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 What, We Swing?  

notes from The Singing Correspondent 

The Singing Correspondent arrived late to rehearsal one recent Wednesday evening, 
sidling quietly through the side door off Hicks Street about 7:15 or so, and was alarmed to 
hear…nothing.  Silence.  Silentium.  He had anticipated, while on the trek from Manhattan, 
where he earned his daily bread, not missing too much of the evening’s activities. Knew he 
would miss the perfunctory stretching and the non-perfunctory breathing exercises, knew he 
might miss the ascending and descending scale exercises, thought he would probably miss zoo-
oo-oo-oo-OO, zah-ah-ah-ah-AH-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ah-ahhhh, but thought he might arrive in 
time to sigh on wah from the bottom up. He was mentally prepared to sigh from the bottom up.  
Now, expectations confounded, the Correspondent worried that the rehearsal had been moved yet 
again—the previous two weeks had found us wandering to off-site venues due to schedule 
conflicts at Mother Grace—and he had not remembered.  

And just then…a tinkly, blues-inflected piano phrase, followed by another, then voices 
raised in song, a bit uncertainly, and then Matthew’s unmistakable reproach: “You’re late!”  
Relieved, and hoping that the admonition was not meant for him, the Correspondent took the 
opportunity to slink as unobtrusively as possible into a handily available front-row seat, doffed 
his jacket, and excavated his music from the depths of his bag. 

They had been working the stop-time chorus from “David danced” and the placement of 
those “babs” in the score (which sound like “bop,” feel like “bop,” why don’t they spell them 
“bop,” the Correspondent wondered, before recalling that the arrangement is by two Swedish 
guys, whose babs must be bop-like in Mälmo, or wherever). Bab or bop, Matthew* likened them 
to the plucking of a stand-up bass, and stressed the necessity for precision in laying them out; 
we’re serving as a rhythm section for the tap dancer at that point, he pointed out, and it might be 
helpful for the poor guy to be able to count on bops where he expected bops.  And so we worked 
those babies for awhile, until Matthew pronounced it good enough, for the moment anyway. 

From there we moved to the next section of the piece, “Almighty God” (the opening four 
notes of the bass line of which, apropos of nothing, are identical to those of Cream’s Sunshine of 
Your Love).  More important, crucial even, is the fact that the first sixteen bars are a cappella, 
leaving Grace Chorale, with a little help from our friends in the Brooklyn Contemporary Chorus, 
frighteningly exposed, following as we will a bravura tap performance, a 16-piece jazz band and 
the formidable Tulivu. The piece is deeply syncopated, peppered with sixteenth rests, and the 
chorus was having trouble feeling it. 

																																																													
*Assistant Music Director Matthew Henning.	
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Now Jason** had spent a goodly amount of time a couple of weeks back pointing out the 
syncopated elements in the score and urging us to embrace the uneven, funky rhythms that it 
signified. Which led the Correspondent to wonder: can swing be taught by the book, especially 
to a chorus accustomed to the cadences of Bach, Brahms and Mendelssohn? OK, to be fair, with 
some Orff and Lauridsen thrown in for leavening. OK, fairer still, with substantial experience in 
interpreting new compositions by living composers, but, to the Correspondent’s recollection, 
none with a beat. 

So on we toiled, trying to find the rhythm, and leaving a frustrated Matthew wondering 
by the end of the night what to suggest that might help. “Swing more?” offered some wag from 
in or near the bass section.  

But something took. Miraculously, the following week, the Singing Correspondent 
noticed a few faces not buried in the music, and seeming for all the world to be having a good 
time. This being our last rehearsal without the BCC and other participants, we attempted a run-
through of the entire piece and got through large hunks of it without glitches or, at least, obvious 
train wrecks. The Correspondent believes that it was during the “Freedom” Suite that he 
observed some members, specifically altos, so help us, actually boogieing in their seats! Could 
this really be Grace Chorale? 

And when we got to the 11 o’clock number, “Praise God and Dance,” Matthew unpacked 
his inner Oscar Peterson and really ripped it up, while we hung on for dear life. Damn, it was 
fun—and we hadn’t even heard the jazz band yet! 

But tonight all the elements are in place: the band, the dancers, the expressive Tulivu, and 
the music of a master: Duke Ellington. For us at Grace Chorale, it is a huge departure that we 
hope you’ll enjoy as much as we’ve relished taking it.  

                 Gracefully, 

 

                 The S(w)inging Correspondent 

 

 
(The Singing Correspondent is the unofficial and sporadic blogger of Grace Chorale of Brooklyn. 

singingcorrespondent@gracechorale.org) 
 

																																																													
**	Music director Jason Asbury.	


