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One hundred twenty-five years ago, when J. M. Dent & Sons published Charles A. Lidgey’s Wagner (1899), much of the European musical world was in the grips of the phenomenon known as Wagnerism, reason enough to inaugurate The Master Musicians with Wagner. Over much of the twentieth century dozens of volumes, many under the editorship of Eric Blom, expanded the series to represent figures deemed critical to understanding the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, and modern times, the exception being Denis Arnold’s venture back to the seventeenth century with Monteverdi. In 1994 OUP acquired the series, now renamed Master Musicians, and under the editorship of Stanley Sadie continued to broaden its representation and update previously treated subjects. More recently, the series has expanded its treatment of English composers, including Byrd, Tallis, and Vaughan Williams, and American composers, including MacDowell and Carter, while not neglecting European figures such as J. S. Bach or Bizet.

Now, we embrace the next stage of the series, re-envisioned as Composers across Cultures. This series renews the commitment to publishing the most authoritative scholarship about major historical composers of influence, and to that end inaugurates Composers across Cultures with Dawn Grapes’s Dowland. We are also expanding the purview of the series to include significant figures less vigorously explored in scholarship, whether they align with the traditional canon of Western art music or engage with jazz, popular, and non-Western musical traditions. Thus, our second volume, Michael Cooper’s Margaret Bonds, offers a compelling account of a neglected African American composer whose music is now being recognized for her contributions to American music history and culture. In response to the increasing globalization of music, Composers across Cultures seeks to explore the inexhaustible diversity of music, and its common links to our shared humanity.

—R. Larry Todd

General Editor
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Preface
Margaret Bonds, Biographical Tropes, and Biographical Truth




Many readers will come to this book with a familiar narrative of the life and work of Margaret Bonds (1913–72) in mind. It runs something like this:


African American composer Margaret Bonds was born on the south side of segregated Chicago and raised by her mother in a home that was a mecca for African American artists and cultural figures. Her parents divorced when she was four, and by the age of five she had written her first song. After winning scholarships to attend Northwestern University, where she earned her bachelor’s degree in music in 1933 and her master’s degree in music in 1934, she met Langston Hughes, whose poem “The Negro Speaks of Rivers” had inspired her when she encountered it in the basement of the Evanston Public Library. Hughes urged her to move to New York. She followed his urging in 1939, and not long after moving to New York married a probation officer named Larry Richardson. Over the coming twenty-eight years she collaborated with Hughes in numerous projects, including The Ballad of the Brown King (1954, revised 1960), Three Dream Portraits (1959), Shakespeare in Harlem (1960), and Simon Bore the Cross (1962–63). When Hughes died in 1967, the loss was devastating to Bonds. She was ready to be persuaded to move to California and did so, leaving behind her husband and daughter with stubborn independence in hopes of gaining entry into the world of composing for Hollywood films. These plans never panned out, so she took a job teaching piano lessons at the Los Angeles Inner City Cultural Center. But her ebullient personality was also prone to bouts of depression, and after the death of Hughes she increasingly succumbed to the latter. During her final years she lived a largely rudderless existence, descending into depression and drink and composing nothing of consequence. She died on 26 April 1972 and was found dead in her apartment two days later.


There is truth in that tale, but it is also a biographical and historiographic trope—one that contains false information and, like all tropes, much that is made up. Specifically, it is a trope of a mode of woman’s biography that denies women agency in their own lives, works, and destinies by attaching their life and work to a man (preferably a famous one), construing him as inspiration, mentor, and guide, portraying things that fall beyond the pale of that male inspiration as less significant or disregarding them altogether, and then telling the sad tale of a creative and professional decline after that man, for whatever reason, exits the woman’s life. Ultimately, it pretends to be a sympathetic biography of a woman while it is in fact the opposite: a portrayal of women as exponents of men, and thus an affirmation of male autonomy and female dependency.

And it is a trope that, in the end, grossly misrepresents the life and career of Margaret Bonds.

The truth of that life and career, and the genius of the music that is its most lasting legacy, are the subjects and raisons d’être of this book. Once we recognize the male-affirmative bias that motivates the familiar narrative, set it aside, and undertake a clear-eyed telling of Margaret Bonds’s life story based on the facts rather than assumptions and the existing evidence rather than specious ubiquitous anecdote, a substantially different picture emerges. Among other things, we see that Hughes had nothing to do with Bonds’s decision to move to New York. We see that her motivation in her remarkable life and career was not Hughes, but rather her sense of a personal mission to use her God-given talent and the opportunity afforded her by her matrilineal heritage to (in her words) “go farther” than those who had come before her. And we see that she did so in order to fight for social justice for Black folk and women, using her art as a tool for celebrating and championing the voices of those oppressed by the pervasive racism and sexism of her world (and ours). In work after work, from the early 1930s until her death in 1972, she challenged the traditions that built invisible but potent walls between the lives and experiences, the fears and hopes and dreams, and the cultivated and vernacular artistic expression of men and women alike on either side of what W.E.B. Du Bois had termed the world color line. Indeed, no other twentieth-century composer of classical music can compare with her persistence and vision in working to dismantle those barriers.

With popular tropes set aside, we will also see a clear strategy for realizing that mission—a strategy that manifested itself in her career (a term curiously marginal in the familiar narrative, and a marginality tellingly consistent with widespread dismissive societal attitudes toward “career women”) in a series of tactical moves. Pursuing a goal of becoming a publishing composer who could further the objectives of accessibility and inclusiveness on a national scale, she first obtained a strong education and established a career as a performer and composer of classical and popular styles that straddled the color line. Then she moved to the city that was home to more music publishers than any other city in the United States (New York), where she established her commercial viability as composer by writing nonidiomatic popular music and publishing it with White firms, also promoting her most important musical celebrations of Blackness to date (“The Negro Speaks of Rivers” and the Five Spirituals) in performance. We will see that during these years she used her formidable pianistic skills to promote her reputation as a composer of “serious” Black music and vice versa, as well as to establish her authority on the segregated heritages of White and African American musics. We will see that, having gained entry into the world of music publishing via popular music through that same industry, White-dominated though it was, she gained a professionally valuable membership in the American Society of Composers, Authors, and Publishers (ASCAP) and used this membership to devote herself to publishing and promoting her most visionary musical celebrations of Blackness. We will see that by the mid-1960s she had established a reputation that fiercely contested and undermined the color line and gender line in the world of classical music and dismantled that world’s specious presumptions of a superiority apart from popular music, spirituals, and jazz.

And finally, once we set aside the familiar popular narrative and its spurious tropes, we will see that Margaret Bonds’s 1967 move to California had little to do with Hughes’s death and everything to do with continuing her mission and furthering her career. We will see that there is no evidence that her frank expression of her emotions and her drinking were problematic patterns leading to clinically significant impairment or distress, and that they were therefore neither depression nor alcoholism (medical and psychiatric conditions both, and diagnoses never tendered by anyone credentialed to do so). And we will see that her final years in California were a period of ascent, not descent—an ascent that in strategy and creativity mirrored her early years in New York. Her death at age fifty-nine was not the inevitable termination of an alcoholism-fueled depressive decline triggered by the death of Langston Hughes, but rather a sudden blow that cut short a career and creative personality that were on the rise—leaving Margaret Bonds’s extraordinary compositional life and legacy to the vicissitudes of institutionalized racism and sexism, and those of unfortunate biographical and historiographic tropes. And we will see what we already know: that since her death those systemic forces of racism, sexism, and specious biography have worked quietly (and not altogether unsuccessfully) to marginalize her achievements to the point of near-invisibility and portray her life as that of a talented woman who was inspired by a great man and fell to pieces without him.

There are other issues in play as well, subtler and deeper but no less important. One of these is highlighted by an anecdote that Dr. Robert Harris (professor emeritus and former director of choral organizations and professor of conducting at the Northwestern University Bienen School of Music) related to several members of the Bondserie (as Bonds termed it) at the twenty-fifth-anniversary conference of the African American Art Song Alliance at the University of California, Irvine, on 15 October 2022. I asked Dr. Harris if he would share the story of his own memorable encounter with Margaret Bonds at the 1967 meeting of the National Association of Negro Musicians (NANM) with me for inclusion in this book, and he graciously agreed. Here is how he described his “absolutely, never-in-a-thousand-years-forgettable encounter with Ms. Bonds”:


In the late 1960s, my chamber choir, The Robert Harris Singers, was invited to perform at the national meeting of NANM in Detroit.

Obviously, we welcomed this opportunity. The concert was held at Wayne State University’s Community Arts Auditorium. I prepared what I thought would be a representative program for this auspicious occasion: music of Handel, Randall Thompson, Aaron Copland, and a few other pieces by American composers. The program went quite well and was well received by the audience. Later, I had the opportunity to meet Margaret Bonds. What a thrill! After introducing myself and sharing a few words, Ms. Bonds quietly said to me with a rather serious look and tone that reminded me of an admonition from my mother: “Young man, your choir sang beautifully, but where are we and what conference is this?” It hit me like a ton of bricks and I quickly got the message. After a few quiet seconds of recovery, I looked her directly in the eye and quietly said “Thank you.” She looked right back at me and said with a wry tone that let me know she knew that her message had been received, “You’re welcome.” Point well made. That brief encounter is embedded in my memory. What a lesson gained with so few words.1


That lesson’s meaning derives not least from the fact that the programs of NANM conventions in the 1960s and earlier included much music by White composers—J. S. Bach, Brahms, Mozart, Robert Schumann, Verdi, and many others—and that to the end of her life Margaret Bonds herself performed music by White men including John Alden Carpenter, César Franck, Robert Schumann, and others—alongside music by Black composers including Samuel Coleridge-Taylor, William Levi Dawson, Florence B. Price, William Grant Still, and others: one part of NANM’s reason for being was a separatist solution to White America’s refusal to integrate stages and performance spaces. In another context her lesson might have been taken to mean that Dr. Harris and his choir should have programmed only music by Black composers at that NANM meeting, but in this context it is of a piece with her own programming throughout her life (except in her recitals at Northwestern, where the institutionalized racism unofficially proscribed Black composers’ music from the recital repertoire): she was constantly aware of the powerful tension between White and Black that was a defining characteristic of her musical world and, evidently recognizing it as needless and counterproductive, refused to validate and perpetuate it by segregating Black music out from White. The young Dr. Harris, who (along with his choir) would have been unwelcome on most Southern stages and many Northern ones, had just unwittingly performed a program that would have met with segregationists’ approval.

That tension—and Margaret Bonds’s negotiation of it—also played out in her compositions, as did her rejection of the artificial walls that stood between Black and White, male and female, classical and popular in music and in general life. Hers was a nature both iconoclastic and constructive, an imagination in which music was central to society and society was central to music. Hers was a career that posited constructive and profoundly egalitarian and inclusive relationships between Black and White, female and male, popular and classical musicians as the sine qua non of a better tomorrow, for music, for the world at large, and especially for those who were subject to the racism, the sexism, the capitalist and colonialist wars and exploitations that were the scourge of her present.

Those forces against which Margaret Bonds fought all her life, encouraged by her church, supported by NANM, and followed by music lovers wherever she went, remain central to today’s world—and so Margaret Bonds’s syncretic dual perspective for erasing the societal hierarchies whose work it was to erase her and hers remain relevant today, lessons (as Dr. Harris put it) from which our world still has much to learn. By setting aside the popular biographical trope and recognizing Margaret Bonds’s authority not only as creator but also as teacher, mentor, and model, we can learn from her in ways that that familiar narrative renders all but impossible.

Hence this book. It does not set aside the familiar antifeminist modes of biography in order to cast Margaret Bonds as an ersatz-masculinist hero, and neither is it hagiography. Rather, its reason for setting familiar biographical modes aside is to shed light on Margaret Bonds as a deeply complicated and in some ways eccentric, but brilliant and driven, human—one who created and performed to the point of exhaustion to the end of her life, her energy continually renewed by her twin passions for music and social justice, her love of her fellow humans, her conviction that God had given her talent so that she could pursue that mission and put her creations into the world for others to use as they would. Submitted as it is with humility by a White male aware of his positionality as someone who has been trained to study and understand just about everything except the richness and the intersectionalities of the lives, cultures, and cultural productions of Black folk and women, this first book-length biography of Margaret Bonds does not have the space to delve into her changing religious views (which were patently Baptist but were later informed by astrology and regular meetings with psychics, as well as Hinduism, psychometry, at least one interaction with charismatic televangelist Oral Roberts,2 and, most peculiarly, a possible dalliance in unitology), or her habit in the early 1960s of playfully saluting Hughes as “Byron,” “Goethe,” “Longfellow,” or “Schiller” in her letters and signing those same letters “Madame Paskowski,” or to track her many students and learn more about her central career of teaching through them (Ned Rorem and the great literary scholar Cheryl A. Wall are only two of these students). Space is insufficient for it to discuss her as a lover of poetry who (as she put it) “lived vicariously through poems,” or to explore her edgy and sometimes politically suggestive sense of humor, the compositional process that tracked her ideas from initial inspiration to their final form, the rich and fruitful collaborations with librettists in popular song, or the complex familial relations especially surrounding her father, her half-sister, and her daughter. These are all issues with which future serious biographical inquiries must engage, for the same reasons that those issues would never be left unattended in the cases of Bach, Mozart, Beethoven, Bernstein or Copland, or Ned Rorem.

Finally, although this book’s discussions of Margaret Bonds’s music are of necessity distressingly brief, I hope that its reframed and more factually accurate biography and the attendant perspectives on the creative fruits of Bonds’s life will be a starting point for other, more detailed explorations in performance and recording as well as scholarship. I hope that this book does well what it does, and that what it does ill or leaves undone can now be done, and done better, by others—all in the name of doing justice to its subject: the extraordinary Margaret Bonds.




This study cannot proceed without a few explanatory words on its sources, for the complex source situation of the letters, music, and other documents of Margaret Bonds’s life profoundly shapes what we do and do not know about her. This source situation was shaped by four factors:

	To begin with, Margaret Bonds’s frequent travels as performer, composer, clinician, and speaker made it difficult for her to maintain a stable library: paper documents are heavy and bulky, so it was often easier to leave manuscripts (or copies thereof) with her collaborators than to bring them back home with her (or to the next station in her travels).
	Second, as explained in Chapter 5, because Margaret Bonds was found dead in her apartment only two days before her paid rent ran out, her husband and daughter, Larry and Djane Richardson, had to make short-notice arrangements to get from New York to Los Angeles and get everything out of her apartment before the end of the day on 30 April 1972—in addition to processing the official paperwork for their deceased loved one and making arrangements for the body to be transported back to Chicago. They got what they could carry of the many things the composer had accumulated in the Los Angeles apartment where she had lived since early 1969, but for them to be able to carry the contents of an entire apartment with them in suitcases and perhaps a trunk was impossible. Not only furniture and kitchen goods but also an unknown quantity of valuable music manuscripts, letters received, and other documents were thus certainly in a Los Angeles landfill within days of the composer’s death.
	Third, Margaret Bonds had never moved out of the family’s New York apartment; she regarded it as home even after she had begun the new chapter of her career in California. This meant that large amounts of her substantial music library, many music manuscripts of various sorts, and hundreds of letters, newspaper clippings, concert programs, and other papers were in the possession of Larry Richardson after Bonds’s death. The composer’s husband added the manuscripts and other documents he had retrieved from her Los Angeles apartment to this collection.
	Fourth, Djane Richardson, for her part, was twenty-five years old and living in her own apartment in New York when her mother died. She kept the materials she had retrieved from her mother’s apartment in her own apartment. She was still in possession of these documents when she was interviewed about her mother by musicologist Helen Walker-Hill in 1990.



These circumstances meant that after Margaret Bonds’s death some documents were in the private possession of dozens of friends and collaborators around the United States and Canada, others were lost to the landfill, others were in the possession of Larry Richardson, and still others were with Djane Richardson. The scope and content of the first two of these categories are today unknowable, but unless the family members’ success in gathering her belongings from her apartment was improbably high, it is likely a matter of hundreds if not thousands of pages.

The other two groups, however, had a somewhat less precarious fate. Larry Richardson donated the Bondsiana in his possession to the Schomburg Center for Research in Black Culture at the New York Public Library. Those materials now constitute the Margaret Bonds papers of that library’s collections.

Meanwhile, the papers that Djane Richardson retained stayed with her until her death—but she was involved in an automobile accident on 22 July 2011 and died intestate, with no heirs. The contents of her apartment, including the priceless letters, manuscripts, and other papers of Margaret Bonds that she owned, remained unclaimed for some time before being placed in a storage locker as “unclaimed property.” Eventually six large boxes of these materials passed to Doyle Auctioneers and Appraisers, who auctioned them in November, 2012. Whether or not there were other boxes of Bonds materials that Doyle Auctioneers and Appraisers did not procure and auction is unknown, but some of the boxes they did auction were purchased by the Beinecke Rare Book and Manuscript Library at Yale University. These boxes’ materials now constitute the Margaret Bonds papers of the James Weldon Johnson Memorial Collection of that repository.

And what of the other boxes from the Djane Richardson apartment? Their tale is the most dramatic. They passed to a bookseller who took them to a book fair that traveled to Washington, DC. They did not sell, however, and were left beside a dumpster after the book fair closed. They would have gone to a DC-area landfill the next day—but overnight that night a music dealer, searching the fair’s leftovers after hours, found them and retrieved them. Through his efforts and those of three booksellers (Gabriel Boyers, Schubertiade Music and Arts; Harry Nudel, Nudel Books; and Henry Wessells, James Cummins Bookseller), the thousands of pages of DC Bondsiana then ended up in the Booth Family Center for Special Collections in the Georgetown University Libraries in Washington, DC (shelfmark GTM-130530).3

Two further observations are necessary. First, there are other, smaller and subsidiary collections of Bonds materials that largely, but not entirely, overlap with the three main collections mentioned above. These include the Helen Walker-Hill papers in the American Music Research Center at the University of Colorado, Boulder, the copyright deposits of the Library of Congress in Washington, DC, the collection of the Center for Black Music Research at the Columbia College Library and Archives, Chicago, and the Marian Anderson Collection in the Kislak Center at the University of Pennsylvania Libraries. Second, because it is impossible to know whether Doyle acquired all the boxes of Bondsiana from Richardson’s possession, and whether any Bonds materials were sold at the book fair, it is possible (I would say likely, given the quantity of Bonds’s currently unaccounted-for compositions) that yet more of those materials are either in private possession or—a vexing thought—lost in landfills somewhere.

This convoluted transmission history has profoundly affected Margaret Bonds’s posthumous reception. On the one hand, because many pages of Margaret Bonds materials—letters, music manuscripts, and other documents whose existence is known through other sources—are lost, and many more materials are currently in private possession, perhaps unknown to their owners (especially in instances where the original owners—Bonds’s friends and collaborators—have died and left their materials to heirs who are unaware of the treasures their parents had in possession), and other materials strewn in libraries and archives around the United States and in Europe, those who wish to understand Bonds’s life and situate her more than four hundred musical compositions in it must engage in intensive archival research. Readers of this book will notice that most of the notes cite archival sources. But they should also be aware that this first book-length biography of the composer leaves much yet to do. The disciplines of musical biography have been here before, in the attempts to start the process of thorough research based in primary sources pertaining to many other composers—although it must be noted that researchers have been far less willing to do that necessary legwork for Black composers and women than for White men.

That imbalance leads to the other, even more unfortunate consequence of the complex transmission history of Bonds’s manuscripts. She composed more than four hundred works, but her access to publishers who would commit those works to print and disseminate them was severely limited because of her race and her sex—far more so than her White and male contemporaries, including her student Ned Rorem. In a world in which classically trained musicians are utterly dependent on notated music, works that are in manuscript can reach only a limited number of performers and scholars, and after the composer’s death the manuscripts circulate even less, usually disappearing into private collections, libraries, or archives. These institutions’ conservationist work performed the invaluable service of preserving the artifacts of the Margaret Bonds’s life, but the archives themselves are only rarely explored by scholars and even more rarely used by performers. Publishers’ unwillingness to advocate for the dissemination of Black and women composers’ music thus effectively muted their compositional voices during their lifetimes—and it has essentially silenced them posthumously.

This is precisely the fate that befell Margaret Bonds’s music—as the very many “now lost” and “still-unpublished” qualifiers found in this book attest. The unfortunate result is that despite a relatively small and devoted group of performers and scholars who have consistently been invested in Bonds’s name as a composer and the few works that have remained accessible over the years, the vast majority of her more than four hundred compositional utterances have remained unheard, neither studied nor taught nor even known, by most, to have existed.

In brief, then, performers and scholars today must be aware that much of Margaret Bonds’s musical voice has been silenced since her death by the same systemic racism and sexism that restricted dissemination of her music in print during her lifetime. And we must correct that silencing. For this reason, the complex archival situation of the documents of her life should be viewed not as a challenge or deterrent to performers and scholars, but rather as an essential asset in the task of recovering those hundreds of currently silenced works and letting Margaret Bonds’s voice be heard again. For the community of performers and scholars to limit our future work on Margaret Bonds to the handful of works currently known and available would be for us to accommodate, and thereby affirm, the racism and sexism that suppressed her voice to begin with. But for us to challenge them will be to declare our antiracist and antisexist stance while also enriching the musical landscape by restoring the presence of Margaret Bonds’s musical voice to something like what it had attained by the late 1950s, and close to what it deserves. The material related to Bonds in Rae Linda Brown’s work, the landmark book chapter by Helen Walker-Hill, Anna Harwell Celenza’s beautiful exhibition catalog of the Bonds-Hughes “musical friendship” as reflected in the Georgetown University Bonds papers, and other specialized studies are essential steps forward,4 but they—like this book—must remain only a beginning. Alongside the task of locating, critically examining, editing, publishing, and performing the hundreds of still-unheard compositions, that of gaining a solid philological understanding of these documents—the sort of understanding that is considered de rigueur for the White and male composers who had easier access than Bonds to the channels of musical power and dissemination during her lifetime—is the most pressing desideratum if future generations are to know more, not less, about the extraordinary Margaret Bonds.
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1 The Making of Margaret Bonds (1913–34)








Matrilineality
Over the course of her life Margaret Bonds (1913–72) had many occasions to speak of herself, her work, and the meaning of her life as she saw it. She did so in letters, in interviews, and in public addresses. And she consistently spoke of her own identity primarily in terms of her matrilineal heritage—a perspective that was in keeping not only with rising feminist and womanist perspectives of the early and mid-twentieth century but also with many of the African cultures to which she traced her roots. The matriarchate is almost certainly the most ancient form of family and was likely older in central Africa than anywhere else. Small wonder, then, that Margaret Bonds, whose life spanned some of the modern era’s fiercest efforts of Whites to dehumanize Black folk and of men to degrade women, should view her own life and work through that lens. She was a staunch womanist—a woman raised “from babyhood on” by her maternal grandmother to revere her African ancestry, and by all the women in her family to understand and uplift womanhood.1
The story of the life that is the subject of this book ought therefore be told through the lens of the women in Margaret Bonds’s life. The following summary is based on official records and information shared in letters exchanged among the members of the Bonds family.
The tale’s beginnings, typically for biography of women, poor folk, and especially Black folk in the United States, are murky. An article in the Pittsburgh Courier of 18 July 1936 reports that when Margaret Bonds’s aunt Helen St. Claire Bonds (1901–1937) married John Lewis Jr. on 27 June 1936, she did so carrying a lace handkerchief that was 125 years old (i.e., that dated from 1809).2 We may assume that Helen St. Claire Bonds, her mother (Margaret Ann Bonds, 1860–1946), her sisters Estella Conway Bonds (1882–1957) and Victoria Bonds Jeffries (1884–1965),3 other family members, and her niece and maid of honor (twenty-three-year-old Margaret Bonds) were aware of the history of that prized maternal heirloom, and that they therefore were also able to appreciate the connection between the presence of that intergenerational family treasure and the “wedding service written especially for the nuptials by Miss Margaret Bonds, the bride’s niece.”4 That history and the symbolic and richly personal beauty created by bringing together a 125-year-old matrilineal heirloom with a new musical composition created specifically for the occasion by the family’s youngest daughter are lost to us, though—as is Bonds’s music itself. Indeed, the story of the Bonds family can be traced back to only about 1840, the approximate year of the birth of Margaret Bonds’s maternal great-grandparents, Lydia A. Conway (birth name unknown) and Patrick Conway, who eventually lived in Virginia. Writing in 1942, the composer described Lydia Conway as a “child once removed from slavery” and Patrick Conway as “an Irish imigrant [sic] . . . [and] a man of courage who came over in steerage, and made good.”5
At some point the Conways became associated with a single White woman, Mary Estella Curtis (1841 or 1843–1919) (she may have been a boarder), and in 1860 Lydia Conway gave birth in Virginia to a daughter, Margaret Ann, a musician, whom census documents, in contemporary parlance, described as “mulatto.” She would marry Edward W. Bonds (1857–1908), Black, originally from Rockingham, North Carolina, in Manhattan on 23 January 1881. Their first child, Estella Conway Bonds (1882–1957), bore the birth surname of her mother and, in first position, the middle name of her mother’s “foster mother.” She was followed by Victoria (1884–1965); a son, Earl D. Bonds (1894–1918); a third daughter named after her mother, Margaret Ann Bonds (1897–1916; aunt of Margaret Bonds, composer); and Helen S. Bonds (1901–1937). All were identified as Black in census reports and other official documents.
It was the eldest of these four siblings, Estella Bonds, who would become the anchor, the inspiration, and the rock in Margaret Bond’s life. We know that Estella Bonds was born in New York in February 1882, and her musician mother presumably gave her instruction in the art at an early age (although this is undocumented). By 1899 she was working as an assistant microscopist in the Bureau of Animal Industry of the U.S. Department of Agriculture in Chicago, though she must have kept up her musical studies as well. Her obituary in the Chicago Defender reported that she was a member of the Choral Study Club founded in 1900 by Pedro T. Tinsley for the purpose of “maintain[ing] a chorus for the study and performance of modern works, as well as to present the great choral compositions of the best masters, assisted by prominent soloists of the race.”6 By September 1906 the tug-of-war between her musical instincts and her abilities as microscopist had come to a head, and the progressive, and nationally distributed, African American Chicago-based newspaper The Broad Ax printed a notice stating that “Miss Estella C. Bonds 6652 South Wabash ave. [sic], has resigned her position as government microscopist at the Union Stock Yards and will teach music at one of the institutions of learning in Galveston, Texas.”7
Precisely what inspired a New York–born, Chicago-raised Black woman to retire from a stable job in the second-largest city of the United States and move to unspecified employment in Galveston, Texas, involves some conjecture, but not much—for Texas was the native state of a brilliant and progressively inclined physician and journalist, Monroe Alpheus Majors (1864–1960), who had lived in Chicago in the early 1890s and returned there in 1901. Dr. Majors had been born in the center of slaveholding Texas one year before the end of the U.S. Civil War, the son of Jane Barringer Majors (c. 1828–?), “mulatto,” and Andrew Jackson Majors, Black. After attending Tillotson College in Austin (now Huston-Tillotson University) from 1878 to 1883, he relocated to Nashville, where he worked as a journalist and graduated from the Meharry Medical Department of Central Tennessee College with a bachelor of science degree in 1886. He returned to Texas, but when the American Medical Association and Texas Medical Association refused to admit him and other Black doctors, he organized a meeting in Galveston that would result in the formation of the Lone Star State Medical, Dental, and Pharmaceutical Association on 25 August 1886. He married Georgia Ann Green (1864–1922), a schoolteacher who had studied piano at Oberlin, in Los Angeles in 1889, and the two had a daughter, Grace Louise, after returning to Waco in 1890. Grace majored in music in Boston and became an accomplished pianist, but in 1908, while in Austin, she met Warren A. Boswell; the two would eventually parent Hamilton Theodore Boswell (1914–2007), the San Francisco civil rights leader who would work with Martin Luther King Jr., Ralph Abernathy, and others, and serve as minister of Jones Memorial Methodist Church, where Margaret Bonds would speak in 1971.8 Grace Boswell Majors and Margaret Bonds would become close beginning in the 1940s.
Musical talent and a passion for justice were shared and abundant, but the Green-Majors marriage did not last. Georgia Green and Monroe Majors divorced in 1897. Sometime in the next decade—perhaps through the mediation or match-making of the composer’s grandmother, Margaret Ann Bonds—Dr. Majors met Estella Bonds, and the two married in 1909. Though this marriage, too, was short-lived, it produced the child whose life and work are the subject of this book: Margaret Jeanette Majors (later Margaret “Allison” Bonds), who was born on 3 March 1913.9


The intergenerational recirculation of family names is hardly unusual, of course—but the intricately interwoven network of names in composer Margaret Bonds’s family bespoke a sense of heritage, of inheritance, that was profound, not least because of the challenges that this family faced because of its race. Later in life, Margaret Bonds would recall her maternal grandmother’s cultivation of that sense of inheritance in her, and there is no reason to doubt that Estella Conway Bonds cultivated it any less. Margaret Bonds later reminisced fondly of these early immersions in her ancestral heritage, recalling in 1965, in a note that accompanied the extraordinary fair-copy autograph of “Troubled Water” (from the Spiritual Suite) that she “never missed a concert of Marian Anderson, Roland Hayes, [or] Abbie Mitchell” and “was always thrilled by their singing of Spirituals at the end of each concert.”10 She elsewhere explained this appreciation as a result of the instruction given her by her maternal grandmother:

My Mother’s mother, Margaret Ann Bonds[,] from baby hood [sic] taught me to be proud of my African ancestry. Every time an African came to lecture in Chicago, . . . Margaret Ann bundled me up and took me—she “brainwashed” me with the idea that Africans are superior people. . . .11

In the meantime, Estella Majors had been working hard—and successfully12—to partake of the culture of “uplift” and introduce her daughter into that culture. Already in 1913, when Margaret was an infant, Estella joined Martha Broadus Anderson, Theodore Bryant, Herbert H. Byron, Walter Gossette, Nannie May Strayhorn, and Tom Theodore Taylor on the faculty of Chicago’s Coleridge-Taylor School of Music at 5 East 36th Place. It was an academy whose courses included piano, organ, cornet, violin, dance, and stage dance, and was part of a “mushrooming” of organized music schools for African Americans that occurred in response to the accelerated influx of African Americans that began around 1910.13 At three years old, young Margaret likely heard her mother accompany the forty voices of Chicago’s Treble Clef Club (which Estella Bonds had helped to found in 1908) as they sang Henry Smart’s popular cantata King Rene’s Daughter (1871) in Bethel A.M.E. Church under the direction of her future teacher Martha Broadus Anderson (1875–1967), who in 1908 had become the first Black graduate of Chicago Musical College.14 And on 7 May of that same year she may have heard a recital put on by the pupils of her mother’s studio, which was once again active and entailed some collaboration with Anderson (who sang three numbers at the event) intermingled with piano works by composers including Chaminade, Wienawski, Cui, Felix Mendelssohn, and Holst.15 By August of that year Estella Bonds’s collaboration with Anderson was sufficiently established for the two to perform together in St. Paul,16 and by May 1919 her renown was such that she was appointed organist of Chicago’s historic Berean Baptist Church and earned a feature spot in The Broad Ax. Beneath a full-sized photograph the caption read:

Expert vocal and instrumental musical instructor[,] artistic piano accompanist[,] and the new organist for the choir of the Berean Baptist Church; Mrs. Majors springs from one of the oldest and most highly respected families in this city and also has legions of tried and true friends within its walls.17

Once Margaret Bonds’s musical growth started, it progressed rapidly. Family friend Ruby Clark later recollected that she composed her first piece, “Marquette Road Blues,” named after a cross-street just south of the Bonds home on South Wabash Avenue, around this time (although Bonds never corroborated this statement and it remains anecdotal).18 Bonds herself, however, stated that at age five she began studying music with Martha Broadus Anderson at Chicago’s Coleridge-Taylor School of Music, and that she began composing songs when she was eight; the composer reported that her first composition, “a love song,” was “sung in concert when she was thirteen,” and that she “didn’t actually put [any of her songs] down on paper” until that same year.19 Her first documented performance took place on 9 June 1919 at the YMCA at 3763 S. Wabash Ave., in a recital of students of Martha Broadus Anderson. At this recital six-year-old Margaret Majors, who played the “Waltz of the Flower Fairies” (1909) by Marie Crosby, was singled out for special notice in The Broad Ax:

Little Miss Margaret Majors performed her part exceedingly well for so tender in years and at the end of her playing she was presented with a big bunch of flowers and in turn she gave one lovely flower to [this] writer.20

Outwardly, life was good in the Bonds household—but appearances can deceive. Twelve days after Margaret Bonds’s performance it was publicly announced that the Bonds-Majors marriage had been annulled:

Recently, Judge Charles M. Walker of the Circuit Court entered a decree . . . annulling the marriage of Mrs. Estella C. Majors and Dr. Monroe A. Majors and giving Mrs. Majors the undisputed right to resume her maiden name, Miss Estella C. Bonds[,] and she will still reside at the old homestead 6652 S. Wabash Avenue.21

That these familial difficulties must have had some effect on an impressionable child seems obvious—but the most obvious effects, other than the greater financial and personal hardship imposed on Estella Bonds as a single mother, were that Margaret Bonds never fully reciprocated Dr. Majors’s attempts to be close to her, and that young Margaret’s reverence for her matrilineal heritage became especially pronounced, with an extraordinarily strong reverence for Estella Bonds in particular. Indeed, Margaret later characterized her mother as having gone without, and been willing to give up everything she had, so that her Margaret could succeed—an attitude that gave the budding pianist/composer/activist a strong sense of self that would give her the strength and courage never to swerve from her own sense of what she called her “Destiny” (upper-case D).22
The year 1919 left a powerful impression on Estella Bonds’s and Monroe Majors’s rising-prodigy daughter in other ways as well. Chicago’s African American community had nearly doubled during the First World War, and as 1919 began the five-year-old Margaret would have seen and heard conversations and events that reflected the intense, if also short-lived, spirit of relief and, more importantly, hope that her people experienced after that war’s end. She would have heard animated conversations as her mother and Chicago Defender music critic Nora Holt (1884 or 1885–1974), a longtime friend of Estella Bonds by this point, joined with other African American musicians to organize the Chicago Music Association, which officially launched on her sixth birthday (3 March 1919). She would have heard and sensed the mounting excitement around her as Holt, Estella Bonds, and the African American community that surrounded her, striving to offer Black musicians an affirmative separatist solution to the persistent segregation of classical music, worked to transform the vision of Nathaniel Dett and Clarence Cameron White for a consolidated national organization of Black American musicians into a “musical unity.” That venture would lead to the establishment of the National Association of Negro Musicians (NANM), with the Chicago Music Association as its Number 1 branch, at a national convention in Chicago on 29 July–1 August of that year.23
No one could have predicted, though, that the birth of NANM would occur, both chronologically and geographically, in the middle of one of the worst race riots of the “Red Summer” of 1919—the tide of tragic White-on-Black violence that included race riots in thirty-eight cities and dozens of lynchings and burnings at stake across the United States. The six-year-old prodigy probably did not know that on 27 August, two days before the convention’s scheduled start, seventeen-year-old Eugene Williams, swimming in Lake Michigan, had been stoned by angry Whites when he drifted into an unofficial Whites-only part of the 31st Street Beach, and subsequently drowned. She probably did not know that the sheriff refused to arrest the White man who had caused this death. Nor would she have known that angry mobs White and Black began to gather in response to law enforcement’s refusal to enforce the law on behalf of Williams, or that the sporadic violence in these conflicting mobs escalated with every incident, fueled by the press.
But if Margaret Bonds did not know or fully comprehend those things, she could not have missed the fact that the violence rapidly spread into the south side Black neighborhoods where her friends and family lived, resulting in 87 deaths and 537 injuries over the next 13 days and leaving at least a thousand Black families homeless. She certainly did not know specifically that the NANM meeting took place at 3763 S. Wabash Avenue, but she would have recognized that street name as being the same as her own. And she would have heard the tense, probably hushed conversations between her mother and grandmother as they, certainly, discussed the reality of the dangers Estella Bonds would have to face in order to attend those meetings, traveling directly into the neighborhoods beset by the terrible violence that was engulfing the only city young Margaret Bonds had ever known, with no end in sight. She would certainly have sensed the danger and the fear her mother and grandmother knew, and she could not have been unaware of the bewildering commingling of that racist danger with musically vibrant hope as the first U.S. nationwide classical music organization for Black folk was born.
Small wonder that Margaret Bonds was involved in NANM by age seventeen and remained involved until her death forty-two years later: her mother and forty-one other African American musicians had risked life and limb in order to will the organization into existence. For Estella Bonds, who loved Margaret more than life itself, to have braved those frightful consequences, the organization and the causes that it represented must have been important.


Prodigy: The Pre-Collegiate Education (1919–29)
The fall of 1919 was also when Margaret Bonds probably began her formal education. The musical facets of this education are fairly easy to trace, albeit not in detail. Having discovered her musical talent, Margaret Bonds drank deeply of that well. She returned to the Coleridge-Taylor Music School twice more on scholarship, now as a piano student of Tom Theodore Taylor (1884 or 1885–1965), at ages eight and nine (grades 3 and 4), and she would continue her studies with Taylor for another seven years.24 She joined the Chicago Music Association and, in 1922, became a charter member of the Youth Division of the R. Nathaniel Dett Club of Music and Allied Arts (Chicago’s second NANM branch). At some point during these years she also attended the Idlewild resort in nearby Michigan—an African American artistic, intellectual, and activist hub visited also by Louis Armstrong and W.E.B. Du Bois, among many others—and there met soprano Catherine Van Buren (1907–2001), with whom she struck up an immediate and lasting friendship that would ultimately produce her now-iconic setting of “He’s Got the Whole World in His Hand.”25 Further encouragement came from the piano competition of Chicago’s Herald-Examiner, where Bonds won a gold medal in the semifinal contest.26
Meanwhile, in her teens she developed relationships with three significant teachers and mentors whose influential roles in shaping her as an artist she would recall fondly for the rest of her life: William Levi Dawson (1899–1990), Florence Price (1887 or 1888–1953), and Will Marion Cook (1869–1944). Disappointingly, she says little of her work with Dawson and Price. In a 1967 autobiographical “Reminiscence,” she says that she “was sent to study with the Negro composers William L. Dawson and Florence Price,” adding, “(You know Miss Price from ‘My Soul’s Been Anchored in the Lord’).”27 From her remarks there and elsewhere, however, it is unclear what these studies entailed—piano, composition, or both—and when they began and ended. (The context of the reference to her studies with Dawson and Price in the “Reminiscence” might suggest the late 1920s or early 1930s, but this is conjecture.) Bonds says little else anywhere about Dawson. She speaks at greater length about Price and, as we shall see, collaborated with her in various ways on several occasions—but here, too, her later remarks frame Price primarily as friend, mentor, and collaborator, and say little about her as teacher; the closest she comes to characterizing the teacher–student relationship is a remark in a speech to the QUEST Club at Columbia University Teacher’s College in 1967: “[Price] insisted I would never write a good orchestration. I think I’ve disproven that now.”28
By contrast, Margaret Bonds clearly regarded Will Marion Cook as an important formative influence in her early years. She speaks of having “apprenticed” with Cook (“a very dear, dear, dear person”) rather than studied with him, and of having extracted parts for his choral works for free—but then hastens to explain that “in that day, in Chicago, we were not really commercial-minded. We were just apprentices, we were constantly apprenticing.”29 Despite this apparently informal arrangement (which is, after all, consistent with a time-honored model of composer education), however, Bonds clearly considered that she learned much from Cook, and she attributed the genre-fluidity of her own style to his influence: “Even now [in 1967], when I write something for a choir and it’s jazzy and bluesy and spiritual and Tchaikovsky all rolled up into one, I laugh to myself, ‘That is Will Marion Cook.’”30 She also stated that during these years31 she began her relationship with another person who was “very, very important” in her vocal compositional development: Cook’s ex-wife, Abbie Mitchell, with whom Bonds would work extensively after finishing her degrees at Northwestern University.
Less is known of Bonds’s general education. What is possible to ascertain is that although the state of Illinois had banned segregated public education in 1874, housing covenants and segregated neighborhoods were not banned—and this, because public school districts were based on neighborhoods, generally meant that schools were indeed segregated, by way of geography. Indeed, public education did little to push back against the chains of poverty and racial prejudice, and the budgets of Black schools in Chicago, while better than those in other northern metropolises, were smaller than those of White ones. Even so, in the first decade and a half of the twentieth century it was still possible for some to argue that Black schoolchildren enjoyed schools that were to some extent comparable to those of Whites (a difficult argument, since until 1922, when Bonds was nine, most schools allocated library access based on race). But that situation worsened dramatically due to the massive influx of Southern Blacks. By the time Margaret Bonds turned six, Chicago’s public schools on the south side were in a state of crisis, with many students attending half-day programs in rented or temporary facilities.32
Because Chicago’s public schools were enrolled by neighborhood and geography, if Margaret Bonds was not homeschooled by her mother and grandmother—and there is nothing to suggest that she was—then she probably would have begun her precollegiate education at William W. Carter School at 5740 South Michigan Avenue, a 1.4-mile walk due north from the Bonds home. Later known as the Carter Elementary School and still in operation today as the Carter School of Excellence, this school, which dated back to 1885 and had been in operation at its new address on South Michigan since 1913, was what was known in the early twentieth century as a “practice school”—a sort of laboratory for student teachers that was intended to be preparatory for “normal schools” (whose goal it was to produce teachers). Although academic records for individual students are protected by privacy laws, practice schools in Illinois in the early twentieth century were generally geared toward setting their students firmly on the path toward becoming teachers, and their curriculum covered what is now described as a “classical” education, broadly based in the liberal arts and sciences. From this, it is easy to understand how Margaret Bonds, as we shall see, spent her entire postgraduate life teaching, from a small private studio to the founding of her own interdisciplinary academy to, in her final years, the development of a large studio at the Los Angeles Inner City Cultural Center.33
Another important event from Margaret Bonds’s elementary years was of a completely different sort—this one concerning her father. He was still in Chicago and had a thriving medical practice, and he commanded considerable respect as a public figure, having worked prolifically as a journalist and published a well-circulated lexicon of accomplished Black women as well as the first children’s book for Black children.34 Although his marriage to Estella Bonds had been annulled several years earlier, he maintained his relationship with his young daughter and, as we shall see, would collaborate with her a few years later to write and publish one of her earliest surviving songs. So it must have been distressing to Margaret Bonds when, one morning in 1925, Majors awoke to find himself nearly totally blind.35 And it is likely no coincidence that the difficulties he encountered getting treatment resonate vividly with the sorts of injustices that his twelve-year-old daughter would challenge throughout her professional life: Majors’s doctor attempted to have him hospitalized at the Northwestern University Hospital, but because he was Black the hospital requested an $1,800 deposit (about $31,916.00 in 2024) and required a letter from “some person of consequence” to endorse his application for admission. But even after this was obtained—from none other than Majors’s longtime friend and collaborator Daniel Hale Williams (1856–1931; the first African American to perform open-heart surgery, and founder of Chicago’s own Provident Hospital, the first nonsegregated hospital in the United States)—Majors was told to seek services elsewhere. From the Presbyterian Hospital he eventually obtained two ophthalmic surgeries and a pair of glasses that provided some relief; and there he was charged only for his board, not medical expenses.36 The letters he wrote to his younger daughter over the next forty years are those of a man who spoke with eloquence and passion but could barely see the characters on the pages he typed, or even where the pages themselves ended.
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