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by Raoul Abdul

       Staff Writer

Baritone Robert Sims, who made his Carnegie Hall debut in the Judy and Arthur Zankel Hall on Sunday afternoon, has made it his mission to keep alive the African American folk music tradition.  He was assisted by pianist Cliff Jackson, percussionist Richard Holly, cellist Peter Anderegg and harpist Jessica Zhou.  The auditorium was filled to capacity with enthusiastic well-wishers from New York and Chicago, the latter a special package tour group.  Sited were such brilliant specialist in traditional folk music as Lena McLin, Jacqueline B. Hairston and the great Odetta.

As a performer, Sims displayed a warm, beautifully schooled lyric baritone voice, impeccable musicianship, attractive stage presence and fine interpretive skills.  He knows how to meet the special stylistic requirements of this material.  His approach is, as it should be, from a contemporary point of view.  It was obvious that he has studied the performance style of such masters as Roland Hayes and William Warfield. 

This listener was especially impressed with the his performances of Lena McLin’s arrangement of “Don’t You Let Know body Turn You ‘Round” and his own settings of “Meeting at the Building” and “Hearse Keeps a-Rollin” with sensitive percussion work by Richard Holly.  He did well by the Hayes, Bonds and Hall Johnson arrangements.  In the second half of the program, Sims and his pianist Cliff Jackson treated the audience to superb performances of Aaron Copland’s arrangements of “Old American Songs” and excerpts from Gershwin’s “Porgy and Bess” and Kern’s “Showboat”.  All familiar to all in the audience.  The program closed with excellent arrangements by Hairston and Roland Carter as well as very contemporary settings with instruments by Jan Bach and the Holly/Sims team.  The instrumentalists were very supportive in the latter works.  Together, Sims and Jackson gave us an afternoon to remember.

