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Black art songs in full bloom

by Lawrence Toppman
DTH Arts Editor

Every so often an artist reminds us that there’s
more to traditional black music than spirituals.
Soprano Martha Flowers, voice instructor in the
UNC Music Department, reminded us Sunday
with a concert that kicked off the Black Arts
Culture Festival with stylish beauty and verve.

Flowers can sing spirituals. She can also sing
opera, lieder or the most refined French drawing-
room pieces, as she demonstrated in a versatile
and lengthy recital. But what she does best are the
pieces her program called “Afro-American art
songs.”

I'm still not sure what an Afro-American art
song is. If the criterion is a text written by a black
poet, or music by a black composer, these songs
qualify: Harry Burleigh and Howard Swanson
have set Langston Hughes to music here and
Samuel Coleridge Taylor has written music for his
own text, “Life and Death.”
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Yet the experiences described are universal;
even Hughes' “Lovely Dark and Lonely One™ gocs
beyond a feeling of black isolation to a melancholy
reflection upon being cut off from a flow of
emotion. If there is an element here that only a
black artist could have provided., it is the
thoughtful, brooding quality of the music. The
songs are full of cautious joy and introspective
sorrow mixed with the knowledge that good
things—here, the experience of deep feelings—
come to an end all too soon.

Flowers sings these art songs robustly, throwing
her compact body and confident grin into the
mausic. She has what 1 think of as a stereotypic
“American” voice for the classics—a rich bold
timbre, quivering with emotion, vigorously
imprecise in attack and uncertain in her
pronunciation of a difficult bit of French or
German.

Such a technigue stands her in good stead with
the English texts but restricts her singing of
Mozart and Schubert. She gives an unusually
intense reading of Debussy and Ravel, and
exhilarating approach to those cool Frenchmen
that adds almost too much raw strength to their
elegant works. She seems most at home with a
song like “Voici que le Printemps,”™ a surprisingly
gay vigorous melody from the langmd Debussy
celebrating the fertile arrival of spring.

One of Flowers’ most endearing qualities—both
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when it succeeds and when it occasionally
disappoints—is her freshness. All of the music she
sings has a new edge to it, a strangeness that sets
her rendition against more traditional stylizations.

When she brings her low, résonant voice—al
times almost that of mezzo-soprano—Io
spirituals, she reverses the effect created in the
lieder. Her evident formal training and precise
delivery of the lyrics lend an air of grace,a calm
demeanor to music usually performed in either
mad rapture or frenzied anguish.

Backed by the intelligent, understated
accompaniment of pianist Michael Zenge,
Flowers adds a plaintiveness, 2 gentle but sincere
sorrow to “Were You There When They Crucified
My Lord” and a quiet assurance to “Jesus
Walked This Lonesome Valley.”

Though the spirituals were lovely enough, the)
overshadowed a lesser-known art form last
Sunday. | could wish there had been more
examples of this unfamiliar genre, the Afro-
American art song, so that we might become
acquainted with a school of music that offers
potentially board rewards for study.

At present, however, the audience will have to
be satisfied with the display of Flowers' talent and
a whetting of its musical appetites by the sponsors
of the Black Arts Cultural Festival. Black classical
composition in America runs beneath and beyond
the work of Ray Charles, Keith Jarrett or Earth.
Wind and Fire in a myrniad of diverse modern and
neo-romantic forms, and has long been a
neglected pool of music. The Black Student
Movement has my thanks for taking their firstdip
into that pool.

Sunday concert

The Carolina Choir and members of the N.(
Symphony will perform Maurice Durufle’s
“Requiem™ at their annual Palm Sunday
Masterworks Series concert Sunday, April |1, at
4:30 p.m. in Hill Hall. Though two performances
had originally been scheduled, only one will be
held. Free tickets will be made available at 8 a.m
today in the foyer of Hill Hall for as long as they
last.
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