
Liner Notes, Thamyris, A City Called Heaven, ACA Digital 20064, 2003 
 

 
 
The dawn of the twenty-first 
century is an opportune time to 
reflect upon the stylistic and 
aesthetic musical expressions of 
the end of the twentieth century. 
However, the enormous diversity 
of contemporary musical languages 
and sensibilities makes this 
endeavor decidedly complex. This 
recording reflects that diversity by 
presenting the music of six 
accomplished living African 
Diaspora composers. And, though 
the African Diaspora is certainly a 
shared link among these 
composers, the pieces presented 
here are as different as the 
experiences and backgrounds of 
their creators. The very breadth of 
this repertoire speaks to the  
 

challenge of understanding the African Diaspora itself. 
 
This is an important recording precisely because it is a reminder that the meaning and relevance 
of the African Diaspora is dynamic rather than static. It is a concept that continues to undergo 
revision and rethinking even as our understanding of cultural, ethnic, and racial identities 
continues to unfold. In fact, the cultural geography of Africa is an imagined construct with fluid 
boundaries broader than represented on any cartographer’s map. These musical works invite and 
challenge the listener to appreciate the integrity of the diversities presented and not to delimit 
what such cultural markers like African or Diaspora or Black might mean. In so doing, one will 
deepen his or her understanding of the continuities, complexities, and contradictions of the 
African Diaspora experience itself. 
 
The listening experience will certainly reveal many of the ties that bind these composers 
together. Other connections will not be as obvious. To the act of composing each brings different 
experiences from outside the realm of the Western concert music tradition. Each has elected to 
incorporate that experience in different ways. 
 
From Tania León’s inclusion of Afro-Cuban dance rhythms in A la Par to Olly Wilson’s 
interpolations of the African American spiritual in A City Called Heaven, each of these 
compositions displays the ability of the composer to assert his or her own cultural and aesthetic 
identity. More than a century ago, Anton Dvorák encouraged young African American 



composers to use their folk heritage to develop a truly American music. This recording 
documents an important step in the evolution of that musical journey. 
 
An equally significant tie amongst these composers is the eclecticism and virtuosity in 
borrowing, adapting, and layering features from the near and distant past as well as places close 
and remote. There are many cultural legacies asserted here and this recording represents a 
welcome recapitulation of sorts; reclaiming aspects of the distant past and cultures heretofore 
viewed as incompatible with compelling, sometimes unexpected, and engaging results. In this 
way, these composers are like composers in every age—like Ellington, Stravinsky, Beethoven, or 
Machaut—they pay homage to their ancestors by creating new music that speaks for itself even 
as it lays claim to diverse heritages across time and space. 
 
As Artistic Director of the 1998 National Black Arts Festival, I had the unique opportunity to 
present this program and help sponsor this recording. The theme for the 1998 Festival was Art 
Beyond Borders. It sought to call our attention to the ways in which African Diaspora art and 
culture transcends geographic, ethnic, and even temporal boundaries. This recording, like the 
Festival, highlights those cross-cultural relationships and their many musical manifestations and 
possibilities.  It is often said that art both transcends and transforms. This compact disc 
documents an important body of music and creates a musical prism which continues to mirror 
and reflect who we are, where we have come from, and what we aspire to be. 
 
This disc, appropriately entitled, A City Called Heaven, is an elegant twenty-first century 
response to the nineteenth-century African American spiritual: 
 
I am a poor pilgrim of sorrow, 
I’m in this wide world alone, 
No hope in this world for tomorrow, 
I’m trying to make heaven my home. 
 
Sometimes I am tossed and driven Lord, 
Sometimes don’t know where to roam –  
I’ve heard of a city called heaven 
I’m trying to make it my home. 
 
One’s home is not simply where one lives but where one elects to be. Composers T.J. Anderson, 
Anthony Davis, Tania León, Wendell Logan, Alvin Singleton, and Olly Wilson are no longer 
pilgrims, but pioneers in expressing an immediate and impressive artistic reply of hope and faith 
in the power of music to transform the human experience. 
 
In this fine recording, the Atlanta-based Thamyris secures its place as one of the leading 
contemporary music ensembles of our time. These musicians remind us that technique can only 
be a resource and not a substitute for musical understanding and passion. Dedicated to 
commissioning, performing, and recording new music across a variety of styles and genres, 
Thamyris has become a national leader in contemporary music. Its adventurous programming as 
well as its innovative partnerships with other arts institutions, such as the National Black Arts 



Festival and Chamber Music America, have solidified Thamyris’ place and stature as a premier 
performing arts organization. 
 
Olly Wilson (b. 1937) is a native of St. Louis, Missouri and an accomplished scholar and 
essayist as well as composer. His A City Called Heaven for Chamber Ensemble was 
commissioned by the Boston Musica Viva ensemble and given its world premiere in 1989. It is 
composed for flute, clarinet, piano, violin, viola, cello, and percussion. The title is taken from the 
African American spiritual of the same name. Wilson is especially well-known for his effective 
and adventurous use of another spiritual, Sometimes I Feel Like a Motherless Child, in his 
award-winning Sometimes (1976) for tenor and electronic tape. 
 
A City Called Heaven contains three movements, each inspired by different forms of African 
American music. This work reflects Wilson’s eclectic influences and intense musicality. Here he 
references many African American folk and vernacular forms, including the spirituals and the 
blues by using small motives in repetitive, almost riff-like fashion. Especially provocative are the 
opening melodic statements that bear the mark of an old blues or spiritual line transfigured, 
transformed, and poised here for new meaning. The strong presence of the border intervals of the 
minor third and flatted fifth are sometimes referred to as “blue notes” in jazz parlance. The final 
movement has both the swing and sensibility of the boogie-woogie. Wilson’s rhythmic language, 
like his harmonic vocabulary, is intricate and complex. He explores and abstracts these folk 
sources with precision and clarity. 
 
Alvin Singleton (b. 1940) grew up in Brooklyn, NY and attended New York and Yale 
Universities. After his studies at the Accademia Nazionale di Santa Cecilia in Rome in 1972, he 
lived and worked in Europe for over fifteen years. He returned to the United States to become the 
Composer-in-Residence with the Atlanta Symphony under Robert Shaw (1985-1988). He 
subsequently served as Composer-in-Residence with Spelman College and the Detroit 
Symphony Orchestra. A prolific composer in many different genres, his orchestral music has 
been performed by many of the major orchestras both here and abroad. 
 
Singleton’s Between Sisters (1990) was commissioned by Thamyris and is dedicated to Johnnetta 
B. Cole, President of Spelman College (1987-1997). It is for soprano, alto flute, vibraphone, and 
piano. The piece is a musical setting of “The House Slave,” a poem by former U.S. Poet 
Laureate and Pulitzer Prize winner Rita Dove. 
 
The House Slave 
 
The first horn lifts its arm over the dew-lit grass 
And in the slave quarters there is a rustling— 
Children are bundled into aprons, cornbread 
 
And water gourds grabbed, a salt pork breakfast taken. 
I watch them driven into the vague before-dawn 
While their mistress sleeps like an ivory toothpick 
 
And Massa dreams of asses, rum and slave funk. 



I cannot sleep again. At the second horn,  
The whip curls across the backs of the laggards— 
 
Sometimes my sister’s voice, unmistaken among them. 
“Oh! Pray,” she cries. “Oh! Pray!” Those days 
I lie on my cot, shivering in the early heat, 
 
And as the fields unfold to whiteness, 
And they spill like bees among the fat flowers, 
I weep. It is not yet daylight. 
 
(From the collection of The Yellow House on the Corner (1980). 
Copyright 1980 by Rita Dove. Reprinted by permission of the poet.) 
 
Singleton sees in this poem a metaphor for the universal unity of women across the divides of 
class, ethnicity, and sexual orientation. Between Sisters explores the dramatic potential of space, 
register, and timbre to elicit the dark and haunting character of Ms. Dove’s poem. The composer 
mirrors the contrasting images of the poem with spare textures and sonorities that provide a 
musical means of punctuation to the unfolding text. Most striking is Singleton’s strategic use of 
the high register of the soprano throughout the work to convey the “I” of the poem. The marriage 
of words to music is compelling indeed. 
 
Wendell Logan (b. 1940) is a native of Thompson, Georgia and Professor of Music and Chair of 
Jazz Studies at Oberlin. He studied at Florida A & M and Southern Illinois Universities, the 
American Conservatory, and the University of Iowa. His background and interest in 
improvisation are a constant presence in his work. He notes: “…even when the piece is 
completely notated, I try to include an improvisatory character to my compositions.” 
 
Logan’s Moments (1992) is scored for flute (alto flute, piccolo), B-flat clarinet (bass clarinet), 
piano, percussion, violin, and cello. This piece is comprised of three movements or “moments”, 
as they are labeled in the score by the composer. The intricacies of this work include the skillful 
use of imitation and the seamless inclusion of segments in which one part of the ensemble 
improvises extemporaneously as the remainder of the ensemble performs notated material. One 
of the striking characteristics of this piece is the use of melodic unison presented in different 
instrumental combinations. The shifts of accent and angularity of melodic line hearken toward 
some futuristic offspring of a bebop line. Here Logan’s familiarity with jazz goes beyond 
melodic borrowings toward the type of aesthetic synthesis that one would expect in the 
culminating expressions of a century of new music. Repetition is an important feature here, but 
each re-occurrence suggests new meanings and new possibilities. There is certainly a post-
modernist groove here with ostinato emerging and then disappearing as if under an alchemist’s 
spell. The combination of Thamyris’ fine performance and Logan’s skilled compositional 
technique belies the challenging rhythmic and technical requirements of this work. 
 
Tania León (b. 1944) a native of Havana, Cuba is familiar to many in the United States as a 
gifted conductor and pianist. She maintains an active career in these areas in addition to her 



prolific work as a composer. A la Par (1986) is scored for piano and percussion, and Laura 
Gordy and Peggy Benkeser make this technically demanding piece seem effortless. 
 
The opening movement contains the grace and agility of traditional African-inspired dance forms 
found throughout the black Atlantic. But this music takes on a decidedly modernistic character 
with complicated shifts of meter and a post-tonal melodic language. León manages to create a 
musical sphere that holds the past and future in dynamic tension. The pointillistic style in the 
first movement, with its strategic use of registral juxtaposition and phenomenal accents, creates a 
contrapuntal writing reminiscent of Bach’s cello suites while simultaneously referencing a 
melodic realm of the present, if not the future. 
 
The first movement ends with a brief adagio section and proceeds into the second movement 
without pause. The second movement begins with a long slow atmospheric segment and 
culminates in a section subtitled “Guaguanco.” Throughout this work, Leon draws liberally from 
traditional Afro-Cuban rhythms. The borrowings are of course not literal but a kind of twenty-
first century signifying. A La Par represents an interesting synthesis of old and new world 
traditions. The percussive use of the piano recalls the black Atlantic tradition of making all 
instruments the drum. But the use of Cuban or Latin-influenced vernacular dance traditions with 
non-traditional instruments, creates new and unexpected outcomes and powerfully demonstrates 
fertile possibilities for the future. The composer understands the subtle nuances of accent 
necessary to bring this music to life. Consequently, the score is meticulously notated with regard 
to both dynamic and rhythmic accent. 
 
T(homas) J(efferson) Anderson (b. 1928) is a native of Coatesville, Pennsylvania and is the 
senior composer of those presented here. Anderson studied with T. Scott Huston, Philip 
Bezanson, and Darius Milhaud and received his Ph.D. in Composition from the University of 
Iowa in 1958. A valued teacher as well as composer, Anderson has served on the faculties of 
Tufts University, Morehouse College, Langston University in Oklahoma, and Tennessee State 
University. His compositions reflect a broad artistic and intellectual purview, including folk, 
social and political topics, as well as text settings of M.B. Tolson and Pearl Cleage, among 
others. His musical influences are equally varied with works like Watermelon (1971) for solo 
piano based on the street cries he recalled from his childhood in Washington, D.C. to his 
Variations on a Theme by Alban Berg (1977). 
 
Anderson’s Intermezzi (1983) is a set of three multi-movement solo pieces for alto saxophone, 
clarinet and piano with a wide expressive range. The composer provides for three possible ways 
to perform the work: 1) as individual solo pieces; 2) as a trio in which the performers are 
spatially separated and do not attempt to coordinate their parts; and 3) as a combination of solo 
pieces, followed by the trio version. Such performance directions provide for a wide spectrum of 
musical outcomes. In the version presented here, the solos were recorded individually, then 
combined in the studio to achieve the greatest independence and clarity of lines. When asked 
about the impetus for creating a work that would yield a new version with each performance, 
Anderson replied: “freedom . . . I wanted to achieve a certain level of freedom in this piece!” 
 
Anthony Davis (b. 1951) has developed a compositional voice that is ever present, whether the 
genre is a chamber work, a piece for large orchestra, a solo work, or an opera. There are several 



inter-related techniques or methods that have become synonymous with his compositions and 
each aspect has dramatic implications for the center of Davis’ world—rhythm. Davis’ ostinato, 
drones, asymmetrical meters, as well as his gift for cyclically presenting, repeating and layering 
small fragments or motives provide the palette for much of his work. 
 
Wayang II (Shadow Dance) (1980) is composed for flute, trombone, vibraphone, marimba, 
piano, violin, cello, bass, and drums. Davis is himself an accomplished improviser so it comes as 
no surprise that improvisation is an integral part of this early composition. Wayang II develops in 
characteristic Davis fashion by layering short phrases of different lengths to create a mass 
texture. This texture in turn supports a much longer melodic unison statement introduced by the 
trombone and bass. Upon the completion of this line, the texture continues to thin out until only a 
single layer, the opening motive, remains. Thus the piece is rounded out in an ABA fashion. 
These additive strata, along with the dynamic interaction of the layers or “phasing” are part of 
Davis’ strategy for musical development. Each rhythmic stratum has its own center and internal 
organizational dynamic. Equally interesting is Davis’ use of polymetric environments which 
juxtapose melodic lines with different tempi as well as different metrical settings. His use of the 
drone is actually a two-note pedal figure that is maintained throughout the entire piece. Changes 
over time are often subtle and his re-use of existing materials creates a kaleidoscopic effect. 
Listening to Wayang II is like considering the facets of a fine gem stone—each encounter reveals 
new aspects. 
 

--Dwight Andrews 
 
Dwight Andrews is a composer, performer, and Professor of Music Theory at Emory University. 
Dr. Andrews served as Artistic Director of the National Black Arts Festival from 1996 to 1998. 
 
 
 
 
 
 


