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Elvira Green

Classical Music Is 
The World’s Music
Elvira Green is a mezzo-soprano, formerly with the 
Metropolitan Opera. She is currently serving in her 
eighth year as an artist in residence 
at her undergraduate alma mater, 
North Carolina University.

I am so happy to be here this after-
noon, to share a few moments of 
the legacy of an incredible human 
being. There are two females who 
have occupied this planet that have 
made me who I am today. One is 
my grandmother, Elvira Katherine 
Pennington Watson, and the other 
is Sylvia Olden Lee. Permit me to 
read a little something to you—my 
tribute to Sylvia Olden Lee, on the 
occasion of the honor being be-
stowed upon her by the National 
Opera Association.

“History is recording, as we 
speak. A master musician, a diminutive woman, with 
orchestral fingers, a symphonic intellect, and a real live 
genie. Performers of all the music statures who have 
been honored to study with Mrs. Lee, do know who the 
consummate artist is. There will never be sufficient vo-
cabulary to express my thanks to her, for giving me the 
operatic and classical tools with which to create an in-
exhaustible array of characters. There is no more grati-
fying response to my performances, as when the com-
ment is made, ‘Ah, you’ve worked with Sylvia Lee.’ ”

Mrs. Lee asked me one morning—she didn’t ask 
you, she just simply said, “This is where we’re going in; 
this is what you’re going to do.” And so she invited me to 
come with her to a meeting of this incredible institution 
[the Schiller Institute], to talk about the National Con-

servatory of Music. It was then, for me, a wonderful op-
portunity to open my horizons, and to continue to open 
my horizons into what it is that music is about, in terms 
of a culture, in terms of what it means when people hum 
to themselves, in terms of what it means when people 
take the time to get dressed, or maybe not to get dressed, 
to go to a performance of any nature—cultured, or rather 
uncultured, to learn some culture. We can do that as well.

What she led me to understand was, that this world 
of Classical music, has no one name, nor 100,000 
names. It is the music of the world, created by a world 
of people. And I would like to just maybe take three or 
four more minutes, to talk to you about my world of 
people, as an advocate for young people in the arts.

I have travelled around the world many, many times, 
including with the Schiller Insti-
tute, to perform with children in all 
walks of life, in all living situa-
tions. We were in one small town 
and visited a children’s foundling 
home—and there was a tiny little 
girl who heard music, and she 
found herself in the room with us, 
and her father immediately came 
and literally took her by the arm, 
and snatched her out of the room. 
She didn’t cry. When he released 
her, she came back. He did it a 
second time. She still didn’t cry. 
He released her—she came back. 
And he came with her, and all she 
sang was, “Mary had a little lamb, 
little lamb. . .” She had heard us 
sing nursery rhymes for about five 

minutes. I don’t know what language she spoke, but it 
didn’t matter. It was the language of music.

And that’s what we do for young people. I have been 
dealing with this particular aspect of music, the Classi-
cal arts, for more than 20 years, running a Summer opera 
program for 7-17 year olds. They’re in for three weeks; 
they not only learn to sing an opera, but they learn to act. 
They learn to sing in English, French, German, Italian, 
Spanish, Russian—I do speak a little bit of everything. 
And they don’t know the first day that they come in, that 
they’re going to learn to sing opera. They learn the sto-
ries. They meet each other. They talk about where they 
came from, and they play together in a beautiful world 
where the culture of Classical music exists.

At the end of the day, they have written in their jour-
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Mezzo-soprano Elvira Green: “The culture 
of Classical music is truly alive and well.”
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nal, “We can’t wait to come back tomorrow.”
I find that the culture of Classical music is truly 

alive and well. And why do I find that so? Because I 
insist that that is what it is. And that is what the young 
people with whom I have worked all these years, some 
of whom have grown, have become international opera 
singers, or cultural entrepreneurs in the world of music, 
or film, or oratorios—of all of those opportunities that 
they share their culture in music, their understanding of 
what it is to say, “I sing opera; I sing recitals; I sing 
Handel and Mozart and Dvorak, and William Grant 
Still,” and all of those wonderful things.

We love music. And we love Classical music. And 
with that. . .

[She concluded by singing the Negro Spiritual “I am 
a Pilgrim of Sorrow.”]

Fang Tao Jiang

Through Beauty, One 
Proceeds to Freedom
Fang Tao Jiang was introduced by 
Lynn Yen:

I want to introduce Miss Fang 
Tao Jiang, who is a lyrical soprano. 
She actually started working with 
our foundation, to bring the beauty 
of Classical music to a lot of young 
people that we’re working with, as 
well as parents and teachers. We 
recently had a concert here in De-
cember with a capacity audience of 
about 650 people, and she per-
formed nine pieces in six different 
languages, and she absolutely 
wowed everybody.

A little bit about Miss Fang Tao 
Jiang: She is the winner of the Bell-
ini International Vocal Competi-
tion. From Lincoln Center, to Rome, to Paris, to Berlin, 
she has performed throughout the world, on some of the 
most prestigious operatic and concert stages. She’s 
worked with all of the leading companies, including the 
Cincinnati Symphony Orchestra, Rome Opera. This 

year, she’s returning to Carnegie Hall for a tenth con-
cert series called the Music Explorers series, where 
they will be educating and bringing young people to 
listen to music sung by Classical musicians from around 
the world.

Here is Miss Fang Tao Jiang.

Thank you, Lynn. Good afternoon, ladies and gentle-
men. First of all, I want to thank you, all of you, and the 
Schiller Institute’s efforts at making the world a better 
place. And I want to thank the panel for your wonderful 
speeches. I’ve learned a lot. And thank you for having 
me here, not to sing, but to speak!

When I first got an invitation to speak at this confer-
ence, I thought I could talk about the love relationship 
between Einstein and his violin; or the “Mozart effect” 
on children’s developing brains; or how Bach’s music 
would be considered the most valuable advanced cre-
ation and cultural heritage in the universe, a billion 
years later. I also could have talked about how deep 
breathing and singing have helped my colleagues, my 
friends, young children to cure ADD [attention deficit 
disorder], and anxiety attacks, or asthmas.

But today, I’ve chosen to just come here to share 
with you a few true stories from my own experience, 

my stories.
I was born in a city on the Yang-

tze River in China. The Cultural 
Revolution was long over then, and 
we were embracing all the new 
ideas in culture; we were having a 
mini-renaissance. My parents en-
couraged me to embrace, enjoy all 
the creative artistic activities which 
they were forbidden in the Cultural 
Revolution. I enjoyed reciting an-
cient Chinese poems, while study-
ing calligraphy with a master tutor. 
I liked my dance and music classes, 
and dreamed about becoming 
either a hurdle runner or gymnast 
for the Olympics. And my mom, 
even at my kindergarten age, en-
couraged me to study English. I 

hope that helps me today!
Life was beautiful. But on a very hot, sunny, Summer 

day, my world turned very dark. My mother had an ac-
cident, and passed away. I was nine years old. For a 
long time, I kept a painful secret to myself: I thought 
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Fang Tao Jiang: “In music, we’re all good 
citizens: Music unites us.”


