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Extreme Spirituals is true American transcendental music: uplifting, otherworldly and inspired, it transcends mankind’s dire physical condition while simultaneously transcending boundaries of genre, style, race, geography and time. This CD is a collaboration between Boston’s legendary contemporary music ensemble Birdsongs of the Mesozoic and the internationally acclaimed bass baritone Oral Moses from Atlanta. It fuses the traditional melodies of 19th Century spirituals – a song genre developed by African-American slaves – with radical 21st Century arrangements by Birdsongs, who combine classical music, minimalism, electronics, rock, and jazz into an innovative new instrumental music. Simultaneously spiritual and deeply human, classical and popular, traditional and modern, Extreme Spirituals is a work whose beauty, grace and spirituality defies convention, confinement and easy definition. In his liner notes for the CD, Bill Banfield, a composer, musician and scholar of African-American music, called Extreme Spirituals:  

“…bold, courageous, and boundary-breaking. …The arrangements, which are knockouts, are mini-movement symphonies of jazz-funk-blues-rock, Bach and Elton John as well as gospel. The traditional thread that impacts us reverently, importantly, and beautifully is the powerful vocal performances, interpretations and re-creations of Oral Moses…“

At the core of Extreme Spirituals, Moses’ magnificent voice breathes new life and humanity into the music of Birdsongs of the Mesozoic, revealing the timeless beauty and relevance of this art form to diverse audiences.

Oral Moses’ voice is reminiscent of Paul Robeson’s: big, deep, profound and stirring. Acclaimed for his interpretations of operas and oratorios as well as spirituals, Moses has received formal training as a vocalist both in the US and abroad. Born in South Carolina, he began singing professionally in Germany as a member of the United States Seventh Army Soldiers Chorus. Moses attended Nashville’s Fisk University after the army, studying under Bernadine Oliphant, a renowned expert on African-American spirituals, and singing with the Fisk Jubilee Singers. Awarded a Thomas J. Watson Fellowship, he returned to Germany to study Opera and vocal performance with Elsa Domberger while also touring Eastern Europe performing several operatic roles, including the male lead in “Porgy and Bess”. Back in the US, Moses received Masters and Doctorate degrees in Opera and vocal performance from the University of Michigan. Moses has sung operas and oratorios, working with symphonies in Nashville, Jackson, Detroit, Lansing, Tacoma, and Atlanta; his operatic roles have included Le Nozze de Figaro, Regina, La Boheme, Albert Herring, Tremonisha, Rigoletto, and Die Zauberflöte. Since 1984, Moses has been a professor of Voice and Music Literature at Georgia’s Kennesaw State University; several of his students have won international acclaim. Moses' former vocal student Mac Powell, leader of the Christian rock band Third Day, won 2002’s Dove Award for Male Vocalist of the Year and credits Moses for mentoring his early career. On Powell’s request, Moses assembled 9 other vocalists and recorded background vocals for Third Day’s 2003 CD, Offerings II: A Worship Album (Provident Music Group), which topped Billboard’s Christian Album chart. Moses maintains an active performance schedule, which for the past 14 years has included annual tours of Germany to perform concerts and recitals.

Moses is a major interpreter of the African-American canon. His scholarly work on spirituals is featured in the seminal anthology Feel the Spirit: Studies in Nineteenth-Century Afro-American Music (George R. Keck & Sherrill Martin, Eds., Greenwood Press: 1988). Moses collaborated with gospel artist Babbie Mason for her CD/Video project “Treasured Memories: A Celebration of Our Gospel and Music Heritage.” He has released 3 CDs of solo vocal work devoted to spirituals: Spirituals in Zion: A Spiritual Heritage for the Soul” (2003), Amen! African-American Songs & Spirituals (2001) and Deep River: Songs and Spiritual of Harry T. Burleigh (1999), featured in the PBS documentary, “Antonin Dvorak in America”. All three of these CDs were released by Albany Records, a classical music label concentrating on American composers, and produced by Erik Lindgren, a founding member of Birdsongs.

Birdsongs of the Mesozoic was founded in 1980 by Roger Miller, leader of legendary post-punk band Mission of Burma, who recruited Lindgren, keyboardist Rick Scott, and Burma tape manipulator Martin Swope to join him in a New Music, keyboard-oriented side project. In 1987, Miller left the band and saxophonist Steve Adams (replaced two years later by Ken Field) was recruited to broaden the instrumentation. Swope subsequently left the group and guitarist Michael Bierylo stepped in. Dubbed “the world’s hardest rocking chamber quartet” by the New York Times, Boston’s Birdsongs of the Mesozoic became legendary for creating innovative instrumental music that fuses rock, classical, minimalism, punk, garage/pop and jazz. Two keyboardists (one on grand piano and one on synthesizer), guitar, saxophone and electronic/acoustic percussion produce a unique sound that fuses the youthful energy and anarchism of rock with the structure (and process) of classical music. The result is simultaneously abstract and accessible, instrumental music with broad popular appeal. Called everything from ‘avant-progressive’ [Progression] to ‘heavy-metal baroque’ [Honolulu Weekly] to ‘avant-garage’ [B Side], Birdsongs’ hybrid sound may well be classical music’s new alternative, a ‘genetically modified’ hybrid that will breathe life and vigor into a musical genre that has grown rarified with age, and make it again relevant to modern audiences.

Birdsongs has functioned as a composer’s collective since its founding, releasing over a dozen critically-acclaimed albums and performing numerous concerts at rock clubs, art spaces, museums, and concert halls.  Prior to Extreme Spirituals, the band created almost exclusively instrumental music. Its only experimentation with human voice was a collaborative music & spoken word production done during the late 1990s with writer, artist, and NPR commentator David Greenberger. Birdsongs' music accompanied Greenbergers’ monologues, inspired by his conversations with residents of the Duplex Planet Nursing Home. The project toured the US and has been recently released as the CD 1001 Real Apes by PelPel Recordings.

At the turn of the millennium, Birdsongs celebrated its 20th anniversary with a series of high-profile concerts. They played to hometown crowds in Boston’s Somerville Theatre and performed for international audiences at 2001’s NEARfest, the internationally acclaimed festival of progressive rock. At NEARfest, the group saw the Italian band Banco perform and noted the emotional and sonic dimension that Francesco DiGiacomo’s vocals added to the music. Lindgren began thinking about how to incorporate vocals with Birdsongs’ work.

In 2002 the American Composers Forum awarded Lindgren a grant to do arrangements of three African-American spirituals. In collaboration with Moses, Lindgren arranged “I’m A Rollin’”, “Listen To The Angels Shoutin’”, and “Oh Freedom”, respecting the traditional art form by keeping the melodies intact.  Moses sang the vocals, which were taped and played electronically during live Birdsongs performances. In Sept. 2003, Birdsongs performed these spirituals at the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts’ Millennium Stage as part of an hour-long concert devoted to the band’s current work. The group later arranged additional spirituals for a Nov. 2003 Birdsongs concert at Forest Hills Cemetery’s Forsyth Chapel, which featured an all-spiritual program. These arrangements would form the basis for Extreme Spirituals.

While including their first arrangements of spirituals, Birdsongs’ Kennedy Center concert also concentrated on their instrumental work from their 2003 Cuneiform release, The Iridium Controversy. The CD contained sophisticated compositions that evoked a primordial epic, harkening to the future as well as the past. Background called it “a refined work that is as complex as it is sumptuous,” and the BBC gave it a glowing review: 

 “…this is one of the most intricate, melodic and downright gorgeous records you’re likely to have heard in this vein for years…their music is warm, stuffed with invention and references that range from Darius Milhaud to Canterbury scene prog to ambient techno. What makes their music work is the combination of strong compositional skills, a highly distinctive feel for tone colour and flawless, detailed production… It’s a difficult act to pull off, but by Jove, they’ve done it. The Iridium Controversy is fantastically detailed, intricate stuff that gets better with each listen…” –Peter Marsh, BBC online
A dramatic departure from the all-instrumental The Iridium Controversy, Extreme Spirituals, Birdsongs' 12th release, features arrangements for 12 African-American spirituals sung by Moses. It is Birdsongs' first release with vocals, and first release consisting entirely of arrangements of traditional music. Despite this, the music is unmistakably ‘Birdsongs’ in sound and aesthetic – but an aesthetic made less abstract, more humanized and melodic due to Moses’ vocals and the traditionally structured songs. 

Extreme Spirituals includes the contributions of vocalist Moses (bass baritone); Birdsongs (Bierylo on guitar/programming; Field on saxophones, flute & percussion, Lindgren on acoustic grand piano, and Scott on synthesizer), and several guest musicians, including Larry Dersch (drums); Jason Marchionna (percussion) and Terry Donahue (conga)  – all of whom had played on The Iridium Controversy – and Ken Winokur  (djembe). While most of the arrangements are by Lindgren, several are by Field and by Bierylo. Notably, Lindgren provided his interpretation of a Harry T. Burleigh arrangement; Burleigh’s groundbreaking concert hall arrangements of spirituals in the early 20th Century had exposed many audiences to these African-American songs for the first time. The CD package includes liner notes by Bill Banfield, a composer, musician, educator and author of several books on African-American composers, and by Oral Moses himself.  

Birdsongs and Oral Moses will be performing numerous concerts in support of Extreme Spirituals in both the New England and Southern states. In November 2006, Birdsongs will be Artists-in-Residence at Kennesaw State University, concluding with a concert on Nov. 10th. They will perform at Real Art Ways in Hartford, CT on Oct. 14th, and at Forsyth Chapel in Boston’s  Forest Hills Cemetery on Oct. 15th.

For more info visit:  www.birdsongsofthemesozoic.org & www.oralmoses.com

