
 

124 

 

APPENDIX F. INTERVIEW OF BETH WILLER BY DOMINIQUE PETITE 
 

The following interview took place in Lewisburg, PA on December 9, 2019. 

 

D: James told me that that you had been in residence somewhere and that sounds really cool.  

 

B: It's a great piece for students. I mean, I think they can handle it. And some of the solo stuff is 

a little beyond college students. But if you're at a really astute place with grad students or just 

some advanced undergrads.  

 

D: They'd be all right?  

 

B: Yeah, but it's still sophisticated.  

 

D: I had four areas of questions: about the commission, preparing the work, the performance of 

it, and then, if we had time, extensions. So, how did you choose James Kallembach for this 

commission? Because I've seen that you do a lot of commissions.  

 

B: I actually met James when I was on tour with the Harvard Radcliffe Choral Society in 

Chicago. And we did a collaborative concert with our student choir. And we got chatting about 

the fact that he actually writes music. I often meet folks that write music and we looked past that. 

And then James and I stayed in touch. I became aware of some of the other projects he was doing 

with—I think at that time—Seraphic Fire and the Marsh Chapel Choir at Boston University. 

Both were oratorio style. In this way, where he had sort of dual-texted works. And he was 

combining, I think, in some cases, it would be sacred and secular. So, he did Faust. And the 

Passion. And I think he did a Seven Last Words for Marsh Chapel. And so, this was something 

very different. But he and I kind of just kept the conversation going about the fact that we 

wanted to work together. And I think it was in the spring of 2015. And you'll have to check if 

that lines up with his timeline. I remember sitting in my living room in Belmont, Massachusetts, 

talking to him that we're actually gonna do this and we really wanted to do something that would 

somehow touch on the theme of martyrdom. And we were talking about different female 

martyrs. And of course, Joan of Arc was one that came to mind. It's not that that's really been 

done for women's chorus, but it just felt a little too predictable. And I don't remember which one 

of us said, well, what about Antigone? Is there a way that we could build something around the 

story of Antigone? And so, he took that and worked with it in the brilliant way that he does and 

came up with this parallel of Sophie Scholl and the White Rose movement, which I now 

understand was something that had been brought to him by another person who has occasionally 

sung with Lorelei. And she had brought it to his attention. And it had sort of been sitting with 

him for a long time. And he had been looking for a way to incorporate her story into a work. So, 

I feel like there were years where this was sort of coming to fruition. And then finally the 

premier in 2017.  

 

D: Had you heard of Sophie Scholl before?  
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B: I had not. No. And the person I'm referring to, I believe maybe didn't bring her to James's 

attention. But who I knew he had discussed with was Elisabeth Marshall, who is a soprano that 

does a lot of his art song and she had sung with Lorelei. Anyway, that's just kind of a 

coincidence.  

 

D: OK. And then the other person who's listed as commissioning it is Carson Cooman?  

 

B: Yeah.  

 

D: I know that he's also a composer.  

 

B: Carson is a composer and Carson is a fan of James, but also for a long time was sort of my 

administrative right hand with Lorelei as a volunteer. He was on our board. He worked with 

Lorelei's finances and he has been invested in us from a very early time, before anyone knew 

who we were. And when we were working on this commission, he wanted to get a little more 

funding behind it. And so, he put his name on it and gave a little bit more.  

 

D: Oh.  

 

B: So, he's a good friend of mine and I know he's worked with James on other recordings and 

things like that.  

 

D: You do commissioned works. For this piece, did you give him any parameters for what you 

wanted? Because I asked him about the cellos. He said the four cellos was your idea.  

 

B: I definitely wanted the four cellos. That is something prior to James that I had been wanting to 

do: a piece with cello quartet. And then I'm sure we talked about length. We probably talked 

half- concert length. So, thirty-five to forty minutes. And I'm usually very clear about the 

voicing, which for us at that time was, I believe, three Sopranos, three mezzos and two 

contraltos. And then I like to talk with the composer about concept, but I don't like to say, here's 

the text. I love working with someone like James who has a literary mind. And really that's part 

of his artistry to craft the story. And so, I didn't get in his way. I knew that I wanted it to have a 

female martyr figure in it. And then I let him do with that what he wanted to do. And I built a 

program around it.  

 

D: OK. So why four cellos? It made me think of a consort.  

 

B: Well, you know, when you have an equal-voice ensemble, you're living sort of all in that 

same tessitura. I mean, even though we are soprano, mezzo, contralto, there's so much overlap in 

our range. And I think in our a cappella repertoire, we access a certain kind of drama. But I 

thought we could access a different drama if we had something on the lower end. Sometimes 

you'll choose the instrumentation based on what the text is and what that is going to be. And I 

think that it serves this well because it is a dark libretto and that gives it the weight. But I think 

part of the reason cello is so ideal in so many ways is because it has such an amazing range, and 

it mimics a vocal range, and ability to go into sort of “falsetto” in a way that no other stringed 

instrument can. Other string instruments would get lost in our tessitura. So, string quartet would 
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have not had the same... I don't think it would have been as ideal because the upper voices would 

be buried in a way. Cello quartet could really create this bed. And then we could have a freer, 

more open sound, which is something that I'm really trying to cultivate with Lorelei…it’s not 

this pure, pristine, clear, you know? Not that that's a bad sound. We make that sound. But I think 

I want to have a more robust sound, especially when we're doing something this dramatic. And if 

you can get that string depth below it, that frees up the voices to make a real, more genuine, 

resonant sound.  

 

D: I asked him this. There's a lot of times when it feels like the cellos are in an antagonistic 

relationship with the voices. They're not together. And especially in Ismene's aria with that cello. 

And I asked him what he thought, but do you think of the cellos ever as a character or a force?  

 

B: I haven't thought of it as a character. I mean, I think it could be that sort of undercurrent of... I 

mean, there's a darkness there and a mystery there to what they're doing. I think of in "It seems 

so and it will be so" with all those harmonics, that there's something to that. And those little 

micro phrases that counter and echo the voices, but with different, otherworldly quality and in a 

way that voices can't. And so, there's a lot of punctuation. I think the way that James writes for 

voices is quite rhetorical. And I think that the accompaniment is not just in some sort of 

supportive role, that it is often punctuating and interjecting… in a way that strengthens or even 

sort of pokes at the vocal line. You know, eggs it on in a way. I don't think of it as a character, 

but the way he writes for these collaborative instruments is definitely part of the drama and it 

propels it forward. The vocal lines don't do that alone.  

 

D: Right. So, I'm imagining the relationship you have with a work that you've commissioned—

one that's written specifically for your ensemble—is different than when you program a 

preexisting work. Can you tell me? I know it would probably be different with every piece, but 

do you feel more connected to a work that that you commissioned?  

 

B: I certainly feel more connected when I have worked with someone that I know and I care 

about, which James would be someone that I know and care about, and who I know has put a lot 

of his own heart and soul into the piece, but also especially when it's a long-term sort of co-

creative process. I wouldn't take any ownership of James's brilliant concept here, but the fact that 

we sort of found our way to this piece together, I think makes it more meaningful to me. I think 

this piece, especially—this has not happened to me with every piece—but when I received this 

piece in the mail and I sat down to play it, I didn't stand up until I was done reading it through. 

And I was totally in tears by the time I finished. And that does not happen to me. I've had a lot of 

commissions. And I get the piece and I'm like, okay, there's some things to work on here, or 

some things to change. Some things that aren't going to work for the ensemble. But this was so 

carefully, thoughtfully crafted and polished by the time it was in my hands. I just immediately… 

I don't know if I called him or I texted him or emailed him, but I was like, ‘James, this piece is 

incredible. I think it's one of the best things we've ever commissioned.’ And so, this has always 

had a really special place in my heart. And I think we were conceiving this in 2015. It came to 

me in very early 2017, like January 2017, at a time when there were a lot of other things going 

on. And that was not the motivation of this piece. But there was something really brilliant about 

what he was saying that really rang for me right then. And by the time we premiered it in June, I 

think it rang for a lot of people. I mean, he'll tell you that he doesn't write anything to be a 
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commentary on the immediate present. But he has a real way of saying something. Anyway, so I 

guess, my process, often I will have a lot of back and forth with the composer who will rewrite 

some things, will re-voice some things. And writing for a women's vocal ensemble doesn't 

always happen the first time. People haven't figured out how to do that. Even really experienced 

composers—just not many people have spent much time figuring it out. Right? That's why we 

don't have that much music. And so…often there's a lot more polishing to do. I think James is a 

conductor and knows vocal ensembles so well. He had thought of everything. Everything was in 

the score. There were a couple of typos, maybe. And a couple of things, the cellos and I worked 

out some things that were maybe a little less idiomatic. But, he works in a way that I felt like I 

started with a finished product, which was really awesome. And he was there with us in our first 

rehearsals and helped us sort of shape that premiere performance. And then he was at both of the 

residencies last year. He was with me again. And we have a really great personal relationship. 

And between all of these performances, we've seen each other many other times and talked about 

how we might work together again. But, you know, I think we have a really good collaborative 

energy that just doesn't happen every time. I've commissioned a lot of music and we have some 

ideas for what we'll do next. He's gifted.  

 

D: It seems like it's kind of the perfect combination of work and artistic styles and understanding.   

 

B: Well, he… yeah. His sort of obsession, again, with literature and with words. And he has a 

way about him that is not parallel to me. I'm very much sound-world oriented. I'm very interested 

in harmony and color and rhythm and texture. And text is not always at the front of my priorities, 

which is a crazy thing to admit as a choral conductor. But in his piece, I can't not be on the text 

all the time. So that's also great to find someone who sort of complements you in that way.  

 

D: Moving on to preparing the work. Can you describe your rehearsal process with Lorelei when 

you're working on a brand-new work that they've never heard?  

 

B: In general, or with this piece specifically?   

 

D: Maybe with this piece.  

 

B: Yeah. With this piece. It was a special project that came together in June of 2017. They 

probably got the score from me in April. Whenever he delivered it, I don't think I had any edits. I 

think I sent it straight to the ensemble and then they prepared on their own. And we probably had 

four days of rehearsal. One of those days with the cellos. And then we did two concerts. As far as 

the process, I mean, hopefully when we get together, we spend no more than a day really hashing 

out the technicalities of it. I felt like with this piece we spent a lot of time talking about delivery 

of text, text stress and diction and phrasing. A lot of that's really naturally in there. But there's 

also a lot of raw, rhythmic energy that can be countered by having a little bit more fluid vocal 

line. And we were transformed. I mean, I think we were at a period of transformation as an 

ensemble at this point anyway. But this is one of the first pieces, I think, that was written for us 

that really let the group sing, like really be vocally present. I don't know if that was about the 

cellos. I don't know if that's just about James's writing. But I remember coming out of that 

concert and being sort of blown away at the sound the group was putting out.  

 



 

128 

 

D: I think, it seems, like you said, he knows the voice, just where everyone was, and some of 

those full, full chords and everybody's out of each other's way. And just in the right spot. It 

comes through.  

 

B: Yeah. There's not too much low, low alto… not too much high, high soprano. So many people 

when they write for Lorelei, they want to write for thoroughly eight-voice divisi all the time. And 

he does a lot of three-part writing and some four-part and only really goes to that full eight-part 

at the end. Is that right? Only in the dream?  

 

D: He said he saved it for the end.  

 

B: Which is so powerful. And I think that there are other times where the top is more divided, 

but the bottom is really unified, and I think that works really well. Contraltos don't resonate in 

the same way as tenors, and he knows that. So, if he's gonna use that contralto range, he's going 

to be thoughtful about how that's going to balance with the upper voices. And also, I mean, the 

other most stunning bit is the unison movement: "The state is never an end in itself.” And so, 

when he knows to do that… and so few people will write a unison line for us. We do a lot of 

chant—we can do that. And then to break out of that into this farewell, which gets, I think, into 

one of the most beautiful peaks, this "No youth have sung the bridal song. No flowers for me, it's 

death I wed." And this punctuation of the unison cello is so powerful. And then it goes into this 

mysterious "it seems so" which takes us to the dream. Everything from ten forward. I think the 

way that he thinks about the voicing and how he dramatically breaks it out from that unison is 

really... I think that was brilliant.  

 

D: We spend a long time doing score study and practicing it on our own, but were there any 

unexpected challenges that you discovered when you were rehearsing and performing the piece?  

 

B: Some of the transitions, I guess, were a little challenging. Some of the tempo transitions, but I 

mean, it's just... A well-written piece falls into place so much more easily. You can make a lot of 

things sound good, but some things take a lot more time to make them sound good. This, to me, 

sort of found its footing really quickly.  

 

D: The singers felt the same way?  

 

B: Yeah. When I do it with students—8b: that humming is harder. That movement is harder than 

you think it's going to be. It was a different thing for me to do it with students last year. A section 

that was very hard, tessitura-wise for young voices, is this "they forge on" Page 39, measure 59. 

This is in the seventh movement. Because the seventh movement is really long and pacing that—

dramatically—it’s very sectional. And there are things that come back like "O numberless 

wonders."  But then you get, and this is necessarily this way… it's like he did it on purpose this 

"they forge on." You're already exhausted. It feels very, sort of pedantic, and tessitura-wise for 

the sopranos—it’s right in their passaggio, or it's peaking at their passaggio many times in a row. 

It just goes on and on, and it gets higher and it gets more crunchy. I remember that being 

somewhat of a challenge for Lorelei the first time. And we had to work on it, maybe a little bit 

more. When I did this with students, that was a feat for them to get through that. But again, that's 

what the text is, right? So, if you only do that once… but if you wrote a whole piece like that, 
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then you're like, this person knows nothing about the voice. But this also cut because of the range 

that it's in. And the S2s are up there, too. It really cuts through. So, I think that's the hardest part 

to put together. And I do think that the final movement, the eight-voice is hard to balance.  

 

D: Especially if you only have one on a part it's harder to...   

 

B: I think for Lorelei it works because our lower voices resonate in a more mature way. But even 

with them, it becomes really a little bit top heavy. And then with young voices—around middle 

C—can’t make the sound, unless they're really well trained and it can be exhausting. So, I think 

balancing that takes a lot of control from the sopranos, which can be harder, depending on your 

group. But that worked well for my students to do it with Lorelei when I did it with eight 

students and eight pros. That was actually pretty great because it gave the pros like a little more 

filling and it gave the students a feeling of power in that section that they couldn't create for 

themselves. I think that's the part that is the hardest vocally. The opening seems hard, but it's not. 

That very opening movement is a little crunchy. But again, so much because of the text stress 

propels itself forward, it feels almost recitative-like. Like [singing] "during the time of the Great 

War. There were two sisters."  

 

D: Well he's got the syllabic stress—it’s so great.  

 

B: He's on. It's so on. And you can do something with that. You know, it's not like every singer is 

going to know how to take that off the page. But you can tell what he wants you to do.  

 

D: You know that really came through. I was looking through and was like, wow. And if it 

wasn't, there seemed to be a reason why something would be in a different metric stress.  

 

B: Right. I don't know if you know any—I mean we all know Pärt's tintinnabular, really vertical 

structures and his choral pieces. But if you ever looked at any of his more operatic pieces—and 

the one I'm thinking of right now is L’Abbé Agathon. But there was a dramatic character to it. 

And it's not... it has some freer vocal tone in it… solo bits. When I first read [Antigone], I was 

like, this is like Pärt. There's something about that. Not like Pärt Magnificat. Like Pärt, dramatic.  

 

D: Sometimes as we keep performing something, sometimes we “get it” more later. For your 

singers, did they immediately jump on this? Or did it happen throughout the process, or as they 

did it with the residencies?  

 

B: For the Lorelei women? They got this piece right away. They just loved it. We all did. And I 

think there's something about the first time you perform something and even the second time you 

perform it, you do feel like you're a little on your tippy toes. And if you've only rehearsed for 

four days, it feels very fresh. And that first performance... although I do remember that 

premiere—unlike many premieres of contemporary music—feeling pretty rooted. It felt like 

there were some transitions with the cellos that I felt weren't what I wanted. But it was—the 

recording you listened to is our premiere performance—and I thought it was pretty solid. But I 

do have to say the next two times I did it, the roster was different enough from the premiere. We 

had subs and stuff. There are some folks that did it every time…a few folks. I grew with the 

piece a lot. I don't feel like I necessarily understood the piece more. I think I understood the 
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narrative of it and the text and everything the first time through. There was no question. But of 

course, teaching it to students for an entire semester as opposed to four days with Lorelei, I really 

dug into it in a different way. And by the time we were performing it here [at Bucknell], I felt 

like I knew it incredibly well. And so, I had a comfort, and we had a really killer cello quartet 

when we did it last spring, which is who I would record it with. So, I mean, it definitely gets in 

my bones a little bit more... dramatically. And I think the pacing of it gets better. That's the other 

hard thing to get right. The first time in a multi-movement work, I think, can be the pacing. You 

think you know, and then you listen to the recording and you're like, hmm, I should've waited 

longer there or that tempo should have been three clicks faster. That just felt too sluggish or 

something. So, it's definitely seeped in a little bit more.  

 

D: I haven't seen any pictures or video or anything. When you performed it, did you incorporate 

any staging or lighting effects?  

 

B: We haven't, no. I just have Creon on the end, my trio... actually the trio I sometimes brought 

forward. I mean, it wasn't dramatic staging. I've thought about how to do this with some other 

layers. James, I'm not sure is too wild about adding any layers to his music, like visual things, 

but I think it could be really stunning. There's a space in Boston. It's like a view from above. And 

I can imagine Creon in the center, the spotlight doing that…some of those amazing…or 

Antigone, honestly, when some of the ensemble is singing, as Antigone... I think there would be 

ways to do some minimal staging and lighting. I wouldn't want to stage it because I think that the 

ambiguity of when it's Antigone versus when it's Sophie is so awesome. I don't even know if he 

did that on purpose.  

 

D: He used the word seamless and that is a very good word.  

 

B: I had to go through. I was like, I can't tell. Is this Antigone or is it Sophie? And sometimes in 

the middle of a movement he switches. And you can't tell. And I think if you were to stage it, 

that could be...  

 

D: I was thinking, I guess more in terms of when someone is Creon and then she steps back into 

the ensemble, as opposed to Antigone. Because I think that's one of the really cool things 

because Antigone is everybody. When I told my professor about it I was like, ‘Oh my God, and 

we're all Antigone!’  

 

B: And that's like Pärt too. Because Pärt will do, like the evangelist in Pärt is always a trio.  

 

D: Right.  

 

B: And I love that: an ensemble being a character. The only individuals are Creon and Ismene.  

 

D: So, I was wondering about for them... and I asked him, and he said he specifically had the 

voice in mind for Creon.  

 

B: Yes.  
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D: And he said: ‘you might have seen her.’ And I was like, is she the really tall blonde? And he 

said yeah. He said: ‘she didn't need to step out.’ and I was like OK I get that…just that she just 

was regal in her person and everything. And so, I was like, OK. I can see that. 

 

B: I have to say, too, that so often when somebody wants to write something for us, they hesitate. 

If it's a dramatic narrative where there's characters, and there's a male character, they'll leave the 

male character out and we'll have to tell the story with only the women's voices. But you can't 

tell this without Creon.  

 

D: You gotta have him.  

 

B: And it’s so great and so in-line with Lorelei's mission, that we would tell the whole story 

regardless of the fact that there's no men on the stage. So, in this, Creon... and also that Creon's 

not a contralto. Creon's a soprano. And I think that's awesome. It's a really, really great choice.  

 

D: Yeah. That rings true. So, in terms of how the stage was set up, when you did it, where were 

the cellos in relation to the singers?  

 

B: Right in front of me.  

 

D: OK. And then they were behind the cellos?  

 

B: Yeah. Two arcs.  

 

D: One of my questions was: What were the challenges of conducting this? You were talking 

about transitions?  

 

B: I don't mean—tempo transitions, making sure—not that they're right, but that they just feel 

right. That the pacing is right, that the relationship with the tempos is right. And I think that just 

took me a little bit of time. You know, so many pieces you can sort of look at all the great 

recordings of how everybody's done these transitions and you sort of get it. But with a new piece, 

sometimes it just takes a few performances to get that stuff right. I think James and I agree we've 

gotten there now. We know how to do this piece. And he's very hands off about that stuff. He 

wouldn't ever tell me in a soundcheck: ‘I think you should...’ He definitely just let's me do it.  

 

D: Since they weren't moving around in order for them to kind of come to life and be 

recognizable, for the named characters, did they do anything for the people to be able to know 

that this was now Creon and not just a solo?  

 

B: It's in the program when I do it and I make sure that it's clear who the voices are.  I think so, 

yeah. I have a libretto. So, I'm just assuming that people are paying attention to that. But maybe 

they're not.  

 

D: Well, they could get so wrapped up in it. But if they also know the story…  
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B: But there's also: [singing] ‘then Creon...’ So, it is set up so you wouldn't have to if our text is 

good enough. And I think another way, that if I was going to do this again, I'm moving towards 

projected texts. I think you can definitely identify the character. I think what could be really 

great, even though she functions not just as Creon, would be to have her slightly, let's say 

everybody's in black with white accents, and maybe she's white with black accents, or something 

that's just a subtle ‘this is a different character,’ or vise versa. Ismene, she steps forward. And 

again, I think that's just clear who she is from the narrative. And a good oratorio will do that. 

And that's what he's so good at, which so many composers these days just don't write that way. It 

feels like old school, but also really forward thinking.  

 

D: I know it sounds like I'm obsessed with the cellos, but when you were working on it, with the 

college singers, how did you mitigate the challenges of then, bringing the cellos in after?  

 

B: We played with… we had the reduction, which is kind of an annoying reduction to play 

because it's so low. But...there are only a few spots where it's really different for them because 

it's cello and not piano. But in more cases than not, it's easier with the cellos because it's 

resonating in a sustained way. And you can more clearly hear the individual lines than you can 

on the piano. I actually think that it helped them. I had the cellos here at Bucknell for one day 

before the performance. I think we had an evening rehearsal. I rehearsed with cellos alone. We 

had an evening rehearsal with the choir. And then we had soundcheck. And that was it. But they 

were so ready to go, and I knew the piece really well. So, I knew what to tell them to listen for. 

I'm trying to think if there were any spots that were especially challenging. I also had the same 

principal cellist for every performance of it, so that helps. This is hard. Number five. Keeping 

that in tune.  

 

D: This is the one where it's a long time? Oh, yeah. He's got the little cues. And it's a long time 

before they come in.  

 

B: It's a long time. And, again, it hangs out a little bit in some tessitura that can be hard for 

young singers and the lower voice doesn't resonate as much as the top, so it gets a little top 

heavy. And so that was one where we really needed to know what that felt like to take this pitch 

from the cellos, the low Ab and then—start in the middle of your voice and then get up over your 

first break and then get up over your second break. All in one breath. For the sopranos—not 

quite up over your second break—that's a tricky line. So, we worked on that a lot.  

 

D: Did you do vowel only kind of stuff?  

 

B: You know, I don't think I ever rehearsed this... This is rare for me. I rehearsed this on text 

because I think it's so text driven… I might have done this on "no no no," to just free them up. 

And I do think the vowels can be tough: ‘everywhere and at all times.’ It's a lot of ah, so that 

helps, but ‘evil is lurking,’—that can get a little stuck. I think text stress—more than vowels—

helps something like this move. And making sure that you hit the right tempo. Because this is 

slow, and they need to know how to pace their breath from rehearsal one. So, if you rehearse it 

too slow or too fast... This is one where I'd be really steady about tempo so they can start 

planning their breaths right away. Then by the time they get to bar eleven, they're fine. Because 

then it just gets more dramatic and there's more doubling. But these are all optional. And I 
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actually think that some of these optional notes are kind of nice, not just to check pitch, but 

they're just nice to give a little bit more to the bottom. Especially at bar twenty-three. This gives 

more bass to it also. Which could be nice. I mean, again, that's just like punctuation. And I think 

with younger voices—if you don't have any pros in there—then that could be really helpful. Not 

just... I mean, even if they can stay in tune, that can help bring out that text.  

 

D: It does give a little relief too, knowing that it's not just you up there. That there’s somebody 

else playing something.  

 

B: Yeah. But there's so much where the cellos... I think that's helpful. And I think it's 

rhythmically helpful. There can be a couple of spots that are tough to find the pitches, but you 

can do that with piano. It's really a very nurturing thing to sing with cello quartet. It just feels so 

good. It just makes it feel easier, I think.  

 

D: OK, so I had some extensions about martyrdom. I know you said that when you got it and 

when you started doing it, times had sort of changed in the country and all. I asked him about 

social justice and he really had a cool answer. That social justice choirs are really cool, but that's 

not really his aim.  

 

B: That's not what he's doing.  

 

D: But what, to you, does martyrdom have to teach us in today's society?  

 

B: Oh man, that's a big question. Well, I think that... I don't know if this is so much about 

martyrdom as it is about activism, what I'm about to say. But what I discovered in creating this 

program, which the premiere program was entitled “Witness.” And I didn't even realize this, it's 

just a coincidence that actually martyrdom means witness.  

 

D: Yeah. I learned that from your program notes.  

 

B: But I didn't know that before I titled the program. I had sort of created this concept of this idea 

that when we are witnessing something in our society, in our culture, that moves us in one way 

or another—if we have a gut feeling about something, that we have this responsibility to 

respond. And being a witness, you know, the first thing I think of when I think of that word is 

someone who witnesses something happening, you see it happening. But the completion of the 

role of being a witness is to testify—is to speak to what it is that you have seen, and you have 

experienced. And maybe the goal of that speaking—of that witnessing—is to change something. 

Maybe it is to add perspective. Maybe it is for your own release. But I think, whether it's a 

political situation, which I guess both of these characters are in political situations—where they 

are observing a state that is exercising power in a way that is tamping down people, tamping 

down the individuals. And this idea that we can be so trusting of the power of the state and 

unquestioning of the power of the state, or even just take it for granted that it's always there to 

protect us. I think that—especially in a privileged country like the United States—I haven't spent 

enough time thinking about how I should be bearing witness to the goings on within my country, 

and what is just and what is unequal and what deserves to be spoken up about. And I think we've 

seen a lot of that since the year before we premiered this piece. There's been a wave of activism 



 

134 

 

here and maybe some of it is very privileged and ideological in a nonproductive way. But I think, 

whether it's actual martyrdom—dying for a cause—or it is a willingness to make yourself 

vulnerable for something that has had a profound effect on you, to be able to articulate what you 

feel is unjust, even if it's not affecting you. And that's the thing about this piece to me that really 

just cut to my core… that it's so easy for so many people in the United States to look at injustice 

and feel sadness, but to not be affected by it on a daily basis. It's really easy to just get up and go 

on the next day and sort of forget about it until it comes up in the news again. But, the news is 

always going to come up with a new story and that story is going to go away. And if we're not 

paying attention to injustice in our criminal justice system, or we're not paying attention to 

climate change that's affecting our coastal communities because we live in a place that's just a 

couple of degrees warmer, or we know there is mistreatment of young women in a country that is 

so far away from us… And we have a sympathy for that. But because it's so far away, do we 

really need to do anything to help them—or can we? And I think we can feel so helpless. So 

maybe the idea of martyrdom today is also about a willingness to put yourself forward for 

someone else. And again, that's what both of these women are doing. Antigone did not need to 

do this. This was for her brother. Right? Sophie Scholl had her own investment in what was 

happening in World War II with the Nazi regime. But she probably could have gotten by and 

done nothing and just gone on and been a student, and so could her brother. She could have been 

in there, to...I don't know if you've watched the movie of her final days?  

 

D: No, I just read a biography of her.  

 

B: It's a really fantastic movie. The entire thing is the final days of her questioning... How she 

was asked to tell what she had done. And there are so many times where she could have gotten 

herself out of it. And she just doesn't.  

 

D: It seemed like, from the biography I read, the person who was interrogating her was kind of 

trying to give her an out. Or like, maybe felt some kind of sympathy for her, for whatever reason. 

Also, really weirdly similar to Antigone where Creon is trying to get, you know, depending on—

and I was telling James, the problem I have understanding the work is I know the Anouilh 

adaptation much better than the Sophocles one. Because that's what we had in our theatre 

textbooks in high school. One of them is more, I think she's more combative with Creon in the 

Anouilh, but he's giving her all these opportunities to just move on with her life. I think it's more 

in the Anouilh one. But she's insisting on: ‘No, I did this. And if you let me go, I'm going to go 

do it again.’ 

 

B: So, it's doing it when you don't have to. And also, the idea of being a youth. How old is 

Antigone? Do you know?  

 

D: I don't know. I know that Sophie Scholl was twenty-one.  

 

B: Yeah, but they're young. It should be the time in your life where you're gonna make a decision 

because, well, you have so many years left to live. Except that's almost the only time in your life 

where you feel like you would make this decision. It's like you still feel that it matters. I think 

that's the other thing that I see. I remember around the time of Marjory Stoneman Douglas High 

School shooting and the uprising of the youth there. And was that in 2018? 
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D: Yeah, I think it was last year.  

 

B: But I mean, there has been an uprising of youth activists in our country also in the last couple 

of years in a way that we hadn't seen in my lifetime. I think we've been pretty complacent. I 

mean, a lot of people have been able to be. I think there's certainly people in the U.S. that haven't 

been because their situations are less privileged. Anyway, does that kind of answer your question 

about martyrdom?  

 

D: Yeah. So, for your students who are about the same age as these women, did they notice that 

connection? Because James mentioned that when he was talking about the residency. And he 

said he was struck by the fact that the women who were singing—the college women were about 

the same age as the women in the story. And that it was really powerful to see them singing this.  

 

B: Yeah. I mean we definitely talked about this and I tried to bring that home to them as many 

times as I could. You know, they can get so caught up in just the doing of the piece. I watched 

my young students get to a place of understanding of the character and the texts sooner because I 

think it felt relatable—I mean, not in that, oh, I've been in this situation. But it felt like it could 

have been them. And probably more so for some than others. But, the reason I did it here that 

year: Antigone was the campus-wide, first-year reading. So, there was Antigone programing all 

over campus, all year. And this was sort of the culminating residency for that. They had all read 

it at the beginning of the year. And so, they were like: ‘I think I kind of remember Ismene and 

Creon.’ And so, we had to sort of unearth some of the things they had talked about in their other 

humanities courses. But for them to then get to take that and put it out as a performance... but in 

a piece that was taking a new perspective on this story, that they had studied in isolation… I 

think was really powerful. And many of them didn't know Sophie Scholl.  

 

D: Well, I had never heard of her.  

 

B: Yeah. Or the White Rose movement. And I think more people know about it than I realize. 

I've mentioned it to people since then. Occasionally someone's like, oh yeah.  

 

D: She was voted by Germans as the number one, like an important person for creating change or 

something like that. And I was like, wow, I'm really out of the loop. I have one last question. 

What do you think is the role of music in supporting issues of social justice?  

 

B: Well, there's a quote that I quote a lot these days by Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie.  Do you 

know her? She wrote Americanah. Americanah with an H at the end. She's a blogger and a writer 

and just a brilliant kind of philosopher. And in her book, We Should All Be Feminists, she says: 

‘Culture doesn't make people. People make culture.’ And I really think as artists, we are making 

culture. And I think that when we are commissioning new music—which I think is the 

responsibility of anyone that wants to call themself an artist. I don't ever just want to be a 

performer. I want to be an artist. I want to be creating new things. And I feel a responsibility for 

the work that I do—whether it's programing an existing work or commissioning a new piece—

for it to say something that feels relevant to the community that I am singing with and singing 

for. And I think that often that statement can be about a very specific social situation and a gap in 

justice, a gap in understanding, a gap in sort of understanding the parallels between traditions. I 
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don't really think of the work I do as social justice artistry. But I think that it can go there 

because I'm looking for ways to make repertoire relevant for a contemporary audience. And I 

think if we're going to do that, we have to be very aware of what's going on around us and what 

people are thinking about and what they're feeling and where they feel their inadequacies are and 

where they feel that not enough is being said. And so often I feel that it's indirect. This was not a 

piece that I think James or I set out to say something about, you know, today. We were saying 

something about women, and I guess the power to influence larger communities in their pursuit 

of justice. I wasn't thinking about a contemporary justice issue. But I think when it's done really 

well, as James has done here, when he takes texts and weaves them together in a way that feels 

really personal, that it can say something for a lot of different communities and situations…in the 

future and even looking back. So, I would probably be similar to James in that I don't consider 

the specific work of music for social justice to be my work. But I would be lying if I said that I'm 

not thinking about social issues in my programing. I think I want everything that Lorelei does, 

and my students do... any group that I'm working with to feel culturally relevant. It's not enough 

to me to do music because it's beautiful. It's not enough to me to do it because it shows off our 

technique or the incredible power of the human voice, which is incredibly powerful. But if we're 

doing an art form that has this one unique thing that no other musical art form has—which is 

text—then we have to say something. I feel like that's a responsibility. And that's where all my 

programing comes from, as I just always feel like maybe I'm saying something that's really 

personal to me and I hope it means something to someone else. Sometimes maybe I hope the 

programing is saying something that I've gleaned from experiences that are not my own. And 

you know, we're at sensitive times. It can feel like appropriation when you want to say anything 

about anything that's not your own experience. But if all I ever do is music about a girl who grew 

up in South Dakota and then moved to Boston, you know, then I'm not sure what I can say. But I 

think my experiences are deeper than that and they can apply to more situations than my own. So 

that's always my goal. Does that answer a little bit? 

 

D: Yeah.  

 

B: That's a little broad.  

 

D: I think you put that really well.  

 

B: I think ownership of any issue or any perspective—that conversation can be dangerous. If we 

aren't allowed to make music that comes from somewhere other than where we come from, then 

I don't know where we're going to develop empathy. We have to be able to do that, especially 

with students, and women have to be able to sing the stories of men and men have to be able to 

sing the stories of women. So, I think that I don't like to think about ownership in that way. But 

when we borrow or we quote or we reference something that is not our own, we have to do 

everything in our power to understand where those words or that tradition is coming from and 

treat it with the utmost respect. And if we have trouble doing that, then we need to leave that bit 

of art-making to someone who can. 

  

D: Thank you.  

 

B: Well this is fun.  
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D: Thank you so much.  

 

B: Well, it's fun to talk about a piece that I love.  
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We spoke long ago about this, but I wanted to officially have your approval for including 

excerpts of the score in my dissertation. Could you please reply to this email so we can make it 

official? 

Many Thanks, 

Dominique  

From: James Kallembach  

Sent: Friday, February 28, 2020 3:21 PM 

To: Dominique Petite  

Subject: Re: Permission to use excerpts 

Yes you have my approval! I would guess it’s ‘fair use’ anyway. 
Thanks so much and I wish you the best of luck! 

James Kallembach 
Senior Lecturer in Music 
Music Department 
Director of Chapel Music 
Rockefeller Memorial Chapel 
University of Chicago 

From: Dominique Petite  

Sent: Friday, February 28, 2020 3:22 PM 

To: James Kallembach  

Subject: Re: Permission to use excerpts 

Thank you so much! 

Dominique  


