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Personal Mix of Familiar and Fresh, With a Show-Tune Encore 
Julia Bullock Gives New York Recital Debut at Merkin Concert Hall 
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The young American soprano Julia Bullock won lots 
of fans in New York last spring for her endearing, vo-
cally radiant performance of the title role in Janacek’s 
“The Cunning Little Vixen,” presented by Juilliard 
Opera in an enchanting production. Clearly Ms. Bul-
lock is still faring well in her studies at Juilliard, for 
late next month, she will sing the title role in the 
school’s production of Massenet’s “Cendrillon.” 

On Tuesday night, Ms. Bullock showed another di-
mension of her impressive artistry when she made her 
New York recital debut, as part of the Young Concert 
Artists series at Merkin Concert Hall. Accompanied 
sensitively by the fine pianist Renate Rohlfing, Ms. 
Bullock presented a musically fresh and personal pro-
gram. 

She began with an Italian group, boldly alternating 
early Berio songs with late Rossini works, dealing in 
various ways with the pangs of love and the rumina-
tions on the ideal woman. The Berio works were based on folk songs, though the composer, then a student, 
folded the tunes into milky modern harmonic textures. The Rossini songs, written during his decades of offi-
cial retirement from the opera business, are charming and clever. The title of the first song in this group, 
Berio’s “Dolce Cominciamento,” translates as “sweet beginning.” The sentiment applied equally well to Ms. 
Bullock’s recital because, from the first phrases, her singing was plush, full and nuanced. 

She then presented the premiere of “Ablutions of Oblivion,” written for her by David Hertzberg, this year’s 
Young Concert Artists composer in residence. The piece is a 15-minute, through-composed setting of two elu-
sive yet compelling poems by Wallace Stevens: “Banal Sojourn” and “The Snow Man.” The music unfolds in 
mostly slow-moving vocal lines that emerge from a subdued piano part thick with cluster chords in the style of 
Messiaen. At one point during the “Banal Sojourn” setting, the mood intensifies and takes the singer into pow-
erful outbursts in the high register, an extreme and terrifying passage. 

It was an intriguing idea to go from this piece to actual Messiaen. Ms. Bullock gave ravishing, impassioned 
accounts of four mystical Messiaen songs. 

For the second half of the program, in a gesture to her African-American heritage, Ms. Bullock sang 
“Hommage à Josephine Baker” — six songs, here arranged by Jeremy Siskind, that are associated with that 
great American-born black singer. Baker, fleeing discrimination at home — including in New York, as Ms. Bul-
lock explained — went to Paris, where she had a triumphant debut in 1925 and became a sensation, and even-
tually a French citizen. 

Continuing that theme, Ms. Bullock sang three of the “Five Black Songs” by the Spanish composer Xavier 
Montsalvatge; “Brown Baby” by Oscar Brown Jr., with lyrics by Nina Simone, who recorded the song memora-
bly; “I Wish I Knew How It Would Feel to Be Free” by Billy Taylor; and “Little David” by Harry T. Burleigh. 

For an encore, Ms. Bullock gave a direct and sensitive performance of “Somewhere” from “West Side Story.” 
She recently sang that song in a concert of the musical with the San Francisco Symphony. 
Ms. Bullock is on her way. 
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