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Anderson, Marian (1897–1993)
Learn how a talented singer broke barriers to become the first African 
American to sing at the Metropolitan Opera in New York.

Marian Anderson was one of the world’s greatest 
singers. A famous musician told her, “A voice like 
yours is heard once in a hundred years.” 

But Anderson could not sing the kind of music she wanted to sing, at 
first. She was African American. She wanted to sing opera, which is 
a drama where the parts are sung instead of spoken.  But Anderson 
lived at a time in the United States when African Americans were 
not allowed to sing opera music in front of white audiences. 

Anderson began singing at around the age of three. Then, at the age of six, she joined her church choir in 
Philadelphia. Later, Anderson’s church wanted to help her. The people in her church paid for Anderson to 
have opera lessons. But few places in the United States would hire Anderson to sing opera, so she traveled to 
Europe and South America. Audiences there loved her work. One composer dedicated a piece in her honor.

Anderson returned to the United States. She wanted to put on a concert in Washington, 
D.C. A group of women, called the Daughters of the American Revolution, owned 
the best concert hall. But they would not rent it to an African American.

Eleanor Roosevelt, the wife of the president, belonged to the group. She left it because of its 
unfairness to Anderson. Roosevelt helped find another place for Anderson to sing.

Instead of performing in the concert hall, Anderson sang at the Lincoln Memorial. More 
than 75,000 people came to the concert. Millions more heard her on the radio.

Anderson finally performed in an opera in the United States when she was 57 years old. 
It was the first time an African American had sung at the Metropolitan Opera in New 
York. The audience gave her a standing ovation, even before she began to sing.

Anderson’s courage lifted the spirit of many African Americans. Opera star Leontyne 
Price said what many believed. “Her example … inspired me to believe that I could 
achieve goals that otherwise would have been unthought of,” Price said.

Reflect:

1. Why was Anderson denied opportunities to perform in the United States?

2. How did her perseverance impact future singers?

3. Where could you learn more about African American artists like Anderson?
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