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BSM Gospel Choir 
perserves black culture

Next black concert hero

Bates' music livens Memorial Hall
by Smith Turner

Labeled as the “ next b lack con
cert hero," concert pianist Leon 
Bates has been making appearances 
in numerous concert halls extending 
from  Carnegie Hall and the Ken
nedy Center to the Philadelphia 
Academy of Music. Performances 
w ith  symphonies have included the 
P h i la d e lp h ia ,  D e t ro i t ,  A t la n ta ,  
D enve r ,  C in c in n a t i ,  N a s h v i l le ,  
Savannah, The National M em oria l 
Hall on UNC's campus.

The concert consisted o f works 
by French composer M aurice  Ravel 
and Russian co m p o s e r  Sergei 
Rachmanienoff. The firs t half o f the 
concert was composed o f Ravel's 
"Sonat ine" and "Gaspard del la 
N u it" ,  which is considered to  be one 
of the most d i f f ic u l t  pieces in piano 
repertoire.

A f t e r  i n t e r m i s s i o n  B a te s  
mesmorized the audience w ith  his 
rend it ion  o f R achm aninoff 's  "3 
Etudes Tableaux" and Sonata No 2 
in B Flat m inor".  He played these 
pieces w ith  considerable eloquence, 
skill, and org inality. But what pro
bably most impressed the audience 
was his f inger dexterity  most evi
dent in "N on  a llegro", the second 
m ovement o f "Sonata No 2 in 8 f la t  
m inor".

As an encore to  his already im 
pressive concert Bates performed 
Brahm's " In te rm e zzo  in B f la t  
m inor",  which le f t  the audience 
conten t that they had witnessed a 
rising star In the classical music in
dustry.

On the stage Bates exemplifies 
v irtuosity , wh ile  o f f  the stage Bates 
extends his love and knowledge o f 
music to  the classroom. He has been 
on the fa cu l ty  at O ber i in  School o f 
Conservatory and is presently a 
facu lty  member at the University of 
Delaware.

mainta in ing a plausib le academic 
average. A slide-show and parapher
nalia were presented as each Black 
Greek president recited the history 
and founders o f  the ir  perspective 
fraternit ies and sororities; and a par
ty, sponsored by the BCG, was held 
in Great Hall fo l lo w in g  the convoca
tion. ■

A lthough classical music is Bates 
m a in  c o n c e n t r a t i o n ,  th e  
Philadelphia native also has played 
jazz, gospel, and rock n' roll in high 
school and college. In fac t  he listens 
to  just as much jazz as he does 
classical music. Two of his favorite  
jazz artist include Chick Corea and 
John Coltrane.

Bates spends his spare t ime l i f t ing  
weights. He finds that it not only 
helps to  bui ld ing  his body, bu t also 
aids in the relaxation needed to give 
a good piano performance.

Bates is unique not on ly  because 
he is one of the few classical 
pianists that l if ts  weights, bu t also 
because he is one o f the few blacks 
conce rt p ianist, besides Andre  
Watts, who has reached plateaus of 
success. Bates credits his parents; 
support, his teachers, especially 
Natalie Henderson of Temple, and 
his winning o f a national com pet i 
t ion that provided opportun it ies fo r 
him to play w ith  various orchestras.

Bates attr ibutes the lack of black 
part ic ipat ion  in the area of classical 
music due to  keen competit ion . 
Also, economics pose another pro
blems. Musicians need to  be able to 
invest in a person w ho  w il l  help 
them to "reach the higher level of 
ab i l i ty ."

Bates says, many aspiring black 
musicians lacks repertoire. He con
siders h imself lucky tha t he has 
been able to enter at least a contest 
a year from  ages 15-25, which great
ly aided in his bu ild ing o f a reper
toire.

Time also is a factor. Some fu tu re  
musicians are unable to  maintain  a 
high skill  level. O f ten  times they 
have to  work other jobs to  survive, 
w h ich  often means a job not in the 
f ie ld  o f music. O r in some instances 
a b lack starts in the f ie ld  o f classical 
music, bu t turns to  o ther elements 
o f music such as jazz, pop, or rock, 
because money is more accessible 
there.

Bates streeses the main th ing is to 
"deve lop  skills thoroughly, be able 
to  w rite  in varying id iom s" and be 
not only  "p ro f ic ien t  on the instru
m ent", bu t also knowledgeable of 
a l l  typ es  o f  m u s ic  and its 
background. ■

D aw n Reavis

Gospel music is an importan t part 
of Black American cu lture  In the 
pas t,  gospe l m u s ic  was the  
slaves'main channel of com m un ica 
t ion Secret meetings, messages to 
runaways, and everyday trails were 
all related in gospel song. Today, the 
Black Student M ovem ent Gospel 
Choir is maintain ing this small part 
o f Black cu lture

The BSM gospel choir is twelve 
years o ld  and presently consists of 
94 members, who are selected by 
audit ions held each fa l l  The choir 
travels and performs both  in and out 
of state. Invitat ions are voted upon 
by choir members. "The choir has 
always toured across North  Carolina 
and has been used by the Adm is
sions o ff ice  and the University A d 
m in is t r a t io n  to  r e c r u i t  B lack  
students by presentative o f Black 
cu lture  outlets do exist that are 
representing of Black cu lture  in this 
p re d o m in a te ly  W h i te  ca m p u s  
despite its small m ino r i ty  student 
popu la t ion ,"  states Zo l l ie  Steven
son, Area D irector o f Morrison.

The choir  performs in d if fe ren t 
dorms during the year and at many

cu ltura l programs sponsored by d i f 
ferent campus organizations The 
choir also performed in prisons and 
many pub lic  schools. "The BSM 
gospel choir  trad i t iona l ly  sings at 
Project Up li f t ,  Decision Days and 
M in o r i ty  Career Day Programs, 
w h ic h  are re c ru i tm e n t  a r id /o r  
deve lopm ent programs sponsored 
by the Univers ity ," states Stevenson.

People who join the choir  are at
tracted fo r  various reasons 'M y  in
itial reason for jo in ing the choir  was 
fo r  en joym en t,"  says Lee Cooley, 
" th e  choir helps take my mind o f f  of 
the pressures of studies states 
Cooley. Black songs were an o u t le t  
fo r the slaves and the choir  serves as 
a con tinua tion  of that.

" I  love to  sing gospel music and 
gospel music has become a part of 
me." states Latonya Simms. " I  jo in 
ed the choir because I enjoy singing 
and 1 was brought up singing gospel 
music in choirs, at schools and in 
churches."

The gospel song is unique in that 
it can have several d if fe ren t mean
ings The t i t le  song to  the choirs 
latest a lbum is "M a k e  it to The 
C i t y "  "This song may be a reminder 
of what the slaves w ou ld  sing when 
they were p lanning an escape, of 
some may think of " th e  c i ty "  as a 
c e r ta in  g o a l . "  s ta tes  S im m s. 
"However, my in terpretaion is that 
" t h e  c i t y "  m e a n s  h e a v e n .  
Throughout the song the lyrics are 
' I f  M y  M other  D on 't  Go I've Got To 
Make It, If M y  Father D on 't  Go I'VE 
Got To Make It ' and I'm gonna try to 
"m ake  it to  the c i ty " !  p roc la ims 
Simms ■
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