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Anti-racism in Music Theory
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Music theorist Dr. Philip Ewell 
Source: philipewell.com/contact/



10/22/2022

2019 analysis of 7 American music theory 
textbooks, representing 96% of market:

96 (1.67%) of 2930 musical examples
were from nonwhite composers

– Philip Ewell, “Music Theory and the White Racial Frame,” 
Society of Music Theory Annual Meeting, November 2019; and 

Music Theory Online 26, 2 (September 2020); 3.4)
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Colorasure:
Process by which Whiteness has consistently erased 

nonWhiteness from existence as unimportant

-Philip Ewell, “Philip Ewell: Erasing colorasure in American music theory, and 
confronting demons from our past,” Bibliolore: The RILM Blog (March 25, 2021)



Undine Smith Moore, 1904–1989, highlights

 1924–1926, attended Fisk with a scholarship from the 
Juilliard Graduate School, majoring in piano 
performance; also began composing

 1926–1927, supervisor of music in Goldsboro, North 
Carolina

 1927, began teaching music at Virginia State College in 
Petersburg—piano, choir, theory, etc.

 1929–1931, attended Columbia University’s Teachers 
College for an M.A. in music and professional diploma

 1938, married Dr. James Arthur Moore
 1950, began composing again in earnest
 1968, cofounded the Black Music Research Center at 

Virginia State College
 1969, Designed and taught the first “The Black Man in 

American Music” course at Virginia State
 1972, retired from Virginia State, began series of 

visiting professorships and continued composing
 1981, nominated for Pulitzer Prize for oratorio Scenes 

from the Life of a Martyr
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Manuscript of Undine Smith Moore, “Be Strong, I Will Fill this 
House with Glory” (1979), Undine Smith Moore papers, Rose 
Library
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“A Recorded Supplement to Studies in Traditional Harmony”

“D. Antoinette Handy, who occasionally substituted for Moore, 
recalled her strict and thorough instruction and her formidable 
theory workbook “A Recorded Supplement to Studies in Traditional 
Harmony,” which used examples from both mainstream European 
composers and black composers, which was highly praised by her 
former teacher at Columbia, Dr. [Howard] Murphy, and was used in 
her courses for many years.”

– Helen Walker-Hill, “From Spirituals to Symphonies”

(Westport, CN: Greenwood Press, 2002), p. 58
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Howard Murphy
Source: 

www.msmnyc.edu/about/history/virtual-yearbooks-1940s
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Examples in “A Recorded Supplement” by select 
composers (total: 147)

• Brahms – 19 (12.9%)
• Beethoven – 16 (10.9%)
• Chopin – 10 (6.8%)
• Mendelssohn – 6 (4.1%)
• Tchaikovsky – 6 (4.1%)
• All Black composers – 5 (3.3%)
• Bach – 5 (3.3%)
• Mozart – 4 (2.7%)
• Schubert – 4 (2.7%)
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Additional theory examples from “Black Music in the 
Undergraduate Curriculum” from Reflections on Afro-
American Music, ed. Dominique-René de Lerma (Kent State 
University Press, 1973)

• John Work
• R. Nathaniel Dett
• Samuel Coleridge-Taylor
• William Grant Still
• George Walker
• Howard Swanson
• Cecil Cohen

• Thomas Kerr
• Florence Price
• Olly Wilson
• John Carter
• Altona Johns
• Traditional spirituals
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“A Black student who hears a beautiful passage 
written by a Black man has an appeal to his 
intuitive sense to support his intellect.” 

– Undine Smith Moore, “Black Music in the Undergraduate 
Curriculum” in Reflections on Afro-American Music (1973), p.58 
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Program on Indiana University Instructional 
Television about and featuring Undine Smith 
Moore, 1980. Interview by Lillian Dunlap. The 
program also features performances of her music.
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“[Do not] desert Bach, Beethoven, Brahms, and 
Mozart. But the music of Blacks…is made of the same 
elements: rhythm, melody, harmony, tone color, texture. 
The basic elements of organization—repetition, 
contrast, variation, unity, balance, dominance—are 
observable in all art works.”

– Undine Smith Moore, “Black Music in the Undergraduate 
Curriculum” in Reflections on Afro-American Music (1973), p.57



What next?

1. Unanswered questions

2. Acknowledge diversity work done by predecessors

3. More music examples by nonwhites

4. Explore and promote other music theories

5. Be proactively antiracist, and be willing to give up something to 
help elevate the marginalized
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Questions?
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Peter Shirts

Music and Dance Librarian, Emory Libraries

pshirts@emory.edu


