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What Is “Art Local?” 
 
Art Local became a glimmer of an idea while I was working on Modern Masters, our 2009 
recording project designed to highlight living composers.  I was having wonderful email 
conversations and building distant working relationships with composers like Morten Lauridsen, 
Daniel Gawthrop and Libby Larsen,  but they never had the opportunity to hear us in person.  To 
work with us in person.  To shape the music as it came out of our mouths.  When we released the 
recording, composer Stephen Hatfield came to Kansas City for performance weekend.  We 
presented some great programming surrounding the concert with him, but we also got to sing his 
piece for him.  And as he worked with us, I found myself wishing we had worked with him 
before we recorded.  When an ensemble bringing the music to life collaborates directly with the 
composer who conceived it, there’s a special kind of magic -- a magic very few ensembles, 
composers and audiences get to experience on a regular basis. 
 
So I set about making that magic happen for Kansas City.  And with creative grass-roots funding 
and support from the community, you’re experiencing that magic tonight.   
 
Art Local features nine world premieres.  Six of those nine were written specifically for Octarium, 
four commissions by established composers and two compositions by student composers who 
worked with the ensemble through the composition process.  Three pieces are winners of 
competitions Octarium sponsored;  our annual Octarium Composition Competition and two 
undergraduate student Composition Competitions at the University of Kansas and the University 
of Missouri Kansas City Conservatory of Music. We are thrilled to include as well, the first choral 
pieces ever written by renowned composer Kirke Mechem.  A Kansas native, Mechem is being 
honored in May by the University of Kansas with an honorary Doctor of Arts for his 
achievements in choral music; we honor him tonight by singing the three pieces that began his 
career in choral music. 
 
This is not so much a concert as it is the culmination of a process;  a project that brought together 
local talent from Warrensberg to Lawrence.  A project designed to kickstart the careers of young 
composers and highlight the compositions of established artists.  A project designed to add 
quality to the standing choral repertoire.  A project designed to help us appreciate art that 
originates in our own backyard. 
 
This is Art Local.   
 
 

Krista Lang Blackwood 
Artistic Director, Octarium 

 



 
Exploration 
I chose to set this quote to music because it resonates within me. I find it important to learn and 
discover as much as possible in this life, and to avidly pursue fulfilling my dreams. It's easy to 
settle into a comfort zone and fear change, to which the setting of "So throw off the bowlines" is 
somewhat declamatory in response to those apprehensions. My influences at the time of writing 
include Janelle Monae and the 5th Dimension. 

--Cara Wagnon 
 

Twenty years from now you will be more disappointed  
by the things that you didn't do than by the ones that you did do. 
So throw off the bowlines and sail away from the safe harbor.  
Catch the trade winds in your sails.  
Explore. Dream. Discover. 

Text: Mark Twain (1835-1910) 
 
 

 
Coney Island  
The text of “Coney Island,” published in 1911, is by Pulitzer Prize winning poet, Sara Teasdale 
(1884-1933). Born in St. Louis, Missouri, she lived for many years in New York City. My 
immigrant great-grandparents settled in Brooklyn, New York, in the 1890's, and lived near Coney 
Island's world-famous amusement park during its heyday. Growing up in New York, I have 
joyful memories of Coney Island’s beach and boardwalk attractions. The wintry, bleak landscape 
of Teasdale's poem contrasts sharply with my sunny memories. This intrigued me. Structurally, 
the poem is in two sections, and the musical composition follows this form. Two melodic 
fragments are heard in the opening measures of the soprano part and immediately inverted or 
"mirrored" by the basses. The first fragment, built on seconds, develops in various ways and 
returns in triplets in the second half. The other fragment, written in larger intervals, reappears, 
augmented, in the bass section, then in counterpoint near the end. Teasdale's poem is often 
described as "haunting," a mood I hoped to convey. 

 
--Rich Campbell 

 
 

Why did you bring me here? 
The sand is white with snow, 
Over the wooden domes 
The winter sea-winds blow-- 
There is no shelter near, 
Come, let us go. 

 
With foam of icy lace 
The sea creeps up the sand, 
The wind is like a hand 
That strikes us in the face. 
Doors that June set a-swing 
Are bolted long ago; 
We try them uselessly-- 
Alas there cannot be 
For us a second spring; 
Come, let us go. 

Text: Sara Teasdale (1884-1933) 



 
 
Into Being 
The Sanskrit Mantra “So ham ham sa” has been called the universal breath mantra. Its vibration 
resembles the sound of the breath during inhalation (so ham) and exhalation (ham sa). I was 
drawn to this mantra because it is the breath that connects us all and brings everything into 
being. Breath is our first act of life as we enter this world, and our last as we depart it. In between, 
we take on average a staggering 17,000 breaths a day, mostly unaware of our breathing, while a 
barely audible mantra continuously flows through our bodies as we inhale and exhale. It is the 
awareness of our breath that lies at the heart of “Into Being.”  
 

--Ingrid Stölzel 
 
 

 
Things My Grandpa Said 
“Things My Grandpa Said” is a set of four pieces that play with old proverbs you may have 
heard your own grandfather say.  Each song is designed to provoke an emotion or memory 
associated with its particular phrase.  In “Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder,” I imagine my 
grandpa writing letters to my grandma during WWII.  Or I remember how hard it was for my 
family when my grandpa passed away.  In “For This Too Shall Pass” a celestial voice (perhaps a 
long-missed grandfather or even the divine Father Himself) offers words of comfort and hope to 
someone struggling with a tragic event.  These pieces are dedicated to the memory of my 
grandfather, “Papa” Raymond Rohlfing. 
 

--Kristen Hirlinger 
 

 
I. Absence Makes the Heart Grow Fonder 
Absence; 
Crossed from my sight. 
With your grace I flew, but now wander. 
Absence makes the heart grow fonder. 
Till the day I see your face, my soul lies waiting; 
Yearn do I to show again my love for you. 
Absence makes the heart grow fonder. 
 
IV. For This Too Shall Pass 
Hear my cry, weep for I, lest I'm alone in pain. 
Soaked in lies, close thine eyes, hope itself is slain. 
Gone, those days when the sun shone bright; 
and here, my place at night. 
 
Oh, my child, fear not; 
Light will come at dawn. 
The hours of darkness shall tick away, you'll see. 
There's nothing to dread, hold up your head. 
Time heals all wounds, and this too shall pass. 
For this too shall pass. 

Text: Kristen Hirlinger 
 
 

 



Three Madrigals 
The texts of the madrigals are by my father, Kirke Field Mechem (1889-1985). The poems first 
appeared in various national magazines and are included in a collection of his poems called I 
Could Hear The Least Bird Sing, published in 1979. He also wrote two novels, many short stories 
and several plays, one of which, John Brown, won the Maxwell Anderson Award in 1938 and was 
the inspiration for my opera, John Brown, premiered by the Lyric Opera Kansas City. My father, a 
native Kansan, as am I, fought in World War I, was a newspaper reporter, a magazine publisher, 
and executive director of the Kansas State Historical Society from 1930 to 1951 — pretty good for 
a man who never finished high school!  My father also wrote an essay on the history of "Home 
On The Range", the official state song of Kansas, as well as many of the texts for the highway 
markers that relate Kansas history to drivers along that state's roadways.  I wrote the Three 
Madrigals in 1953, just after I completed my Masters degree work at Harvard. I had sung many 
madrigals at Stanford, both in choral groups and with friends, but perhaps the nearest influence 
on the composition of these pieces were the madrigals of Monteverdi that we sang in the Harvard 
Summer School Chorus. I met my wife Donata in that chorus, so perhaps you can detect an 
underlying happiness in these madrigals.  
 

--Kirke Mechem 
 

 
Impromptu 
A locust in the moon’s spotlight, 
Minstrel of the summer night, 
Celebrates with rusty voice, 
Joys, that locusts’ hearts rejoice. 
Blending cadence with the din, 
A cricket on his violin, 
Seated in a stony grotto, 
Saws a steady obbligato. 

 
Deny It As She Will 
She goes her way as if her heart were whole, 
Unmoved by any emotion save its own, 
With love and loving under sure control, 
And she some royal queen on passion’s throne. 
A youthful queen, in beauty set apart, 
Yet absolute in her imagined power 
Of life and death to oppress her subject heart 
Which throbs in slavery hour by faithful hour. 
And yet she errs. 
Deny it as she will, 
One insubordinate corner of her heart 
Defies her, and will give allegiance still, 
When power and all her sycophants depart, 
To one who knew that even queens grow lonely, 
And spoke to her of beauty only. 

 
Moral Precept 
Like the raindrops on the walk 
Hiss the words of angry talk. 
Foaming darkly in the gutter 
Pours the rage they rashly utter. 
Boiling downward, they deliver 



Their disturbance to the river. 
Then their furious commotion 
Floods the river to the ocean. 
There the tempest’s awful breath 
Sucks the sailor to the death. 
Clear as water, then, this moral: 
Never, never, never, never quarrel. 

Text: Kirke F. Mechem (1889-1985) 
 

 
Prayer for a Hero 
The text to "Prayer for a Hero" was written by my father, Paul Taylor, who studied literature at 
Dartmouth and received his Masters from the University of Missouri, where he was only a 
dissertation shy of earning his doctorate in American Literature.  During the spring semester of 
2011, while studying composition under Dr. Chen Yi, I decided to compose an a cappella work 
for mixed voices.  Instead of skimming through public domain lists or seeking permission for 
copyrighted materials, I turned to a highly knowledgeable source at my disposal: my father.  I 
texted him while leaving a lesson with Dr. Chen and asked if he could write something for me to 
use.  "When do you need it by?" he asked.  "One week?  Two at most?" I replied.  He sent me the 
text that night.  "Prayer for a Hero" is stylistically similar to a Greek tragedy; it portrays an aged 
hero's last battle, as a memorial to the hero, being sung by those whom he helped.  However, my 
father loves leaving stories open to interpretation, and there is an intentional alternate viewpoint;   
the hero has failed.  The people in need cry out desperately for someone to save them but they 
are answered not by a hero but by an aged fool who has lost all his former strength and is 
withered and beaten.  Again, different viewpoints: does he stand up to the challenge, and 
succeed in his final quest?  Does he fail?  Or perhaps, is death itself the final foe he must battle?  I 
tried to allow this open-ended interpretation in various ways, most notably by various chords 
stacked on top of one another, and a continual shift between d minor and g minor.  Does the 
opening begin in d, descending from the tonic?  Is it in g, beginning on the fifth?  Both story, and 
music, are open to the listener's imagination. 

--Eric Taylor 
 

We prayed for a hero. 
Did you answer our prayer? 
 
You soared with eagles. 
Where are your wings? 
Worlds lit by your power. 
Has your lightning gone dark? 
 
Rivers ran at your whim. 
Did your strength fail you at length? 
Your sword bit sharp and hard. 
Is your steel dull with rust? 
 
You soared with eagles. 
Where are your wings? 
 
We prayed for a hero. 
You answered our prayer. 
 
Though your sword was dull, 
And your strength had failed, 



With power dimmed 
You rose from the dust. 
 
We prayed for a hero. 
You answered our prayer. 
You soared with eagles. 
You rose once more. 
 
Born a hero, 
Doomed to die one. 
We prayed for you hero. 
Your battle is done. 

Text: Paul Taylor 
 
 
Glow 
Glow began as a setting of the poem “Good Night” by W. S. Merwin.  I was unable to secure the 
rights to that text, however, so I substituted my own words into the completed composition. 
Using Merwin’s poem as both a model and as inspiration, I tried to capture the intimacy of the 
original in my own version, which imagines light as a metaphor for love. 
  
The melody first heard in the alto and tenor near the beginning of the piece came to me quite 
early in the writing process, and I knew I wanted to harmonize it as a chorale. What resulted 
were two contrasting chorale settings of that melody: first, as a whisper between lovers (“glow 
softly”); and at the piece’s climax, as a bold affirmation (“shine brightly”). The imitative 
entrances throughout the piece let the same text unfold in different directions, like light 
emanating from one source. 
 

--Jason Charney 
 

 
Glow softly my one love, 
A beacon in the night 
hope is the light you throw 
in the dark 
 
Though starless dusk unfolds 
with shadows casting close, 
a flicker in the dark 
is one word: 
(a match struck before our eyes 
luminous and white 
in a flame 
burning ever bright) 
 
Love. 
 
Shine brightly my one love 
the only heart I know 
in hope, in love 
in the glow. 

Text: Jason Charney 
 



Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore 
I've been a fan of Walt Whitman's poetry for thirty years. His Song of Myself is a masterpiece. It 
addresses the multitudes about the multiplicities of life; death, life, nature, desire, joy and love 
being just some of the subjects. He speaks to me because his vision is so all encompassing and is 
so positive without at all flinching away from the harder aspects of life. His poetry is wild and 
free; 

 
Creeds and schools in abeyance,  
Retiring back a while sufficed at what they are, but never forgotten,  
I harbor for good or bad, I permit to speak at every hazard,  
Nature without check with original energy. 

 
There is a universality in his writing, an 'original energy' that, if allowed, will infuse the reader 
with the selfsame ‘original energy.’ 

 
I have set two sections of Song of Myself to music; A child said What is the grass? and today's 
selection. When Krista Blackwood asked me to write something for Art Local one of my first 
thoughts was to set Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore. I had always thought that I would 
set it for male chorus but am now glad that both the male and female voices are used to express 
this fantasy of unfulfilled desire. This is a very erotic poem for its time; eroticism being a subject 
that Whitman celebrated in his poetry. It is also a poem of loneliness, beauty, desire and love. The 
text, as always, is my inspiration and guides me in my musical choices. The other thing that 
guides me is the ensemble that I'm writing for, and in writing for Octarium I knew that I could be 
as adventuresome as I wanted to be, as long as I didn't write more than eight parts!   Special 
thanks to Octarium for making my music come alive! 
 

--Robert Pherigo 
 

Twenty-eight young men bathe by the shore, 
Twenty-eight young men and all so friendly; 
Twenty-eight years of womanly life and all so lonesome. 
She owns the fine house by the rise of the bank, 
She hides handsome and richly drest aft the blinds of the window. 
Which of the young men does she like the best? 
Ah the homeliest of them is beautiful to her. 
Where are you off to, lady? for I see you, 
You splash in the water there, yet stay stock still in your room. 
Dancing and laughing along the beach came the twenty-ninth bather, 
The rest did not see her, but she saw them and loved them. 
The beards of the young men glisten’d with wet, it ran from their long hair, 
Little streams pass’d all over their bodies. 
An unseen hand also pass’d over their bodies, 
It descended tremblingly from their temples and ribs. 
The young men float on their backs, their white bellies bulge to the sun, 
they do not ask who seizes fast to them, 
They do not know who puffs and declines with pendant and bending arch, 
They do not think whom they souse with spray. 
 Text: Walt Whitman (1819-1892) 

 
 
 
 

 



From the Gradual Grass 
The Kansan poet and KU alumnus William Stafford (1914-1993) possessed a special kind of quiet 
and drew on it liberally in his writing.  A Conscientious Objector in World War II, Stafford's 
pacifism—expressed in his essays and poetry—seems rooted in the prairie landscapes that 
dominated his youth in Hutchinson and Liberal.  He writes often of open fields "hallowed by 
neglect," and praises the great plains as land "people celebrate...by forgetting its name."  The 
Gradual Grass grows from this same patient listening and imagines our local landscape as a balm 
for our confusion and turmoil, if we are willing to be sufficiently quiet to hear it.  United States 
Poet Laureate, and winner of the National Book Award, Stafford is remembered today for a 
handful of poems which are themselves testaments to his ethos of reticence, nonviolence and 
mindful practice. 
 

--Forrest Pierce 
 

Imagine a voice calling,  
"There is a voice now calling,"  
or maybe a blasting cry,  
"Walls are falling,"  
as it makes walls be falling. 

 
Then from the gradual grass,  
too serious to be only noise— 
whatever it is grass makes,  
making words, a voice:  
"Destruction is ending," this voice 

 
Is promising quiet, silence,  
by lasting forever grows to sound  
endlessly from the world's end,  
promising, calling;  
imagine,  
that voice is calling.  
 Text:  William Stafford (1914-1993) 

 
 
 
Remembrance 
It is always an honor as a composer to receive a commission, for the composer’s voice is often 
entirely reliant on the generosity and skills of others to make it speak.  Without the considerable 
time and effort that is put forth by such groups as Octarium in dedicated personal and group 
rehearsal my work would be in vain.  Furthermore, there is something for me especially 
important about writing music for a local group and looking to find a local text with which to 
work.  The arts have always been an important part of Kansas City, but they seem to be 
experiencing a particular intensification at this time and it is exciting to be a part of this.   
 
Shortly after his death I attending a memorial service for Richard Harriman held on the William 
Jewell College campus.  Richard, as many of you will know, was a strong advocate for the arts 
during his time at William Jewell and he created (along with Dean Dunham) one of the foremost 
arts series in the United States, the Harriman Jewell Series, as it is now known.  At that memorial 
service Clark Morris (now the Executive and Artistic Director of the program) read one of 
Richard’s poems.  I immediately asked Clark for a copy of that poem as I thought that at some 
point I might like to set it.  When asked, therefore, to write a piece for the ‘Art Local’ project, this 



text came to mind.  It just made sense to me that I should marry my contribution in music with 
the words of a local poet and, equally importantly, an arts advocate such a Richard Harriman.  
 
The words of this poem are thoughtfully reflective and certainly leave one with the impression of 
the poet dealing with loss and the memories that remain.  I have also long believed that as a 
composer there is a great responsibility in text setting.  If the poem can stand on its own, why do 
I feel it needs to have music?  Therefore, if I always look to set a text in a way that adds 
something in terms of an additional layer of interpretation to the text as a whole.   In this case I 
chose a simple three-part structure.  The first and third sections contain the principal ‘theme’ 
while the middle section is supposed to present that text in a more distant fashion to suggest the 
distance of memory.  I also wanted to particularly emphasize two lines of text.  The first being the 
line ‘but in the minds of men it will live on.’  I wanted to suggest that in Richard’s case, not only 
will his memory live on in the minds of those who knew him, but in many other minds through 
the ongoing impact of the series he created.  Second, I wanted to emphasize the line ‘the poem 
dies not, though the poet will.’  There is an obvious poignancy to these words written by Richard, 
but, again, also a sense in which his legacy is underlined in the living on of his life’s work.   
 

--Ian Coleman 
 
 

The rose is withered and the petals gone, 
And yet the fragrance is remembered still; 
The grass, once green, lies dead on distant hill, 
But in the minds of men it will live on. 
 
Remembrance is a thing they cannot kill, 
The noon cannot efface the thought of dawn, 
The artists lives in pictures he has drawn, 
The poem dies not though the poet will. 
 
It is the power of memory in men 
To make a dead or dying thing revive 
That recreates the ache of parting when 
Recurring thoughts of all my past 
Contrive to show me a forgotten face again, 
And keep a dying sorrow yet alive. 
 Text: Richard L. Harriman (1932-2010) 

 
 
 



About Octarium 
Octarium is an exceptionally talented ensemble with stunning voices, synergy and stage presence to spare.  

Lee Hartman - KC Metropolis 
  
  
The vocal octet Octarium, based in Kansas City, has gained a national reputation for 
performances suffused with what composer Morton Lauridsen called, “stunning artistry 
combined with an absolutely beautiful blending of voices.” Composer Stephen Hatfield raves, 
“Octarium’s ability to change the nuance of their tone and timbre without disrupting the flow of 
the music enables them to pack their performances with riches without ever over-reaching for 
their effects.” At each presentation, Octarium offers the polished choral sonority and 
embodiment of the philosophy, “Eight Singers, One Voice” for which the ensemble has become 
well-known and respected. The Riverfront Times writes that the “eight members of Octarium go 
beyond raising their voices together in song; their voices warp and weave together, coalescing as 
a single instrument of tremendous power and depth. Octarium wields this might gracefully, 
never overpowering, opting instead to revel in the pliancy of the human voice.” 
  
In addition to a Kansas City-area subscription concert series, Octarium offers two touring 
programs, Saints and Angels and Should Have Been Choral. Saints and Angels is a presentation of 
sacred choral music lauding and magnifying saints and angels, includes the music of Victoria, 
Vaughan Williams, Durufle, Britten, Byrd and Schubert. Should Have Been Choral is a collection of 
a cappella arrangements of secular songs originally composed as orchestral symphonies, operatic 
overtures, music from Broadway shows and pop songs. 
  
Beginning in 2006, Octarium expanded its audience by releasing a series of finely-crafted 
recordings. Produced by Octarium’s own label, Octarium has released four CDs; the self-titled 
debut release in 2006, Hodie in 2007, Essentials in 2008 and Modern Masters in November 2009. 
Digital distribution through online purveyors such as iTunes has allowed Octarium to reach a 
new generation of choral music lovers; the developing choral singer. Essentials, was developed 
with this next generation in mind; a collection of a cappella music all lovers of the choral art 
should know, Essentials is designed for students who are learning to love the art as well as 
former students who want to be reminded how beautiful choral music can be. Modern Masters, 
music of living composers, chosen for Octarium by the composers themselves, was designed to 
highlight overlooked choral works and help them find their way into the choral music lexicon; 
find their way into history. 
  
As the recordings demonstrate, education is the center of Octarium’s mission. Octarium has 
developed several engaging strategies to light the fire of love and appreciation of choral music in 
young people with an engaging outreach program, including concert presentations, master 
classes, workshops and lecture demonstrations for students from elementary school to college. 
  
Octarium was founded in 2003 by Krista Lang Blackwood, the current artistic director. As the 
director of choirs at a large Kansas City church, Blackwood hired eight section leaders to support 
her choral program in 2001. As the program developed, the section leaders formed an octet to 
provide music at special liturgies. As the octet rehearsed and performed together, a remarkable 
thing began to happen: musical synergy. The singers began to read each other’s minds; taking 
unplanned breaths together, phrasing identically and beautifully without discussing it first and 
creating impromptu choral dynamics in rehearsal and performance. This kind of artistry inspired 
Blackwood to expand beyond the walls of the church. Since its first season, Octarium has 
expanded its scope but never changed its vision and mission; 
  
Octarium is Latin for “Eight as One,” and the name defines our mission: Eight Singers, One Choral Voice. 
  



Octarium is committed to fostering and promoting the development and appreciation of the art of choral 
music through innovative and engaging programming, seeking to inspire, enlighten and educate. 
 

Octarium is: 
Ashley Winters – soprano 
Jaime Scherrer – soprano 
Andrea Coleman – alto 

Leah Hamilton Jenkins – alto 
Lucas Pherigo – tenor 

Jay Van Blaricum – tenor 
Brady Shepherd – bass 

Benjamin Winters – bass 
Krista Lang Blackwood – artistic director 

 
 

Octarium's portable music stands are provided  courtesy of Desca, Inc. www.descahome.com 
 

 
 

 
Support for Octarium provided by: 

 
Muriel McBrien Kauffman Foundation 

Martha Lee Cain Tranby Music Enrichment Fund 
Jacqueline Griswold Moore Charitable Family Trust 

 

 
 

 


