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Tenor George Shirley 

'You have to translate 
the composer 
and the poet' 

George Shirley studied with Cornelius 
Reid in New York and debuted at the New 
York Metropolitan Opera in 1961, singing 
189 performances there in twenty-seven 
roles over two decades. He debuted in 1966 
at Glyndebourne, in 1 96 7  at Covent 
Garden in London, and at La Scala in 
Milan .  His many reco rdings include 
Mozart's "Cosi Fan Tutti" and "Requiem. "  
Formerly Professor of Voice a t  the 
University of Maryland in College Par� he 
now teaches at the University of Michigan 
in Ann Arbor and performs nationally. The 
following interview was conducted by 
Dennis Speed on May 29, 1 993, after 
Shirley performed in a concert in tribute to 
Marian Anderson spomored by the Schiller 
1mtitute at the Ebenezer United Methodist 
Church in Washington, D.C. 

Fidelio: I'd like you to give us your view 
of the significance of Marian Anderson 
and of the singers who broke into this 
area of Classical singing in the United 
States. 
Shirley: I th ink  it a lways  has  great  
impact when individuals achieve success 
in an area of function in which they are 
not expected to achieve it, for whatever 
reason. So the significance of people like 
Mar i an  A n d e r s o n ,  Pau l  Robeson ,  
Ro land H a y e s ,  S i s s i e re t ta  Jones ,  
Elizabeth Taylor Greenfield, is just that 
they proved that they were more than 
capable of doing something that they 
were not expected to be able to do. 

Marian Anderson not only showed 

h e r s e l f  to  be a 
s u p e r i o r  s i n g e r ,  
superior interpre
ter  o f  the w o r k s  
of European com
p o s e r s ;  s h e  n o t  
o n l y  showed h e r 
self t o  b e  possessor 
of one of the great
e s t  v o c a l  g i ft s  o f  
probably a l l  t ime;  
she  a l so  went  be
yond that: Her sig
nificance extended 
to the area  of the 
s p i r i t .  S h e ,  l i k e  
Roland Hayes ,  w a s  o n e  of  t h e  most  
s p i r i t u a l  peop le  I ' v e  e v e r  h a d  the  
opportunity of meeting. There was  a 
d ignity about everything she d id :  the 
way she carr ied herse lf, the way she 
spoke, the way she sang, the way she 
was, that spoke much more loudly in a 
sense than her artistry . 

When you were in her presence, you 
had the fee l ing that you were in the 
p r e s e n c e  o f  s o m e t h i n g  t h a t  w e n t  
beyond just humanity. And for all who 
heard her, for all of us who were privi
leged to have met her, this was an influ
ence that altered the way we existed, 
the way we responded to situations and 
people. 

The first time I met her, I was in col
lege, possibly still in high school, I can't 
remember, and I worked as a page for 
the Detroit Public Library. A women's 

'If we present with 
dignity, so that what is 
communicated is truly 
uplifting-then we 
continue the legacy of 
Marian Anderson. To 
do that, we have to 
know who we are, 
because she knew who 
she was. She knew she 
was a child of God, and 
she carried herself in a 
manner that was true to 
who she was.' 
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'I sing the Roland Hayes spiritual, 
"Litde Boy, How Old Are You ? "  

because it mirrors exacdy the greatness 
of a Schubert lied. The simplicity of 

construction, the directness of the 
message-no artifice. Hayes' spirituals 

in particular are lean and powerful, 
beautiful. ' 

organization had invited her to Detroit 
and there was a tea given for her at the 
branch where I worked . I managed to 
push my truck ful l  of books up to her 
side. And there was a split second when 
she was alone and I leaped, with a very 
small piece of paper, and sort of thrust it 
at her and she very sweetly smiled and 
signed it. I still have that paper. 

My nex t  mee t ing  w i t h  h e r  came  
some twenty years later, when I invited 
her to come so that I could interview 
her for a series that I was producing for 
WQXR-FM in New York City called 
" C l a s s i c a l  M u s i c  and the A fro 
American ."  I spent a wonderful hour 
with her talking about her career, the 
pressures that she faced, and how she 
dealt with those pressures. 

This woman, this great person, this 
great American exuded an aura that 
could not help but be respected . The 
whole area of dignity is one that we are 
sore ly  out of touch with toda y .  We 
rarely see public figures reacting and 
acting in what can be termed, I think, a 
d ign i fi ed  m a n n e r .  For  A fr i c a n 
Americans in  particular,  I think that 
genuine dignity and spirituality are fun
damentals that must be reconstituted in 
the African-American community, in  
America in general , but especially in the 
Afr i can-Amer i can  com m u n i t y .  B e 
cause ,  h i s tor i c a l l y ,  we a r e  a peop le  
whose every move, every action is dri
ven  by something that  i s  s p i r i tua l ly  
connected. 

If we re-establish contact with who 
we are and use what we've been given 
th rough the a r t s ,  through m u s i c ,  
through drama, through whatever, to 
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aim high, and to present what we pre
sent with dignity, so that what is com
municated is truly worth listening to, is 
truly upl ifting-then we continue the 
legacy of Marian Anderson. In order to 
do that, we have to know who we are, 
because she knew who she was .  She 
knew she was  a child of God,  and she 
carr ied herse lf  in a manner that was 
true to who she was. 

Fidelio: I believe that Marian Anderson, 
Roland Hayes, and other singers that we 
haven ' t  ment ion ed ,  rep resented the 
finest expressions in the United States of 
what is generally referred to as Classical 
European culture. I j ust wanted to get 
your comments on what you think needs 
to be done to further break open the 
treasure chest, if you will , and to allow 
these people and to allow this kind of 
m u s i c  to r ea l l y  be heard  the way i t  
should be heard. 
Shirley: That's a very tall order in this 
society-the ability to identify quality. 
We have not done very much in terms 
of deve lop ing  under s tand ing in the  
American people  of what constitutes 
quality.  So it ' s  sort of hard for young 
people to know what quality is. 

It's very hard to go into the public 
schools today and present something, 
unless the children have been well-pre
pared to receive it. Last year I went to a 
career day at a public elementary school 

in Detroit, and I talked about my career. 
One of the questions that was asked by 
one of the youngsters was, "Do you sing 
rap ? "  Well, not per se, but I suppose one 
might think of recitative as being a kind 
of rap. 

The ground, unfortunately, at that 
level is not being prepared, because of 
the fact that the arts are st i l l  seen by 
t h e  p u b l i c  as of l e s s  t h a n  t e r t i a r y  
importance, when i t  comes t o  prepar
ing the ground, preparing ch i ldren .  
Chi ldren l earn  a tremendous amount 
of knowledge before they go to school 
through play, through music, through 
creating their own dramas, what have 
y o u .  A n d  t h e n ,  w h e n  t h e y  g e t  to 
school , they 're  told that they have to 
"get ser ious" and forget about a l l  of 
that .  The parents get up-tight because 
the children are not able to communi
cate, to compute. So they see that the 
only way to do that is to sit them down 
in a d r y  k i n d  of a t m o s p h e r e ,  a n d  
pound it  into them. 

Fidelio: It's called drill and grill . 
Shirley: So, this whole thing of being 
able to identify qual i ty gets lost, gets 
squeezed out. We don't know anymore 
what  qua l i ty i s .  How to attack that  
p rob lem ? I wish I had  an  a n s w e r ,  
because I think i n  attacking it you have 
to re-weave the warp and woof of this 
society. 



Fidelio: Do you see spirituals as you've 
performed them today as being essen
t ia l ly  correspondent to the Clas s i ca l  
l ied ? 
Shirley:  G rea t  l i e d e r  a r e  h o n e s t .  
They 're forthright .  A n d  t h e  musica l  
construct in which they l ive  is one that 
highlights, supports, and never inter
feres with that honesty, that directness 
of communication of the message of the 
poetry. The spiritual is honest. 

One of the reasons I chose to sing the 
Hayes spiritual, "Little Boy, How Old 
Are You ? ," is because of the fact that it 
m i r ror s  exact ly  the grea tne s s  of a 
Schubert l ied .  The s impl ic i ty of con
struction, the directness of the message, 
no artifice. Hayes' spirituals in particu
lar are lean and powerful, beautiful. 

The connection is natural. That's the 
reason why the spiritual was included in 
the song recital .  No flamboyance, to the 
point, great economy of means-all of 
those things that  we a pprec ia te and 
worship in great composers are embod
ied in the spiritual. 

It's interesting, I sang once at a high 
school in California for a gymnasium 
full of kids and I did a wide variety of 
things. But the things that held them 
the most were those very simple, quiet 
presentations. One of the teachers said, 
"How do you do that ? "  I don't do it .  
If  you have something to tel l  people,  
then they' l l  l isten.  It 's  so much better, 
so much more powerful ,  I feel ,  if that 
l istening, if  that message, is surround
ed by what I consider to be the basic 
l anguage of h u m a n k i n d ,  and tha t ' s  
musIC. 

Music i s  a tremendously powerful 
force that i s ,  I think, not well under
stood to be such by many in today's soci
ety. Because if they did, then the mes
sages that that music is utilized to give 
would be d i fferent .  Messages  g iven  

through music stay in the consciousness. 
They are alternatives to thought. And 
that, I don't think, is as deeply appreci
ated as it should be. 

I don' t  doubt that if the messages 
given through music were d i fferent ,  
that society would be different, and that 
the consciousness of the listener would 
be higher .  I t ' s  a hard message to get 
through to people. I think that some of 
the people who do understand it ,  and 
use it in what I consider to be negative 
ways, are very aware of what's going on, 
very, very aware of the effect, but they 
won't tell you that. 

I ' m  not ta l k ing  about sub l imina l  
messages. I 'm talking about messages 
that hit you right between the eyes. I'm 
talking about rhythms that are warrior 
rhythms .  I'm talking about sonorities 
that reflect the imbalance that exists to a 
fr ightening degree in the thinking of 
many of us in today's society. 

Sometimes when I'm driving down 
the street and my car begins to bounce a 
few fee t  off the  ground a s  someone 
a p p r o a c h e s  with a boo m i ng bass ,  I 
wonder ,  what  would happen i f  that  
were indeed something that  was very 
quiet and soothing and calm.  I know 
how I react to music and I don't think 

I 'm that different from others. In those 
s i tuations where the bass is booming 
and the energy level is about 400 miles 
high, I know how I would feel if  some
body bumped into my car, if  somebody 
cha l lenged m e .  Wherea s ,  if it were  
someth ing  tha t  I wou ld  i d e n t i fy a s  
m o r e  s o o t h i n g ,  I t h i n k  t h a t  w o u l d  
effect the way I might respond in a situ
ation like that. 

What we're seeing today is  a lot of 
response that can only be termed v io
lent, senseless. I think a lot of it has to 
do with what people surround them
s e l v e s  w i t h ,  the a u r a  o f  s o u n d  a n d  
r h y t h m  w i t h  w h i c h  they  s u r round  
themsel  ve s .  Aga in ,  I th ink the re  a re  
people who know the effects, who profit 
by it, and will attempt to continue to do 
so as long as they can. 

Fidelio: What does i t  take to make a 
great artist ? 
Shirley: I was speaking with a young 
woman a l ittle earl ier ,  who is  a piano 
m a j o r  at Obe r l i n .  We were  t a lk ing  
about  the fac t  tha t  mus ic  i s  a tough 
taskmaster or mistress .  We accept the 
fact that to be a great athlete you have to 
practice and it's interesting to see as we 
drive down the city streets, young men 

'The medieval university placed music along with other sciences in 

the Quadrivium. And they were correct to do so, because music is 

a science. It demands of the practitioner the same kind of 
discipline as chemistry or physics demands-the care. These 

qualities are required in anything that a person does.' 

E I RN&Philip Ulanowsky 

With his student Gordon 
Hawkins (left) and 
accompaniest Dr. Raymond 
Jackson, concluding the 
May 29 concert. 
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prac t i c ing  a l l  the  t i m e .  They  d o n ' t  
know they're practicing, but they're out 
there shooting hoops ti l l  the sun goes 
down and they 're actually practicing, 
but they're enjoying it. They're having 
fun. 

The same kind of practice goes into 
being a professional musician. And it's 
hard, but a musician enjoys it. There are 
times when you would like to be some
where else, maybe shooting hoops, but 
you know that you have a concert com
ing up, so you have to shoot your hoops 
at the keyboard or with your voice or 
the horn .  But i t ' s  exhi la rat ing,  hard 
work tha t  p repare s  you,  fi l l s  you ,  

orchestra, in a choir, have to  be  on  the 
same spiritual,  emotional wavelength, 
in order to make a performance hap
pen. And if one can learn from this to 
establish those kind of contacts in other 
areas of being, where people need to 
work together, then one has acquired 
more  than  j u s t  w h a t ' s  r equ i red  fo r 
m u s i c a l  pe rfo r m a n c e .  I t ' s  a way  of  
thinking, it's a way of relating to  other 
human beings. 

Music feeds the spir i t .  Again ,  as  I 
said before: To give a good musical per
formance, there's very little like it. It's a 
s h a m e  t h a t  i n  s choo l s  c h i l d r e n  a r e  
denied that possibility. I said before that 

'You have to translate the composer and the poet. 
You put the result in your own language, so that 

when you sing this lied that's been handed out 
two hundred years ago, you're not an empty shell 
reflecting what you've been given. You become 
the voice of the composer, the voice of the poet, 
and your own voice.' 

enables you to go out and do what you 
enjoy doing. 

So the d i sc ip l ine  of person that ' s  
required is something that one carries 
with oneself into other areas of endeav
or as wel l .  We were talking about the 
fact  that  med ieva l i s t s  p laced  mus i c  
a long  w i t h  o t h e r  s c i ence s  i n  the  
Quadrivium in the medieval universi
ty . And they were correct  to do  so ,  
because music is a science. I t  demands 
of the pract it ioner the same k ind of 
d i s c i p l i n e  as c h e m i s t r y  or p h y s i c s  
demands-the care. These are qualities 
that are required in anything that a 
person does. 

If people only understood that if  a 
child studies music and works hard at 
it, that child may never become a pro
fessional musician, but the good things 
that accrue to that child from meeting 
the demands of the discipline are going 
to redound in positive ways in whatev
er else that child does with his or her 
life. 

Music serves the purpose of uniting 
people in its performance. People in an 
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I believe very strongly that music is the 
basic language of humankind. 

You take two infants born of differ
ent races,  from different parts of the 
world. Before they acquire the imposi
tion of  l a nguage,  you put them in  a 
room and they ' l l  communicate with 
each other very clearly. They'll commu
nicate with everyone else in the room 
wi th  sounds  tha t  I wou ld  defi n e  a s  
musical sounds. I think it's very inter
esting to note that it's only after they 
acquire the language of their people that 
they  can  no longer  c o m m u n ica te ,  
beca  u s e  they  s top  s i ng ing  from the  
heart ,  they  s top  making sounds from 
the center of their being. 

Fidelio: I'd like you to comment a l ittle 
b i t  further  on mus ic  being a way of 
thinking, not just notes, not  just an art. 
Shirley: Well, it is . It 's a way of express
ing your thoughts. For a composer, it's 
her or his unique way of saying some
thing that is important to him or her to 
say. It is a language. For the performer, 
the exercise of acquiring that language, 

that ' s  given you through the printed 
page, and of making it your own, is a 
very healthy exercise, a melding, if you 
will, of thoughts. 

You have the composer, you have the 
poet, you have yourself. And, in the first 
two instances, you have to interpret, you 
have to trans late  the composer .  You 
have to translate the poet. And put the 
result in your own language, so that you 
sing this l ied that's been handed out two 
hundred years ago. You're not an empty 
shell reflecting what you've been given. 
You become the voice of the composer, 
the voice  of the poet ,  and your own 
vOice. 

It's sort of like, in a certain sense, the 
"Erlkonig." You have to meld different 
personalities in your attempt to commu
nicate  the  t ruth of th i s  piece as you 
understand i t .  Because the piece has  no 
l ife outside of your giving it l ife as a per
former. 

So it is a way of thinking. This must 
also be understood by parents, who wish 
to take music away from children. 

Fidelio: I ' d  l ike  to ask if  you m ight 
have any comment on the recent concert 
by Minister Louis Farrakhan. 
Shirley: I 've  known that he ' s  a very 
fine violinist .  I 'm a person who would 
love to see something happen that will 
not happen because i t ' s  impractica l :  
I 'd  love  to  see  every politician in the 
world take up an instrument. And I'd 
like to see Congress make music. I 'd  
l ike  to  see  people go back to  commu
nicating with each other the way they 
did when they were fi rst  s lapped on 
the behind and communicate through 
music and stop hiding behind words .  I 
think that would be a lovely world to 
l ive in .  

In the case of Farrakhan, I think it  
was right on target. I think if he would 
p lay  h i s  v io l in  more ,  that  he would 
probably  make h i s  points  in  a much 
more telling fashion than he ever could 
with words .  

I f  anybody sang when he spoke,  it 
was Martin Luther King, J r .  He sang, 
and he had a message. But that 's  the 
reason why his message had so powerful 
an impact. He sang. And if you don't 
believe me, listen to one of his speeches. 


