribute to Woody Guthrie and
Leadbelly (Sony, 1988) to explore the folk music tradition. “Goodnight Irene” is recorded
by Willy Nelson, a white “Anglo” country artist in tribute to the impact that Leadbelly’s
recordings had on the development of other American musical traditions. 



Student Handout page for “Pretty Polly”
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