
Five spirituals Michael Tippett (1905-1998)
Steal away
Nobody knows
Go down Moses
By and by
Deep river

Like Vaughan Williams, Tippett was a late developer as a composer, and did not achieve any significant 
recognition until he was well into his thirties. It was the first performance of his oratorio, A Child of Our 
Time (1944), that finally confirmed his arrival as a major composer. In a true moment of inspiration, Tippett 
used five spirituals in the oratorio, placed at key moments in the unfolding narrative and functioning as a 
contemporary equivalent of the Lutheran chorales used by Bach in his St Matthew and St John Passions. 
The emotional power of spirituals as universal songs of human suffering is quite extraordinary, in whatever 
form or context they are heard, but in Tippett’s oratorio they achieve an exceptional intensity. He later 
produced these unaccompanied arrangements, which have become a standard favourite with choirs and 
audiences.
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To those using these notes
You are more than welcome to use all or part of these notes for your choral society or church programme, or for 
educational purposes. Please would you ensure that my authorship is attributed, and would you also kindly advise 
me by e-mail - info@directoryofchoralmusic.co.uk. If you wish to use these notes for commercial reproduction, e.g. 
a CD or DVD liner, please contact me first. Thank you.
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