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Lift	Every	Voice	and	Sing,	1900	
Lyric	by	James	Weldon	Johnson;	Music	by	J.	Rosamond	Johnson	

Historical	Note	
Often	referred	to	as	the	“African	American	National	
Anthem”	or	“Black	National	Anthem,”	Lift	Every	Voice	
and	Sing	features	words	by	James	Weldon	Johnson	
(1871–1938)	set	to	music	by	his	brother	J.	Rosamond	
Johnson	(1873–1954).		

There	are	conflicting	details	about	the	song’s	creation.	
Some	sources	report	that	the	text	preceded	the	music	
by	five	years.	In	his	autobiography,	Along	This	Way	
(1933),	however	James	Weldon	Johnson	explains	that	
the	song	was	inspired	by	two	things.	First,	Johnson	
admired	a	poem	about	Abraham	Lincoln	written	by	a	
Southern	white	man,	but	felt	that	“there	was	yet	to	be	
written	a	great	poem	on	Lincoln,	the	expression	of	a	
Negro”	(153).	Asked	to	offer	an	address	for	a	
celebration	of	Lincoln’s	Birthday	in	1900,	Johnson	
began	to	work	on	such	a	grand	poem.	In	conversation	
with	his	brother	and	songwriting	partner,	however,	the	
poem	became	a	song	to	be	performed	by	500	black	
schoolchildren,	including	many	from	the	Edwin	M.	
Stanton	School	in	Jacksonville,	Florida,	where	James	
Weldon	Johnson	served	as	principal.	

After	“grinding	out”	the	words	of	the	first	stanza	with	
pen	on	paper,	the	poet	describes	the	“feverish	ecstasy”	
of	inspiration	as	the	“spirit	of	the	poem	had	taken	
hold.”	He	completed	the	three	verses	quickly,	working	
now	without	pen	and	paper.	As	the	lyric	came	into	
focus	in	his	mind,	the	poet	“could	not	keep	back	the	
tears.”	For	Johnson,	the	lyric	expressed	“the	American	
Negro,	historically	and	spiritually”	(154–55).		

“As	soon	as	Rosamond	had	finished	his	noble	setting,”	
James	Weldon	reports,	“he	sent	a	copy	of	the	
manuscript	to	our	publishers	in	New	York.”	Copies	
were	made	for	the	chorus	and	“the	song	was	taught	to	
the	children	and	sung	very	effectively	at	the	
celebration.”	The	Johnson	brothers	soon	moved	to	New	
York,	joining	the	artists	and	intellectuals	at	the	center	
of	the	Harlem	Renaissance.	He	noted	that	the	song	
“passed	out	of	our	minds,”	but	that	the	schoolchildren	
of	Jacksonville	“kept	singing	the	song.”	Over	the	next	
two	decades,	the	song	took	root	in	the	black	
community.	It	“was	being	sung	in	schools	and	churches	
and	on	special	occasions	throughout	the	South,”	
Johnson	writes	(155).	

In	1919,	the	National	Association	for	the	Advancement	
of	Colored	People	(NAACP),	for	whom	James	Weldon	
Johnson	served	as	executive	secretary,	adopted	the	
song	as	the	“Negro	national	hymn.”	The	question	of	

whether	to	call	the	song	the	“national	anthem”	or	a	
“hymn”	has	created	periodic	controversy.	The	song	was	
recently	introduced	to	a	new	generation	by	Beyoncé	as	
part	of	her	2018	Coachella	set	and	its	live	recording	
Homecoming	(2019).	

Despite	its	popularity,	the	sheet	music	here	is	not	
widely	available.	The	financial	interest	of	its	publisher	
certainly	limited	distribution	in	economically	
challenged	communities.	Johnson	reported	that	“in	
traveling	round,	I	have	commonly	found	printed	or	
typewritten	copies	of	the	words	pasted	in	the	backs	of	
hymnals	and	the	songbooks	used	in	Sunday	schools,	
Y.M.C.A’s	and	similar	institutions;	and	I	think	that	is	the	
method	by	which	it	gets	its	widest	circulation”	(155).	
Johnson	even	heard	it	“fervently	sung”	by	white	
students	at	Bryn	Mawr	College	in	honor	of	a	speech	he	
was	giving	on	the	campus.	

Performance	Suggestions	
As	with	any	anthem	it	is	both	traditional	and	
considered	an	expression	of	respect	to	stand	while	
singing	“Lift	Every	Voice	and	Sing.”		
	
Sources	
This	edition	based	on	the	commercial	sheet	music	
edition	published	in	1921	by	the	Edward	B.	Marks	
Music	Corporation	(New	York).	
	
Use	
The	song	“Lift	Every	Voice	and	Sing”	is	firmly	in	the	
public	domain.	This	edition	is	offered	free	of	charge	for	
educational	or	community	use	under	a	creative	
commons	license.	For	other	uses,	please	contact	
info@starspangledmusic.org	and	please	share	news	
with	us	of	your	performances.	
	
Support	Star	Spangled	Music	Editions	
Please	consider	a	tax-deductible	donation	to	the	Star	
Spangled	Music	Foundation	to	support	this	effort	and	
purchase	the	Star	Spangled	Songbook—a	spiral	bound	
collection	of	all	our	song	editions	with	expanded	
editorial	commentary.	The	Star	Spangled	Music	
Foundation	is	a	501(c)(3)	non-profit	organization.	See	
www.starspanglemusic.org/donate.	
	
Questions	or	suggestions?	Please	email	to	
editions@starspanglemusic.org	
©©	Creative	Commons	License	2014	
Star	Spangled	Music	Foundation	
starspangledmusic.org	
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Words
James Weldon Johnson
(1871–1938)
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African-American Anthem
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(1873–1954)
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