
Conspirare and October Project Music Present: 
RE:Genesis World Premiere and Discussion 

March 17, 2021 at 7:30 pm Central at conspirare.org/regenesis 

Featuring “Holding Our Breath” and “Call Across,” awarded the American Choral Directors 
Association Genesis Prize 

with  Marina Belica, October Project Music, moderator 
Craig Hella Johnson, Conspirare Artistic Director 
Carlos Cordero, “Holding Our Breath” composer 
Julie Flanders, “Holding Our Breath” poet  
Kyle Pederson, “Call Across” composer 
Brian Newhouse, “Call Across” poet  
Andrew J. Timm, Filmmaker 

Please submit your questions for the panelists by sending them to info@conspirare.org or using 
the zoom chat. 

*The American Choral Directors Association conceived the ACDA Genesis Prize as a response to the
difficult times recently facing our world, and choral art in particular, spearheaded by ACDA’s
Composition Initiatives Committee. The prize was created to stimulate art emerging from crisis by
funding both composers and poets to create new choral works that speak to our time with voices of
comfort, hope, peace, and justice.
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PRESENTED BY: 

HOLDING OUR BREATH Program Note and Text 
Carlos Cordero, composer 
Julie Flanders, poet 

Introduction from the poet: 

Breathing is what keeps us alive. It is the mechanism that allows us to sing and communicate. 
Whenever we are troubled or are in a time of crisis, our instincts are to either hold our breath 
or to breathe. Taking slow breaths and centering ourselves is what brings us back to a more 
serene state, allows us space to find solutions, and to look to the future where we can explore 
the faith that we will be ok.  

During this pandemic, breathing has been deemed dangerous, being the principle mechanism 
of how COVID-19 is spread. It is also the time where the phrase “I can’t breathe” became the 
powerful last words that moved an entire nation to demand rights, not only for the life of a 
man, but an entire population. Breathing is a cycle that can’t and should not be interrupted.  

Our piece is centered on facing the fear to breathe: on an individual level as well as next to 
each other again, and the courage to be together once more; slowly taking in what it means to 
be alive and singing next to one another.  

Program notes from the composer and poet: 

Holding Our Breath explores the worldwide need and fear to breathe together right now, using 
the lens of breath itself to address the virus, uncertainty, and racism we face. 

This piece is written to allow different levels of choirs to experience a deep understanding of 
the concept of breathing. To go far beyond how the breath is used to produce sound. It will 
explore how breathing connects us all (singers, composers, conductors, audience members). 
This piece will be a place to focus on the vulnerability of breathing: individually and in a group, 
and to create space for the realization that we are inextricably connected. When we breathe 
together, we create music that can heal. 
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Holding Our Breath, text by Julie Flanders 
 

What happened? 
(audible gasp) 

 
What is happening (to us) 

(audible gasp) 
 

Can you breathe? 
Please, help me! 

 
I can’t... 

“I can’t breathe.” 
 

Can you breathe? 
Can we breathe again? 

 
We are holding on 

We are holding our breath 
 

With this one breath 
I pray 

 
With this one breath 

I hope 
 

With this one breath 
I let go 

 
With this one breath 

I stay 
 

With this one breath 
I say I love you 

 
With this one breath 

I say goodbye

 
With this one breath 

We Breathe. 
 

(audible sigh) 
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CALL ACROSS  Program Note and Text  
Kyle Pederson, composer 
Brian Newhouse, poet 

Introduction from the composer and lyricist: 
Across cultures, ages, languages, and geography, the human animal is made for connection. This fact 
of our humanity has been painfully clarified as Covid-19 shut down huge swaths of human activity, and 
silenced choral singers everywhere  whose very art is made only in community. Racial tensions and 
political polarization have further isolated neighbor from neighbor.  But ultimately all of us will 
instinctively reach out to break our isolation; Call Across gives voice to this elemental human need and 
leaves the audience with an empowering invitation to connection and unity. The piece explores the 
perspective of three "voices" from around the world, each seeking to break out of their particular 
isolation, each ending their call across physical space, history, or silence with the same declaration of 
the simple power of presence: “There is no beauty without your voice.” All choral and instrumental 
forces join in a layered climax and proclaim a powerful message of hope. 

Program notes from the composer: 
The first geography visited in this piece is Norway, where, historically, young women would spend 
months at a time alone in the hills with their flocks. They would sing a special call--kulokk--to connect 
and communicate with other shepherds in their isolation, and to signal to their flocks when to return 
home. I am indebted to Peggy Larson, an ethnomusicologist from Minneapolis who specializes in 
kulokk, who shared a number of traditional kulokk calls she had transcribed based on her travels and 
research in Norway.  
I have adapted one of these calls as the opening of this piece. On my website you can find audio 
samples of kulokk, as well as  notes on how to most authentically interpret/sing this opening call.  

The piece then travels to Zimbabwe, home of a Bira ceremony. Bira is an all-night ritual held by many 
Shona people  when a family member dies, in which the family both mourns and celebrates ancestors 
who have long ago passed away. Family members of the deceased ancestor call on that person for 
guidance and intercession. Musicians drive the Bira ceremony by playing the mbira, and participants 
sing traditional choral songs.  I am grateful for the collaboration and insight of Maya Cunningham, 
ethnomusicologist and fellow at the University of Massachusetts' WEB DuBois Department of Afro-
American Studies. Beginning in measure 57, we have incorporated an authentic Shona song that is 
performed for reassurance during  
trials in traditional Bira ceremonies.   

The piece then moves to the United States, signified by the opening few measures of America the 
Beautiful.  Here, we explore the brokenness, disjointedness, and tension brought about by pandemic, 
racial inequity, polarization, and political violence.  

Ultimately, Call Across is an anthem of hope and resilience--an invitation to break our isolation and 
reach out in a spirit of unity, compassion, and understanding. Like the young Scandinavian shepherds 
and Shona celebrants, we, too, can join our voices with others and bring a genuine measure of beauty 
into the world. This is the call we hear in the final "movement" of the piece. 
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“Call Across” Text and Translation, text by Brian Newhouse 
 
I.  
Alone, for days without number, 
through forest and fjord I sing,  
aching for your voice. 
Not the sound of wind scraping rock, 
not the leaves empty talk 
nor the sound of the brook; 
but oh, for your voice 
hungry and looking as mine. 
Let it arc over mountain like a gull over 
water, 
rush through the deep green and land in my 
heart. 
To hear my name again, to be beloved and 
belong, 
to be at home wherever I go... 
There is no beauty without your voice. 
 
II.  
The dry grass here runs forever. 
It whispers without end and bends for  
      rain that never comes, 
and at the horizon it rises like smoke. 
Grandfather walked here before me,  
      his grandfather long before him. 
Ancestors from across the centuries— 
step now from your silence and walk with 
me.  
I will build my fire tonight against the dark  
      and its teeth of all kinds, 
yet I would fear nothing if only the light  
      found your face. 
You who walked these same fields,  
      whose blood I share, 
whose name I carry, step in and  
      say my name as I say yours. 
There is no beauty without your voice.  
 
Additional Shona text: Tsvaga urare, gara 
udare, dare rinokuriga 
Translation: Rest, remain in peace, 
trials/troubles can kill you 

III.  
Brick and mortar 
fence and guard 
glass and glare 
fact and fake 
lock and key 
privilege protects me, seals me in safety. 
I throw bolts to bar the door, 
build walls and ward off the world-- 
though it seals me as well in silence. 
And the soul shrinks down 
and the heart grows small. 
There is no beauty without your voice. 
 
IV.  
I call across canyons, I call across plains.  
I call across colors, I call across time. 
What beauty can we make if our voices 
join? 
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CONSPIRARE ARTISTIC PERSONNEL 
Craig Hella Johnson, Artistic Director and Conductor  

SOPRANO 
Meg Dudley – New York, NY 
Melissa Givens – Claremont, CA 
Chelsea Helm – New York, NY 
Michel Kennell – Austin, TX 
Sarah Moyer – Boston, MA 
Kathlene Ritch – Santa Fe, NM 
Sonja DuToit Tengblad – East Boston, MA  
  
ALTO 
Ana Baida – Atlanta, GA 
Sarah Brauer – Eugene, OR 
Lauren McAllister – Cincinnati, OH  
Keely J Rhodes – Aiken, SC  
Lianna Wimberly Williams – Atlanta, GA 
 

TENOR 
Dann Coakwell – Ithaca, NY 
Ernest Harrison – Tuskegee, AL  
Carr Hornbuckle – San Antonio, TX  
David Kurtenbach Rivera – San Francisco, CA  
Wilson Nichols – New York, NY 
Jason Vest – Cincinnati, OH 
BASS 
Simon Barrad – San Francisco, CA 
Evan Blache (Insight Fellow) – Austin, TX  
Dashon Burton – New York, NY  
Charles Wesley Evans – Wallingford, CT  
Gregory Fletcher – Long Beach, CA  
Rick Gabrillo – Round Rock, TX 
Robert Harlan – Austin, TX  
Harris Ipock – Granville, OH  

 INSTRUMENTALISTS  
Thomas Burritt, percussion – Leander, TX  
CJ Menge, handpan – Austin, TX  
Sowah Mensah, djembe – Little Canada, MN  

Mitch Watkins, guitar – Austin, TX 
Craig Hella Johnson, piano 

 
All artist audio and video captured by artists in their own homes. CHJ video captured by Robert Harlan. 
Swimmer footage capture by Ansel Harlan 
 
PRODUCTION 
Video Production: Andrew Timm Creative 
Conspirare Audio & Video Librarian Kendall Walshak 
Artist Wardrobe Acquisition: Jaime Leighton 
Call Across CHJ Wardrobe Consultant:  Susan Branch Towne and Rebecca Skelton, Seamstress 
Streaming Broadcast: John Stinson, Stinson Studios/The Recording Conservatory of Austin 
Ambassadors: Cyndi Griesser, Bill Hulsey, Becky Miller 
 

WITH DEEPEST THANKS 
 
from Conspirare to 
American Choral Directors Association 
Dan Forrest 
Kingstone Murenje, Shona Language Consultant 
Scott Foss and Hal Leonard 
Philip Overbaugh 
The Conspirare Family of Board Members, 
Artists,  Staff, Patrons, Ambassadors, and 
Listeners 

from October Project to 
Ann McNair, Craig Hella Johnson, and all the 
Conspirare Singers 
Dan Forrest 
Andrew J. Timm 
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Thank you to Fran and Larry Collmann for your generous support of the ACDA Genesis 
Prize performance videos. 

Conspirare thanks each and every donor who makes our work possible. Special thanks to Still 
Water Foundation and H-E-B. This project is supported in part by the Cultural Arts Division of 
the City of Austin Economic Development Department, Texas Commission on the Arts and 
National Endowment for the Arts. 

We invite you to consider a contribution to help us engage the power of music to change lives. 
Your investment provides the gift of Conspirare’s music to everyone and keeps our nationwide 
roster of artists employed. Show your support today at https://bit.ly/wesingforyou. 

ABOUT THE PRESENTEERS 
Conspirare 

Conspirare is a professional choral organization under the leadership of Craig Hella Johnson. Inspired by the 
power of music to change lives, this ensemble engages singers from around the world who join voices to 
deliver world-class, extraordinary live musical experiences and recordings. Their discography includes 13 
commercial albums and 19 self-produced live albums. Johnson and Conspirare were awarded a 2014 
Grammy® for Best Choral Performance for The Sacred Spirit of Russia album and have been nominated seven 
other times. Conspirare’s most recent recording, The Singing Guitar, was recorded with the Los Angeles, 
Texas and Austin Guitar Quartets. The BBC’s Andrew McGregor featured the album on Record Review, saying, 
"The singing of Craig Hella Johnson's ensemble Conspirare combined with the delicacy of shifting textures of 
twelve guitars is intriguing and emotionally effective... I found this a really moving setting for an unusual 
ensemble." Conspirare was awarded the Texas Medal of Arts in 2019. Based in Austin, Texas, they perform an 
annual concert series and tour in the United States and abroad.  

October Project Music 

Composer Emil Adler, writer Julie Flanders and vocalist Marina Belica collaborate in the creation of award-
winning recordings, experiences and events as October Project. Powered by Flanders’ words, Adler’s music, 
and the group’s trademark harmonies, their work with SONY/Epic and subsequent recordings have been 
enjoyed by millions. Bridging the worlds of pop, classical, a cappella and choral, they continue to innovate the 
landscape of Independent Music. 

A new choral recording of The Book of Rounds: 21 Songs of Grace, a rapturous song cycle of musical rounds 
by Flanders and Adler, arr. Keiji Ishiguri, is due out this June, featuring Chorus Austin and guest artists, 
conducted by Ryan Heller.  Their Virtual Choir of Joy, launched during COVID to bring the choral community 
together in the spirit of a joyful embrace, attracted 163 performers from 15 countries and has been seen by 
nearly 100,000 viewers on YouTube. 

The Ghost of Childhood, a new full-length album by the group, releases October 2021. 

October Project is proud to support Conspirare & the ACDA in the premiere of Holding Our Breath, by 
composer Carlos Cordero and poet Julie Flanders, and Call Across by Kyle Pederson & Brian Newhouse. 

7

https://bit.ly/wesingforyou
https://www.bbc.co.uk/programmes/m000n04s
https://octoberprojectmusic.com/index.html



