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Thomas Henderson Kerr, Jr.

Thomas Henderson Kerr, Jr., teacher, performer and composar, was bomn Lo Geyasy | yles
and Thoemas Henderson Kerr, Sr., in Baltimore, Maryland, The musical lineage of s family in:
clodes a grandfather, Charles Kerr of Cambridge, Maryland, who olayed the organ and several
band instrumants. T.H. Earr, 5r. was a pharmacisl, hut he also played the violin and led &
dance orchesira Lhreugh which ha earmed money for Ris tuition at the Howard Univecsity
School of Phanmagy,

Thomas Kerr, Jr. graduated as valedictorian of the Douglass High School class of 1931,
He then began his fermal muaical studies with a brief residancy ol Howard University, He was
1o return there, atter several detours, to spend mosl of his g a5 & professional musician. At
the Eastman School of Music in Rochastar, Mew York, he received the Bachelor of Music in
Fiano and Theory (1937), graduating with the highest average in his class, and the Mastor af
Music Thaary {1538},

Following studles at Eastman, he was appointed to the music faculty al Knosville Cok
l2ge, Knoxville, Tennessee. In 1942, after a short period of emploviment at the Library of Con-
greas, he was swarded a Fosanwald Fellowship in composifion. Kermr joined the music facully
at Howard University in 1843, thae first appaintes of Dean Warner Lawson.

Shortly thevoaflar, In 1944, a plano composition by Kerr won a conteat sponsotad by e
Composers and Authors of Amerlca. Kerr considered himsaelf basically a sarformer and
teacher. Im tls words, he “used camposition to gain greater insights as Lo balanse, sonorities,
and tming In performance.” Wevertheless his contribulbons as a composer were considerable.
He wrota for piano, two pianos, organ, voice, woadwnd ensemble, and chajr. His organ works
have been performed at the National Cathadial, ihe Shrine of the Immacelate Concaption, the
Maormon Tabernacle and in Europaan cathedrals and churches. An example of the critical ac-
claim accorded his ammangemeants of Meqgre Splrituals Is found in this excerpt from a reviow of
4 performance which took place ai the Picosla Spoleto Festival in Charlasion, South Caroding.

The almost obligatony sat of spirituals at the end contained, nevarthaless an additiznal
gem from another Balck Amerlcan musician of major statuie - 2 splendid and riveting arrange-
ment by Thomas Kerr of “Doantcha Wanna Go? Here, Kerr draw ou| the best af the musical
drive of the zpiritual while corimenting on it harmonically and rhythmlcally in the keyboard as
Med Raram, or, say, Aaran Gopland have done. But Korr may do it aven batt, (Evening Post,
Charlesian, funa 1, 1588}

Az Professor and Chairman of the Piano Deparimeant at Howard, Kerr felt a deep respon-
sibkity 1o provide a mode! tor his students. He presentad recitals at the National Gallery of Ar
and the Phillips Collection and appeared twice as concerto soloist with the Mational Sym-
shony orchestra. For nearly thirty years he was prganist and choir directar at Plymaulh Gon-
dregational Church.

After retiremeant from Howard University in 1976, Kerr coneinied 1o omposs and pertorm,
despite dminishing ayeslght. A tribute from the Department of Music al Howard Univessity in
1982 and a musizal tribute by the Evelyn White Chamber Singers In 19488 are amaong his morc
2cent hanars.

Eerr will be ramabered by his students for his axample, encouragement, and assislanoo,
Mhose closaly associated with him will romembar also his keen sanse of humar, aflan aepress-
xd In noles and letters and in “Outrageous Program Notes®” (a8 ke termed thom) which ha oo
zaglonally suppligd for his recitals. He surmmed o his career thus: 1 have spenl praciically
sihaf my waking hours since 1531 wying 10 earn the designation MUSICIAN. Ha coasedered
smeell "acomplet musician, ong whao Is deaply invoelved in pedfarming, teacniag, arranging,
amposing, etc

He is survived by his wife, Horleanse, of Adelphi, Maryland; a san, Thomas Y, Keer, 111 al
-exington Massachussetts and a daughter, Judith Elaine kore of Toleyo, Japan,-both from &
areyious marriage; Judson Haynaes Kaerr, Sr, and a sisler, Louize €. Hines, boih of Baltimare;
wo grandchildren and many olher ielatives and fricnds.



