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Praise for HOUSE OF MUSIC


WINNER OF THE INDIE BOOK AWARD 2022 FOR NON-FICTION


WINNER OF THE ROYAL PHILHARMONIC SOCIETY STORYTELLING AWARD 2021


‘I was entranced... Beautifully written and hugely enjoyable.’


Bernardine Evaristo, author of Girl, Woman, Other


‘Riveting, taking in prejudice as well as sacrifice. There are 4.30 a.m. starts, lost instruments, fractured wrists, all captured with vivid flourishes. A paean to camaraderie.’


Observer


‘An amazing, compelling, moving, unforgettable story...’


Lady Antonia Fraser


‘[Kadiatu’s] frank memoir reveals the eye-watering level of practical, emotional, intellectual and financial commitment required to raise seven outstanding classical musicians... Her beautiful, wise writing is its own music.’


Daily Mail


‘Kadiatu Kanneh-Mason’s story offers a ray of sunshine. Her account of the daily struggle to manage the musical educations of her family’s seven talented children reaches a triumphant conclusion when second son, cellist Sheku, achieves worldwide fame in 2018, playing at the wedding of the Duke and Duchess of Sussex.’


Financial Times, Books of the Year


‘The story runs deeper... Kadie makes no secret of the sacrifices she’s had to make, whether physical (pregnancy never agreed with her), career (she gave up her job as an English lecturer 21 years ago), or financial.’


Daily Express


‘A memoir that both candidly portrays and fiercely protects [Kanneh-Mason’s] brood... The fortitude and determination of the parents leap from every page.’


Guardian


‘The unique story of a unique family. Unique? Well I can’t think of any other family with seven children, all of whom are prodigiously talented musicians. Kadie gives a glorious account of how she and husband Stuart came to realise that from the earliest age their children communicated through music. She gives an honest account of the burdens as well as the joys, as she and Stuart knew they had a duty to fulfil, which imposed enormous financial strain on them. Now they can relish their children’s achievements – including Sheku’s performance at a royal wedding – and know all the sacrifice was worth it. Kadie combines this with a searing account of growing up as a mixed-race child in the Britain of the 70s. A deeply intimate and honest read on so many levels.’


John Suchet


‘The Kanneh-Masons are a unique family and the family’s matriarch, Kadiatu, has written a suitably unique and fascinating account of how day-to-day life works in an extraordinary household.’


Julian Lloyd Webber


‘Having just spent time working with my friend Sheku at Abbey Road it’s wonderful to read about him and his terrific family. All the DNA that makes him one of the most important classical musicians – actually make that “all around” musicians – of his generation is captured so well in this loving book.’ Nile Rodgers ‘This book is about hard work, determination and a triumph against the odds. It is truly inspirational!’


Paul Smith


‘An engaging and informative account of hard work and dedication, given context by [Kadiatu Kanneh-Mason’s] experiences of growing up with a Sierra Leonean father and a Welsh mother in 1970s–1980s Britain.’


Herald


‘Consistently readable, this tale of an extraordinary ordinary family is well worth getting hold of.’


The Strad
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For our parents and grandparents,
A. B. Kanneh
Megan Kanneh
Arnold Mason
Enid Mason




‘I speak with you on this occasion because you are young, gifted and black. I for one can think of no more dynamic combination a person might be... Look at the work that awaits you! Write if you will. But write about the world as it is, and as you think it ought to be...


Write about our people. Tell their story.’


— Lorraine Hansberry, 1 May 1964
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Author’s Note


WE’RE ALL SITTING together on a hot summer’s day in the back garden of our family home in Nottingham. Still together after five-and- a-half months of a pandemic that has brought my older four children home once more to live full-time with their three younger siblings. We’re facing the end of lockdown. Summer 2020 is going to signal the start of a world stretching itself open and expanding into hours and days that can, at last, be marked and measured in events. Rites of passage, growing up, gaining knowledge and experience – all will become possible in this new-again, unfolding landscape of time and distance.


Looking back now, I see us knotted together after so many weeks. We had settled back into a world of private mirrors, reflecting the selves we had always been, stuck in our family roles. In this state of restless security, time was unmoving but we were able, in long-familiar rituals of mealtimes, games, competitions, music, art and creativity, to revisit and re-enact who we were to each other and to the outside world.


Every day was a surreal shift between the intensely personal and intensely public. All my children were performing twice-weekly Facebook Lives, and practising hard on their instruments for the rest of the week. BBC cameras had taken up residence inside our home for two unbroken days to capture how we interacted in between and around the music. The Imagine programme, This House is Full of Music, would be an authentic take on how conversation, listening and simple fun express themselves musically. This constant move between intimate home-life and open performance was how we lived during that first – and we thought only – lockdown.


Sitting outside on that impossibly perfect sunny day, daisies breaking through the small patch of grass and the beech tree in leaf over our heads, we thought we were looking back on a way of living that was nearly over. The pandemic would soon be a dream where time had stood still and we had received the complicated blessing of hallucinating a vanishing childhood. Those five-and-a-half months stretched into one long summer day; the flowers always growing, the people we knew best definitely, infinitely close.


But I knew even in the moment that this wasn’t healthy, in the way I knew that staying in bed too long wasn’t healthy. A dream lasting all day makes you groggy, not full of life. I was delighting in a memory repeated, and we stood behind glass like plants in a hothouse. Because of Covid – it struck us all just before lockdown – I couldn’t smell the flowers that blossomed so bountifully that spring, and all those months in each other’s company brimmed with sound and touch and sight, but absolutely no aroma. It was beautiful, but strange. Having everyone home was reassuring but anxious. I felt calm if I sank into the present tense of those days cut off from all travel, but fretted that we lived – even together – in physical isolation.


That summer’s day hummed with optimism and also urgency. The older ones were heading back to London the next morning. The larger world beyond us was becoming real, and solid, and navigable. My children could grow and change and inhabit their own stories far away from me. And it was time for them to leave.


Of course, what actually happened was more confusing than we anticipated. The lockdown was repeated more than once, with turbulent, contradictory rules that kept young people away from friends, and older people inside their homes. The mix of loneliness, frustration, information (and lack thereof), existing in a world with either no news, or just one story, threw us all back into uncertainty.


We played a Kanneh-Mason concert only of six, not seven children as Jeneba was trapped in her student room, having tested negative twice over ten days, yet still forbidden to leave. This was a world in which, sometimes, the needs of one group seemed diametrically opposed to the needs of another, and the whole nation was caught in this clash between freedom and care for others, between scrutiny and empathy.


In those beautiful hours at the end of the lockdown-we- thought-would-end-all-lockdowns, gone nowhere further than our own neighbourhood, we began looking to the future. Everything and anything was possible. I would be able to see my mother again and my husband, Stuart, anticipated visiting his parents in Antigua. The children were eager to see their grandparents. Even after cancelled A Level exams, Jeneba still prepared to enter her conservatoire, the Royal College of Music, and begin her degree. Braimah focused on graduating from the Royal Academy of Music, and Isata and Sheku readied themselves to resume their postgraduate and undergraduate studies there. Plinio, their flatmate from the Royal Academy, in lockdown with us, could pick up his studies as well and move on in his career as a classical guitarist. Aminata and Mariatu faced returning to school and to Saturday Primary and Junior Royal Academy, and Stuart confronted his travel for work.


These possibilities and promises of a life restarting were both an astounding relief and a heart-shaking threat. Facing the future is exciting, necessary, risky and courageous. And there we all were, teetering. We had held each other’s hands, been forced back together, and now we had to loosen our grip again. And yet, we knew, we would remain imprinted on each other always.
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This book is an exploration of what it’s like to be a family of artists, of musicians, of individuals, in the third decade of the 21st century. In my memoir, House of Music, I tell the story of bringing up seven children with music in their lives, and how that impacted their choices and opportunities in surprising and dramatic ways. Isata, Braimah, Sheku, Konya, Jeneba, Aminata and Mariatu are now not the small children who raced through our jumbled home, filling the house with that restless, joyous energy of little ones, ready for anything. We channelled this energy into music, and it spilled over into as many creative pursuits and as much performance art as could fill their days. Mariatu, the youngest, is now fifteen years old, and the eldest, Isata, is twenty-eight. That playful, loud, scheming gang of little ones is now a family of teenagers and adults. Their childhood is both past and infinitely present, revisited intensely during 2020 just as most of them were emerging into the wider world, but always there when they’re together.


So, what now? How has the story of our family grown or changed? What does the present or the future look like to them, and how do they – including Stuart, my husband and their father – see their own past?


We find ourselves asking questions about cultural, racial and national identity as we try to find our place within them, and I wonder how these identities are contested in the UK and in the world today. Talking with my seven children, and retelling our family stories, I find myself on a precipice between history and the future. I want to know if heritage and belonging are concepts continuing or changing between different generations. As a family, we ask each other a lot of questions, and we find ourselves turning over what we mean by English, or British, or Welsh or European culture, and how they might fit or sit uneasily together. Are our Caribbean and African identities troublesome and destabilising, or do they offer the good fortune of wider horizons and clearer vision?


I’m curious to know what creativity means to my sons and daughters and what’s at stake. How does my family negotiate their position as Black creatives and classical musicians, and how do they see their future? Will they be role models or disrupters?


We are living through turbulent times, where my children’s understanding of themselves as artists, as Black people, as members of a particular generation or version of Britishness, can lead them into fraught and sometimes dangerous territory. This is a world that’s changing fast, while many ideas remain entrenched. Gender, sexuality, geography, class and political ideology intersect with racial identity, and articulating who you are and how you feel can be confusing and complicated. I’m fascinated by what it means to be young, gifted and Black today.


This is no academic textbook, nor sociological study, but an acutely personal conversation. What I delve into, with pride as well as anxiety, are private revelations of how we each see ourselves separately and together. Much of this emerges from intimate accounts where we talked, quietly, about our own experiences and views of what identity means to each of us. We say the unsayable, and break taboos about what we are ‘allowed’ to share publicly.


Breaking silence on media bias, and on the huge psychological costs of performing and continuing to be creative, this network of private reminiscences, truth-telling and confession forms a painfully open and searching testimonial of a family in the times we find ourselves. Acknowledging trauma, vulnerability, anger and passion is a path to greater communication.


Music is our family’s most fundamental mode of expression and the language we use to establish connections and to understand ourselves. Music is also a universal, elemental language of communication and cannot be confined to one genre, one culture or one art form. What is our relationship to the creative and performing arts in general? How do we encounter and deal with racism? Who do we think we are and will be?


Anyone who is caught between public performance and habitual privacy faces the constant demand to define themselves individually and collectively. Juggling the need for representation and intimate selfhood is part of contemporary life. The tension between self-development, self-knowledge, artistry and communication is critical in a society hungry for narratives. We need to interrogate the stories we tell about ourselves and decide which tales we should interrupt and discount. There are risks to both honesty and silence.


This is not a book of answers, but a series of stories, anecdotes, memories and perspectives that hope to enrich and frustrate already accepted ideas of who we are as Black people, as musicians, as creatives and as young – or older – individuals. There is a tricky and unsolved relationship between identity and politics, and between creativity and disorder. The stories we tell have to be contradictory, new, repeated, continuous and broken, respectful and defiant in order to be open and free. And we have to listen – however unbearably – to what we each have to say.





One


Telling Our Stories: Music, Media and Racism


WHY WOULD A Black family from Nottingham decide to identify themselves with classical music? There are so many myths and ideas about culture and history that surround this genre of music – who plays it, who listens to it, who looks like it – that it may seem to be a courageous, even risky, choice.


In order to be able to do or to become anything, you have to imagine yourself, to dream yourself there, and that dreaming needs to form a picture in your mind. You need an image to find, a reflection to strive for. And if it’s not there, you have to be the first to elbow your way in and be the thing you want to imagine. But it’s difficult to be the first, or the only, or one of the very few. And sometimes the media – or the people you encounter – don’t know what to do with you if you don’t fit in the ‘right’ box.


Looking at our young children and watching them learn, smiling as they stacked building blocks in towers or ‘cities’, covered the reverse side of used printing paper in swirls of paint, or ran around the house in dressing-up clothes, Stuart and I became equally convinced that music was crucial to their education and development. They sang to themselves and to each other as they played, they danced to and imitated the music playing around them, and they created their own harmonies and lyrics. We wanted to respond to this and move in the direction they were heading so naturally. It became as much our responsibility to provide music for them as to make sure they learned to read and write, were taught to understand maths, science, literature, history. All of these, in our minds, were core subjects, and thinking intelligently meant thinking creatively.


How do you teach a child to think? How does a child learn to read and analyse what’s before them? How do you foster intellectual independence and the ability to really see the world and change it? Creative thinking seemed to us as necessary as the ability to self-soothe at night, or to enter that private space of reading for oneself. Imagination and play were as important to us as knowledge and facts, and knowledge meant nothing without the skills of interpretation and intellectual experimentation.


Music was something Stuart and I had been offered as children through the state schools we attended in South Wales and London in the 1970s and 1980s. Neither of us is a professional musician but music has always been a big part of us – our entertainment, our solace, our inner lives, our sense of being and our ability to connect with others.


We both still felt the excitement of our first touch of piano keys, and wanting to keep learning. We were both continually fascinated by how sound and feeling combined when we played music ourselves. Music grew from reading and hearing the notes, using the muscles in our bodies to play them, and engaging our emotional understanding to give them meaning and expression. This was a comprehensive experience that made so many other things possible, or greater – for example, our love of sport, or dance or reading.


I remembered my first public performance outside of school – a concert showcasing those who had received distinction in their piano exams. It was a simple, small-scale event in a church hall in Newport, South Wales, and I had to play one or two of my exam pieces for a mass of strangers. Interestingly, this new audience doesn’t stand out in my memory – clearest are my family members. I still see – and feel – my grandparents and mother sitting straight-backed and unmoving, with my brothers and sister, all holding their breath while I played. It’s only now that I realise how implicated they were in that performance which meant so much to me, how much more nervous, more invested in that moment they were than even me.


The effect on others is so clear when I think, as well, about Stuart’s parents. His mum and dad, Arnold and Enid, told me every detail of every one of his childhood piano performances, and I always envisage his father’s face when he talked about Stuart – or his sister, Rhonda – playing for school or competition audiences. The effect his children had on others, filling the room with their music, their effort and their learning – and therefore their joy – that is what made these memories meaningful.


Stuart played cello in a youth orchestra and I played clarinet in my school orchestra, and these school and county collaborations became part of our social lives, and consequently part of ourselves. This also taught us that classical music was not, and should not, be automatically associated with a particular class or culture, with ‘Englishness’, for example, or Whiteness. For us, it was obvious and we knew, from our own schooldays, that there is nothing inevitable about the Whiteness of classical music. Our personal history clearly disproved this story that other people repeated, unthinkingly.


Our music education was both academic and practical. It demanded commitment, collaboration, attention to learning, risk taking, the ability to cope with failure as well as success. It took effort and offered achievement. We valued music as an academic subject as well as the difficult – and rewarding – task of learning classical technique on musical instruments.


It wasn’t always fun. Stuart often recounts the story of his indomitable mother, Enid, settling the clock on top of the piano when she went to work so she could make sure the young Stuart practised the full half hour; it is now as legendary a tale as her leaving extra cake mixture in the bowl just for him, and pretending, back turned and secretly smiling, that it wasn’t deliberate. Stuart’s painful obedience to that clock in his mother’s absence came from his understanding that this was as much an act of love as the over-indulgent gift of sweet batter.


I look back at a time in my childhood when I seemed to stand perpetually stuck in the bedroom, practising the clarinet while, through the open window and the soft scents of summer, I could hear children playing outside. I worked hard, drilling through my scales and studies, striving for fluidity and rhythm, while all the time longing to run, shout and compete in the games I could hear so clearly beyond and outside the confines of that solitary room.


We both learned that playing an instrument presents a challenge, and a balance of time and choices. The rewards aren’t always immediate, but they add up to more than the sacrifice. It’s an act of faith and it demands all of you, physically and cognitively. It also offers you the chance to play with others, to engage in teamwork, to really listen, to learn self-expression and humility. We found ourselves having to think on our feet, cope with mistakes, struggle for excellence, but not expect perfection. And we knew our job was to communicate. We had to learn to ‘play’ in every sense – to be creative, playful, and, yes, to have fun. If we wanted our children to have a childhood, we thought the essence of that was play.


But, somehow, came the battles to fight and arguments to prove. Yes, we wanted our own children to play classical instruments and classical music, but that was not a simple decision, or an easy ambition. A wider world wanted to dictate who they were or should be, and that wider world insisted we account for what they represented.


For a long time, every children’s book we bought on the subject of classical orchestras, musicians or instruments, featured pages of eminent-looking White men, performing, demonstrating and conducting the music we encouraged our children to play. We bought DVDs of violinists, pianists and cellists who were overwhelmingly male and exclusively White, and we entered a world of private counter-intelligence where surface reality was pitted against our defiant imagination. History, it seemed, was against us, and so, it appeared, were the times in which we lived. No television programme, film or newspaper article provided another story or contributed alternative projections of what a classical musician looked like and where they originated. Our personal experiences lurked like skeletons in our own hidden cupboards and the outside world refused to acknowledge us.


After my son, Sheku, played a solo cello recital at the wedding of Prince Harry and Meghan Markle in 2018, a Black comedian quipped that it showed no progress for the representation of Black people because: ‘A Black cellist cancels itself out.’ In other words, he was saying that classical music cannot offer positive representation for Black people – in fact, it doesn’t even compute.


We thought we understood why. The Black gospel choir and the traditional Black preacher at the ceremony were doing what they were supposed to do. That was acceptable. But a Black cellist?


So, does Black and classical represent a social, political or cultural oxymoron? Does it breach the limits of our collective imagination? And why? What is the role of the media when it comes to representation and what is the ‘media’ anyway? This becomes an ever-vanishing question and can be as nebulous as ‘the public’. Our experiences in the world of music and representation demonstrate what it means – and how it feels – to be written into – or out of – a story over which you have little control.


It was 1 August 2023 and tonight was the night that Isata, my eldest child, would play her first solo concerto at the BBC Proms. The Proms are the biggest international classical music festival in the UK, with a long and illustrious history. The first Proms concert took place over a century ago on 10 August 1895 at the Queen’s Hall in London – with tickets just a fraction of the price of most concerts, they were an immediate success. They were taken over by the BBC in 1927 and now comprise an eight-week summer season of daily concerts and events, with many aired on BBC television and all transmitted on BBC Radio Three. Isata was to play Prokofiev’s third piano concerto, conducted by Ryan Bancroft with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales at The Royal Albert Hall, home to the Proms since the Queen’s Hall’s destruction in 1941 during the Blitz.


Walking towards the iconic hall, lit up like an extraordinary, domed candle, and thronged with people for a sold-out Prom, I sank into a state of dazed anxiety. I always ride these feelings when I watch any of my children’s concerts, so nervous that I hide inside myself, but at the same time excruciatingly self-conscious. I was agonisingly aware of the thousands of people crowding the circular corridors, the bars, the cafe and the plush, red seats of the auditorium. Many came to greet us, or simply looked, and in the pressurised panic of the moment – searching for a programme or queuing for the toilets – I was finding it difficult to judge if these were personal friends or those who knew us from television or media. I was drowning in warm air, caught in the trap of my own mind while trying to communicate with what felt like a hundred faces at once.


This was Isata’s first solo Prom, although she had played at the Proms before. There was the poignant and beautiful Prom of 2020, where during Covid Isata and Sheku, without an orchestra, played together, as Konya, their sister, page-turned for Isata at the piano. While they played chamber music to an empty concert hall, we all watched on television, mesmerised by the intimacy of the moment, drawn into the concentrated privacy of their communication with each other, all the while feeling irresistibly involved.


Then there had also been the Family Prom of 2021; the crowds finally let back in after the pandemic, children, families and young people came surging through the doors that summer afternoon, all dressed up for ‘Carnival of the Animals’. All seven of the Kanneh-Masons were performing the album, Carnival, they had recorded with Decca the summer before, along with some of the most talented woodwind, percussion and string musicians in the UK – and even a glass harmonica player.1 Michael Morpurgo and Lemn Sissay narrated and performed their brilliant poems for Carnival of the Animals, and for Revel (composed by Daniel Kidane).


But this time, Isata would be the solo pianist on stage, backed by the orchestra and conductor, under the searing spotlight and watchful eyes of over five thousand audience members, not to mention the many thousands of television viewers and radio listeners.


I had helped her with her long, glittering, bright purple dress backstage; she looked stunning and I knew she would play wonderfully, but nerves are a kind of sickness beyond reason, and this was my daughter. Perhaps it’s a longing to protect and shield, or a primordial identification that forms in mothers when their children are babies; it remains like a physical cord. But I knew I would be leaping over the edge with her, and the risk would be mine too.


A live event for me, while I am in the audience when my children perform, reverberates with so much jeopardy that I know I will have to lie in solitude at a later time and really watch it in my head – better still if it’s recorded, or broadcast on television or radio. At the time, there’s too much information and energy in my mind. While focusing completely, I’m also distracted by the terror of something going wrong, or the audience not connecting, or someone looking at me. Which is, of course, a nonsense because I am always the only one thinking about myself. But how do I separate myself from my child?


I sat in the massive hall and looked at the audience, ringed higher and higher in rows and elegant boxes, television cameras on giant arms swinging through the lofty space above, sliding from end to end of the stage, and poised ready to screw their lenses into focus on Isata’s face, fingers, dress, arms and back. Microphones, waiting to transmit, stood in place, and I could see the boxes of commentators and presenters, ready to scrutinise every note and every move.


Any concert pianist, any touring, performing musician has to get used to this. The intense gaze points at everything they do. For classical musicians there is relentless attention on the slightest nuance of every note they play. If a key is smudged, if the phrasing isn’t clear or if the interpretation veers too far from coherent, it’s as though a gong has sounded. And through all this meticulous accuracy, there has to run that glorious element of risk-taking, of individuality, of in-the- moment communication. And I have to be right there, even within the cacophony that is my mind, even if I’m biding my time to store it up for later, I have to be on the spot, almost unbearably present.


In these circumstances, the first piece in the concert programme is simply an introductory meditation. It exists in a moment outside time, and I can think only of that instance when Isata will walk, smooth and shining, onto the grand stage and take her bow.


And then she does, and I am on the rising rollercoaster that is her performance. She is brilliant. I can see all the weeks of hard work, of self-doubt, of brutal practice hours, culminating in this fierce celebration of the music Isata has grappled with, dug into and interrogated with every fibre of her being. And it has forced her to grow with it. She is magnificent, soaring and joyful. But she is not alone. Without the extraordinary conductor, Ryan Bancroft, and the world-class BBC Symphony Orchestra, Isata’s performance could not even exist, and the miracle of this moment, and this event, is the miracle of the collaboration essential to music.


After she has taken her final bows, and the applause has subsided, I get up, sweating and trembling, loosening my muscles in the realisation that I had sat rigid with fear and concentration and delight for the entire concerto, and I flush with the confusion of pride. But all is more than well. She has done it.


A few days later, we all, with hardly less excitement, watched it on BBC television, able at last to show our unbridled admiration for the way our daughter – and sister – moved us, her amazing proficiency as a pianist and her connection with the music and the audience. After a year of living and working tirelessly on the concerto, we were so happy for her that it had been a triumph. The newspaper reviews and social media were alive with praise for Isata’s dexterity, emotional communication and the sheer vitality and drive of her playing.


The day after it was broadcast, I was with Aminata, my sixth child and fourth daughter, who was over my shoulder while I was reading social media comments on X. I was unusually unguarded, so pleased that Isata had done so well, and knowing the hard-won cost of that achievement, that I wasn’t mindful enough that Aminata, just seventeen, was reading with me. I have always protected our children from media and social media comments, whether good or bad – all are a form of distortion. All my children either avoid reading articles and critics or exercise extreme caution. They tread the narrow tightrope of listening to criticism and their own inner voice. It’s a delicate balance, and one that all artists have to observe. Without a keen sense of their own limitations or wrong turns, without outside nudges against complacency, the pitfalls can be sudden and violent, and every artist knows the risks of losing their way. But you have to learn which voices to lean in and listen to, and they have learned to value only the voices of those they love and trust, their teachers and long-standing friends and family. What people say about them can twist and plague their minds, throwing up images of themselves that cause irreparable damage. Often praise can be overblown and garish; giving in to pride is as dangerous as giving in to despair. But even more destructive are the comments that shock young people into realising that what is being looked at and assessed is a public warping of who they are, and that reflection – that deformation – can be seriously disturbing. But Stuart and I always read what we can, keeping the content strictly to ourselves.


Suddenly, Aminata’s glowing face streamed with tears, and as I turned to look, she doubled over sobbing. She was murmuring, ‘Isata, Isata’ in utter desolation. I looked back down at my phone and saw what was upsetting her so much. I was used to comments like these, although they never failed to hurt. We had been subject to them for years, ever since the children, and especially Sheku, had come to public attention. And I knew we weren’t the only ones. The comment this time was a complaint, replying to the BBC’s – and others’ – congratulations over Isata’s solo Proms debut. She had no right to be there, apparently, and was there only because she had the ‘right’ skin colour. She had been chosen only because she was Black, and she had pushed out a White pianist – any other White pianist – who deserved to be there. We understood the assumptions inherent in this comment. Isata could not be good enough because she was Black. And she was accused of ‘getting the job’ only because she had ‘melanin’.


Aminata was crying with the despair of knowing just how hard Isata had worked, just how hard they had all worked for their art and their skill. She was crying because the battle to constantly prove yourself against racism like this is exhausting and cruel. She was crying because, although she knew the statement was viciously untrue, it was being said and thought by so many. And the author of that statement neither knew, nor cared, nor understood what it was like to walk out into the world as Black and feel it as a straitjacket and a stain. Isata was a very rare Black female classical pianist on the world stage, and it seemed that her success was unacceptable and therefore impossible. So what did that mean for Aminata, still at school, and hoping to work and hone her own talent, and to one day be recognised for her work and her art?


Aminata, still loving and playing her violin, wanted to be an actor, and train at drama school. We all know the relentless attention directed especially at women in the performing arts, at their image and their bodies. What does that then mean when race becomes part of that image? If it was there to such a heightened extent in classical music, what about in acting, theatre, the film industry? I could see and feel her imploding before my eyes. The deflation of her confidence and hope was unbearable; I had failed as a mother because I had not shielded her from this. How could I defend her from this reality that was so hostile to what she was? She would never be seen for who she was, and never walk out onto the stage as equal.


It’s very difficult to speak out on occasions like this and, trying to comfort Aminata, I turned over in my mind just why that is. In order to strive to be judged equal, or rather to not be judged as irrevocably less, we silence what we all feel. If we draw attention to racism, we distort an already distorted field and give rise to shock, offence, defensiveness on the part of those who feel accused. We look as though we are complaining or attempting to call up racial difference when no one else – that is, no White person – was conscious of even thinking about it. When we push open the door to certain forbidden spaces, we try to circumvent a resentment that is almost palpable, by not mentioning the elephant in the room. Which is, invariably, us. If we rock the boat, we get thrown overboard.


In short, we all wanted Isata’s performance to be judged as a classical pianist. We wanted her to be assessed – and her performance enjoyed – in terms of her musical skill and prowess, and how she communicated with the audience. This was a moment of triumph, not defeat. But now Aminata was crying, and we had stayed silent for long enough.


But I remained frightened of the consequences of complaining. It was important to convey how it felt in the world we inhabited. What does it feel like to be the object of racism, especially when the purveyor of that racism doesn’t recognise it as such? So much is masked, even from the speaker, but never from those at the receiving end. The reasonable, analytical, logical criticism of a Black person’s performance or their place in a position of worth or power, is often couched as objective and rational. Black otherness or difference is given alternative wording. In this case, there was no analysis or critique, but simply a blank statement that Isata shouldn’t be there because of the colour of her skin. And the premise was that there was no such thing as a bona fide Black classical musician. And it hurt. It added to the repeated cutting away of confidence and the sense of legitimacy that makes it possible to strive. I wondered if many people had not noticed the racism in the comment, or had simply brushed it aside as irrelevant? Perhaps no one had understood that comments like this pierce deeply through layers already bruised and sensitive, and a child or young person, trying to become someone, can be fatally wounded.


I went onto the same social media platform, X, to talk about the effects of racist comments and views on our young people, and how racism can turn inwards and lead to a vision of yourself that remains brutally harmed. Stuart and I had been braving these dangerous waters for years, often crying together over statements and critiques that saw only our children’s Blackness. Sometimes these attacks are roughly hidden under sly equivocation, or they emerge in the open as self-evident. We always hid them from our children, but it was impossible to achieve this always and forever. I felt as though I were undertaking an act of great personal and collective risk when I hovered over the command to ‘post’. I shook with the fear of admitting a vulnerability that felt so private and so full of shame. I panicked about ruining my children’s careers further by proclaiming how we were traumatised by racism. The personal threat of flinging open our doors to show our feelings felt like shedding armour we desperately needed. But there seemed to be no alternative. My daughter had shown me how unprotected people can be in a world of anonymous free speech.


Of course, social media is a double-edged sword. For performers to have access to an open platform outside the heft of powerful recording contracts or producers has given many talented artists an opportunity they wouldn’t otherwise have had. It also allows for personal insights and conversation that give direct access for artists and performers to communicate with wider audiences. The Facebook Lives during the Covid lockdown are a great example of this, and we have had many occasions to be grateful for the speaking- and meeting-place that social media offers.
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