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Lisa Brevard’s biography of Emma Azalia Hackley (1867- “"
1922) tells the story of aremarkable but little-known African-
American woman, who, during a cultural “little dark age” in

America, fought to bring Renaissance culture and educatio Madame Ermma
to former slaves and their children. PR A & VLS QzallaHacklgy
. - w . levoted her lifeto
En.wm.a Azalia Hack!ey described herself as a “race musi uplifting an entire
cal missionary"—that is, a role model, who took personal population through
responsibility to educate African-Americans in the best of«& =i Classical music.

Classical culture, in order to uplift them, especially the poor,
in both the North and post-Reconstruction South. She was
part of the generation of African-American artists and intel-  ductor, performing Felix Mendelssohn’s oEijatiothe
lectuals which included such luminaries as Paul Laurencsoloists included Roland Hayes, tenor, who was just begin-
Dunbar, Charles W. Chesnutt, Booker T. Washington, ning his international career, and Harry T. Burleigh, baritone,
W.E.B. DuBois, Henry O. Tanner, and Ida B. Wells. the composer of many beautiful settings of African-American

By 1901, Hackley was already a well-known concert so-  spirituals and collaborator of AntonitakDWeckley’s
prano, Classically trained in tiel cantotradition. She began Chicago-based Vocal Normal Institute gave concerts to raise
to devote herself to what became her life’s work: spiritually ~ funds to send gifted African-American students to Europe
uplifting an entire population through Classical music, whosefor training.
intention is expression of the dignity of man in the image of
God. It would take another 30 years before Marian Anderson’, Teacher of Ten Thousands’
representing the same tradition, could break through and be- Whatearned Madame Hackley, as she insisted upon being
come recognized as a model of Classical culture for all called, the wonderful epithet “Vocal Teacher of Ten Thou-
Americans. sands,” was her continuous organizing of huge community

At the turn of the century, there was a lively Classical concerts and mass Folk Festivals, for which she travelled to
music presence among African-American communitiesbig cities and small towns throughout the nation, including
Hackley was active in the Washington Conservatory of Mu-  the deep South, wielding the weapon of Classical music to
sic, the National Association of Negro Musicians, and manyreach deep into the souls of whomever she touched. Self-
similar organizations. She also worked to found “people’s  financed and self-promoted, a concert would be scheduled
choruses,” which she organized others to continue, when sHer her, as the main draw, to perform operatic arias, other
moved on to new communities. Classical compositions, and African-American spirituals, to

In 1913, for example, when the People’s Choral Societywhich would be added choral performances by local people.
she had founded gave their seventh concert with a new con- When she arrived atthe concertlocation, she would gather
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the local church or community chorus and whoever wanted
to sing—often afew hundred voices of varied skill and capa-
bility—train them for approximately ten days, and then con-
duct them in concert. Sometimes, she would share the stage
with promising local singers or musicians. Mme. Hackley
would supplement theconcert by giving freeclasseson “voice
culture,” lecture demonstrations, and other workshops, which
were emphatically not just about singing.

The purpose of these “voice culture” classes and demon-
strationswasto enable her students—children and grandchil-
dren of former slaves—todiscover withinthemsel vesacogni-
tive power, and to communicateit in song—Classical song—
to others. A certain outlook is required for singing, Hackley
would explain to her students: “If oneisa Somebody and has
done nothing of which heisashamed, one may look upwards
towardsthe face of hisMaker because heisin Hisimage, and
every linewill say, ‘| amaSomebody. ... "

That she held such classesin the South, where this defiant
teacher travelled even as Jim Crow laws were in effect, was
not without major difficulties. Blackswho didn’t “know their
place,” or who “stepped out of line,” could pay with harass-
ment and even their lives.

Poise of a‘ Somebody’

Working to instill a sense of purpose in everyone she
could reach, Hackley authored short books and numerous
periodical articles. She lectured a schools, colleges,
churches, and communities. In her 1909 Guide to Voice Cul-
ture, Mme. Hackley developed a concept of the physical and
cognitive processes involved in singing. The text conveys
certainlawsof physicswhich governthe production of sound,
and other basics. But, what she begins with, and returns to
throughout, is that a crucial mind-set is required if oneisto
create and communicate an idea. Thus, while consciously
working to create a beautiful sound, she was undertaking to
createand devel op beautiful souls. For example, inexplaining
the importance of voice placement, Mme. Hackley quotes
Plato on the diaphragm. She explains how a high fixed chest
will become a habit: “This high fixed condition is the poise
of a‘Somebody,” and if one is a ‘ Somebody,’ his carriage
should imply the fact.”

From December 1914 through March 1915, Mme. Hack-
ley published a series of articlesin the New York Age, titled
“Hints to Young Colored Artists.” These included not only
comportment in the professional world, but, as usual, in life



itself. Inthefirst section, “How aProfessional Achieves Suc-
cess,” shepresentsthekey secret: “Giveto get. . . . Our world
is what we ourselves make it. The world does not make our
professional success. Whatever wereapwesow.” Fromthere,
Mme. Hackley attacks many of the axioms of the ego-ridden
“professiona world,” while she simultaneously emphasizes
that it is necessary for the artist to dignify the profession, and
to be above everything common. Evenin discussing practical
suggestionsfor successfully promoting aconcert or attracting
afollowing, she emphasizes the importance of character and
garnering respect at all costs.

Oneof her two published books, TheColored Girl Beauti-
ful (1916), was written at the request of Booker T. Washing-
ton, after Mme. Hackley had given aseriesof talkstothegirls
at Tuskegee Ingtitute, which he had founded in Alabama. In
it, she writes that colored children are born with the most
beautiful eyesin the world, and that “the obligation of a gift
is the preservation and cultivation of this gift. Little colored
children should be taught to keep their eyes open and bright
withintelligence and clear with good health, becausethe eyes
are the windows to the soul. Their eyes should look straight
into the eyes of others with their souls shining through. . . .
Within each of them . . . isan inward scul ptor, Thought, who
isarapid, true workman.” Time and again shereturnsto this
idea, explaining, “ Thought will improvetheir good pointsand
will eradicate objectionable points.” Thus, a child should be
given subjects to think about at an early age, and should be
taught to see the “beautiful in Nature and Art, that the reflec-
tion may be seen in her face and actions.”

Bridging the Gap

In Philadel phia, Mme. Hackley organized concertsin the
churches (where, on one occasion, a12-year-old Marian An-
derson sang). She used the African-American Spiritual in her
vocal teaching, consciously bridging the gap between the Af-
rican-American elite and the working classes, as well asthe
Baptist, Methodist, and Episcopal churches. Her studentsin-
cluded thosewhowent on to careersinmusic, aswell asmany
recent migrantsfrom the South, who worked the most menial
jobs, andjust wantedto learn, or to participatein her Folk Fes-
tivals.

The many press clippings from African-American news-
papers and magazines of the day presented in Brevard's
book, providefirst-hand reports of theimpact of this process.
To appreciate the insights of such a remarkable teacher,
however, it is best to read the stories woven by Mme. Hack-
ley into her own writings, which, to author Brevard' s credit,
she published in full. Living in the post-Reconstruction era,
when minstrel shows became the norm of popular entertain-
ment, Hackley’s refusal to abandon her commitment to the
coherence of culture and morality, and to the education and
elevation of the spiritual qualities of even the lowliest of
persons through great art, is a lesson well learned in the
world in which we live today.
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