
COWl!BTS BY TiILLIAM GRANT STILL 

ON CANDIDATES IN MUSICAL co:JPOSITION 

1. UlyHes Xay and Thomae H. Kerr 

2. M•ard l&argetson 

J . James E. Dorsey 

4. E!nanuel 1:idd.leton 

5 • V'.a.l. ter Andere on 

1. Ulyaaes Iay (Group J ) 

f 

llr . Kay seems to have a great deal. ot talent; and to 
be 1rortb7 of being given &Hietance. I don ' t thi nk he would misuae a fellow­
ship - and aa a basi e for this opinion I reight call your attention to the 
tremendous amount of work he turned out, neatl y and intelligently, to send 
for examination. That alone says to me that he ha& two iualific.tiO?ll:lfor 
15uoce911 industry and perseverance. He handles his orchestr a well., and has 
a good technical foundation. His talent, however, is definitely in the 
for~ati ve perio~. He hasn't risen above the influence or hi s teacher. Per­
sonally, I don ' t care for his melodies - or rather, his l ack of melody - but 
on studying his aoores I have come to the conclusion that t his i a not caused 
b7 an absence of melodic gift, but rather that t his elodio gift bas been 
suppressed. He has evidently been surrounded by teachers or associates llho 
have ovar-emphaeized the modern idiom. I hope that his project ia such t.hat 
1 t will enabl e him to rise above a1oderni t :r and t o use it as it sui t.a him, 
not to become the t ool of moderni t y . He shoul~ be able to use or discard it 
as neceasary. 
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The study of racial musi c might be a good anti dote 

tor this tendency. I am making this suggesti on f or the simpl e reason that 

the ~eriod through which he is evidentl y passing now is one that I al so bad 

to under go when I was acqu.irint the tools of my trade, and I recoJnize the 

symptoms. BU.t there is undoubtedly gr eat talent, sinceri ty, and applica­

t ion to work in~. Kay . He 1s thorough and consci entious and is building 

on a solid f oundati on. 

Thomas H. Kerr (Group 70) 
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My reasons f or ranking Mr. Kay and Ur . Kerr as equals 

are as follows , though Kerr shows a broader horizon 1n that he 1s abl e t o 

use both the modern and the acaa.emic mediums intell igentl y, and though he 

displays nor e melodic gift, Mr . Kay has writt en 1n the l ai·ger forms as well 

as the sma.ll, and has also written for orchestra, f or pi ano, for voice, and 

for sol o ins truments, thus displ aying a versati l i ty that (juag~ by the 

compositions submitted) is not at once epparent in Mr . Kerr ' s work. 

Yy first impressi on of Mr . Kerr was that he is more 

clever than inspired, that he is who,t may be termed an exhibi tioni st. I 

know Tel7 well that mere cleverness is not l asting. However, on studyi ng 

his work more oarefully, I ca.me to the conclusi on that he hs.s a genuine 

talent , good taste and teohnic (especi ally as concerns the piano) , and that 

he may devel op into so111eone musicall y worth while. I hope so . 

2. Edward Margetbon (Group 70) 

lb" . Margetson is a very competent compoaer. I liked 

the things he wrote a great deal. His melodi es are good, and the composi­

t i ons aro tastefully and intelligentl y wri tten . My only reason for rank-

i ng him after Mr. Kay and Mr. Kerr is that I f eel that he has consoiousl y limi ted 
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himself to an academic - at t illles almost ecclesiastical - style . This is 

only a comment, not a cr i t icism, for I found nothing wro~ with hi s work. 

He has a il"eat deal or talent. 

3. James E. Dorpey (&roup 70) 

Mr . Dor sey has evidentl y studied hard and worked wel l, 

but in every way he seems to have been influenced by European music and 

European ideals, despite the fact that I note that he has had as teacher one 

of America's foremost and most capable composer s , Harl McDonald. I t appears 

to me that Mr . Dorsey hasn ' t yet risen above the classroom. Perhap, in the 

future he will, and at that time perhaps he will displ ay a little nore 

orig1n&lity end questing spiri t . 

4. Emanuel Midclleton (Group 20) 

ir. Middleton' s compositions seem to ~e mediocre. 

They are adequate and sincere, perhaps, but are lacking in imagination. 

I am able to say a little .more about rAr . l\liddleton than about Mr. Anderson, 

whose work I woul.d put in the same class . Mr . Middleton delivered his scores 

to :raeJ we had time for a talk, and I also went t o hear hie orchestra in a 

public rehu.rea.l. 

Incidentally, a Negro symphony orchestra is much 

needed. T.biB has been one ot my pet desires for a lo.ng time . I will admit 

that I was surprised to hear Ltiddleton's orchestra pl ay. I had expected 

somethirig quite bad, and was pleasantly surprised to f ind that i t was not so 

poor as I had thought it woul.d be . Mr . Middleton, who is evidently an 

energetic and good organizer, had discovered instrumentalists here 1n Los 

Angeles that I didn ' t know existed, and had persuaded them t o rehearse with 
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him, apparently just for the love of the vvork. As a conductor, he obviously 

needs more trainin0 , and he modeatl y says he wishes to •ork and to get this 

training. He seems to be sincere, and I talce it for granted that he really 

will work to get his training . Somehow I don ' t feel that he is top-notch, 

but perhaps I am mistaken in this view. It very ot'ten happens that people 

who don 1 t seem t o have greatneas within themselves can be so industri ous 

that they work up to a position of' attainment. 

One other thill(; that I must menti on, I question the 

validity of his judgment in musical matters . He was talld.ng at l ength on 

Alnerica.n im:dc and said some Tery sensible thi ngs about it. Later I dis­

covered that he and I were think~ of American music in different terms , 

-4-

he thinks of it as "swing" and music of the more popular type, like that 

written by Ferdie Grot e, and of course my view is different. I think American 

culture is rapidly becoming much more serious than that , and f eel that his 

placing it in the "popular" fiel d brings it down to a l evel lower than it 

should be . lliddleton's preferencea definitel y run toward the "popular" and 

in some instances he classed compositions well-known to me in that vein, 

when they actually bel ong among serious American symphonic works. 

5. italter Anderson (Group J ) 

Mr. Anderson' s compositions appeal to me as being 

mediocre. Like Mr, Middleton's, they are adequate and sincere, perhaps, 

but they seem to me t o be lacking in imagination. 




