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Sizzling heat of the New York June is behind me, layers of light dance on the wall in front of 
me. 
 
The air is animated by the vibrant light in the Manhattan School of Music, between 
Broadway and Columbia University. A silhouette walks through the light, rearranging the 
patterns on the wall. Stepping out of the contra light, I recognize the composer, Hayes Biggs.  
 
We leave the layers of light shifting on the wall behind us, and walk to a diner nearby. A 
diner is a diner, what else… except for a European like myself, a diner is more than just an 
American genre with a certain décor and ambiance captured by Norman Rockwell or Edward 
Hopper.  It is an ordinary yet iconic American place, often with immigrant identities, where 
social interaction and often lack of action take place. 
 
We must have eaten too, I imagine, but what replays in the archives of my mind is the intense 
text analysis. The detailed reverse engineering of multiple layers in my poem Who are you? 
that I continue sketching on the diner napkin. The structural and thematic patterns of the 
poem fill the napkin. By the end of our diner lunch, the napkin is covered by visual 
interpretations of interconnected ideas. Hayes takes the napkin, files it away carefully in his 
pocket. We step out from the cool of the diner, back into the glare of New York, June 2015. 
 
Since that diner lunch six years ago, those intense napkin sketches have come alive. The 
doodles – traces of creative ideas for the creative collaboration for Who are you? – have 
started a life of their own. The most recent life of Who are you? is launched worldwide on 4th 
of November 2021. This premiere is featured by ‘Who are we now?’, the UK/Australia 
Season 2021-22, programmed by the Menzies Australia Institute at King’s College London.   
 
The creative collaborative journey of Who are you? connects Europe and Australia, through 
America.   
 
Working on two sides of the Atlantic – Hayes in New York City, and myself in London – we 
pursued our diner discussion with meetings over the internet (yes, even before the pandemic).  
Hayes decided to set my poem to music for a women’s chorus. About the poem, and his 
compositional process he writes: 
 
The poem ‘Who are you?’ is a stark and powerful meditation on the nature of identity and 
how we think and speak about it, as well as the ways in which we sometimes uncritically 
accept others’ definitions of it for ourselves…  
 
A ritualistic, objective approach struck me as natural and essential, involving a refrain-like 
use of the poetry's iterative elements. The choice of treble voices perhaps evokes the idea of a 
siren call, though more in the sense of being compelling or riveting than seductive or 



alluring.  
 
The pure, clear timbre of a choir of sopranos and altos for me also evokes the feeling of a 
ritual, as well as possessing a kind of radiating intensity that I associate with certain music of 
Stravinsky, particularly works such as Symphonies of Wind Instruments, a piece that is itself 
ritualistic in its attitude and formal structure. (Hayes Biggs, 2021) 
 
The composer’s choice of women’s chorus resonates in my mind with the particular outset, 
the collective departure point of the creative journey of this work: the Manhattan School of 
Music, founded by a woman, a piano teacher, just over a 100 years ago. Janet D. Schenck 
cared about music and music education as much as about immigrant groups of her time and 
their layered identities.  
 
About three years after our meeting at the Manhattan School of Music and my napkin 
sketches in the diner, the poem Who are you? came to life for the first time as a contemporary 
choral work premiered by the C4 Ensemble: the Choral Composer/Conductor Collective, in 
June 2018.   
 
Composer/conductor Timothy Brown, the conductor of the live world premiere sums up like 
this his interpretation of the work and the rehearsals:  
 
‘Who are you?' is a masterful work combining the abstract approaches of the creators in 
speaking to a complex social issue – identity – as we see it for ourselves, and as identity is 
labeled by outside observers.  
 
The work leading up to the premiere was, for me, even more fulfilling than seeing the piece 
successfully launched before the audience.  Leading the choir through the sheer complexity of 
the work and "into the music" of the thing was the most difficult challenge I've ever faced as a 
choral conductor. But so worth the effort. (Timothy Brown, 2021) 
 
Two years after the live NYC premiere by the C4 Ensemble, conducted by Timothy Brown in 
June 2018, during the height of the pandemic in 2020, I received an email from my composer 
collaborator, Hayes Biggs. I listened to the sound file of a recording he shared with me. It 
was a new and unusual performance of Who are you?, the choral work Hayes and I started to 
collaborate on, back in that sizzling June of 2015, in the cool of the NY diner.   
 
The performance was by Amber Evans, a vocalist from Australia. We never met. And still 
haven’t met in person. We met ‘only’ through the words of my poem, and through Hayes’ 
music. I listened to the recording again. Then again. It felt like Amber’s performance layered 
Who are you? even further. The poetic metaphor of layered identities reverberated through a 
single stunning voice layering all the parts of the choral work upon each other, edited into a 
coherent, captivating whole by Brian Daurelle’s sound engineering work. 
 
By this time of the journey, our creative collaboration is triangulated to connect three 
continents: Europe, America and Australia.  
 
Who are we now?, the UK/Australia Season 2021-22 acts as the platform for the world 
premiere of this edition, this creative reinterpretation of Who are you?. The resonance 
between the title of the season – Who are we now? – and the title of the poem/choral work – 
Who are you? –  is uncanny. 



 
A collaborative, creative journey from layers of dancing light on the wall, back in 2015, at 
the Manhattan School of Music, to layers of a story about creative collaboration, about 
identities and their many layers.  
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