An Interview with Rosephanye Powell

Rosephanye (roh-
SEH-fuh-nee)
Powell is an ac-
complished singer,
music  educator,
and choral con-
ductor. Dr. Powell
is a Charles W. Barkley Endowed

Professor and Professor of Voice at

Auburn University, where she teach-
es voice, art song repertoire, vocal
pedagogy, conducts Women’s Choir,
and co-conducts the Auburn Uni-
versity Gospel Choir. She is perhaps
best recognized as one of the United
States’ leading contemporary choral
composers. In this Choral Conver-
sation, she discusses her music, the
compositional process, and reflects
on being a prominent African Amer-
ican female composer.

As one who studied vocal per-
formance, how did you find
your way to choral composi-
tion?

Choral music has always been
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an integral part of my life. In high
school, one of my hobbies was re-
arranging songs that we sang in
choir. As an undergraduate at Ala-
bama State University, an HBCU
(Historically Black College or Uni-
versity), we were required to sing in
the choir every semester. And every
semester we learned and performed
arrangements of African American
spirituals. Those experiences devel-
oped my love and appreciation for
these marvelous works of art.
While working on my master’s
degree in Vocal Performance and
Vocal Pedagogy at Westminster
Choir College, graduate students
were required to sing each semester
in the Symphonic Choir. Singing
under the direction of Joseph Flum-
merfelt and Frauke Haasemann im-
pacted my understanding of Euro-
pean classical music, the beauty of
the choral sound, and the shaping
of vowels to achieve the ideal tone.
When I pursued my doctoral degree
at Florida State, I spent a great deal
of time with the graduate choral
conductors and observed Rodney

Eichenberger and André Thomas
work with their choirs. Once again,
I was impacted by these conductors
and their commitment to the craft of
choral conducting and the develop-
ment of the choral tone.

I became a published composer
after composing The Word Was God
for the Philander Smith Collegiate
Choir in Little Rock, Arkansas. This
choir, conducted by my husband,
William Powell, and for which I
served as associate conductor, need-
ed original songs to be composed for
a CD to be sold at our concerts to
raise funds for the choir. Once we
recorded The Word Was God, 1 was
encouraged by conductor friends to
submit the work to a publisher. After
submitting a previous work to a pub-
lisher and never receiving a reply, 1
decided to send The Word Was God to
ten publishers with the hope that one
would reply. Unfortunately, all ten
replied with acceptance of the work,
after which I received several letters
of reprimand when I had to inform
publishers that I had contracted with
another publisher. I learned a valu-
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able lesson from that experience,
which I share with young compos-
ers: “Submit your work to only one
publisher at a time!”

How would you describe your
style of composition? Has it
changed over time?

I would characterize my style
of composition as African Amer-
ican neo-Romantic. Generally, it
comprises lyrical vocal lines; strong
rhythmic emphasis, including much
use of syncopation; harmonies often
derived from African American pop-
ular music styles that serve to express
the text or the mood of the text; and
varied vocal textures including lay-
ering, interweaving melodies, and
light counterpoint. I am grateful to
have grown up with musical experi-
ences that included African Ameri-
can spirituals, gospel music, hymns,
rhythm and blues, jazz, Caribbean

ASATIONS

music, and African folk songs.

Although they may not be iden-
tifiable in my works, each of these
genres or styles are a part of my mu-
sical vocabulary for composition. I
endeavor to compose melodies that
are healthy for the voice, avoiding
overuse of the extremes of the range.
As a singer, I prefer to employ sing-
able melodies that use the practical
parts of the range, saving the ex-
treme highs and lows for climaxes,
color, emphasis, or text painting. I
would not say that my style of com-
position has changed over time. My
hope is that it has evolved with my
life experiences.

What is more important to you:
the text or the music? (This
question was supplied by the
previous Choral Conversations
Column interviewee.)

In one sense, I consider the text to
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As Mary proclaims in the Magnificat, God has scattered the proud in the imagination of their hearts.

The 2020 conference "Scatter the Imagination of Our Hearts" invites you to explore how the
power of imagination can challenge, change, and inspire. Together we'll reimagine what it means
to be the people God has called in the church, scattered in service throughout the world.

Featuring theologians and preachers
and

With a variety of musical artists, including

and
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be of primary importance since the
text is the message to be communi-
cated. In another sense, the music 1s
of equal importance with the text. In
addition to providing harmonic sup-
port, the music plays an equal role
with the text in communicating the
message and meaning of the text.
I begin composition by immersing
myself in the text, repeating and
memorizing the text in addition to
reading about the poet. Through
this immersion, the music begins
to develop as I seek to express the
sentiment and heart of the message
awakened in me. The rhythm of the
poetry influences the rhythm of the
melody and the shape of the vocal
line. The mood and energy experi-
enced as I recite the poetry deter-
mine the text setting, tempo, form,
rhythms, and harmonies. In contrast
to the spoken word alone, music can
serve to enhance the meaning of the
text, painting mental pictures of it
for the performer and listener. At the
same time, music can detract from
and betray the meaning of the text
if its marriage to the poetry is not
given serious consideration in com-
position.

Who are your biggest influenc-
es as a composer?

During my undergraduate stud-
ies at Alabama State, I experienced
a steady diet of solo and choral ar-
rangements of spirituals by Harry
T. Burleigh, Hall Johnson, and J.
Rosamund Johnson, among others.
Also during this time, I was intro-
duced to African American female
composers, including Undine Smith
Moore, Florence Price, and Lena
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McLin. I was strongly impressed by
the fact that they were black women
who composed and arranged clas-
sical music. In graduate school at
Westminster Choir College, 1 was
deeply influenced by African Amer-
ican composers of art songs such as
Adolphus Hailstork, Julia Perry, Da-
vid Nathaniel Baker, George Walk-
er, and William Grant Still, among
others. I think William Grant Still,
the Dean of African American com-
posers, was my greatest influence as
a classical composer. My research in
graduate school focused on his com-
positional style for the solo voice and
piano. I found myself very much
connected to Stll’s harmonic vo-
cabulary, which included jazz har-
monies, and his lyrical vocal lines,
especially in the song cycle Songs of
Separation. European classical mu-
sic influences included Handel and
Bach for their counterpoint; Mozart
and Haydn for their form and lyri-
cism; and Verdi, Puccini, and Ravel
for their Romantic harmonies and
long vocal phrases.

What inspires you?

I guess I would say “life.” Yes. Life
and life experiences—people and
places, sunny days, rainy days, smil-
ing faces, tears, pain, aloneness, joy,
peace, laughter, acts of love, kind-
ness and service to others, stories of
triumph over struggles, passionate
and tender poetry, the beauty of na-
ture, the quietness of an early morn-
and all that 1s
good that can be experienced in this
brief life.

ing, beautiful music...
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Share a piece with us from your
catalogue that is particularly
meaningful to you. What is the
story behind that piece?

Still I Rise is a song that was com-

missioned by VOX Femina Los An-
geles and Iris S. Levine, music direc-
tor. When Dr. Levine approached
me with her idea for the project,
she shared that the choir wanted a
work that spoke to the experiences
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of women from a perspective of
strength. Immediately, I knew that
I wanted to set Maya Angelou’s
poem Still I Rise. Because of my
love for the poem, I composed fe-
verishly and very quickly, complet-
ing the first draft within a matter of
hours. Unfortunately, I was denied
permission to set the poem by Dr.
Angelou’s representative. So I took
the inspiration received from the
poem and wrote my own lyrics. Stzl/
I Rise is an anthem in salute to the
strength of women who persevere
through life’s many and diverse dif-

INSISA[@E| Lehigh University -+ ACDA
UNIVERSITY Summer

ficulties, including sickness, physi-
cal and emotional abuse, rape, in-
cest, prejudice, abandonment, and
many more. It is a charge to view
life’s setbacks,
and inequalities as opportunities to

disappointments,

become stronger.

This song is especially meaning-
ful to me because of the women’s
choruses that have made it their
choir anthem that is sung yearly.
I have been overwhelmed by the
number of women from around
the world who have sent me photos
or informed me of their Still I Rise

tattoos, while sharing stories of how
the song encouraged or sustained
them at low points in their lives.
These stories include a three-time
cancer survivor who, upon hear-
ing the song, had a Still I Rise t-shirt
made to remind herself that she is a
survivor; and a young lady who was
on the verge of suicide but chose
to live (and 1s doing so victoriously)
after her women’s chorus was intro-
duced to Still I Rise. 1 get emotional
just thinking about it. To compose
a song that empowers sisters in this
way gives great meaning and fulfill-
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Choral Composers Forum

June 22 - 29, 2020
The Princeton Singers, choir-in-residence

Steven Sametz, director
Lehigh University * Zoellner Arts Center * Bethlehem, PA 18015

Composers are encouraged to apply to this
week-long practicum, workshopping new pieces
with mentor-composers Steven Sametz and
Eriks Esenvalds in a supportive atmosphere.

All works developed at the Composers Forum will
be considered for publication by Notenova.

For more information and registration, go to
www.lehighchoralarts.com/composersforum
Discount applies for early registration.

Eriks Esenvalds
ACDA Brock Commission
Composer

Wiy Steven Sametz
" ACDA Brock Commission

Composer «;Aivars Krastins

Lehigh University offers undergraduate singers, conductors and composers Choral Arts Scholarships.
Study with Steven Sametz and Sun Min Lee. For information, email sul212@lehigh.edu.
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ment to my life!

Share one experience that was
special for you as a composer.

The one that comes to mind
immediately is the dress rehearsal
and premiere of Sing for the Cure: A
Proclamation of Hope in Dallas, Tex-
as. Along with several other choral
composers, I was asked to compose
one of the choral movements for
this multi-movement work that hon-
ors the journeys of those who lost
their battle with cancer; fought the
battle and were victorious; as well
as those loved ones who traveled the
journey with them. My song “The
Promise Lives On” sets tender and
touching lyrics by Pamela Martin
and represents the partner’s voice.

In it, the partner-caregiver as-
sures the one cared for that their
promise of love and life-long com-
mitment will remain and grow
stronger through the struggle and
pain of cancer. To be a part of the
special evening of the performance
with poet-laureate Maya Angelou
as narrator, the Turtle Creek Cho-
rale, The Women’s Chorus of Dal-
las, and the Metropolitan Sympho-
ny Orchestra was nothing short of
exhilarating.

On the day of the premiere, I
was invited to the dress rehearsal for
the performance but missed it due
to a delayed flight out of Atlanta.
Upon my arrival in Dallas, Timothy
Seelig, then-director of the Turtle
Creek Chorale, informed me that at
the dress rehearsal, Maya Angelou,
upon hearing “The Promise Lives
On,” was so overcome with emo-

3

tion that she required time to gather
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herself before speaking the next nar-
ration. Having read and admired Dr.
Angelou through her series of auto-
biographies and poetry collections, 1
received much gratification hearing
that I had touched her heart perhaps
as deeply as she had touched mine.

What advice do you give com-
posers who are entering the
field today?

The advice I offer is to strive to
develop one’s craft and distinct
voice compositionally. The develop-
ment of a career in composition is
one that requires patience and per-
sistence. I caution composers not to
compose for the sake of composing
Rather, compose because one has
a message to share or a story to tell
through music. Then, people “get
it” and connect to it. Irom lessons
learned while a young composer, I
inform composers to submit to one
publisher at a time and wait sever-
al months before submitting to an-
other. They should be sure to get a
poet’s permission before setting their

poem to music.

Also, when arranging someone
else’s music, composers should be
sure to obtain permission from the
composer to do so. Finally, if one is
having difficulty being accepted by
an established publisher, consider
self-publishing through one’s own
website. Or, consider working with
a non-traditional publisher who will
allow the composer to keep owner-
ship while providing online exposure
and distribution for a fee or a small
percentage of the sales.

What do you do when you expe-
rience composer’s block?

I pray and put it away! I have
found that when I try to compose
through a block and force the work,
I don’t like the results of what I com-
posed when I return to it later. This
means that I wasted the time and
energy and must begin again. I find
that when I take a break from the
work, engaging in stimulating or re-
laxing activities, I experience a fresh
creative flow upon my return to it.

Performing Bach’s St. John Passion
with Joshua Rifkin

A workshop for conductors, historical instrumentalists, and singers.

May 22-23, 2020 - Boston, Massachusetts

Study the challenges of performing Bach’s St. John Passion with the leading expert in Bach performance
practice. Fellows will work directly with Joshua Rifkin on issues concerning performance forces, versions
of the St. John Passion, and interpretation. Auditors are also invited to apply.

Applications are due March 23, 2020. Visit www.bu.edu/earlymusic for details or email cems@bu.edu.

Hosted by the Center for Early Music Studies at Boston University.
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The challenge is being wise enough
to take the break, especially when
pressed to meet a commission dead-
line.

What is it like to be an inter-
nationally recognized African
American female composer?

I am grateful for the opportuni-
ty to be a voice that represents the
diversity of the African American
and American choral music cultures.
I consider it a privilege to share a
perspective on our nation’s diversity
with singers around the world. It is
especially fulfilling to hear my works
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performed by singers for whom En-
glish is not their first language. To
work with choirs from other nations
reminds me of just how much we all
have in common regardless of our
culture, nationality, and language.
As a child growing up in a small
southern town on the border of Ala-
bama and Georgia, I could not have
imagined being afforded the oppor-
tunity to share my love of music and
singing to this extent. As an African
American woman, I hope that my
contributions to choral music litera-
ture will serve to encourage African
American female composers to de-
velop their compositional craft and
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leave their distinct imprint upon the
world of choral music.

Please provide a question for
the next interviewee to answer.

What do you find most challeng-
ing when guest conducting?

Shekela Wanyama is a doctoral
student in conducting at the Uni-
versity of Arizona. She is grateful to
Catherine Roma, whose important
research was the genesis of this con-

versation.

www.ArtistTravels.com
(212) 707-8170
Info@ArtistTravels.com
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