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We continue our survey of influential Kansas 
entertainers with Eva Jessye, the famous choral director 
born in Coffeyville, Kansas, in 1895. She was educated at 
the all-Black Western University in Quindaro and later at 
Langston University in Oklahoma. As an art aficionado, she 
sang, wrote, acted, composed, and directed, as displayed 
in the collage above. She started work as the choir director 
at Morgan State College in 1919. Her career continued 
into her eighties, ending at Pittsburg State University in 
Kansas and the University of Michigan. She started music 
collections at both institutes that still carry her name.

Outside academia, she founded the Original Dixie 
Jubilee Singers, whose name changed to the Eva Jessye 
Choir to distinguish it from Western University’s Jackson 
Jubilee Singers and Fisk University’s Jubilee Singers. They 
performed at the Capitol Theatre in New York City and 
on NBC and WOR radio, singing in a variety of genres. 
In 1927, she published a collection of songs titled My 
Spirituals. As her work received recognition, she served as 
choral director for two major operas, Porgy and Bess and 
Four Saints in Three Acts, and the musical motion picture 
Hallelujah. Between 1935 and 1965, she was involved in 
almost every Porgy and Bess production worldwide. As 

a result, people started calling Jessye the “curator and 
guardian of the score.” Toward the end of her career, she 
composed three of her own oratorios, including Paradise 
Lost and Regained, based on the John Milton poem.

During the Civil Rights Movement, she worked with 
many notable figures. At Martin Luther King Jr.’s request, 
the Eva Jessye Choir sang at the March on Washington 
in 1963. Her choice of “We Shall Overcome,” performed 
by Joan Baez, became a favorite musical inspiration 
for freedom movements of the late twentieth century 
internationally.

Jessye received honorary degrees, including a 
doctorate, from three universities. In 1981, Kansas 
Governor John Carlin named her the Kansas ambassador 
of the arts. She passed away in 1992 at the age of ninety-
seven. To learn more about Western University’s 
prestigious music program, consult Paul Wenske’s 
“Western University at Quindaro and Its Legacy of Music” 
in our Summer 2019 issue, available at www.kshs.org/
publicat/history/2019summer_wenske.pdf.
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