
WORLD MUSIC: A GLOBAL JOURNEY 
(from the Third Edition textbook) 
 

Chapter 11: The Caribbean – The Bahamas 
 

Site: Rhyming Spiritual 
 
First Impressions. Enthusiasm characterizes this performance. The reverent opening 
quickly moves into a rousing rendition of “The Lord’s Prayer” from the Christian 
tradition. Sounding either slightly inebriated or “caught in the spirit,” this male vocal 
trio performs a rhythmically vibrant rhyming spiritual that is raw rather than sanitized 
for tourist consumption. 
 
Aural Analysis. The focus of a rhyming spiritual is on the lead tenor voice, known as 
the rhymer. While the music does not strictly follow a call-and-response form, the 
rhymer starts each phrase and guides the changing tempo. Though each rhyming 
spiritual has an established melody and basic narrative, the rhymer is free to 
extemporize the lyrical and melodic content of a performance. In this case, the rhymer 
begins with the expected lyrics of the spiritual and then uses “The Lord’s Prayer” as 
the basis for his improvisations after the sixth refrain. He also extends his vocal 
phrases to make them overlap the refrain provided by the accompanying voices. 

As the rhymer “bobs” along, the supporting cast adds unique vocal timbres: a 
deep growling lower voice and a near-falsetto upper voice repeating the refrain, “My 
Lord help me to pray.” Rhyming spirituals are expected to have at least the rhymer 
and the lower voice, known as the basser but are frequently enhanced by the addition 
of one or more upper voices. The inclusion of the upper voices helps clarify the vocal 
harmony rooted in the lower voice and allows the rhymer more freedom to elaborate 
his melodic content. 
 
Cultural Considerations. Many hymns and spirituals common to the southern United 
States can be found in the Bahamas as well. The slaves of British Loyalists exiled after 
the American Revolutionary War brought these songs with them and maintained their 
performance in many contexts before and after slavery was abolished. The influence 
of the Baptist church, with its emphasis on energetic singing, emotionally 
extemporized sermons, and congregational participation, is especially pronounced. 
Anthems sung in church are the best-known reminder of the Bahamas’ historical link 
with the United States. 

The church’s influence was felt in secular realms as well. Rhyming spirituals 
were most often sung by sponge fisherman who roamed the western coast of the 
island of Andros. Biblical themes were most common, though some songs focused on 
local events, such as a shipwreck. The spirituals are essentially narratives told through 
song rather than speech. The rhymer recounts the tale through his improvisations as 
the other voices provide harmonic and rhythmic support. The bass voice is likened to 



the earth while the upper voices are considered to be the sky. The rhymer weaves 
between the two with a rhythmic freedom akin to the ever-changing movement of 
wind or waves. 

When the sponge-fishing industry declined, a major context for the 
performance of rhyming spirituals was diminished as well. Consequently, the art of 
rhyming now has a limited number of practitioners. Today, extemporized rhyming 
spirituals are most commonly heard at funeral wakes. Some professional groups, such 
as the Dicey Doh Singers, continue to perform rhyming spirituals, but their music has a 
slick polished sound intended to appeal to tourists. The raspy voices, improvised 
rhymes, and ambiguous harmonies heard in our example from the 1960s have been 
replaced with full voices, composed lyrics, and regular harmonic progressions. 
Nonetheless, though they have lost some of their raw energy, rhyming spirituals 
continue to be a distinctive aspect of Bahamian musical identity. 


