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The Singing guiTar
ConSpirare

CRAIG HELLA JOHNSON, conductor

Los Angeles Guitar Quartet ● Texas Guitar Quartet
Austin Guitar Quartet ● Douglas Harvey, cello ● Estelí Gomez, soprano

Reena Esmail: When the Guitar

Nico Muhly: How Little You Are
We washed our faces at the spring • Do you remember • A long-drawn wail

Interlude: Springtime • How little you are • The night herders

Kile Smith: The Dawn’s Early Light
I, Sarah Winnemucca • My grandfather jumped up • While they were fishing

The Paiutes are not fond of going to war • The Star-Spangled Banner
I shall be beautiful

Craig Hella Johnson: The Song That I Came to Sing

Total time: 71:34
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The Singing Guitar
Conspirare

Craig Hella Johnson, conductor

1. Reena Esmail: When the Guitar (6:29)
Los Angeles Guitar Quartet

Nico Muhly: How Little You Are (40:50)
2.  (1) We washed our faces at the spring (7:33)
3.  (2) Do you remember (6:05)
4.  (3) A long-drawn wail (6:23)
5.  (4) Interlude: Springtime (3:00)
6.  (5) How little you are (7:14)
7.  (6) The night herders (10:35)
Estelí Gomez, soprano, Los Angeles Guitar Quartet, Texas Guitar Quartet, Austin Guitar Quartet 

Kile Smith: The Dawn’s Early Light (21:05)
8.  (1) I, Sarah Winnemucca (1:35)
9.  (2) My grandfather jumped up (4:03)
10. (3) While they were fishing (4:47)
11.  (4) The Paiutes are not fond of going to war (2:15)
12. (5) The Star-Spangled Banner (5:27)
13. (6) I shall be beautiful (2:57)
Los Angeles Guitar Quartet, Douglas Harvey, cello  

14. Craig Hella Johnson: The Song That I Came to Sing (2:45)
Douglas Harvey, cello  
 
Total time: 71:34
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Notes on the Program

Indian-American composer Reena Esmail 
holds a bachelor’s degree from Juilliard and 
master’s and doctoral degrees from Yale. In 
her work for her doctoral degree, Esmail 
explored the methods and challenges of the 
collaborative process between Hindustani 
musicians and Western composers. About 
her compositions she has commented, “I’ve 
often quoted from pieces I love (mostly by 
Western composers, and more recently 
from Hindustani bandishes).”

About When the Guitar she has written: 
“This piece is about that first moment of 
trust, of softening. About the most inward 
moments of the human experience, of 
realizing that ‘breakthroughs’ often don’t 
have the hard edge, the burst of energy that 

the word implies, but that they can be about 
finding tender, warm, deeply resonant 
spaces within ourselves as well. When the 
guitar can forgive the past, it starts singing.” 

Esmail’s piece Jhula-Jhule (झूलाझूल) was 
featured on the Delos album Perspectives 
(DE 3547) with violinist Dawn Wohn and 
pianist Esther Park.

For more information see reenaesmail.com

Born in Vermont, Nico Muhly studied 
composition at the Juilliard School. 
His influences range from American 
minimalism to the Anglican choral tra-
dition. The recipient of commissions from 
The Metropolitan Opera, Carnegie Hall, 
Los Angeles Philharmonic, Tallis Scholars, 
St. John’s College, Cambridge, and others, 
he has written more than 100 works for the 
concert stage, including the opera Marnie, 
which premiered at the English National 
Opera and was staged by the Met in 2018. 

The composer writes: “How Little You Are 
is an extended meditation on the words 
of pioneer women in the 19th century. 
Organized in five large sections with 
an interlude, it is scored for chorus and 
three guitar quartets. The text for the first 
movement has a typical combination of 
an intense reverence for nature combined 
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with the practical realities of living on 
a frontier; the chorus functions here in 
a declamatory fashion, and there are 
extended sections for guitars alone. The 
music pauses and repeats the text, ‘We 
could see the silvery gold of the willows, 
the russet and bronze of the currants, and 
patches of cheerful green showed where 
the pines were.’ The movement ends 
simply, with the voices of two women.

“The second movement describes the 
everyday horrors of losing a child. Mu-
sically, the piece is an extended rhythmic 
process, spinning and turning around a 
single repeated text fragment: ‘Do you 
remember?’ This movement is dedicated 
to the composer David Lang, whose music 
is particularly adept at describing the 
abstractions of grief, and whose music 
was an explicit influence on me here. 

Under the text describing the construction 
of a little boy’s coffin, we begin to hear 
dry, anxious guitar chords, which reappear 
later in the work.

“The third movement describes a moonlit 
night with a strange ghostly animal 
presence. The writer describes a ‘weird 
beauty,’ and here, the strange chorus-like 
effect of many guitars playing the same pitch 
tremolando evokes this sentiment. After an 
extended instrumental introduction, the key 
shifts and the chorus enters, singing the 
text simply. Over this, some of the women 
and men start imitating distant howls: 
alluring and sad. Between the third and 
fourth movements is an interlude — a brief 
expression of fast music, rare in this piece. 
Over a latticework of guitar harmonics and 
quickly shifting rhythms, the choir sings 
about the beauty of springtime on the 
prairies. The obsessive nature of the guitar 
music is stolen from composer John Adams, 
to whom this movement is dedicated. While 
the main body of the piece is sunny and 
hopeful, the ending has a sudden reversal: 
‘I was quite happy in my home with my 
husband and child, but suddenly doomed 
to be the reverse.’

“Part four was the first piece of text I knew 
I wanted to set for this project. The line 
‘But when you get among such grandeur 
you get to feel how little you are, how 
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foolish is human endeavor, except that 
which unites us with the almighty force 
called God’ seems to sum up much of the 
pioneer movement and the poetry to be 
found in these extreme and sometimes 
inconceivably hard journeys. The begin-
ning of this movement is austere, with the 
members of one guitar quartet playing 
severely oblique polyrhythms, creating 
an effect of inscrutable distance, difficulty 
and rhythmic uncertainty. Suddenly, a solo 
soprano begins singing, and the severity 
lightens into a reverential mode.

“Part five begins with some remembered 
music from the first movement, and as 
this settles, a solo alto begins telling a 
story — a nocturne — about hearing a 
cowboy singing songs in the distance. A 
single guitar begins playing in an explicitly 
folk style, and the remaining eleven 
instruments fight him harmonically, and 
then give way. This guitar outlines a simple 
harmonic cycle of thirteen chords, and 
then the chorus enters, first wordlessly, 
and then with further narration. We hear 
a distant fragment of ‘O bury me not on 
the lone prairie,’ and after a short silence, 
another guitar enters with a 12-bar cycle, 
and we hear a fragment of ‘I’m thinking of 
my dear old mother, ten thousand miles 
away.’ These two traditional songs then 
dissolve into a wash of songs delivered in 
infinite individual tempi. A thousand tiny 

percussive insects appear, staccato and 
arid, and the chorus sings wordlessly. The 
guitars dissolve and fade.” 

For more information see nicomuhly.com

Kile Smith has gained national and 
international acclaim, with many commis-
sions and grants. His work has been called 
“like no other music” by the Miami Herald. 
He has been composer in residence at 
Lyric Fest, the Helena Symphony, the 
Jupiter Symphony and the Church of the 
Holy Trinity in Philadelphia. 

About The Dawn’s Early Light the com-
poser writes:

“Of all the national anthems, The Star-
Spangled Banner is the only one that’s 
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a question. Is the flag still there? The 
flag we saw yesterday, before night and 
bombs fell on this land of the free and 
the brave, is it still there? 

“I pondered this while reading Life Among 
the Piutes: Their Wrongs and Claims by 
Sarah Winnemucca Hopkins. Her 1883 
autobiography is the first book by a 
Native American woman. Sarah was born 
Thocmetony (Shell-flower) Winnemucca 
around 1844 in what is now Nevada. 
Through lectures and writings she became 
a tireless advocate for her continually 
oppressed people. 

“Good and bad interactions between 
Paiutes and whites fill her memoir. 
Surprising to me was her learning The Star-
Spangled Banner from her grandfather, 
the tribal chief. He had welcomed the 
newcomers enthusiastically and had 
worked with the U.S. Army. He believed 
that light-skinned and dark-skinned 
peoples, separated at the Creation, were 
now being reunited in one family. 

“When Sarah finally heard white people 
sing this anthem, though, it was different 
from the song she had learned. And 
so I wondered what a Star-Spangled 
Banner — untethered to memory, feeling 
its way through pride, atrocity and respect 
for an ideal — might sound like. I imagined 

a wonder at our now well-known words 
in this early light, with their questions 
and fear. Does the flag still fly? Are the 
people still free and brave? But the won-
der is Sarah’s, who will see herself — and 
everyone — as beautiful. She wants 
everyone to be happy with her.” 
 
For more information see kilesmith.com

Composer and arranger as well as conductor 
and educator, Craig Hella Johnson’s first 
concert-length composition, Considering 
Matthew Shepard, was premiered and 
recorded by Conspirare. About The Song 
That I Came to Sing, Johnson writes: “Nobel 
laureate Rabindranath Tagore (1861-
1941), the Bengali writer, poet, composer 
and painter, wrote elegant prose and 
extraordinary mystical poetry. The short 
work, The Song That I Came to Sing, is a 
setting of a poem from his much-revered 
collection, Gitanjali (Song Offerings).  Set 
for cello and treble voices, it was composed 
specifically for this program as a framing 
piece which would reflect aspects of 
unfulfilled purpose and a longing for 
intimacy with the Divine represented in the 
texts set by Nico Muhly and Kile Smith.”
 
For more information see 
craighellajohnson.com
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Texts
When the Guitar

When
The guitar

Can forgive the past

It starts singing.

When the guitar can stop worrying
About the future

You will become
Such a drunk laughing nuisance

That God
Will then lean down

 
And start combing you into 

His Hair.

When the guitar can forgive 
Every wound caused by Others

The heart starts
Singing.

–Hafiz, rendered by Daniel Ladi

How Little You Are
Part One
The sun was just gilding the hilltops when 
we arose. Everything, even the barrenness, 
was beautiful. We have had frosts, and the 

quaking aspens were a trembling field of 
gold as far up the stream as we could see. 
We were ‘way up above them and could look 
far across the valley. We could see the silvery 
gold of the willows, the russet and bronze of 
the currants, and patches of cheerful green 
showed where the pines were. A background 
of sober gray-green hills relieved the 
splendor, but even on them gay streaks and 
patches of yellow showed where rabbit-
brush grew. We washed our faces at the 
spring — the grasses that grew around the 
edge and dipped into the water were loaded 
with ice — our rabbit was done to a turn, so 
I made some delicious coffee, Jerrine got 
herself a can of water, and we breakfasted.

Part Two
Do you remember I wrote you of a little boy 
dying? That was my own little Jamie, our 
first little son. For a long time, my heart was 
crushed. He was such a sweet, beautiful 
boy. I wanted him so much. I held him in my 
arms until the last agony was over. Clyde is 
a carpenter; so I wanted him to make the 
little coffin. He did it every bit, and I lined 
it, padded it, trimmed it, and covered it. ... It 
was a sad pleasure to do everything for our 
little first-born ourselves.

Part Three
I can never describe to you the weird 
beauty of a moonlit night among the pines. 
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When the snow is sparkling and gleaming, 
the deep silence unbroken by the snapping 
of a twig. We were about to go back to bed 
when we heard faintly a long-drawn wail 
as if all the suffering and sorrow on earth 
were bound up in that one sound. We 
couldn’t tell where it came from; it seemed 
to vibrate through the air. ... We went in, 
made up the fire, and sat in silence. Once 
or twice, that agonized cry came shivering 
through the cold moonlight.

Interlude
It was springtime, nature smiled. The 
beautiful prairie flowers put up their heads 
beneath leaves of green. The Jessamine 
covered the lattice. The atmosphere 
convinced me of the future resurrection 
of the body after death. All was sublime. 
I was quite happy in my home with my 
husband and child, but suddenly doomed 
to be the reverse.

 — Elinore Pruitt Stewart 

Part Four
We had plenty of time to be still and 
know God. He was our nearest neighbor. 
Although the neighbors’ places were 
beginning to show up in the shimmering 
mirage of distance, as their trees began 
to tower above the new homes, we felt 
the absence of home folk. But when you 

get among such grandeur you get to feel 
how little you are, how foolish is human 
endeavor, except that which unites us with 
the almighty force called God. 

 — Mary Alma Blankenship

Part Five
I dozed off to sleep, but I couldn’t stay 
asleep. I don’t think I was afraid, but I 
certainly was nervous. All nature seemed 
to be mourning something, happened 
or going to happen. Half a mile away 
the night herders were riding round the 
herd. One of them was singing — faint but 
distinct came his song: ‘O bury me not on 
the lone prairie.’ — over and over he sang 
it. After a short silence he began again. 
This time it was, ‘I’m thinking of my dear 
old mother, ten thousand miles away.’

 — Elinore Pruitt Stewart

The Dawn’s Early Light
Texts: Life Among the Piutes (1883), by Sa-
rah Winnemucca Hopkins (c.1844–1891), 
and “The Star-Spangled Banner” (1814), 
by Francis Scott Key (1779–1843)

1. I, Sarah Winnemucca
I, Sarah Winnemucca, am a shell-flower, 
such as I wear on my dress.
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2. My grandfather jumped up
The first white people came into our 
country like a lion, like a roaring lion. 
They were more like owls than anything 
else. They had hair on their faces, and had 
white eyes, and looked beautiful.

My grandfather jumped up and clasped 
his hands together. “My white brothers 
have come at last! I want to welcome 
them. As I love all of you, I want to love 
them.” My grandfather was chief of the 
Paiute nation.

The people promised. How good of him 
to try and heal the wound.

3. While they were fishing
My father and grandfather and uncles and 
many more went down on the Humboldt 
River. And while they were fishing, their white 
brothers came upon them and fired on them, 
and killed one of my uncles, and wounded 
another. Nine more were wounded. Five 
died. After all these things, my grandfather 
still stood up for his white brothers.

My people did not seek to kill them, nor 
steal their horses. During the winter my 
people helped them.

My grandfather met Captain Fremont, and 
they were soon friends. He would sing 

some of the soldiers’ roll-calls, and “The 
Star-Spangled Banner.” Captain Fremont 
gave my grandfather the name of Captain 
Truckee. Truckee is an Indian word. It 
means “very well.”

When I think of my past life, and the bitter 
trials I have endured, I can scarcely believe 
I live, and yet I do. With the help of Him 
who notes the sparrow’s fall, I mean to 
fight for my race while life lasts.

4. The Paiutes are not fond of
going to war
Major Ormsbey said to my brother, “Will 
you help us get the Washoe chief to give 
up the men who killed the two white 
men?” My brother said they would. So that 
evening my people had what they call a 
war-dance. I never saw a war-dance before. 
The Paiutes are not fond of going to war. 
When it was over, the Major called his men 
and said, “We will sing ‘The Star-Spangled 
Banner.’” That was the first time I had heard 
it sung by white people. It was not like the 
way my grandfather used to sing it.

5. The Star-Spangled Banner
O say can you see, by the dawn’s early light,
What so proudly we hailed at the twilight’s 
last gleaming.
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Whose broad stripes and bright stars 
through the perilous fight
O’er the ramparts we watched, were so 
gallantly streaming?
And the rockets’ red glare, the bombs 
bursting in air,
Gave proof through the night that our flag 
was still there.
O say does that star-spangled banner 
yet wave
O’er the land of the free and the home of 
the brave?

6. I shall be beautiful
I, Sarah Winnemucca, am a shell-flower, 
such as I wear on my dress. Who will 
come and dance with me while I am so 
beautiful? Oh, come and be happy with 
me! I shall be beautiful while the earth 
lasts.

The Song That I Came to Sing 
The song that I came to sing remains 
unsung to this day. 

I have spent my days in stringing and in 
unstringing my instrument. 

The time has not come true, the words 
have not been rightly set; only there is 
the agony of wishing in my heart. The 
blossom has not opened; only the wind is 
sighing by. 

I have not seen his face, nor have I listened 
to his voice; only I have heard his gentle 
footsteps from the road before my house.
I live in the hope of meeting; but this 
meeting is not yet.
 

— Rabindranath Tagore (1861-1941) 

Conspirare is an internationally recog-
nized choral organization founded in 
1991 by Craig Hella Johnson. Inspired by 
the power of music to change lives, the 
ensemble engages singers from around 
the world who join voices to deliver world-
class, extraordinary live musical experiences 
and recordings. Conspirare was awarded 
the 2019 Texas Medal of Arts, and Johnson 
and Conspirare were awarded a GRAMMY® 
award for Best Choral Performance for The 
Sacred Spirit of Russia album in 2014 and 
have been nominated eight other times. 
Conspirare’s most recent recording, The 
Hope of Loving, (on Delos, DE 3578) features 
works of Jake Runestad and received a 2020 
nomination for Best Choral Performance. 
Based in Austin, Texas, Conspirare per-
forms an annual season in Austin and 
tours throughout the United States and 
the world. The group is committed to 
outreach programs, which include free 
community Big Sings and performances 
at the Travis County Correctional Facility. 
While Conspirare is known for the flagship 
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vocal ensemble of the same name, the 
organization also includes the Conspirare 
Symphonic Choir, a large auditioned 
ensemble that performs works for chorus, 
often with instrumental ensemble.

Celebrating their 40th year together, the 
Los Angeles Guitar Quartet has defined 
the state of the art in guitar ensemble 

performance and inspired a generation 
of new quartets. In their recordings 
and worldwide concert appearances, 
John Dearman, Matthew Greif, William 
Kanengiser and Scott Tennant have 
established a tradition of excellence and 
innovation that has delighted audiences 
for decades. Winner of a GRAMMY® award 
in 2004 for the “Best Classical Crossover 
Recording,” the Quartet has collaborated 
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with such artists as Pat Metheny, Luciana 
Souza, Colin Currie, Vince Mendoza, 
Dweezil Zappa and many others. 

For more information see lagq.com

Formed in 2009, the Texas Guitar Quartet 
has been hailed as “impeccable” by Clas-
sical Guitar Magazine. Throughout the 

United States, Central America, Spain, 
and China, audiences have embraced the 
quartet for their daring programs, dazzling 
virtuosity and joyful music making. The 
Texas Guitar Quartet continues to push 
the boundaries of the guitar quartet 
medium by commissioning new works 
and creating innovative arrangements 
from the orchestral literature.

For more information see txgq.net

Based in the live music capital known 
worldwide for its thriving guitar scene, the 
Austin Guitar Quartet embodies Austin’s 
love of live performance, uniqueness, and 
the guitar. In this spirit, the Austin Guitar 
Quartet collaborates with some of today’s 
finest composers and electrifies audiences 
across cultures. 

For more information see 
austinguitarquartet.com
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Douglas Harvey joined the cello section 
of the Austin Symphony at age 17, 
and in 2002 he became the youngest 
principal cellist in the history of the 
orchestra. He is also principal cello of 
the Austin Opera Orchestra. He has 
been featured as soloist with the Austin 
Symphony in Dan Welcher’s Oratorio: 
JFK: The Voice of Peace; Strauss’ Don 
Quixote; and the Concertino for Cello 
and Strings by Irving Schlein. He is 
active as a chamber musician and 
is the cellist of the Artisan Quartet. 

For more information see 
douglasharveycello.com

Craig Hella Johnson is the Founding Artistic 
Director and Conductor of Conspirare and 
Music Director of Cincinnati’s Vocal Arts 
Ensemble. Known for crafting thought-

provoking musical journeys that create 
deep connections between performers and 
listeners, Johnson is in frequent demand as 
a guest conductor of choral and orchestral 
works.

Johnson joined the faculty at Texas State 
University as Artist in Residence in the 
fall of 2016. His accomplishments have 
been recognized with numerous awards  
and honors. Notably among them, he 
and Conspirare won a 2014 GRAMMY® 
for Best Choral Performance; Chorus  
America awarded him the Michael 
Korn Founders Award for Development 
of the Professional Choral Art in 
2015; and the Texas State Legislature 
named him 2013 Texas State Musician. 

For more information see 
craighellajohnson.com
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CONSPIRARE
Craig Hella Johnson, Artistic Director and 
Conductor

SOPRANO
Anna Christofaro
Mela Dailey 
Estelí Gomez+ 
Chelsea Helm 
Julie Keim
Gitanjali Mathur+ 
Kathlene Ritch 
Shari Alise Wilson

ALTO
Ana Baida
Sarah Brauer
Janet Carlsen Campbell
Lauren McAllister+^ 
Laura Mercado-Wright+ 
Keely J. Rhodes

TENOR
JD Burnett
Dann Coakwell^ 
Carr Hornbuckle+ 
Jos Milton
Wilson Nichols+ 
Steven Soph+

BASS
Simon Barrad+ 
Robert Harlan 
Harris Ipock 
Enrico Lagasca 
Tim O’Brien^ 
John Proft

+ “How Little You Are” soloist
^ “When The Guitar” soloist

Los Angeles Guitar Quartet: John 
Dearman, Matt Greif, Bill Kanengiser, Scott 
Tennant

Texas Guitar Quartet: Isaac Bustos, Jay 
Kacherski, Alejandro Montiel, Joseph 
Palmer

Austin Guitar Quartet: Tom Clippinger, 
Janet Grohovac, Chad Ibison, Stephen 
Krishnan

Estelí Gomez
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Conspirare gratefully acknowledges the following for their support of this recording:  Anonymous / 
Dale and Tina Knobel / Legacy of Sound 2 / Hella Circle / CAPTRUST: STMM / National Endowment 
for the Arts / Texas Commission on the Arts / City of Austin Economic Development Department, 
Cultural Arts Division / St. Luke’s Methodist Church, Sid Davis and Grace Roman / Barrie Steinberg 
/ Texas Performing Arts, Kathy Panoff and Rachel Durkin-Drga / The Andrew W. Mellon Foundation 
/ Austin Classical Guitar / Matt Hinsley /Ann Hume Wilson / Zoë Knight / Melanie Eveland Jennifer 
Brazgel / Philip Overbaugh / Conspirare Board and Staff

Nico Muhly would like to thank Tyne Rafaeli for her help in culling text for How Little You Are.

Recorded at St. Luke’s Methodist Church, Houston, Texas, November 4–6, 2019
Executive Producers: Craig Hella Johnson and Ann McNair
Produced by: Andreas K. Meyer, Meyer Media
Recording Engineers: Jennifer Nulsen and Andreas K. Meyer
Technical and Live Engineer: Randall Squires, Nomad Sound
Assistant Technical Engineer and Live Monitor Engineer: Connor Goodrum
Technical Director: Robert Harlan
Post Production: Swan Studios, New York City
Cover Design: Karin Elsener  
Booklet Layout and Design: Lonnie Kunkel  
Photos:  Os Galindo and Scott Van Osdol

When the Guitar
© 2018 - A Piece of Sky Music (ASCAP)
 
The Dawn’s Early Light
© 2019 - Kile Smith / Tau Imprints (ASCAP)
 
How Little You Are
© 2015 by St. Rose Music Publishing Co. and Chester Music Ltd.,
International Copyright Secured. All Rights Reserved.
 
The Song that I Came to Sing
© 2019 Booker Music (ASCAP)

© 2020 Delos Productions, Inc., P.O. Box 343, Sonoma, CA 95476-9998
(707) 996-3844 • (800) 364-0645

contactus@delosmusic.com • www.delosmusic.com
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