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Fifth House Ensemble performs the musical 
selections for Black Violet, as illustrations by 

Ezra Claytan Daniels are projected above. 
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Fifth House Ensemble, a self-presenting 
organization based in Chicago, is 
known for innovative approaches 

to chamber music. Lately it has aimed at 
engaging new audiences through its multi
media presentations. 

Take Black Violet. Ezra Claytan Daniels, 
a graphic novelist and Fifth House collabo
rator, created images and text for this 
production, which recounts the escapades 
of Violet, a black house cat at large on the 
streets of London during the 1665 outbreak 
of plague. (Black cats were widely blamed 
for causing that epidemic and were hunted 
down.) Performing onstage while slides of 
the visuals are projected above them, the 
instrumentalists dramatize the narrative by 
weaving in works by composers both estab

lished and emerging, including Wagner, 
Brahms, Previn, Villa-Lobos, and winners 
of Fifth House's annual Young Composer 
Competition. 

For a ninth-grade English class in Chicago's 
Mather High School, a work like Black 
Violet has a lot of potential as an instru
ment of learning. An engaging genre to 
emulate-it has comic-book visuals, live 
music, and it's Gothic!-it also addressed 
the very subject matter the class was 
studying: menaces to public health as told 
in private diaries and historians' accounts. 
(The class had been reading about the 1793 
yellow fever epidemic in Philadelphia.) 

Coordinating their efforts with the 
Chicago Teachers Center and classroom 
teachers, the Fifth House musicians put 



together a multi-week project that had the 
teenagers researching and producing their 
own multimedia presentations about his
torically significant pestilences. The choices 
included such menaces to public health as 
smallpox, kuru, tuberculosis, SARS, and 
mad cow disease. 

The class of about thirty was broken 
into smaller working groups. Each was to 
create a slide show containing graphics 
(whether original art or scans of relevant 
documents and illustrations), informational 
talking points, and a written (and, ultimately, 
spoken) script (documentary or literary), 
and to choose pieces of music that would 
dramatize the story. Collaboration with 
fellow students was necessary, as the tasks 
were divided, with some in each group 
concentrating on the visuals, some on the 
writing, and some on research. 

The project directly addressed the class
room teacher's main goals: developing 
nonfiction reading/comprehension skills 
and competence in public speaking (many 
in the class were not entirely comfortable 
in English, their second language), as well 
as mastering the relevant science and history 
content (the student productions had to 
convey the symptoms, causes, means of 
transmission, treatments, and local/global 
effects of the disease in question). 

While the classroom teacher guided the 
written and visual components of the 
project, Fifth House, by engaging the 
students in figuring out which music to 
use, was painlessly raising the students' 
level of music literacy. 

The ensemble made ten classroom visits 
over an eight-week period, in addition to 
giving an opening concert (an abridged 
version ofBlack Violet) and-at the end
performed the music for the students' 
finished works. 

The repertoire that Fifth House offered 
to play for the kids ranged widely: the 

Brahms Clarinet Trio, Fur Elise, Bachianas 
Brasileiras, Bartok's Contrasts; Pulcinella 
Suite (arranged for oboe and a few strings), 
and Scott Joplin's Maple Leaf Rag, right 
up through the music of Dutch avant-Pop 
composer JacobTV. The class was provided 
with CDs and an online listening list in 
advance of the ensemble's visits, but during 
the classroom sessions, the teaching artists 
played the music live-only inches away 
from the students' desks. For many, this 
was a first-time experience-the only time 
they'd heard music that wasn't coming 
from an electronic box. 

The students were asked to think about 
how they might use certain musical pas
sages to tell their stories: What would be 
appropriate for a chase scene? What for a 
tragedy? The ensemble provided the students 
with language-terms such as allegro, adagio, 
forte, piano--to talk about the qualities 
they were looking for. But most potent for 
learning were the students' requests that 
the musicians stop, start, repeat or playa 

, passage at a different speed or dynamic
an interaction that . went a long way 
toward establishing rapport and breaking 
down teacher-student barriers. 

One the major challenges for the Fifth 
House teaching artists, says Melissa Snoza, 
the organization's flutist and executive 
director, was learning how to elicit good 
ideas without criticizing any proffered sug
gestions. The classroom teachers supplied 
guidance on how to communicate and be 
respectful of students, to always say, "Yes, 
and... " instead of "No." "Never shut them 
down," says Snoza. "On the surface the 
kids seem tough, but if you criticize them 
toO harshly, they'll never again speak up 
in class. That sensitivity told us more than 
anything else how invested they were
and that they really did care." 

The class's final projects? A graphic novel 
on tuberculosis, with repertoire including 

Bach's Partita in 0 minor for solo violin, 
Satie's Gymnopedie, and Bartok's Maruntel, 
from the Hungarian Dances. A graphic 
novel on smallpox was dramatized by Fur 
Elise, Maruntel and Bloch's Prayer. A series 
ofshort poems about leprosy (aka Hansen's 
disease) was accompanied by the Brahms 
Clarinet Trio and Contrasts. 

Results? Getting familiar with the pieces 
through live performance seemed to pro
duce a level of engagement and intimacy 
that listening to a recording couldn't begin 
to approach. As the weeks went by, the 
ensemble members noticed kids coming in 
and out of the classroom humming tunes 
from the lesson and the listening list. One 
boy, who was said to have never completed 
a single assignment that academic year, 
showed up at each session and proudly 
presented his original graphic novel project 
at the end. Public speaking? None of the 
students had spoken in public before. A 
girl who was so nervous during a rehearsal 
that she could not say her name into the 
microphone volunteered to go first in the 
final performance, delivering the spoken 
parts-without a mic, as it turned out-so 
clearly that even the back rows could hear! 

In a post-project interview, one of the 
classroom teachers described a subsequent 
successful team presentation project by 
the same class of students. He told Fifth 
House, "It was amazing. The kids had no 
trouble getting up to speak and were vol
unteering to go first. This is a huge change, 
and because of your work, I think they're 
set for the next four years." 


