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State Anthem of Ukraine
The glory and freedom of Ukraine has not yet perished
Luck will still smile on us brother-Ukrainians.
Our enemies will die, as the dew does in the sunshine,
and we, too, brothers, we’ll live happily in our land.
We’ll not spare either our souls or bodies to get freedom
and we’ll prove that we brothers are of Kozak kin.

A Mother of a Revolution
This piece is a celebration of the bravery of trans women, and in particular Marsha 
“Pay It No Mind” Johnson. Marsha is credited with being one of the instigators of 
the famous Stonewall uprising of June 28,1969 -- one of the pivotal events of the 
LGBTQ liberation movement of the 20th century -- which is commemorated annually 
during the worldwide Gay Pride celebrations. Existing as a trans woman, especially a 
trans woman of color, and daring to live authentically, creating space for oneself in a 
transphobic world, is one of the bravest acts I can imagine. Over 20 trans women were 
murdered in the United States in 2018 alone. There is no demographic more deserving 
and, frankly, long overdue for highlighted heroism and bravery. The disco vibe in the 
latter half of the piece is meant to honor club culture, a sacred space held amongst 
LGBTQ persons in which to love, live, mourn, heal, strategize, connect, disconnect, 
and dance in defiance of those outside forces who would seek to do LGBTQ
persons harm simply for daring to exist and take up space.

We pump our fists to honor the life, heroism, activism, and bravery of Marsha P. 
Johnson, to honor the legacy of the Stonewall revolution, to honor the memory of 
the trans lives violently ended due to fear and hatred, and in honor of trans women 
worldwide who continue to exist Unapologetically and who demand to be seen.

This piece was commissioned by the Desert Winds Freedom Band, under the direction 
of Dean McDowell, to commemorate the 40th anniversary of the Stonewall uprising.

- Program note by composer

Hymnal on “We Shall Overcome”
American Ballads is the result of a Bicentennial Commission by the Queens 
Symphony Orchestra through grants from the New York State Council of the Arts 
and the U.S. Historical Society. It seemed logical to continue the paraphrases and 
instrumental comment on our musical heritage that shaped my career though the 
years. My American Salute is the most widely known example of this aspect of my 
writing. I purposely selected American “chestnuts” because of obvious immediacy 
and familiarity, and therefore a challenge to hopefully enhance them in orchestral 
transformation. However, there are also extra musical and personal reasons for the 
choice of materials and approach. 

I was born and grew up in Queens, and in my early schooling the sound and image 
of America The Beautiful moved me, and still does. The Star-Spangled Banner, so 
difficult to sing, instrumentally has to me a kind of classical strength – perhaps all 
drinking songs (which this originally was) do. Jubilo is an extroverted freedom song 
from the Civil War period by a prolific and widely sung composer of that time, Henry 
C. Work. Taps has a strange, simple finality expressed through a few basic notes. The 
Girl I Left Behind Me is a jaunty type of marching tune from colonial times obviously 
derived from “The Old Country.” Among its uses was a satirical taunting of “Gentleman 
Johnny” Burgoyne on his defeat at Saratoga – hence the Saratoga Quickstep.
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We shall Overcome has its roots in gospel, but it has become a national hymn of hope 
and inspiration. Folk and popular expressions transcend national, regional, ethnic, and 
social origin; they voice the sound of people, and in that sense are universal.

The scoring is for conventional orchestra and was completed February 7, 1976. 
The individual movements are performable alone, and their order as a suite is 
interchangeable at the conductor’s discretion.

- Program note by composer

Between Worlds
Bill Traylor was born a slave in Alabama in 1853 and died in 1949. He lived long enough 
to see the United States of America go through many social and political changes. 
He was an eyewitness to the Civil War, Emancipation, Reconstruction, Jim Crow 
segregation and the Great Migration. As a self taught visual artist, his work reflects 
two separate worlds— rural and urban, black and white, old and new. In many ways 
the simplified forms in Traylor’s artwork tell of the complexity of his world, creativity, 
and inspiring bid for self-definition in a dehumanizing segregated culture. This piece is
inspired by the evocative nature as a whole and not one piece by Traylor. Themes of 
mystical folklore, race, and religion pervade Traylor’s work. I imagine these solo pieces 
as a musical study; hopefully showing Traylor’s life between disparate worlds.

-Program note by composer

Last Breaths
In December, 2014, a grand jury in New York declared police officer Daniel Pantaleo 
not liable in the choking death of Eric Garner, a street vendor of “loosey” cigarettes 
who posed no violent threat to officer Pantaleo or those around him and was killed 
in a display of police arrogance and brutality that is sadly all too common (especially 
against African Americans) in the United States of America in the 21st century. A 
month before, the town of Ferguson, Missouri, a subdivision of St. Louis, a city 
close to my heart, exploded in sometimes violent demonstrations when another 
grand jury acquitted police officer Darren Wilson in the shooting death of Michael 
Brown, who was unarmed. The Ferguson riots were not only an explosion of rage 
from an increasingly marginalized community but also proved a demonstration of the 
increased militarization of police forces in the United States. I do not tend to write 
a lot of specifically political pieces, but the events above are merely a drop in an 
increasingly bloody bucket and angered a lot of people, including myself. 

In Last Breaths, I join my voice in the outcry against these growing injustices. The 
piece began as a much more straightforward set of songs for Loadbang, with whom 
I’d been trying to find a collaborative project for some time, but by December 2014, 
after the Ferguson riots and the Eric Garner decision, I needed to join my voice to 
the growing outcry, however humbly. in 2016, my friend and Great Noise Ensemble 
colleague, David Vickerman, asked me to prepare a large ensemble version of it for his 
On Justice and Peace project. This piece is the result.

Last Breaths sets the last words of six young men killed by police in the last ten years. 
I hope it honors their memories in some small way, and it is to those memories, along 
with countless others, that this work is dedicated.
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Program Notes

Those last words, which form the text and musical inspiration for each movement, 
were:

Eric Garner: “I can’t breathe.”
John Crawford: “It’s not real.”
Trayvon Martin: “What are you following me for?”
Sean Bell: “I love you too.”
Kimani Gray: “Please don’t let me die.”
Jonathan Ferrell: “ “

- Program note by composer

Sweet Chariot
Swing Low, Sweet Chariot is perhaps one of the most well-known African American 
spirituals. As beautiful and rapturing as its melody is, it should be. However, its beauty 
and popularity is often overlooked by the song’s true meaning about death. I have 
taken fragments of the melody and combined it with the Gregorian chant from the 
Latin mass for the dead, In Paradisum. Its text is as follows: “May the angels lead you 
into paradise; may the martyrs receive you at your arrival and lead you to the holy city 
Jerusalem. May choirs of angels receive you and with Lazarus, once (a) poor (man),
may you have eternal rest.”

- Program note by composer

Of Our New Day Begun
Of Our New Day Begun was written to honor nine beautiful souls who lost their lives 
to a callous act of hatred and domestic terrorism on the evening of June 17, 2015, 
while worshipping in their beloved sanctuary, the historic Emanuel African Methodist 
Episcopal Church (affectionately referred to as “Mother Emanuel”) in Charleston, 
South Carolina. My greatest challenge in creating this work was walking the line 
between reverence for the victims and their families, and honoring my strong, bitter 
feelings towards both the perpetrator and the segments of our society that continue 
to create people like him. I realized that the most powerful musical expression I could 
offer incorporated elements from both sides of that line - embracing my pain and 
anger while being moved by the displays of grace and forgiveness demonstrated by 
the victims’ families.

Historically, black Americans have, in great number, turned to the church to find refuge 
and grounding in the most trying of times. Thus, the musical themes and ideas for Of 
Our New Day Begun are rooted in the Black American church tradition. The piece 
is anchored by James and John Johnson’s time-honored song, Lift Every Voice and 
Sing (known endearingly as the “Negro National Anthem”), and peppered with blues 
harmonies and melodies. Singing, stomping, and clapping are also prominent features 
of this work, as they have always been a mainstay of black music traditions, and the 
inclusion of the tambourine in these sections is a direct nod to black worship services.
This work received its premiere on February 20, 2016, at the College Band Directors 
National Association (CBDNA) Conference, held at The Gaillard Center in Charleston, 
South Carolina. Members of the Mother Emanuel AME congregation were in 
attendance.

This work was commissioned by a consortium led by Dr. Gary Schallert and Dr. Jeff 
Bright of Western Kentucky University to honor the nine victims and families of the 
June 17, 2015, terrorist attack on Mother Emanuel A.M.E. Church in Charleston, SC.

- Program note by composer 



Artist Profiles

Robert J. Ambrose is a versatile musician who pursues a wide range of professional 
activities. Ambrose currently serves as Director of Bands at Georgia State University, 
a research institution of over 53,000 students. He is also Founder and Music Director 
of the Atlanta Chamber Winds and the National Chamber Winds, and Co-Founder of 
Bent Frequency Contemporary Music Ensemble.

Dr. Ambrose is in constant demand as a guest conductor and has performed on four 
continents. Recent engagements include performances in Australia, Canada, Finland, 
Germany, Greece, Hong Kong, Singapore, and Taiwan as well as across the United 
States. He has also served as a guest conductor on tour with The United States 
Army Field Band, the only civilian ever to be asked to do so. A prolific arranger, his 
transcriptions and editions are widely-performed. Ambrose studied at Boston College, 
Boston University, and Northwestern University, where he received the Doctor of Music
degree in conducting.

Rontray Miller II currently holds the Bachelor of Voice Performance from Georgia 
State University. His resume consists of performing in productions of Mozart’s “Don 
Giovanni” as Masetto (2016), Bernstein’s “Candide” as Maximilian (2018), Puccini’s 
“Gianni Schicchi” as Marco (2019), and being a featured soloist on Georgia State 
University Singers’ Album “Heavenly Display” (2020). He was also a featured soloist 
in their participation in the Marktoberdorf Competition Choir (2017). Rontray is now 
pursuing his Master’s Degree in Choral Conducting at Georgia State University under 
the direction of Dr. Deanna Joseph.

Violinist Jessica Robinson Stinson is a member of the Atlanta Opera Orchestra 
and also performs with the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra, Atlanta Ballet Orchestra, 
and other local and regional ensembles. She has been hailed by both The State 
and Free Times as a “thrilling and spectacular” performer with “remarkably mature 
musicianship”.  Jessica has performed extensively throughout the United States and 
Europe, with performances in New York City, Los Angeles, Italy, and Switzerland. 
Jessica is a graduate of The University of South Carolina and Rice University. A 
passionate advocate for music in her community, she has served as a teaching artist 
with the Atlanta Music Project, frequently appears as an artist for Challenge the Stats, 
and was recently a featured recitalist for the Colour of Music Festival in Charleston, 
South Carolina. 

Educator, conductor, clinician, and lecturer Alfred L. Watkins, retired band director 
at Lassiter High School, in Marietta, Georgia, enjoyed a storied 37-year career that 
surpassed even his “wildest dreams.” Hailing from the small time of Jackson, Georgia 
and an alumnus of Florida A & M University (FAMU), Watkins built an outstanding and 
multi-faceted high school band program of international stature. The program was 
anchored by outstanding concert bands, which provided strong backgrounds for a 
lifetime of excellence and artistic appreciation to his over 10,000 former students.

Ensembles under his baton are recognized for their sonorous sound, excellent 
intonation, impeccable precision and meaningful musical interpretations. His bands 
have performed four times at the Midwest Clinic, National Band Association Convention, 
National Concert Band Festival and GMEA. The Trojan Marching Band performed 
four times in the Tournament of Roses, three times in the Macy*s Thanksgiving Day 
Parades and has been viewed on television by over 1.5 billion people. The  Trojan Band 



was named Sweepstakes Winners in 103 of 110 competitions entered included being 
named the Bands of America Grand National Champions on two occasions.

Watkins is a member of the prestigious American Bandmasters Association, the 
FAMU Gallery of Distinguished Alumni, the Bands of America Hall of Fame and the 
Phi Beta Mu Georgia Bandmasters Hall of Fame. He has received 16 Certificates of 
Excellence from the National Band Association and is the recipient of the Edwin Franko 
Goldman Award, Sudler Order of Merit, Legion of Honor Award, and the Turnett 
LeadershipCharacter Award. He holds the unique distinction of having led bands
that received the John Philip Sousa Foundation’s Sudler Flag of Honor, Sudler Shield, 
and Sudler Silver Scroll Awards.

Watkins is Co-founder, Musical Director and Conductor of the Cobb Wind Symphony, 
an award-winning all-adult community band based in Marietta. He is also Co-founder 
and President of the Minority Band Directors National Association. The $1.5 million 
Alfred L. Watkins Band Building at Lassiter bears his name. He and his wife, Rita live in 
Atlanta. They have two adult sons, Christopher and Jonathan.
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For more information about upcoming School of Music events at GSU, visit 

music.gsu.edu 

The mission of the Georgia State University School of Music is to 
preserve, promote, and advance humanity’s rich and expanding 
tradition of artistic music-making through performance, composition, 
education, and research in accordance with the urban and global 
initiatives of the University.
 
Students performing in this concert are supported by gifts to the School 
of Music. To donate please visit our giving page and select the fund 
of your choice. Your generosity makes all the difference. Thank you!
 


