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Nonesuch bio/album profile for Julia Bullock’s Walking in the Dark

Of the many possible interpretations of the title of her debut solo album, Walking in the Dark, Julia Bullock excludes only one: the idea that darkness should be anything negative. Not seeing everything clearly can be inestimably valuable and can also be full of great potential and incipient creativity. As Bullock puts it, darkness is “a place where we may find protection and safety – it’s a place we may hold intimate secrets and desires – or it’s somewhere we hide and shield wounds or violent acts. So, the act of ‘walking in the dark’ just represents a space we explore as we investigate our individual and collective limitations.” 

The thoughtfully curated new album reflects the many facets of Bullock’s career and personal history. In addition to being a versatile artist with a commanding stage presence, she also is in high demand as a curator, and she uses her multiple platforms, including this recording, for social consciousness and activism. Musical America honored her as a 2021 Artist of the Year and “agent of change.” 

The plan for the album came together while Bullock was traveling with her husband, Christian Reif – featured as conductor and pianist on Walking in the Dark – to their first large-scale undertaking after eight months of COVID restrictions: a performance of Barber’s Knoxville: Summer of 1915. Inspired by that circumstance, Reif suggested the album could be anchored by large orchestral works, a strategy that had been unthinkable since the start of the pandemic. Bullock explains: “All of the words and themes resonating through Knoxville were immediately on my mind: dreaming – distance – history – home – searching – loss – memory … within fifteen minutes, I had selected the seven tracks for this album.” 

The album title comes from the lyrics of the song “One by One,” written by Connie Converse, who was active in New York’s Greenwich Village in the 1950s as one of the earliest modern singer-songwriters. Using darkness as a metaphor for solitude, the lyric also expresses a longing for connection, progressing from “We go walking in the dark … one by one” to “If I had your hand in mine / I could shine, I could shine / Like the morning sun.” Converse’s songs have a characteristic direct simplicity that would not be out of place alongside Renaissance or Baroque composers John Dowland or John Blow; indeed, Bullock finds the words and melodies reminiscent of some of her favorite art songs. The song poignantly foreshadows Converse’s own destiny: disappointed by her music career and searching for a new life, she left farewell letters to her friends and family in 1974 and disappeared, never to be heard from again.

There are two tutelary spirits in the background of Walking in the Dark: Nina Simone and Leontyne Price. Simone, who Bullock calls “one of the greatest interpreters of song literature I know,” recorded both “Brown Baby,” which opens the album, and the civil rights era tune “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free.” These provided Bullock’s first exposure to both songs. Price, too, recorded a beautiful rendition of the latter song, as well as a memorable Knoxville: Summer of 1915, collected on the album Leontyne Price Sings Barber along with Hermit Songs and excerpts from the opera Antony and Cleopatra, which Barber wrote for her. 

The arrangements by Jeremy Siskind for both “Brown Baby” and “I Wish I Knew” were commissioned by Bullock for her first recital tour in 2013-14. After the murder of Michael Brown in 2014 in Ferguson – part of greater St. Louis, Bullock’s hometown – and the ensuing international recognition of the Black Lives Matter movement, the singer allowed herself to imagine a time when she need never sing “Brown Baby” again. Eight years later, and decades after the song was written, there remains little doubt that her performances of a song she acknowledges is still “achingly relevant” need to continue for the foreseeable future, despite some promising shifts in the cultural landscape. 

When Bullock introduces “I Wish I Knew” in concert she always calls it a “twentieth-century spiritual,” and on the album the song is paired with the spiritual “City Called Heaven” in an arrangement by Hall Johnson. “The aspect of spirituals that makes me want to sing them,” she explains, “besides the legacy and heritage of the material, is that they articulate the yearning to strive beyond current reality, even if it means fighting for something better. They acknowledge the circumstances of life, but not with resignation or even acceptance. They dream of liberation.”

The album’s two large orchestral works explore multiple aspects of memory. John Adams is one of Bullock’s frequent collaborators: she created the role of Dame Shirley in his Girls of the Golden West, as well as singing the role of Kitty Oppenheimer on the Grammy-nominated 2018 Nonesuch recording of his opera Doctor Atomic with the composer conducting the BBC Symphony. As artist-in-residence of the Metropolitan Museum of Art, she also curated a new chamber arrangement of Adams’s Christmas oratorio, El Niño, at New York’s Cloisters museum. His “Memorial de Tlatelolco” from El Niño – performed here with the full Philharmonia Orchestra led by Reif – uses the text of a poem written after students and other civilians protesting the government in the Tlatelolco section of Mexico City were massacred by the military and police on October 2, 1968. The piece thus echoes one of the sentiments of “Brown Baby” as a triple witness for justice: the protest itself, the writing of the poem by Rosario Castellanos, and its incorporation by Adams, as a modern-day Massacre of the Innocents, into a retelling of the Christmas story. For Bullock, the “Memorial de Tlatelolco” is about “offering and demanding an unabridged account of history.” The official news outlets were all silent after the killings, but in the poet’s words “I remember, we remember / until justice is felt among us.” 

Barber’s Knoxville: Summer of 1915 has become a staple of Bullock’s repertoire, with recent collaborators in live performance including the St. Paul Chamber Orchestra, Deutsches Symphonie-Orchester Berlin, and Los Angeles Philharmonic led by Gustavo Dudamel, for the orchestra’s season-opening performances in 2019. The work is based on a text by James Agee in which he remembers the last year his family was intact. His father died in a car accident the following year, and Barber composed his piece while his own father was dying. The climactic moment of Knoxville comes without warning, tearing away the veil of nostalgia to reveal the truth behind otherwise soft-edged and elegiac memories: “Who shall ever tell the sorrow of being on this earth?”

Walking in the Dark closes with Sandy Denny’s “Who Knows Where the Time Goes,” another song recorded by Nina Simone, heard here in another stellar arrangement by Siskind. Bullock’s first exposure to the song was on a vinyl Judy Collins album, and it has attracted many other fine artists as well. Despite being the one song on the album the singer has never performed live, it stands as an all-time favorite, and its images of the morning sky – Denny’s original “evening sky” has been modified by many subsequent interpreters – and spring balance the darkness of potentiality with illumination and renewal. This final reflection on the passing of time is serene: “And I am not alone while my love is near me / And I know it will be so until it’s time to go.”
 
In the album’s liner notes, Bullock quotes Nonesuch Chairman Emeritus Bob Hurwitz, who said to her in the spring of 2020: “An album is a work of art in itself. It is not a commodity intended to sell you, or for you to sell it. It’s a chance to capture where you are at one time in your life, while considering material that is timeless.” Those words were with her when she chose the material for the album – works that inevitably reflected the period of the pandemic she was living through but also “classics” that she says are “inclusive of traditions across cultures, and celebrate a diversity of thought, expression, and experience.” 

“There are times,” says Bullock, “when we find ourselves isolated and alone, or in reflection and solitude. There are other times when we choose to connect to further understand each other, which provide us with an opportunity to share our evolving identities – maybe even better discern how to communicate. And who knows … if our intentions are translated well enough and are clearly in focus, it may lead to some moments of illumination.” 
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