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Programme

Trad.    ‘Sometimes I feel like a motherless child’

Claude Debussy    From Cinq poèmes de Baudelaire
(1862-1918)     ‘Recueillement’
      ‘Le balcon’
      ‘La mort des amants’

Abel Meeropol    ‘Strange Fruit’
(1903-86)

Maurice Ravel     Chansons madécasses
(1875-1937)     ‘Nahandove’
      ‘Aoua!’
      ‘Il est doux’

Trad.    ‘Black is the colour of my true love’s hair’

INTERVAL

Trad.    ‘By an’ By’
Arr. Clement Ishmael

Hannah Kendall   Processional
(b 1984)

Florence Price    ‘Night’
(1887-1953)    ‘My Dream’
     ‘Song to the Dark Virgin’

Trad.    ‘City Called Heaven’
Arr. Hall Johnson

Trad.    ‘Witness’
Arr. Hall Johnson

Trad.    ‘Is There Anybody Here?’
Arr. Roland M Carter

Harry Sever    ‘Tears’
(b 1991)

Shirley Thompson   ‘Tapestry’
(b 1958)

Errollyn Wallen   ‘Peace on Earth’
(b 1958)

Adolphus Hailstork   From Songs of Love and Justice
(b 1941)     ‘Decisions’



An Imperfect Tapestry

This programme had its origins at the 2020 Oxford 
Lieder festival. Sholto Kynoch, the Artistic Director, 
wanted a theme running through the whole festival:
‘Connections Across Time’. Steven Swales, my 
agent, said to me: ‘You haven’t done anything like 
this in a long time – what would you like to do?’ 
So I thought about it and decided to approach 
the theme from a personal viewpoint rather than 
a classical music perspective. Being a bit of a unicorn 
in the classical music industry, as a black female 
singer – although there are more black female 
singers than there are black males – my question 
was: ‘How are black people perceived in classical 
music, and in music generally?’

It made sense to me to create an arc that spanned 
the 19th century to the present day, taking in 
perceptions of black people in music over time 
to how we present ourselves now. But it’s not 
a straight line, and the programme is called 
An Imperfect Tapestry because there are so 
many holes in it. And it’s not a traditional tapestry: 
I thought it would be more interesting to weave 
it in a different way.

We start with a spiritual because it felt important 
to begin the journey from a familiar place. I asked 
my mum, who’s 83: where do you think music starts 
for black people? She replied, ‘spirituals’. Spirituals 
are a way for people to talk from the soul about what 
they have experienced, and about what they want 
the world to be one day: they contain a germ of hope. 

Alongside canonical items by Debussy and Ravel, 
I also thought I could include one or two items that 
would not usually be included in a classical recital 
but which are of worldwide significance. That’s why 
I have included ‘Strange Fruit’, which totally changes 
the colour and breath of an evening, and ‘Black is 
the Colour of my True Love’s Hair’, a song closely 
associated with Nina Simone, who studied to be 
a concert pianist at Juilliard. When she was told 
she would never become one because of her colour, 
she managed to become something else that was 
quite magnificent in its own way.

The second half begins with an arrangement 
of another spiritual by Clement Ishmael, who is 
probably best known as a conductor and arranger, 
but whose lifeblood is composing. Having been 
unable to fly all over the world as a musical director 
during lockdown he’s been writing constantly, 
‘like a tap that never turned off’, he says. There are 
composers living and writing now who are making 
fantastic work that speaks of the way we feel today. 
I was lucky enough to meet Hannah Kendall at 
a friend’s recital, and at dinner afterwards I asked 
her if we could include her piece ‘Processional’ 
in this recital; ‘absolutely – go for it’ she said.

We’ve included three songs by the African-American
composer Florence Price in the programme. Her music
is phenomenal and her story is quite incredible. 
So much of her work has been performed within 
the past 18 months in this country, whereas before 
you’d be lucky to hear a single piece. It presents
a wonderful opportunity to say: look, there is amazing
music beyond the established repertoire. Partly 
because of Black Lives Matter, everybody is aware 
now that there are so many different types of music 
out there, all of them classical in their own way. It’s 
a case of opening your peripheral ears, so to speak, 
to make sure that you hear other things which could 
be a worthy part of the canon. So I hope this recital 
provides an introduction to some of this music.

We close with ‘Decisions’ by Adolphus Hailstork, 
an American composer who turned 80 this year. 
It’s a phenomenal piece of music, with words 
based on a speech by Martin Luther King which 
felt especially powerful after the summer of 2020:

‘In a sense every day is judgement day, 
and we, through our deeds and words, 
our silence and speech, 
are constantly writing in the Book of Life’

It ends with a question: ‘What are you doing for 
others?’ These are very powerful words, and they 
were specifically powerful in that time. 

I think that song recitals are the ultimate form 
of communication, because you have the potential 
to touch every single person within one small space 
in a different way. In 2015, I found out that I had 
a tumour behind my throat. Luckily it was benign, 
although I had to rehabilitate for about a year 
following surgery. Since then, each time I step 
on stage I have it in my mind that it could have 
been the end of my career, and my attitude to what 
I do and how I do it is completely different. I want to 
share and communicate every single thing possible, 
because this time is precious. The one thing I refuse 
to do is mask myself, because if I can be sincere and 
true it means I can reach more people. I hope you 
enjoy my tapestry.

Gweneth Ann Rand
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and performances of the Schubert song cycles 
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