
 
 

 

 

 
 

Wigmore Hall is a no smoking venue. No recording or photographic equipment may be taken into the auditorium nor used in any other part of the Hall without the prior 
written permission of the management.  
In accordance with the requirements of City of Westminster persons shall not be permitted to stand or sit in any of the gangways intersecting the seating, or to sit in any 
other gangways. If standing is permitted in the gangways at the sides and rear of the seating, it shall be limited to the number indicated in the notices exhibited in those 
positions. 
Disabled Access and Facilities - full details from 020 7935 2141. 
Wigmore Hall is equipped with a ‘Loop’ to help hearing aid users receive clear sound without background noise. Patrons can use this facility by switching hearing aids to 
‘T’. 

 
Please ensure that watch alarms, mobile phones and any other electrical devices which can become audible are switched off. Phones on a vibrate setting can still be heard, 
please switch off. 
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Damien Sneed  (b.1979)   I Dream a World (2021)   

Margaret Bonds  (1913-1972)    3 Dream Portraits (1959)   
Minstrel Man • Dream Variation • I, Too  

Harry T Burleigh  (1866-1949)    5 Songs of Laurence Hope (1915)   
Worth While • The Jungle Flower • Kashmiri Song • 
Among the Fuchsias • Till I Wake  

Interval    

Florence Price  (1887-1953)    Songs to the Dark Virgin (1941)   

Robert Owens  (1925-2017)    Mortal Storm Op. 29 (1969)   
A house in Taos • Little Song • Jaime • 
Faithful One • Genius Child  

Jasmine Barnes      A Sable Jubilee (2022)   

Shawn E Okpebholo  (b.1981)    Two Black Churches (2020)   
Ballad of Birmingham • The Rain  

 

 
 

Wigmore Hall £5 tickets for Under 35s supported by Media Partner Classic FM  

  
This concert is part of the CAVATINA Chamber Music Trust ticket scheme, offering free tickets to those 

aged 8-25 
 

 

  

 

 



 

 

Harlem renaissance jazz poet, novelist, playwright and 

activist Langston Hughes wrote I Dream a World in response 

to social inequalities African Americans faced owing to the 

colour of their skin. As one who observed the terror and 

brutality of racism, Hughes committed his life to dreaming 

radically – of a world in which African Americans could 

experience freedom and joy, even as they were suffocating in 

the destructive hold of racial inequality. What scholar Robin 

DG Kelley calls 'Freedom dreams' are a constant thematic 

motif within most of Hughes's writing. Reverberating 

throughout I Dream a World is the desire for equality of all 

races – more specifically equality for Black people living in 

America, and by extension, Black peoples of the diaspora. The 

thematic heart is love, unity and peace for all races. Through 

his writing, Hughes sought to insist and express to us that the 

world he desired – a world that Black people desired – was 

possible: a world where love and freedom rule. 

In this musical performance, Damien Sneed sets the poem 

written by Hughes to music, demonstrating the 

interconnectedness of creative expression and the power of 

artistic possibilities. Set for two instruments – piano and voice 

- this performance sonically depicts the world that is and the 

world that can be, the juxtaposition between reality, dystopia 

and utopia. 

Born in Chicago and classically trained, Margaret 

Bonds forged a pathway for Black women composers in the 

1930s. In her cycle 3 Dream Portraits, Bonds selected poems 

from Langston Hughes’s collection The Dream Keeper and 
Other Poems. In this work, through musical performance, 

Bonds sought to disrupt the White gaze and to challenge 

negative perceptions of African Americans. Evidenced in the 

three songs is the celebration of Blackness and beauty within 

Blackness. This is music as a sonic embodiment of the politics 

of resistance, used to resist racial shaming and to promote 

Black self-love. 

Harry T Burleigh was an African American composer, 

arranger and classically trained baritone. Written in 1915, the 5 
Songs of Laurence Hope are considered to be one of 

Burleigh’s greatest achievements. Each of the songs is 

centred around the themes of love, sexual desire, the 

danger(s) of love, companionship, and the mourning of loss. In 

the prefatory notes of the original publication, Henry Edward 

Krehbiel, then musical editor of The New York Times, wrote: 

'They are… artist’s songs, in which the singer and pianist are 

paired in a lovely union and engaged in a mission calculated to 

warm the feelings of those who contemplate it'. These songs 

stir our imagination about the possibilities and beauty of love, 

as well as reminding us of the importance of grief as a space 

that we navigate in our personal lives. 

Set to another poem written by Langston Hughes, 'Songs to 

the Dark Virgin' is by Florence Price, who became the first 

African American woman to be recognised as a symphonic 

composer and whose work would go on to be played by major 

orchestras. She composed widely – songs, symphonies, 

chamber works, organ anthems, piano pieces and the 

arrangement of Spirituals. Evidenced in her output was her 

commitments to racial equality and justice; she belonged to 

the community of 20th-century Black creative practitioners 

who formed the Chicago Black Renaissance. As a collective, 

Price and her comrades created art which embedded themes 

of racial uplift, Black progress and gender equality, whilst also 

highlighting issues affecting the Black communities – namely 

social alienation, political powerlessness, economic 

inequalities and racial shame. At the heart of her work is a 

sonic methodology – one which seeks to use sound as a 

strategy to reflect past and present experiences of Black 

people living in America. 

'Songs to the Dark Virgin' highlights the racial shame 

experienced by Black people living in America. As with most of 

his poems, Hughes juxtaposes the possibility of Black beauty 

and freedom with the ugly, earthy reality of racial terror 

experienced by Black America. Within this work, Hughes and 

Price seek to highlight the issue of racial shame and its effect 

on the perception of one’s own Black body, and one's internal 

and external sense of worth.  

As one author notes, 'Price was extremely proud of her 

heritage and looked for ways to celebrate and memorialise it in 

her life’s work; yet the musical traditions of their studies and 

compositions were European, not African American. She was 

faced with a dilemma of discovering a means of reconciling 

the musical traditions of their heritage with those of their 

training. She found a solution in the poetry of Langston 

Hughes'.  

Mortal Storm by Robert Owens also consists of settings of 

Hughes's poetry. The composition is designed to reflect in 

sound the turbulences we face in our lifetime, musically 

depicting the challenges we encounter, in particular through 

dramatic piano accompaniment. According to Owens, 'Mortal 
Storm tells the stories of the storms we as mortals face'. From 

the rain and thunder in 'A House in Taos' to the interior storm 

found in 'Genius Child', Mortal Storm reveals to us, the 

listeners, the reality of being human and navigating the 

vicissitudes of life. 

Composed by Black composer Shawn Okpebholo, Two 
Black Churches relates two tragic events at the hands of White 

supremacists in two Black churches decades apart – namely 

the 1963 16th Street Baptist Church bombings in Birmingham, 

Alabama which claimed the lives of four Black girls, and the 

2015 Mother Emanuel AME Church shooting in Charleston, 

South Carolina, which resulted in the death of nine church 

members. 'Ballad of Birmingham' sets a poem by Dudley 

Randall (1914-2000). In the poem, Randall projects a narrative 

account of the attack through the lens of the mother of one 

victim. Musically, it uses Black gospel idioms juxtaposed with 

contemporary art song to represent the devastating event 

experienced at this historical moment. Echoes of 'We Shall 

Overcome' seem to be present in this song, demonstrating the 

Black solidarity in moments of turmoil and tragedy 

experienced by Black communities in America at the hands of 

White supremacists. The second song, 'The Rain', sets words 

by Marcus Amaker, a poet from Charleston. Serving as a 

metaphor, the 'rain' reflects the racism which Black people 

continue to experience and endure in America. Staying above 

the water of racism is an everyday battle – one which causes 

many to be subsumed in the floods of anxiety, doubt and 

despair. Whilst the 'rain' signifies the racism, the number nine 

is also significant in this compositional work, there to remind 

us about the nine parishioners killed on that terrible day by a 

White supremacist. The hymn we hear quoted in the song, 'Tis 

so sweet to trust in Jesus', is the hymn that was sung during 

the first service in the church following the shooting. The 

lifting of every voice to sing this hymn, given the evil that 

occurred, was a sonic testimony of joy in the face of sorrow, 

love in the face of hate, and hope in the face of despair. 
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Text of Florence Price from The Collected Poems of Langston Hughes, 
The Weary Blues, 1926 volume. Text of Jasmine Barnes by Tesia 
Kwarteng, printed with permission. ‘The Rain’ by Marcus Amaker – 
http://marcusamaker.com – printed with permission. 
 

 


