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Black Music:
 

The impact of Black American musicians and their music on the music industry

PM�)NZQKIV�)UMZQKIV�QVÆ]MVKM�WV�)UMZQKIV�U][QK�Q[�XZW-
found; it has shaped American music in every genre,” re-
tired PALY teacher Letitia Burton said. “Even bluegrass 

IVL�KW]V\Za�_M[\MZV�U][QK�PI[�JMMV�[PIXML�Ja�\PM�)NZQKIV�QVÆ]-
ence.”

Burton retired from PALY in 2020 but still considers herself  an 
educator. She uses her background as an educator, personal experi-
ence as a musician and general knowledge of  American history to 
PMTX�]VXIKS�\PM�QVÆ]MVKM�WN �*TIKS�U][QKQIV[�IVL�U][QK����

Many Black musicians throughout history have been underrep-
resented, despite their tremendous impact on the music industry. 
The emergence of  African American culture in the United States 
as a result of  slavery and mistreatment has 
heavily shaped the creation of  modern 
music. 

The term “Black Music” is used to de-
scribe the genres that have been heavily 
impacted by African American musicians. 

From R&B, jazz, 

soul, blues, jazz-rock fusion, hip-hop and folk music, Black musi-
cians have played a prominent role in the creation and evolution 
of  modern-day music.

¹C*TIKS�U][QKE�PI[�JMMV�ZMITTa�QVÆ]MV\QIT�IVL�Q\�PI[�PIL�I�JQO�
impact on the music that we hear now,” senior Maia Johnsson said. 
“I think that without Black music from a while ago, we wouldn’t be 
anywhere [near] where we are right now.”

Black artists throughout American history have shaped the mu-
sic industry with revolutionary and unique genres.

“African American [musicians] have made so many impacts on 
PQ[\WZa��IVL�1�LMÅVQ\MTa�JMTQM^M�W]Z�QVÆ]MVKM�WV�U][QK�_QTT�VM^MZ�JM�
forgotten,” junior O’Maria Sephers said.

After slavery came 
the creation of  blues, 
a genre of  music in-
spired by traditional 
African American 
folk music. Early blues 
artist Lead Belly was 
famous for his innova-
tion in folk-blues. 

“He introduced 
playing a 12 string gui-
tar into mainstream 
[music], which was 
kind of  uncommon, 
at least in Black music 
up until this point,” 
junior Reed Schulman 
said.

Other blues artists 
such as Elizabeth Cotten and Mississippi John Hurt were famous 
for their contribution to the genre as well as their talent as solo 
musicians.

“They’re both really talented because they are able to play a 
guitar where they both have a melody and an accompaniment go-
ing at the same time,” junior Phela Durosinmi said.

This method and technique of  playing the guitar guided many 
musicians. Cotten is known for creating a new style of  playing the 
O]Q\IZ�NWZ�TMN\�PIVLML�U][QKQIV[�Ja�ÆQXXQVO�I�ZQOP\�PIVLML�O]Q\IZ�
to play it properly with her left hand. 

“She played it left-handed, which was just unseen at the time, 
and now lots of  people do that,” Schulman said. “It’s kind of  a 
moment in history where something completely original is now a 

Text and design by KAILA CHUN and ISAAC HILLESLAND • Art by RENNY ARGAST

Amplifying America

T

ELIZABETH 
COTTEN

“I think that without Black 
music from a while ago, we 
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form of  a standard way of  playing.”
Jazz, another classic American genre created in the late 19th 

KMV\]Za��JWI[\[�I�ZQKP�PQ[\WZa�IVL�QVÆ]MVKM�NZWU�*TIKS�U][QKQIV[��
“A lot of  [jazz] came from the South and New Orleans,” 

Durosinmi said. “And it was almost all African American.” 
Jazz was created as a blend of  blues and ragtime, an example of  

merging of  African and European music which included syncopat-
ed rhythms.

“I like that jazz can 
take many forms,” 
Durosinmi said. “It’s 
^MZa� Æ]QL� IVL� ÅVL[� Q\[�
way into many forms of  
music.” 

Some notable Black 
RIbb� ÅO]ZM[� QVKT]LM"�
Scott Joplin, who 
brought attention to 
ragtime, Grant Green, 
known for blending 
styles, Louis Armstrong, 
who moved the focus of  music to solo performances and Don Shir-
TMa��_PW�UQ`ML�RIbb�_Q\P�I�KTI[[QKIT�QVÆ]MVKM��<PM[M�IZM�R][\�I�NM_�
of  many who shaped the music industry.

¹/ZIV\�/ZMMV�XTIa[�I�TW\�WN �KW^MZ[�IVL�PI[�ZMÅVML�I�^MZa�KTMIV�
and distinct tone,” Durosinmi said. “He is able to put new spins on 
other people’s music while leaving his mark on them.” 

)VW\PMZ�VW\IJTM�RIbb�ÅO]ZM�Q[�-TTI�.Q\bOMZITL��_PW�Q[�[WUM\QUM[�
called “The First Lady of  Song.”

“When I listen to Ella Fitzgerald she has such a pure sound and 
she has an incredible range,” Burton said. “She can [sound] light 
as a feather but she can also be really deep and soulful.” 

The pillars of  Black music have spread to many other genres. 
Rock and roll was created by Black musicians such as Chuck Ber-
ry, another example of  the clash between European instrumentals 
and the African American R&B, short for rhythm and blues, music 
tradition which managed to create an innovative new genre which 
spread wide and was adored by fans Black and White.

 Rock and roll musicians include Little Richard, who was fa-
mous for his glorious performances and piano skills, and later Jimi 
Hendrix who was one of  the most impactful guitar players of  all 
time. 

“[Hendrix] led the way into exploring the endless pos-
sibilities of  the guitar,” Schulman said. “He formed a 
new sound that’s replicated today but probably will 
never be made again successfully.” 

Starting in the 1940s, new genres such as R&B 
emerged. Artists Stevie Wonder, Aretha Franklin and 
Ray Charles led the rise of  this new genre that is still very 
popular today. 

By the end of  the 20th century, rap music started to become 
popular, with well-known hits such as 50 Cent’s “In Da Club” and 
Nelly’s “Hot in Herre” coming out in the early 2000s.

“I went to college in the late ‘90s and early 2000’s,” PALY band 
\MIKPMZ�/ZMOWZa�5QTTMZ� [IQL�� ¹<PM� QVÆ]MVKM[� WN � QVLQ^QL]IT[� TQSM�
Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogg, Ice T and Ice Cube from the late ‘80s and 
‘90s paved the way for artists like Nelly and Jay Z.” 

Rap music has continued to change throughout the years as 
new musicians bring new ideas and innovations.

 “I think it’s really 
fun to see how [rap 
has] evolved through 
the words they use, 
the tone and the 
speed at which they 
are rapping,” Johns-
son said.

Living as a Black 
musician in America 
post-reconstruction 
WٺMZML� Q\[� [\Z]OOTM[��

Lead Belly, an inmate in the deep south, often sang about the issues 
which plagued his day.

“He talked about racism and prison and also politics,” Schul-
man said.

Black music is often shaped by the experience of  Black Ameri-
KIV[��_PW[M�TQ^M[�IVL�M`XMZQMVKM[�IZM�ZMÆMK\ML�\PZW]OP�[WVO�

“I feel like every song, whatever genre, you know, gospel, R&B, 
blues,  jazz, all of  it is really a story,” Sephers said.

Black musicians have used their voices to bring important issues 
to light. For those who have managed to gain credit and success for 
their artistic endeavors, their lyrics reach a large audience and can 
have meaningful impacts. 

“A lot of  Black music really tries to 
embrace culture and bring out what 
[the artists] are thinking of  and 
who they are,” Johnsson said. 
“And I think that’s really fun to 
listen to because I get to feel 
like I’m seeing a bit into this 
musician’s life and seeing 
what they are interested in.”

MILES DAVIS

“There have been Black musicians who 
have had massive in$uence over the 
young population and across racial 
divides that haven’t received 
much credit, if any.” 
Reed Schulman, junior 
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An example of  a song that sheds light on prevalent issues is 
‘Alright’ by Kendrick Lamar which references promises given to 
enslaved people that were never received, as well as talking about 
police targeting the Black community.  

For many Black musicians in history, music has been a medium 
through which they could gain independence and success, despite 
the racism of  their times as well as allowing them the ability to 
express their culture and struggles. 

 “I think music is actually one 
of  the mediums where [Black 
musicians are] most accurate 
and most the equally represent-
ed,” Durosinmi said.

However, there is still work to 
be done to increase representa-
tion for Black musicians in some 
genres, such as classical music, 
where credit for Black musicians 
is severely lacking.

“In the world of  classical mu-
sic, we still have a very long way 
to go, as is illustrated by the lack of  diversity in published lists of  
recommended music published for band and orchestras out there 
available to teachers,” Miller said.

The largest distributor of  music recommended for orchestras 
and bands in the United States, JWPepper, carries a very small 
number of  compositions written by Black musicians. 

“This list includes only 1.3% of  historically underrepresented 
KWUXW[MZ[�º�5QTTMZ�[IQL��¹<PQ[�Q[�_Pa�1�_WZS�[W�PIZL�\W�ÅVL�U][QK�

sourced by composers from a wide variety of  diverse backgrounds 
that are more representative of  our community here in Palo Alto.” 

Schulman agrees that not all Black musicians are given the 
amount of  recognition and coverage that they deserve.

“There have been Black musicians who have had massive in-
Æ]MVKM�W^MZ� \PM�aW]VO�XWX]TI\QWV�IVL�IKZW[[� ZIKQIT�LQ^QLM[� \PI\�
haven’t received much credit, if  any,” Schulman said. 

An example of  this is Chuck Berry, who was put in as a co-writ-
er for something he wrote by 
himself, leading him to receive 
less credit for his own song.

Though not always given 
the proper credit, Black mu-
sicians have been immensely 

impactful to the music industry 
in the past and present day. 

“I would just think that with-
W]\� \PM� QVÆ]MVKM� WN � )NZQKIV�
Americans and American mu-
sic, [music] wouldn’t be what it 
is now,” Burton said.

Black music and musicians have impacted the entirety of  the 
music industry. Most, if  not all, musical genres owe credit to Black 
musicians.  

� �¹?M¼TT�IT_Ia[�[MM�]VLMZ\WVM[�IVL�\PM� QVÆ]MVKM�WN �PQ[\WZQKIT�
Black music like blues, soul, funk, gospel, jazz,” Schulman said. 
“And it’s [historical Black music that] paved the way for the mod-
ernization of  Black music which has become, thankfully, more and 
more mainstream.”
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“I feel like every song, 
whatever genre, you know, 
gospel, R&B, blues, jazz, all 
of it is really a story.” 
O’Maria Sephers, junior
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