
The Crossing at CMA:
choir & organ, commission & dedication

by Jarrett Hoffman

Three members of
Philadelphia-based chamber
choir The Crossing visited the
Cleveland Museum of Art in
2017 to perform David Lang’s
Lifespan, a piece that could be
crudely described as people
blowing and whistling at a rock.

“It sounds like the dumbest thing
ever, but it’s a really great piece,”
Donald Nally, who heads up The
Crossing, said during a recent

telephone conversation. Lifespan had caught the eye of CMA director of performing arts
Tom Welsh, who then wanted to continue the relationship by bringing the entire choir to
Cleveland.

It was a tragic event the following year — the passing of a beloved figure in the local
music community, Robert G. Schneider, from complications following a car accident —
that gave rise to an idea about what the museum and the ensemble could do together, in
Schneider’s memory, around his two great passions of choir and organ.

On Friday, March 25 at 7:30 pm in Gartner Auditorium, The Crossing and organist Scott
Dettra will give the premiere of Stacy Garrop’s In a House Besieged, commissioned by
Welsh and CMA. The program also includes Lansing McLoskey’s The Memory of Rain
and Arvo Pärt’s Salve Regina. Tickets are available here.

Garrop was a composer who came to mind quickly for Nally. “She’s written a lot of
choral music, and she’s really good,” he said. “I’ve been talking to her for a number of
years about what would be the right piece for her, and I just felt like — this is the piece. It

http://www.clevelandclassical.com
https://obits.cleveland.com/us/obituaries/cleveland/name/robert-schneider-obituary?id=14353459
https://www.clevelandart.org/events/music-and-performances/crossing


felt really right for her because she’s a tireless study of whatever instrumentation she’s
going to write for.”

As for Dettra, he serves as The Crossing’s “sort of official organist,” Nally said. “We go
through some entire seasons without an organ, but he was the original collaborative
pianist for the group way back in 2005 when we started, and has remained a major force
in our family.”

The choir-organ instrumentation was a perfect fit not only for a dedication to Schneider,
but also for the musical possibilities offered by CMA, Nally said. “They have the very
unique circumstance of being a museum that has a major pipe organ.”

The final piece of the puzzle was the text by Lydia Davis. “I’m kind of obsessed with her,
and I have been for many years,” Nally said. “I sent Stacy a whole bunch of Lydia’s stuff
to see if it would spark her interest, and we got into a long, wonderful dialogue about
Lydia’s work, and all the different metaphors in her writing about aging. And Lydia was
very kind to give us permission to set a whole bunch of texts.”

Clockwise from top left: Nally, Garrop, Dettra, Davis.
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Anxiety around the aging process is a central theme of the piece. Given Nally’s interest in
Davis’ writing, I asked if this subject is personal for him.

“It is, although I wouldn’t say the piece exists because of my personal history, because it
doesn’t,” he said. “Issues of perception, dementia, a crumbling house, a deteriorating
world — that was all really poignant for me in her writing, because a number of elderly
people in my life have passed away in the last six years. Some of them were 100%
cognitively there. And for others, who they were had kind of disappeared behind the veil
of dementia. We all either have dealt with these issues, or are going to, because the
American world is aging much beyond where it ever did before.”

Davis’ approach to the subject of cognitive decline is something that amazes Nally.
“Lydia has this incredible way of referring to it without writing directly about it,” he said.
“She kind of puts you in the world of that person.”

On the musical side of things, Nally noted that when a new piece is on the table, he is
very hands-on, up to the point when the composer begins to write. “I want to know that
everything is in place, not just the topic but also the text, because I know our singers and
our audience really well — I know what they will respond to, and what they won’t. But
once it’s pen to paper time, I step completely away. I don’t interact with the composer
while they’re writing unless they reach out to me with a question.”

He likened his process to that of construction. “I’m really involved in the blueprints, but
when it comes time to actually put up the house — to make the thing what it’s actually
going to be — I disappear.”

We closed our conversation on the topic of aesthetics.

“I hate pretty,” he told The New York Times in an interview from 2019. “I can’t stand
listening to pretty.” I asked him if he brings that philosophy to his role as director of
choirs at Northwestern, as well as to his work with The Crossing.

“It’s really funny you should mention this because it came up this morning in class,” he
said. “Pretty to me is a surface thing, and for some people out there, that’s what they’re
after with their music-making. I’m not really interested in that, because for me, music is
this incredibly truth-telling thing — a place where I am totally honest, but also where I
can’t not be, because it demands that.”

Much of the time, he said, The Crossing sings in a way that wouldn’t be considered
conventionally beautiful. “We’re singing really harsh words about really harsh topics, and
the sound that’s appropriate to those moments is harsh, steely, and even at times
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purposefully in your face. We want to tell stories absolutely truthfully, and not worry
about whether the music we’re making is pretty — because truth is beautiful. So if it’s
truthful, it will be beautiful.”
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