UNDER A PROMISING SKY
Songs of life, liberty &
the pursuit of happiness

AURORA CHORUS
Joan Szymko, Director
Signe Lusk, Accompanist

Eli, Eli 							
Soloist:
Lisa Kron
								

Joan Szymko
poem by Hannah Szenes

Vivos Voco						
								
								
			
“I Never Saw Another Butterfly”			
7. On a Sunny Evening 				
9. Birdsong 						

Joan Szymko
texts: Medieval virtutes and
Julian of Norwich (14th c.)				
Charles Davidson
texts, anon. children
of Terezin Concentration Camp (1941-44)

“If I really start to sing…..”
Laulu Võim						
								

traditional, Estonia
arr. Deborah Skydell

Die Gedanken Sind Frei				
(Thoughts are Free)					
							
Siph’ Amandla / Siyahamba			

trad. German
arr. Szymko

Iraqi Peace Song					
								
Soloist:
Harmony
Griffith, 3pm
								

traditional, Iraq
English Interpretation, Kari Iveland
arr. Reiersund / Tennenhouse

The Sun Will Never Go Down			
								
			
You Are the New Day					

trad. African American
arr. Bernice J. Reagon

Rebecca Aljoufi, 7pm

trad. South Africa

John David, arr. Phillip Lawson			

“Whereas the world is a house on fire…”
I Am Willing						
Soloist:
				 
Claudia Nadine, 3pm
Terri Grayum, 7pm
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Holly Near, arr. Steven Milloy

Some Days You Gotta Dance			
Soloist:
								

Troy Johnson & Marshall Morgan
arr. Mac Huff

Kirsten Hays, 3pm
Tina Izen, 7pm

Promising Sky						

Claudia Schmidt, arr. Szymko		

- Intermission Lake Isle of Innisfree					
								

Eleanor Daley
poem by W.B. Yeats

It Is Happiness						
								

Joan Szymko
poems by Mary Oliver			

1. The Summer Day
2. Sunrise
3. Wild Geese

“To be hopeful in bad times …”
Here								
								

Joan Szymko
poem by Wendell Berry

i thank You God						
								

Sr. Cecil Steffen OP
poem by e.e.cummings

Instrumentalists
Corey Averill, cello
Jim McLennan, violin
Mary McCarty, flute
Gayle Lovejoy, doumbek

Ensembles:
Vivos Voco
Margaret Blake, Lydia Dewey, Tina Izen,
Bonnie McAnnis, Judi Ranton, Krista
Weikel-Delaplane

Readings
“If I really start to sing…..” translation of Laulu Võim, trad. Estonia
Speaker: Karen Shurtluff

Die Gedanken Sind Frei
Kristan Burkert, Laura Ehrlich, Barbara
Gray, Martha Hall, Tina Izen, Harmony
Griffith, Claudia Nadine

“Whereas the world is a house on fire…”by Kim Stafford: poem, “Friend: Download Some Days You Gotta Dance
This Free Proclamation for Local Use”
Choreographers: Ruth Friedel and
Speaker: Martha Hall
Cindy Zrinyi
Dancers: Brenda Brischetto, Barbara
“To be hopeful in bad times …”
Gray, Kayo Huffman, Marylyn John,
by Howard Zinn, from You Can’t Be
Neutral On A Moving Train, Beacon
CJ Timper, Cindy Zrinyi
Press, p.208)
Speaker: Anne Heimlich
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Program Notes
We begin with Eli, Eli, a setting of the poem
Halikha LeKesariya (A Walk to Caesara, 1942)
a poignant prayer by Hungarian Jew, Hannah
Szenes (1921-1944). Szenes, having fled the
growing anti-Semitism in Hungary in 1939,
returned there in 1944 to try to aid Jewish
communities about to face mass deportation
to the death camps. (She was caught soon after
crossing into Hungary, tortured and executed).
Around the time Szenes wrote “A Walk
Caesara,” these words also came from her pen:
A voice called. I went.
I went, for it called.
I went, less I fall.
At the crossroads
I blocked both ears with white frost
And cried
For what I had lost. (Caesara, 1942)

It seems to me that at this time we are at a
crossroads between hope and despair.
Who are we? We are any one of us— all of
us, who like Hannah Szenes have ever held in
awe the beauty of life on Earth, and hoped
and prayed for its continuance; held precious
the dignity of being human; held accountable
the perpetrators of injustice. This Aurora
concert performance is for all of us who are
in need of a song for “the crossroads.”

“The singer can be silenced, but never the song: the
hope of a free country, the dream of freedom, this
song can never be taken from the people.”

The text for Vivos Voco comes from 14th c.
mystic Julian of Norwich, (“all shall be well…”)
and from Latin virtutes which were inscribed
on European church tower bells, also from
medieval times. This piece was commissioned
by the San Francisco Girls Chorus for their
appearance at the 2005 World Symposium
on Choral Music in Kyoto, Japan. Today we
dedicate Vivos Voco to the all who were
touched by the devastation wrought by the
earthquake and tsunamis which struck Japan
this past March.
Vivos voco
Fleo mortua
Mortuos plango
Dissipo ventos
Compello nubila
Consolo viva

I
I
I
I
I
I

of the Ghetto/Concentration Camp
Terezin, Czechoslovakia. Terezin was a way
station to the east and probable death. It also
served to camouflage the extermination of the
Jews from world opinion, as the Nazis
presented it as a model Jewish settlement. Of
the nearly 100,000 who died at Terezin, nearly
15,000 were children. On a Sunny Evening and
Birdsong are from the musical memorial to the
Holocaust, I Never Saw Another Butterfly,
poignant settings of the children’s poetry.
Their words are a testament to the hope that
lies in creativity and of the powerful human will
for survival. The Red Army liberated Terezin in
1945. The Soviets of course went on to occupy
many Eastern European nations, stripping them
of culture and language. A “Singing Revolution”
occurred in the Baltic state of Estonia where,
between 1987 and 1991, the people rallied for
independence by gathering by the hundreds of
thousands to sing forbidden patriotic songs in
their native tongue. Laulu Võim is one of those
songs. In an even earlier time in European
history, in places we now know as Germany,
Austria and Switzerland, one might go to jail for
singing our next song, Die Gedanken Sind Frei,
which means: thoughts are free!

call the living
weep for the dying
wail for the dead
disperse the winds
drive away the overcast of the sky
console the living

During WWII nearly two hundred thousand men,
women and children passed through the gates

So wrote Anders Nyberg, a Swedish missionary
who served in South Africa during the years of
apartheid. Siph’ Amandla and Siyahamba are
two songs of protest and praise Nyberg
introduced to the international church and
choral communities in the mid 1980s. Iraqi
Peace Song is known and sung by people from
all walks of life in Iraq. A literal translation of
the Arabic text is: “Regards to your eye, oh
homeland. A sweet flows liberal and respect.
Moreover, how are your hopes, how is the palm
tree? How are the decorations, how are the
children?” Aurora dedicates this song to the
Arabic peoples who have taken to the streets
across North Africa and the Middle East this
past spring, risking their lives in the hopes of
bringing justice and democracy to their lands.
Across the globe, the sun never sets on the
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Translation
human will for freedom and self determination.
The Sun Will Never Go Down is a song from the
African American tradition.
In the days following the March earthquakes and
tsunami in Japan, with news focused on damaged
nuclear power plants, these lyrics from You Are
the New Day, suddenly became more tangible:
“Thoughts that we as humans small could slow
worlds and end it all lie around me where they fall
before the new day.” But the song continues: “ …
like a breath I knew would come I reach for a new
day.” For decades, Holly Near’s songs have helped
people of conscience reach for that new day.
I Am Willing perfectly captures the determination
necessary for positive change for: “to be hopeless
would seem so strange.” Another songwriter who
is be able to get at the core of things is Aurora’s
friend, Claudia Schmidt. Inspired by the singing
culture of South Africa, Claudia shared a song
with me upon her return from a recent visit there.
Even in times of lightning and thunder, there is a
Promising Sky as long as we remember those
who go before us, keeping our hearts open and
love alive.
Eleanor Daley’s setting of Yeats (1865-1939) The
Lake Isle of Innisfree perfectly sets the tone and
theme of the second half of our program: the
pursuit of happiness. Yeats’ quiet, carefree days
at Innisfree, as well as Henry David Thoreau’s On
Walden Pond inspired his writing of this, his most
famous poem. Thoreau has also been an
influence on American poet, Mary Oliver. Three
of her poems are set in It Is Happiness which
was premiered by Aurora Chorus in 1996 (with
its original nine piece chamber ensemble
accompaniment). I often find Oliver’s poetry
to be paean— healing for the pains and sorrows
of life; as are the words of two other important
American poets: Wendell Berry and e. e.
cummings, who close out our program. Here is
the title I gave my setting of Berry’s “Wild Geese.”
“In the ancient faith what we need is here,” writes
the gentleman farmer from Kentucky. Cummings’
most famous poem, i thank You God reminds us,
what we have “here” is the natural world, the gift
of being human— alive, sensate and always able
to give thanks, open our eyes and ears and
have hope.
- Joan Szymko
AURORA CHORUS | JUNE 5TH 2011

Die Gedanken Sind Frei
Thoughts are free
Complete Translation:
Thoughts are free, who can guess them?
They flee by like nocturnal shadows.
No man can know them, no hunter can
shoot them, with powder and lead:
Thoughts are free!
I think what I want, and what delights me,
still always reticent, and as it is suitable.
My wish and desire, no one can deny me
and so it will always be: Thoughts are free!
And if I am thrown into the darkest dungeon,
all this would be futile work,
because my thoughts tear all gates
and walls apart. Thoughts are free!
So I will renounce my sorrows forever,
and never again will torture myself with
some fancy ideas.
In one’s heart, one can always laugh and joke
and think at the same time: Thoughts are free!

Laulu Võim
The Power of Song
If I really start to sing
No one can really reign me in.
No men, by their tempting thoughts
No women by their laughter
neither the clouds nor the wide sky can stop me
Villages will start listening
The estates will start noticing my thoughts
The lords of the manor will freeze, standing
in groups.
And cities will watch from a distance

It is Happiness (poems by Mary Oliver)
The Summer Day

Sunrise

Who made the world?
Who made the swan, and the black bear?
Who made the grasshopper?
This grasshopper, I mean—
the one who has flung herself out of the grass,
the one who is eating sugar out of my hand,
who is moving her jaws back and forth instead of up and down,
who is gazing around with her enormous and complicated eyes.
Now she lifts her pale forearms and thoroughly washes her face.
Now she snaps her wings open, and floats away.
I don’t know exactly what a prayer is.
I do know how to pay attention, how to fall down
into the grass, how to kneel down in the grass,
how to be idle and blessed, how to stroll through the fields,
which is what I have been doing all day.
Tell me, what else should I have done?
Doesn’t everything die at last, and too soon?
Tell me, what is it you plan to do
with your one wild and precious life?

You can
die for it-an idea,
or the world. People
have done so,
brilliantly,
letting
their small bodies be bound
to the stake,
creating
an unforgettable
fury of light. But
this morning,
climbing the familiar hills
in the familiar
fabric of dawn, I thought
of China,
and India
and Europe, and I thought
how the sun
blazes
for everyone just
so joyfully
as it rises
under the lashes
of my own eyes, and I thought
I am so many!
What is my name?
What is the name
of the deep breath I would take
over and over
for all of us? Call it
whatever you want, it is
happiness, it is another one
of the ways to enter
fire.

Wild Geese
You do not have to be good.
You do not have to walk on your knees
for a hundred miles through the desert, repenting.
You only have to let the soft animal of your body
love what it loves.
Tell me about despair, yours, and I will tell you mine.
Meanwhile the world goes on.
Meanwhile the sun and the clear pebbles of the rain
are moving across the landscapes,
over the prairies and the deep trees,
the mountains and the rivers.
Meanwhile the wild geese, high in the clean blue air,
are heading home again.
Whoever you are, no matter how lonely,
the world offers itself to your imagination,
calls to you like the wild geese, harsh and exciting-over and over announcing your place
in the family of things.

“The Summer Day” from House of Light (Beacon Press) Copyright ©1990 by Mary Oliver; “Sunrise” &
“Wild Geese” from Dream Work (Atlantic Monthly Press) Copyright ©1986 by Mary Oliver. All poems used with
the permission of the Molly Malone Cook Literary Agency.
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