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Project GRAD Student DeRonta Willson, Sr. with Director Everett McCorvery 

directing the American Spiritual Ensemble
American Spiritual Ensemble visits Western Hills University High School,

Inspires Kids to find their Talent.

The world renowned American Spiritual Ensemble performed at Western Hills University High School (WHUHS) on Wednesday, February, 23 at 9:00 a.m. in recognition of Black History Month. 

“We wanted to sing for you so badly,” announced Director Everett McCorvey, Endowed Chair in Opera Studies at University of Kentucky.  “Coming here was very important to us.”
Singing at WHUHS almost didn’t happen.  A connection between Artist Representative, Phillip Crabtree, Ph.D., and Project GRAD Board Member, Dr. Cheryl Nuñez made the show a reality.  
Crabtree is an artist agent for some of the members in the choir and knew that the choir was scheduled in Lexington on Tuesday, February 22.  
“I thought it would be a shame not to get them to Cincinnati,” he explained.  “I thought they would be perfect for a Celebration of Diversity.”
After gathering over 20 sponsors from churches, the Freedom Center, the YMCA, Universities and more the American Spiritual Ensemble was able to perform in Cincinnati.

“It was an amazing cooperative venture,” he said.  “The American Spiritual Ensemble is made up of totally wonderful people.”

The American Spiritual Ensemble was founded by McCorvey in 1995. They focus on keeping the American Negro Spiritual alive. Its members have sung in theaters and opera houses around the world, including the Metropolitan Opera, New York City Opera, Houston Grand Opera, and abroad in Italy, Germany, Britain, Scotland, Spain and Japan. The repertoire of the American Spiritual Ensemble ranges from opera to spirituals to Broadway. The members of the American Spiritual Ensemble are soloists in their own right and the vocalists have thrilled audiences around the world with their dynamic renditions of classic spirituals, jazz and Broadway numbers highlighting the Black experience.

“This summer will be their 13th tour of Spain,” shares Crabtree.  “Thirteen tours out of 15 years in existence!  That’s pretty good,” he chuckles.

During their riveting tours, they normally sing during the evening, beginning around 8:00 p.m. and then rest their voices in the morning and afternoon.    
Yes, singing in the morning is unusual for them, but they stepped out of their comfort zone to sing for the young men and young women of Western Hills University High School at the early hour of 9 a.m. 
They incorporated the history of slavery in their performances, explaining how song was important to the slaves who worked in the fields.  
“It was their way of communicating to one another,” explains McCorvey. “They called them spirituals and they were always positive despite their constrained lives as slaves.” 

The choir sang Thank You Jesus as an example of a positive spiritual. 
Director McCorvey engaged the students by having them guess how many times the choir sang the words, “thank you Jesus.”  The student who correctly guessed the number of times won an American Spiritual Ensemble CD. 
Next, tenor John Wesley Wright taught the students to sing a traditional African Song that originated in the Islands.  
It was magical to watch the whole auditorium connect in voice with the call-and-response song and in body with the sway and rhythm of the drums.  
After the song, Wright explained how slaves often sang call-and-response songs in the field. 
The audience also learned that slaves were often brought to church and that they identified with Bible Scriptures, particularly the story of Daniel in the lion’s den.  The choir sang Didn’t My Lord Deliver Daniel, a spiritual that gave voice to the belief that God kept Daniel safe and would therefore keep slaves safe too.  
While the show had its historical aspects, McCorvey knew how to keep it lively and entertaining to high school students.  
He invited a student up to take his place as director of the choir.  The whole student body got a kick out of watching their peer flail his arms in exaggerated attempts to direct the vastly talented choir.  

After McCorvey resumed his spot as director he made his first attempt to bring the performance to a close.

He told the students that they all had talents and that they should find and cultivate them.  
“Our talent,” he said as he pointed at his vocal cords, “has taken us to over 150 countries,” he exclaimed.  
Choir members shouted out places their voices took them:
“Italy!” “Jerusalem!” 

The kids cheered and begged for one more song.

Finally the choir caved by bursting into The Lion King’s Circle of Life.  They moved off the stage and merged into the dancing audience.    

Their performance ended with a standing ovation straight from the heart.   

