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JUSTIN AUSTIN, Co-Producer

As a child, | was profoundly captivated by the Grammy-winning a cappella group Take 6, a
remarkable ensemble of six young Black men whose music celebrated the transformative
power of goodness and love. Years later, their artistry became a source of inspiration for
my vision of “My Brother’s Keeper.” Growing up surrounded by encouraging influences, |
felt empowered to believe that | could achieve anything. The Black men in my life made it
their mission to instill in me the values of intelligence, kindness, empathy, strength,
determination, and love. They recognized that, as a Black man, | would face unique
challenges in the world, and they diligently equipped me to navigate those obstacles.

As | matured, | became aware that not all young Black children have access to positive
role models who can guide them toward fulfilling lives. | count myself fortunate to have
had such uplifting figures. The notion that the world desperately needs the compassion,
decency, and work ethic | received in my youth resonates deeply with me. Inspired by this,
| got the idea of programming a concert around this theme. It literally came to me in a
dream: a gathering of six remarkable Black men who inspire me daily, presented by New
York Festival of Song, an organization that has nurtured me since my student days. On this
record we aim to showcase our mutual love and support, and hope to encourage all who
witness our journey—regardless of race or creed—to embrace the profound importance
of selfless love for one another.

Our first song, “Come Unto Me” by Take 6, encapsulates this message beautifully. It
offers solace and encouragement to those burdened by life’s struggles and invites them
to seek love as a pathway to peace, and it does so using jazz harmonies that are as
difficult to master as they are delightful to hear.

| '

In any brotherly alliance, one often encounters what | call “bittersweet tension.” This
phenomenon is a common thread in all close relationships, and Johannes Brahms’s “Die
Schwestern” serves as a delightful and playful illustration of this inevitable dynamic. Begun
in 1852 and revised for publication in 1874, “Die Schwestern” (The Sisters)—or “Die
Brider” as we've refashioned it—features a text by the German poet (and Lutheran
pastor) Eduard Morike. The song offers a cheerful picture of the companionable affection
between two siblings, originally sisters, now brothers in our version, who share an
inseparable bond, engaging in every activity together—singing, working, strolling, even
sharing the same bed. However, their harmonious existence is abruptly disrupted when
they discover they are both enamored by the same sweetheart. | wager that this will be
the first time “Die Schwestern” has been performed by two men (“Maybe in some drag

art song bar?” suggested Steve Blier), but we couldn’t resist.



STEVEN BLIER, Pianist and Co-Producer

I've known Justin Austin since 2016, when we collaborated on a concert in Caramoor’s
Vocal Rising Stars program. Since then, of course, Justin’s star has risen, and we have
continued to create some of the most satisfying programs of my career, notably W. C.
Handy and the Birth of the Blues and ‘Taint Nobody's Business If | Do: Songs of Gay
Harlem. Justin has said that he considers me one of his important mentors, and he has
returned the favor by becoming one of my great inspirations. So when he wrote me a text
message proposing a project that had come to him in a dream, complete with cast and
title, | returned his text in three seconds flat: “We're doing it.”

The original plan had been for Justin to sing in the performance, but when that became
impossible we brought on another wonderful artist, Alan Williams, whose background in a
cappella jazz ensemble singing was a godsend for an evening that included so many
group numbers. Justin remained on board as Co-Atrtistic Director of the show, working on
the playlist and marshaling the cast from afar.
“ -

Of course, Justin came to My Brother's Keeper with ideas about repertoire, and we also
canvassed the six vocalists for their suggestions. Justin and | wanted everyone on the
stage to feel that My Brother's Keeper truly represented their experience, their worldview,
their alliances, and their passions. Jorell Williams was inspired to contribute two
compositions of his own, and the other singers sent wish lists. -

| had only three requests, and the first of them was, of all things, “Soeme Enchanted
Evening.” | had heard Will Liverman perform that old chestnut at a concert in 2021, when
he took Rodgers’'s music into wild, delicious directions | had never dreamed of. Will is a
musician with a stunning musical imagination, and | have been longing to hear his
arrangement of this song (a favorite of mine) for the past three years. He obliged, and
broke my heart all over again.

My second idea was a song that the late Steve Lutvak gave me over a decade ago:
“Beware the Anger of Soft-Spoken Men,” scored for five male voices. For some of us, it is
difficult, even taboo, to express anger, and we seem to accumulate life experiences that
only confirm our fears. Steve Lutvak’s piece is a hymn to the joys of being passive-
aggressive, that surreptitious alternative to showing authentic anger. | offer it as a tribute
to my late friend Steve, who died suddenly of a pulmonary embolism in 2023, at age 64. |
miss him terribly; he was a superb songwriter, a Tony Award winner for his musical A
Gentleman’s Guide to Love and Murder, and one of the dearest and gentlest men | have
ever known.



My third contribution was a tune NYFOS has offered in past programs, “Guiding Me Back
Home,” written in 1928 by Harry Revel and Noble Sissle. On the surface, it's a rousing
waltz about a man’s enduring connection to his roots, especially to his mother. | thought
that Chaz’'men and Joseph had the potential to raise the roof with this tune, particularly in
my voice-flattering arrangement. But | also love the fact that the song is a collaboration
between a Jewish immigrant, Harry Revel, and a Black lyricist, Noble Sissle. After Revel's
parents fled Russia to settle in London, they changed their family name, Glaser, to Revel—
the name of the French soldier who helped them escape. Noble Sissle came to
prominence with James Reese Europe’s renowned regimental band during World War |,
the first to play marches with syncopated rhythms. His partnership with ragtime legend
Eubie Blake led to their 1921 Broadway hit Shuffle Along, after which Sissle enjoyed a rich
career as bandleader, accompanist, and collaborator with artists like Duke Ellington and
Lena Horne. Both Sissle’s and Revel’s careers straddled the Atlantic—Sissle toured
extensively in Europe, and Revel worked on Broadway and in Hollywood. True to form,
“Guiding Me Back Home,” with its quintessentially American theme, was published in
England. .

.

JOSEPH PARRISH 4

When Steve and Justin asked us to suggest material for My Brother's Keeper, |
immediately thought of “Sylvie” or “Bring Me a Little Water, Sylvy,” a song whose origins
trace back to 1936. &

Its first known recording was by American folk musician Huddie William Ledbetter, better
known as Lead Belly. Famous for his distinct timbre and virtuosic 12-string guitar playing,
Lead Belly recorded more than 500 songs, spanning from folk and blues to jazz and
gospel. His influence extended to later musicians such as Eric Clapton, Bob Dylan, and, of
course, Harry Belafonte. “Sylvie” started as a work song, but Lead Belly sang it in a light
and airy way, transforming its original heft and bitterness into a song of charm and
swinging rhythm.

| discovered it in the summer of 2022 in Santa Fe, New Mexico. Scanning the record
collection of my host (with whom | was staying for the Santa Fe Opera Apprentice
Program), | came across a vinyl LP, Harry Belafonte Live at Carnegie Hall in 1959. Steve
tells me that every middle-class household in America (including his own) had a copy of
this record in the living room. “Sylvie” made an immediate impression on me due to its
musical simplicity, witty lyrics, and catchy refrain. Belafonte was accompanied only by a
guitar, with some occasional humming from voices in the background. If | closed my eyes,
sat back, and listened, it felt like he was singing right to me.



Discovering Harry Belafonte soon led me into a full-on blaze of inspiration. Steve
encourages all of his artists to dig deep within themselves to find what is unique to them.
My Brother’s Keeper celebrates that principle, shining a very important light on the Black
male experience through song.

JOSHUA BLUE

My Brother’s Keeper is a testament to the indomitable spirit of community between Black
men in America. Time and time again, our community has been threatened, our lives have
been at risk, our souls have been shaken, but through coming together in unity and song
we reaffirm our commitment to one another. My colleagues inspire me to be greater in
everything | do; they uplift me, celebrate me, and | them. Sharing the joy of creating art
together is something uniquely special. I'm honored both to be a part of this project and
to share it with you. The songs in this concert are celebrations, somber reflections, and
reminders of what has been and what could be.

“Sence you went away” is from H. Leslie Adams’s song cycle Nightsongs. Set to the poetry
of American writer and civil rights activist James Weldon Johnson (author of the lyrics to
“Lift Every Voice and Sing”), the piece can take on r'r;any meanings, but | look at it through
the lens of a man singing to a loved one he lost to incarceration, which disproportionately
affects Black men in this country. As soﬁrepne who has spent time working with
incarcerated men, I've heard the sorrow and sadness of being separated from the world
and your loved ones for longer than you ever deserved, knowing that nothing will change
while still pining for what could be. This song is dedicated to these men; they‘ve never left
my heart.

JORELL WILLIAMS

Clear communication is, to me, one of the most vital parts of any interaction, whether face-
to-face or through one of our many digital screens. When we share our intimate thoughts,
worries, struggles, and triumphs, we open doors to learn, grow, listen, and connect.
Tonight's show is a perfect medium for that kind of communication and truth-telling.

As a child, | was constantly writing songs and jotting down phrases—sometimes even
slipping manuscript paper into my Bible during church services. | feel blessed to have a
connection to the minds of great composers of the past, and tonight I'm honored to
present a pair of original scores I've composed for this concert. After George Floyd's tragic
death in 2020, | felt compelled to pour my heart into a piano arrangement of “Go Down,
Moses.” Now, with our country at a crossroads, |'ve expanded it into a four-hand piece
called Americana—a powerful juxtaposition that mirrors both the fractures in my own spirit
and those in our nation’s fabric. It urges us to rethink the narratives we've taken for
granted.



In 2011, Rachel J. Peters was invited to write a Yuletide-themed song for the Broadway's
Future concert series at the New York Public Library for the Performing Arts, amidst
debates over holiday greetings and Santa’s racial identity. “Santa Ain't Black” joins her
catalog of witty responses to sanctimonious debates and is as close as she’ll get to a
holiday classic—meaning, not very close at all. Rachel has been a cherished collaborator
since our time in the American Opera Projects’ Composers & The Voice program, and I'm
honored to introduce her music to the NYFOS family.

Choral music is in my soul. To close tonight’s program, | wrote a piece that, like the title of
the program, holds us accountable to stand shoulder to shoulder, reminding the world
that, no matter what we face, we will remain steady as we “Hold Fast to Dreams,” and
never let them die.

ALAN WILLIAMS

I'm honored to be singing alongside some of the world’s leading Black men in the music
industry, representing a new era of brotherhood. This is a golden opportunity to connect
with new colleagues as we share our love not only for the classical genre, but also for jazz,
gospel, and soul. | can't stress enough how |mportant it is for Black men to be connected
to one another when faced with adversity, and'w uplift e each other. Being surrounded by a
group of extraordinary Black vocalists fills me with deep g.ratltyde.

In Langston Hughes’' poem, “Black Pierrot,” the narrator laments a lost love. Though
rejected by his lover, he gains the resolve to start a new day and seek love again. Pierrot is
a character from the tradition of Commedia dell’arte, a theatrical art form that originated
in 16th-century Italy. He is usually depicted as a lovesick, whiteface-painted clown.
Langston Hughes cleverly utilizes this traditional figure in his poem, creating several
interesting layers of symbolism: it is simultaneously about a sad clown who mourns his
unrequited love, and a Black man wearing whiteface clown makeup. The writer Madhuri
Deshmukh makes a persuasive argument that Hughes is using this juxtaposition as a way
of exposing and countering the damage caused by American minstrelsy, which demeaned
and exploited Black performers for decades until it began to die out in the 1920s. In
William Grant Still’s cycle, Songs of Separation, “Black Pierrot” is the final song. Still uses
blues and jazz harmony to evoke Black melancholy, and in tandem with Hughes’
straightforward words he paints a visceral picture of human remorse, natural beauty, and
Black resilience.



WILL LIVERMAN

WLV D WKH M VR UMD VR 1<)2 6 DWUGQHDUD VEHOH \ HDWY IRUO \ YARWHWB/ . HHSHU [
GHHS® P HDQQ) | XOFRGAHWFRQFHYHG E\ - XVWQ'$ XWAD ,BrH QHYHUEHHQ SDWRI \RP HIMIQ) @\
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YIMRQDY DQG D.J IDQAIQ WLV LQGXVIA Z KR KDV EHHQ UHGH LQQ) FOMMEDCFRQAHW | RUGHFDGH\WL
, IHHOAK® KRQRUHG VR EH SDWARI WLV VHSWAARI DU

2 XUSURI UHW 1Q FOMFDCP XVIE Z RX@ QRAEH SRWE®! Z IWRXVWKH %DFN DUV Z KR SDYHG W
ZD IRUXV IGFOGIQ] RQH Rl WH P RWMGQRWE®! FRP SRHYRI KHUWP H 0 DL DIHWVWRQGY

7KRXJ K RQD UHFHQWD UHGVFRYHUHG DVRCH RI $ P HUFDB/P RWMBURP IGHQAFRP SRVHY 0 DU DU
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FROMIQMEAMWP DQG P MRIVQ JWDGXDMG IURP. 1 RUMZ HMUD 8 QYHIIW 1Q Z W ERW
EDFKHEWB/ DQG P DWMUB/ GHJ UHHV LQ SIDQR DQG FRP. SRMRQ \WZ DV GXUQ) KHU MGIHY WHU

WDVWKH EH) DQ KHUQHBQ) 1UHQGWKLS Z IMK WH UHQRZ GHG SRHW DQJ WRQ + XJ KHV
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YRQGW/7TKUH ' UHDP 3RUADIW FRP SRVHG 1Q VHWR P XME DWR Rl SRHP VE\ +XJKHv
ZIW ZKRP 9%RQGV \KDIHG D GHHS DWNWMFE SDURHUKIS 7KH R FeI LHEFW WHU \KDUKC

FRP P W HOMR VRADOMWWEH HBIYDWY WHP HV Rl UMEHORH  1IGHOAN DQG WH VAKIJ @ IR
HT XDOW/

7KH \RQIV IQ 7KUH ' UDP 3RUADMWL Q0 IQMHO0 DQD C UHDP 9DUDARQD DQG G 7RROL
H S®WH WH FRP SO HP RWRQV Rl %DMAN $ P HUFDQV FRQURQAQ) D VRAHW UWH ZIW WAD
SUMMGIFH ,Q Q) LOMHO0 DQD + XJKH\VBZ RUBV H SUHW WH SDIQ EHKIQG WH SXETF 10 DGH R
KDSSIGHW RIWQ H SHAMG Rl %DFN SHURWP HY C UHDP 9DUDARCD FRQADW D GHMLH IR
M\ IXOIUHHGRP ZIW WH UDDV Rl RSSUHWMRQ DQG C 7RRD RIIHY D YMRQ Rl KRSH

SURFOIP Q) DQ IQHYIMIE®! LQFOMRQ LQWH $ P HUEDQ LGHQAN/

0 DQ Rl 9%RQGVBZ RUW KDYH EHHQ ®WAWR WP HL DQG VR WDAVP + HUVKXGGHQ GHDW. DWWH DI +
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SUHARXV ERHV Rl KHU \FRUW GMWAY DQG GRPXP HQN ZHH IRXQG DQG DFTXWHG E\
* HRUHWRZ Q 8 QYHWW D@ZIQ) |RUSRWXP RXV Z RWB SUHP IHHV Rl RQH R WH J UHDMV
MZ HY LQWH FURZ QRI $ P HUFDQ FDMWEFDCP XME
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QHI® , UHDRKHG RXWHR - XD DOG \RG KIP IMKDG EHHQ RQ P\ P IQG VR GR D SURWP
ZIW KIP +HW WG EDAN DQG MOG G WY IV IULHDN. WxIT \ RXBH CRWIRIQJ VR EHIHYH WLV
/ DWAQL) KW KDG DQRWHUGUHDP DERXW RX WP LJ KWKDYH HYHQ EHHQ H DRWD Z KHQ\ RX W] WK
P HDW DP WD <) 2 6 SXVWRI HWHUD FRQFHW\DQG DEXP FD@IG 0 \ Y4ARWHB/. HHSHUD
KDYH WH W[ WD'$ QG MQPH WDWGD, WLV KDV EHHQ D SURMIPWKDW KDYH EHHQ YHY H FWWG \k
\VHH FRP H\R | XMRQ

, DP GHHS® KRQRUHG VR EH 1Q WH QXP EHURI WRVH FKRVHQ VR Z RUN RQ W1V FRFHW* URZ IQ)
XS QD YHY P XMFDODQG WHDWIFDODP 1® , KDYH KDG P DQ. SDWRQV Z KHQ IMFRP HV VR J HQU
DQG SHURWP DFH WSHY \WEUQIV P H JUDANR VR EH DEGI VR H SBWH \R PDQ R WRW
SDWRQV 1Q WL FRGFHW, B> WUMIG VR EH MQI Q) %4DKP V DQG VENQ) WH VIADR\VSKHUE KL k
@HIQC&RP H8 QA H DWH HQHP EGI WDWRSHQV/WH SURJ LDP

, KDYH DOR VENHQ RQ WH W\ RXV UMVSRQVELON RI EUQILQJ DQIFRQE \RQJ R ' RQQ +DMDZ D E
W @H , DP IRP 6W/RXIV. 0 2 DQG IQ WRVH SDW' RQ IV \WH JRG WEQGDG +H ZDVI

QDWH VRO DQG IRUXV KH KDV UHDFKHG DB RWAP \ VIEDOWWY. ,Q 6W/ RXY HYHY RCH NQRZ Y
\RP HRQH ZKR ZRING ZIW KIP G+ H $IQBVAHDA - + HB/0 | %RWHD LV D \RQ) WDWKD
P DIQWICHG IW UHBIYDQRH RYHUWH KDD FHQMW \LQ:H%?EE\ BFRWDOG YRE 5 X\WHQI LAFUHDAMC
W ,Q WY ZRUWG M/ [P SRUBQAVR NQRZ wﬁumu&%mwumwmnm
GHVACDARQ DG WY DODVRR HD VR Z DI SDVADQG LI QRUH WWRWH 1Q GHHG VAN LQ)- RXUHOH!
E\ \DIQ) WDWLMB/ \RP HRGH HOHB/ SLIREGP 9%\MRGD. B SURXG \R WEQG QH WAR P\
EURWHLY 1Q DAY DQG VD' WDAZ KHQ DQ Rl WHP  QHHG VRP HRCH \R KHE \VKRXGHUWH ®DG
BOEH WHUH IRUWHP
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