
Hear Me Out: A Creative Act for Our Time 

We breathe in the present.  

We have no choice but to do that; to live is to breathe, and this is the time in which we 
live. However, this time is so fraught with crises and traumas – the global pandemic, 
systemic racism, climate change, relentless gun violence, wars, terrorism, and other 
trials – that we can often feel as if every breath is choking us, sapping our spirits, 
wearing us down. 

Music, fortunately, provides a means for us to breathe in something fresh and pure, 
something that can recharge us in our hearts and souls. Its language is a language 
beyond words, and as such it is able to reach the deepest parts of us. Moreover, 
music is made as a creative act, and as Conspirare Founding Artistic Director Craig 
Hella Johnson notes, “Any act of creation is an act of love.” So when we receive music, 
whatever it may sound like, harmonious or harsh, we are also receiving the spirit that 
generated it, a feeling that cleanses and renews. 

Any one composer or musician can generate those feelings of replenishment and 
renewal, but when a range of artists join together to make music, something 
remarkable happens, something even more restorative. The diversity of talents and 
skills, of perspectives and passions, and of approaches to musical expression, 
multiply and magnify that power to revitalize, making us come alive in ways we hadn’t 
expected or perhaps even thought possible. 

With these turbulent days taking an ever greater toll on our energy and hope, 
Conspirare and the Miró Quartet have joined together to call on music’s restorative 
power in this singular way. The Grammy Award-winning choral ensemble and the 
internationally renowned quartet-in-residence at the University of Texas’ Butler 
School of Music have commissioned 15 composers across North America to create 
works for voices and strings that respond to our time and the stresses in it.  

That the two would reach out to contemporary composers like this comes as no 
surprise. Both Conspirare and the Miró have been deeply committed to new music 
throughout their histories, regularly including in their concerts works by living 
composers and expanding the respective repertoires of chamber and choral music 
through numerous commissions. In the past 20 years, Conspirare alone has 
commissioned more than 30 choral pieces, from such acclaimed artists as Tarik 
O’Regan, Jocelyn Hagen, Robert Kyr, and Pulitzer Prize winner David Lang, while the 
Miró has premiered works by Jonathan Dawe, Joel Puckett, and Pulitzer winner 
Caroline Shaw, among others. And in a sign that the Miró and Conspirare have been 
running on close parallel tracks for years, both ensembles have commissioned music 
from Pulitzer winner Kevin Puts and Guggenheim Fellow Jake Heggie. But they have 
also been longtime admirers of each other’s work and have long thought, “Wouldn’t 
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it be wonderful to have this amazing chamber ensemble of voices and this 
quintessential string quartet do something together?” Giving an array of 
contemporary works their world premieres seemed an ideal collaborative project. 

Still, even for a pair of new music champions as seasoned as Conspirare and the Miró, 
bringing together so many composers at once is something new – and a major 
undertaking. John Largess, violist for the Miró, says, “This is the most multi-pronged, 
many-branched collaboration we’ve done in a long time. It’s not just us and another 
organization. It’s us and a whole group of individuals who are singing and Craig and 
his ideas and this many different composers all creating in the same kind of 
programmed world.” Just selecting those 15 participants required substantial 
consideration. Diversity mattered, in terms of representation in gender, culture, 
geography, and, not least, musical style. Composers who had associations with one 
group or the other were welcome, but both Conspirare and the Miró were intent on 
going beyond their established circle of collaborators, and for this project they more 
often favored composers with whom they hadn’t worked before. All of this meant the 
concerts in which the commissioned works would be performed together would be 
especially expansive, even by the standards of the commissioning groups’ most 
eclectic programs. To assemble and present 15 different artists’ responses to the 
world is to give audiences a look through a multifaceted prism on our life and times. 

It’s worth noting, however, that this look at our times originated with a look back two 
centuries – at the life and work of Ludwig van Beethoven. With 2020 marking the 
250th anniversary of the composer’s birth, musicians and musical groups everywhere 
were eager to commemorate the milestone and began preparing tributes years in 
advance. The Miró’s plans included releasing a complete recorded set of all 16 string 
quartets that Beethoven composed (which it did in October of 2019) and performing 
the full cycle live in concerts across the country during 2020 (which it couldn’t do, 
though it did perform the full cycle live online). But prior to 2020, the quartet also 
hoped to present something special in Austin, its home base. Perhaps Conspirare 
could at long last collaborate with the Miró on a project related to Beethoven. 

Craig Hella Johnson was interested, not least because choirs have so few 
opportunities to engage with Beethoven outside of major works like Missa solemnis 
and the Ninth Symphony. But he was also drawn by the idea of who the composer 
was and what he means to people – how he’s often viewed as this monolithic figure, 
the embodiment of classical music at its most formal and traditional, when he was 
actually a radical whose music was revolutionary in its day. He points to the late string 
quartets as being full of “beguiling, confounding music, but also extraordinarily 
beautiful, mystical. You get the feeling that Beethoven is either speaking from the 
oracle, or he’s crazy.” Largess expands on that characterization by noting that 
“Beethoven took the quartet medium as his preferred place to express his most 
profound and most personal emotions. If you want to know how he really felt about 
his troubles in love, his troubles with his family, his successes in life, his failures in life, 
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his loneliness in life, if you want to know how he really felt personally, it’s all in the 
string quartets.” 
 
So that was Beethoven then, but where does Beethoven fit in the cultural 
conversation now? What place does he hold among the voices of today – or the 
listeners? With those questions in mind, Conspirare obtained support from the 
National Endowment for the Arts and donors of DeeAnne and Steven Paulson, Tina 
and Dale Knobel, Anonymous, and The Eva and Marvin Womack Foundation for a 
series of commissions and, with the Miró, invited composers to use a movement or 
fragment of a late string quartet by Beethoven as “a point of departure” for their own 
new composition or more generally to respond to the man’s music or life in a new 
work. 
 
That was the starting point. But it was before 2020, before so much began happening 
in the world, before so many profound conflicts and changes began taking place. 
Once that was underway, in Johnson’s words, keeping restrictions on the 
commissions “didn’t feel in tune with the moment. I thought that if the project was 
limited to a response to Beethoven, we might miss some really important 
expressions” by the composers in response to this historic moment and all that was 
going on in it. So Johnson and the Miró convened a meeting with the participants in 
the project – on Zoom, naturally – to learn how they felt about it and what they wanted 
to write about. Largess recalls several composers feeling even more inspired by 
Beethoven’s music then and wanting to use it as a seed for something they had to 
say, with others being even more intent on creating something different – a kind of 
“classical” music more attuned to the present than the past. As a result, the 
composers’ options were opened up: They could still respond to Beethoven’s music 
or Beethoven himself, or they could set Beethoven aside completely and respond to 
the times we’re all living through. “Write what you need to write right now,” Johnson 
told them. “Write from the soil of you.” 
 
So the composers did, some finding inspiration in one area and some finding 
inspiration in all of them. Graham Reynolds composed a work with no connection to 
Beethoven; he was instead inspired by his great-grandmother Veronika Naudzus, 
who emigrated to the U.S. from Lithuania with her mother. Chris Cerrone was 
inspired by something he came across on a California beach: a wind phone, a replica 
of the one built in Japan that allows people a place to “speak to” loved ones they’ve 
lost. Derrick Skye’s inspiration, perhaps appropriately, came from above: the cosmos. 
His composition draws on our contrasting experiences of it, the vast grandeur that 
humanity collectively knows and the intimate universe known to each individual.  
 
Some participants dealt with Beethoven directly and kept their focus on him, as poet 
Dorothy Walters did in her “Beethoven Enters Heaven,” which imagines the legendary 
composer crossing into the afterlife, his hearing restored. (Craig Hella Johnson set 
the text to music.) 
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And some started with Beethoven, but as the project opened up the possibilities for 
their responses, they became more mindful of the world. Singer-songwriter Eliza 
Gilkyson says that she was quite taken with the first movement of Beethoven’s String 
Quartet No. 15 – its “somber and respectful” mood spoke to her, she says – but then 
she found her way in to the song she ultimately wrote “just thinking about people 
who lose everything, as in Ukraine, and how precious the little things become when 
so much is taken away. The simple pleasures become the centerpiece of our lives – 
home and hearth, family, nature... sunflowers!” 
 
Michael Schaechter also began with a movement from Beethoven's String Quartet 
No. 15, the famous third, better known as the Heiliger dankgesang. It’s “an arresting 
piece of writing,” Schaechter says, “starkly beautiful in its simplicity and all the more 
wrenching for its context: a hymn of beatific acceptance against the backdrop of 
disability, ill health, depression, and the inevitability of death late in the composer's 
life.” Schaechter’s response reflects on “the unique potency of music and words to 
connect us, uplift us, and make sense of the world – while yet, as current events 
continue to remind us, this can be a power that can be just as readily weaponized in 
service of ills if in the wrong hands. Ultimately, it is up to each one of us to seek truth, 
act with courage, and make beauty as we move through the world.” 
 
Saunder Choi was similarly drawn to the aging Beethoven’s physical condition – 
specifically his loss of hearing and how the composer used “his internal listening skills 
and audiation to compose and make music towards the end of his life.” That led him 
to develop his contribution “Sometimes We Talk Past Each Other'' (text by James 
Patrick Satcher) into “a commentary on deeper listening and empathy – how we can 
explore that deeper listening skill in conversations with groups of people who might 
share different values from us.” 
 
Our increasing differences and divisions and their meaning for society was also on 
the mind of Jocelyn Hagen. “I think it will take us years to heal from what we went 
through with the pandemic,” she says. “During this tumultuous time we became more 
separated than we ever had been. Social distancing pulled us from our communities 
to self-isolate and quarantine, and I believe that in many ways it helped divide us 
further, for it became harder to connect with each other’s humanity. On the other 
hand, our increased time alone helped us deepen our self reflection, sparking or 
renewing our commitments to a better life that is more aware and inclusive.” 
Employing the third movement of Beethoven’s String Quartet No. 16 to represent our 
sense of the normality of the Before Times and what we expected our post-pandemic 
life to be, she has the piece deconstruct itself, “forcing us out of where we think we 
belong and requiring us to analyze our positions and paths in a changed world.”
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As the project participants began to share the bases for their works, Johnson could 
see that this was a “bubbling kettle of dynamic music makers.” And as the actual 
compositions arrived, he was convinced, “Nothing about this feels ordinary. Nothing 
fits the old model.” Freshness and immediacy suffused the material, which should be 
even more evident in performance, as two masterful musical groups fuse their artistry 
and craft to give these new works life. “When you have two ensembles that are so 
tight and know each other so well, having them play off each other in performance, in 
concert live, is a totally unique and special dynamic,” Largess says. “I don’t think we’ll 
ever have anything quite like this again. And I think for anyone, whether they know 
classical music or not, hearing that dialogue, that discovery that the two ensembles 
will have as a team, will be pretty magical.” 
 
With all the challenges facing humanity on every front, Johnson is keenly aware that 
“there’s so much occupying everyone’s minds and hearts,” and as the leader of an 
arts organization he feels acutely a need to share with people work that’s stimulating 
and nourishing, even if those people are new to chamber music or choral singing. To 
that end, he and his partners in the Miró Quartet have asked themselves: “What’s a 
quartet supposed to be playing right now? What’s a choir supposed to be singing?” 
And that is what feels really important to me about this project, he says. “This is our 
attempt to open that door.”  
 
  - Robert Faires 
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