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A Palette To Paint Us As We Are

Give us a palette to paint us as we are.
Enough of black and white, yellow and red,
Those false colors that sham at fact.

Coffee, and chocolate, and café au lait,
Ivoried saffron, and saffroned ivory,
Bronze, and brass, copper, and rose gold,
Tea and pale butter, golden almond,
Infinite varieties of browns and tans,
Pale rose, pink and soft rose cream,
Mahogany, oak, cedar, and champagne.

These are the colors of people I see,
Not black and white, not yellow and red.
Those false colors no longer will do.
Give us a palette to paint us true.

Gerald Rich

© by Gerald Rich. Reprinted by permission of the poet

Composer Note:

I first heard Gerald Rich’s moving tribute to our skins’ true colors at a poetry reading in 1996. As he
began to read this poem, the room suddenly grew very still. As I took in each delicious shade. I
envisioned a musical language that would contain as much harmonic and melodic color as the poem,
moving tenderly from one hue to another. Two years later, imagining Rich’s words in the voices of a
children's choir, I set his poem to music.

What I did not imagine at the time was that adults would want to sing this song! Gerald’s son Jerry
encouraged me to make an arrangement of this song for his high school choir in Alexandria,
Virginia. Within a year, other adult choirs were performing this new version.  Meanwhile women’s
choirs began performing the original treble voice version. Looking back, I find it hard to believe that
I was initially skeptical about adults singing these idealistic words — but once again I’m glad I
allowed a choral director to lead me in a direction I would not have headed on my own.
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Ocean County College and visiting professor at Trenton State
College, and taught through Elderhostel and Great Books
Programs. Upon retirement, Rich received the Distinguished
Honoree Award from Toms River Schools Hall of Fame.

Rich’s personal writings were influenced by his experiences as a
soldier, teacher and parent, as well as a powerful sense of
conscience. A veteran of World War II, he went on to write a
memoir archived by the Project on Ethics and Art in Testimony
(PEAT), recording what he witnessed during the liberation of
Dachau.
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SSA, piano C SEA-014-02

Beware the Winter Settlin’ In (Alexander)
SATB, Celtic band, opt. children’s choir C SEA-139-00

Blessed Be the Flower That Triumphs (Boblett)
SATB C SEA-078-00

Cherish Your Doubt (Alexander)
SATB, piano C SEA-063-01
SSAA, piano C SEA-063-02

Die Gedanken Sind Frei (German protest song, arr.)
SATB, piano C SEA-087-00

Do Not Leave Your Cares at the Door (Norman Naylor)
SATB C SEA-071-00

Even a Fist Was Once an Open Palm (Yehuda Amichai)
SATB C SEA-026-01

Faith Is the bird that feels the light (Tagore)
SSA C SEA-068-00

Fighting Over What We Believe (Alexander)
SATB, soloists, piano C SEA-099-01

Finally On My Way To Yes (Pesha Gertler)
SSATB, piano C SEA-019-00

Folks, I’m Telling You (Langston Hughes)
SSATB, piano C SEA-027-00

Glen Song (Scott Bates)
SSATB, piano C SEA-025-00

Handles (Alexander)
SSA, piano  C SEA-148-00

How To Sing Like a Planet (Alexander)
SATB, piano C SEA-105-01

If You Can Walk You Can Dance (Zimbabwean Proverb)

SAB, piano, claves C SEA-022-03

TBB, piano, claves C SEA-022-05

SSA, piano, claves C SEA-022-06

SATB, piano, claves C SEA-022-07

 Immortal Love (John Greenleaf Whittier)

SATB C SEA-017-00

 Infant Holy, Infant Lowly (Polish carol, arr.)

SSA C SEA-020-00

Jump! (Ray Bradbury)
SSA, string quartet C SEA-090-00

Kindling (Alexander)
SATB, chamber ensemble C SEA-123-00

SATB, piano C SEA-123-09

Let it Matter (Alexander)
SSA, piano C SEA-125-03

SATB, piano C SEA-125-04

No Other People’s Children (Alexander)
1-4 part choir, soloist, piano C SEA-141-03

 ...or a musician (Philip Dacey)
SATB, orchestra C SEA-007-00

 A Palette To Paint Us As We Are (Gerald Rich)
SA, piano C SEA-014-00

 SATB, piano C SEA-014-01

 Praise Wet Snow Falling Early (Denise Levertov)
SATB, piano C SEA-015-00

 Reasons for the Perpetuation of Slavery (Alexander)
SSAA C SEA-091-00

Same Birds (David Allen Evans)
SATB C SEA-128-00

Song of Kabir (Kabir)
SATB C SEA-119-00

The Gate is Open (Sister Peronne Marie Thibert)
SATB C SEA-097-01

 They Have Freckles Everywhere (Alexander)
SSAA, piano C SEA-076-00

 To Make a Prairie (Emily Dickinson)
SSA, piano C SEA-016-00

 We Lift Up Our Hearts (Richard Fewkes)
Unison children’s choir, SATB, piano C SEA-021-00

 We Remember Them (Sylvan Kamens, Jack Riemer)
SATB, piano C SEA-083-01

 Where there Is Light in the Soul (Chinese proverb)
SAB C SEA-070-00

SATB C SEA-070-01
SSA C SEA-070-02
TBB C SEA-062-03

 When the Song of the Angels Is Stilled (Thurman)
SATB C SEA-062-00
TTBB C SEA-062-02
SSAA C SEA-062-04

SATB, flute C SEA-062-05

 Why I Pity the Woman Who Never Spills (Prefontaine)
SSAA C SEA-058-00

For information about Elizabeth Alexander’s other choral titles, visit www.seafarerpress.com
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