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Audra McDonald

Go Back Home
1. Go Back Home

From The Scottsboro Boys
Music and lyrics by John Kander and Fred Ebb

I first heard this a couple of years ago in the Vineyard Theater production of The Scottsboro Boys by Kander and Ebb. It was the last show Fred Ebb worked on and, in fact, John Kander had to finish writing the lyrics to some of the songs because Fred had passed away. The show just knocked me out; I was so moved by the story. I had grown up hearing the story of the Scottsboro Nine, these boys who went through terrible trial after trial, and the injustice of all that. And I was just so moved by the way that Kander and Ebb decided to tell the story, with the use of a minstrel show but taking it and turning it on its ear to put up a mirror to the ugliness of racism and the ugliness in the history of this story and of that time, the Jim Crow South. And I thought it was just brilliant. So then, when I started looking for material, [music director] Andy Einhorn reminded me of that song. And I said, it’s such a beautiful song. It speaks so much to the things that I was thinking about lying in bed in California and wishing I was back home, wanting to be close to what’s familiar and what’s comforting to me and knowing that I was away from that.

2. The Glamorous Life

From the film A Little Night Music
Music and lyrics by Stephen Sondheim

I started singing this song years ago, because I was looking for songs that, for one reason or another, scared me. That song scared me because it was Sondheim, and Sondheim’s material is always incredibly rewarding but so challenging to sing. He’s such a brilliant composer and lyricist and you want to get it right when you sing a Sondheim song. This song pushes many buttons for me—this particular story of a mother who’s an actress and who’s away, and the way this young girl fantasizes about what’s real, about what her mother does. You can see that the girl is trying to work it out and be okay about what her mother does, how glamorous it all is. Yet at the same time you hear the struggle—you see that her child wants her mommy. For me, that speaks to my child and my fear that sometimes she may feel that way about me and the hope that she never does, the hope that I will always be there for her and that she will never have to take a backseat to my career.

3. Baltimore

Lyrics by Marcy Heisler/Music by Zina Goldrich

“Baltimore” is a song that Andy brought to me. I don’t think I’d even gotten two bars into the chorus and I said, “Are they going to let me sing this song or what?” We called Marcy and Zina immediately and said, “We have to sing this song; it’s fantastic.” What I love about it is, as you first start to listen to it, it sounds like a Noel Coward sort of pastiche-y song. You think, “This is lovely; it might even be a Noel Coward song,” but then you pay attention to the lyrics and you realize no, that’s not Mr. Coward. It’s sort of like a woman working out that she should have listened to her mom and should have listened to her dad. They gave her great advice. She’s realizing what she’s done is what they told her not to do. The kind of men she’s gone for are exactly the ones she’s been warned off of. Then at the end of the song, the great twist of the song, is that she’s now using her experience to warn other women out there. “Protect yourself. Don’t do what I did. Don’t fall for men from Baltimore.”
4. First You Dream

From Steel Pier
Music by John Kander/Lyrics by Fred Ebb
This is another Kander and Ebb song, from Steel Pier, which I guess some people consider one of their flops—or at least not one of their blockbuster musicals. I chose that song because I love the message. You’ve got to have the dream, the idea, and then you can do it. That’s already a message I want to teach to my daughter. In the show it’s being sung by an airplane pilot who—we don’t know at the time—has actually died already, but is given a second chance to dance with this 

girl, and he helps her to change her life. So it’s about flight. And, for me, having lost my dad in a plane crash, and he was a pilot, I knew I wanted to find some songs about flight that honored him. So this seemed like a perfect match. And John Kander—we know the great anthems like “New York, New York,” and the wonderful Kurt Weill-influenced songs of Cabaret, and the great jazz of Chicago, but he can also write soaring, beautiful emotive, almost operatic music and that’s what he’s done with “First You Dream.” It’s a perfect match for my voice.

5. Tavern

Music by Will Reynolds/Text by Edna St. Vincent Millay

Will Reynolds is another young composer who I’d never heard of before, and he’s set this beautiful poem to music. It’s the most classical-feeling piece that I do on the album. What I loved about Edna St. Vincent Millay’s poem are a few lines that got me: “Aye, ‘tis a curious fancy—But all the good I know/Was taught me out of two grey eyes/A long time ago.” I have people in my life, a lot of wonderful mentors in my life, some that are not still with me, some that are. Those lines, the way that Will has set them, are revelatory; it’s an epiphany in that moment for that character. It just struck me to my core because of my affection and gratitude to those people in my life. So that is, in a way, a song of gratitude to them.

6. Migratory V

From Saturn Returns
Music and lyrics by Adam Guettel

I have a history with this song and this composer, Adam Guettel. His music is on every album I’ve ever done; in fact, the title tracks of Build a Bridge and How Glory Goes were written by Adam. This is from a musical—a song cycle, really—called Saturn Returns, which was later titled Myths and Hymns. I learned this song back in 1996 when Adam was first work-shopping this piece, and I loved it. It’s another song about flight, about reaching heavenwards. I started singing it years ago, but lately in my concerts I have been playing it at the piano and singing it at the same time. And I’m doing that because in the months before my dad passed away he’d asked me why I didn’t play the piano in my concerts, and I told him I was afraid to. And he told me, “That’s the reason you should do it: if you are afraid to.” So I’m doing it because my dad told me I should.

7. Virtue and 8. Married Love
Music and lyrics by Michael John LaChiusa, inspired by Marlene Dietrich’s ABC
These songs were written by Michael John LaChuisa, who I think is one of the great compositional voices in musical theater today. He and I have collaborated on many, many projects, and he has written incredible stuff for me to sing, incredible shows for me. These two songs are from a show he’s working on called Marlene Dietrich’s ABC. Marlene Dietrich wrote a book, an ABC book, in the late ’50s or the early ’60s, and it’s basically just her musings on certain words in the alphabet. For A, she talks about Fred Astaire, among other things. For W, she talks about war; for S, she talks about soldiers; for D, she talks about the herb dill and what it’s used for. Michael John wrote a whole show based on this, a one-woman show, and these are two of the letters, V for Virtue and M for Married Love. So they are personal to me, and why wouldn’t they be?
“Virtue” I like because it’s right to the point with her ideas on virtue. And she is very colorful in the way she expresses them but she gets right to the truth of the matter. It’s a teeny-tiny little song but it packs a big punch. 
I’m a woman who has been married twice now, so a lot of what she talks about in “Married Love” rang true to me even if it’s from a 1950s/1960s sensibility in which the woman needs to make the man happy. Of course, we all need to make each other happy—it’s not just the woman’s job—but all of what she says is so absolutely true about how one deals with, and survives and thrives, in a relationship. And it moved me. And the way that Michael John constructed this song, it’s almost like a soliloquy; there are so many different parts to this song; it’s almost like a performance piece.

9. I’ll Be Here

From Ordinary Days
Music and lyrics by Adam Gwon

The hardest thing about singing this song is that you have to make sure you can get through it emotionally. If you get too wrapped up in the song emotionally, you won’t be able to finish the song so you won’t have done your job, and your job is to tell that story. There have been nights when I’ve sung this song in concert and I can feel myself getting too emotional so I force myself to think of other things or force myself to choose the most positive choice within the song—and for me it’s knowing that I’m here to tell this person yes to their proposition of marriage. When the woman starts to sing the song, she doesn’t realize she’s going to tell this whole story, it just starts to tumble out, but she doesn’t know that’s what she’s about to do. So I can’t know the end, I have to just start at the beginning and go through each single step and those are the things that kind of help me keep my emotions in check and get through the song. Sometimes I fail. That song affects a lot of people.

10. Some Days
Music by Steven Marzullo/Text by James Baldwin

It’s like I’ve been a planning a date with “Some Days” for years now and, on this album, we finally had that date. It’s become such an anthem for me, for my involvement with the Marriage Equality movement, but that poem is applicable to anything. It’s about embracing the common bond we all share, which is our humanity and our love—that we have to help each other. I get a lot of joy out of singing it, even though some people may think of it as a down song. Not only is it anthemic, it delivers a message, it gives marching orders: get out there and help your fellow man. I feel very positive and powerful after I’ve sung that song.

11. Edelweiss

From The Sound of Music
Music by Richard Rodgers/Lyrics by Oscar Hammerstein II

We all know it. Everyone has sung it or heard somebody sing it, from the great Rodgers and Hammerstein, from a wonderful musical. But, for me, “Edelweiss” was on a music box my uncle gave me shortly after I was born. It was a music box that had a tree on it and three little birds and two of the birds were getting married, one bird has a top hat and another was holding a bouquet and the third has some music and he’s singing. They spin around and it plays “Edelweiss.” So I’ve been hearing “Edelweiss” from the time I was one month old. When I decided I wanted to audition for the dinner theater in Fresno, California, where I grew up, and I wanted to start performing more, my parents were like, “What should you sing, what do you know well?” My dad suggested “Edelweiss”: “That’s the song that plays on your music box.” My dad practiced it with me, and when I auditioned for this dinner theater in Fresno my dad played “Edelweiss” on the piano and I got up and sang it. So that’s my connection to the song. Because I was thinking of my dad, who was a jazz musician as well as a pilot, I wanted the song to have a slightly earthier harmonic life, which felt more like my dad. The great Kevin Kuhn, who did that arrangement for me, came up with something that just felt right and authentic and beautiful. And then, for the recording, we had my husband Will Swenson play it. That was another way of bringing family into it.

12. Make Someone Happy

From Do Re Mi
Music by Jule Styne/Lyrics by Betty Comden & Adolph Green

This is another song I learned while I was auditioning for the dinner theater in Fresno. I got in at the age of nine and stayed with the theater until the end of high school, doing all kinds of musicals and cabarets, and I learned all these songs. I was this little black kid from Fresno, California, and I was singing all these songs, like “I’ll Never Fall in Love Again” and “The Birth of the Blues,” at an early, early age. I credit that company for most of my early musical theater education, in a way, and this was one of the songs we sang in one of our little cabarets, standing up there with our names on our shirts. I didn’t really connect with the words other than that it was a pretty song and I was supposed to sing it, and then I revisited it about two years ago and I thought, “That’s a really beautiful, beautiful song.” It’s Jule Styne and Betty Comden and Adolph Green, so of course it’s a beautiful song. But as I’ve grown older, had a child, tried marriage and gotten divorced, am trying marriage again, and after I lost my dad so quickly and have seen how the world is falling apart around us, I started to reevaluate. You ask, “What’s important here? Where is home? What can I really not live without?” The song just started to mean everything to me. I started to sing it in concert; it felt right, it felt like a good balm, like a salve, after “I’ll Be Here.” I sing “Make Someone Happy” right after that in concert.

I guess it is sort of like marching orders: Go out and do it. Make someone happy and you’ll be happy too. That’s what I’m trying to live by these days, certainly in my personal life, now that I’m back home.
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