


2 April 26, 2012 April 26, 2012 3

April 26 Program Notes: 

Gabriela Lena Frank (b. 1972)

Holy Sisters
Gabriela Lena Frank, Berkeley Symphony’s 
Creative Advisor, was born in Berkeley and 
currently resides in Oakland. Holy Sisters 
is commissioned by Berkeley Symphony. 
It features text by celebrated Portuguese 
poet José Tolentino de Mendonça. It is 
scored for solo soprano, treble choir,  
2 flutes (the second doubling on piccolo), 
oboe, English horn, B-flat clarinet,  
bassoon, 2 horns in F, 2 trumpets  
in C, bass drum, suspended cymbal,  
2 marimbas, slapstick, triangle, harp,  
and strings. Duration ca. 22 minutes. 

The composer has provided the following 
comments:

Holy Sisters: Part One (2012) for so-
prano, girls chorus, and chamber 
orchestra, was the initial brainchild 
of soprano Jessica Rivera who long 
harbored a wish for a piece that  
celebrated pivotal women char-
acters from the Bible. She found a 
kindred spirit in conductor Joana 
Carneiro, who then approached me, 
requesting that I consider compos-
ing music to biblical texts arranged 
and reinterpreted by renowned  
Portuguese poet José Tolentino  
de Mendonça. Around this time, my 
frequent collaborator, Nilo Cruz, the 
Pulitzer Prize winning playwright, 
and I had just been approached by 

the San Francisco Girls Chorus to 
also consider a collaboration with 
them . . . and, well, the die was cast.  
I found a wonderful serendipity  
in bringing together so many fine  
talents to the table, counting among 
them genuinely close friends. 

(And as if I needed further encour-
agement that this project had a  
special personal quality to it, I 
learned that Tolentino is also Padre 
Tolentino, longtime confidante  
and priest to the Carneiro family.) 

I decided that Holy Sisters needed 
to be a two-part piece, with Padre 
Tolentino’s work sustaining the 
extended prelude, and Nilo’s contri-
bution carrying the rest. And while 
Part One would focus on personali-
ties strictly from the Bible, Part Two 
(to be premiered in the spring of 
2013) would focus on the myriad of 
“holy sisters” in Latin America who 
either enjoyed a looser relationship 
to the Bible (as in “folk Catholicism”) 
or operated in a different realm of 
spirituality altogether. In this way,  
I could create an evening-length 
work that would beautifully suggest 
an Old World-New World pairing 
with one running theme: A vibrant 
portrayal of women’s faith. 

To end on an anecdotal note: In the 
fall of 2011 in Lisbon, Portugal, Joana 
celebrated her marriage to soulmate 
José (“Zé”) Goncalves. With the help 

of the soon-to-be-groom in select-
ing a text, Jessica and I were able to 
secretly conspire and bring to life a 
short song for soprano and string 
quartet (played by Joana’s siblings, 
also in on the plot!), surprising the 
bride at her own ceremony. Honestly, 
it was great fun, but I didn’t have the 
last word on the matter: I was com-
pletely floored when Joana promptly 
and earnestly requested that this 
new wedding song—unabashedly 
direct in its lyricism and tonality—be 

included in Holy Sisters. Another 
moment of serendipity as it turns 
out: The quasi-hymn that is the 
wedding song (“Today begins our 
salvation . . .”) aptly resolved cre-
ative issues of music and text that 
arose while Holy Sisters was coming 
to life in my studio; and I am happy 
that I could find a place for such a 
personal touch in the portrayal of 
characters who have long loomed 
so brilliantly. 

—©Gabriela Lena Frank

Gabriela Lena Frank

Text for Holy Sisters 

Music by Gabriela Lena Frank

Biblical texts arranged and adapted by José Tolentino de Mendonça  

(with further arrangements by Nilo Cruz and Gabriela Lena Frank)

Salvé, Ishah...

Who are these that come forth like the very dawn, 
as beautiful as the moon,
as resplendent as the sun?
Turn, turn so that we may look at you . . .

“I am Mary of Magdala . . .” 
 How beautiful you are!
“. . . rescued from darkness and the first one to see Jesus arisen.” 
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“I am Rachel . . .”
 Like jewels you arrive!
“. . . second wife of Jacob who waters her lamb.” 

“I am Sarah . . .”
 …no longer barren.  

“I am Miriam . . .”
 . . . sister of Moses.

“I am Hannah . . .”
 . . . grateful mother of Samuel.  

“All coming forth like the dawn, 
as beautiful
resplendent
awe-inspiring
as the moon
as the sun
as bannered troops . . .
turning so that you may look at me.”
 (. . . we may look at you . . .)

Mary of Magdala stayed outside the tomb weeping.
Two angels in white said to her:
“Ishah, why are you there weeping?”
“They have taken my Lord and I don’t know where they have laid him.”

Sarah, mother of Isaac, mother of laughter, then said:
“God has given me, aged as I am, cause to laugh. All will laugh with me.”

And Hannah, blessed mother, worshiped the Lord: 
“My heart exalts. I rejoice in my victory.”

A voice was heard in Ramah, weeping,
for Rachel was weeping:
“I weep for my children. They are no more.
My children are no more.  
Oh Lord of hosts, look with pity on my misery.”

Miriam, the prophetess, took a tambourine: 
“I led dancing women in the refrain:
“Sing to the Lord. The pharaoh he has cast into the sea.”

And in the sixth month,
the angel Gabriel was sent to Mary of Magdala, 
no longer weeping.

“No longer weeping!  Salvé, Ishah . . .”
 Who are these
 that come forth like the dawn 
 as beautiful as the moon
 as resplendent as the sun?

“Today begins our salvation,
and the revelation of the eternal Mystery!
The Son of God becomes the Son of the Virgin,
as Gabriel announces the coming of Grace. 
Together with him, let us cry to the Theotokos: 
Salvé, O Full of Grace, the Lord is with you, Ishah!”

The Lord God cast a deep sleep on the man.
The Lord God brought her to the man.
The man said:
“This one is bone of my bones, flesh of my flesh. 
This one shall be called Ishah.


