
ANNE BROWN 
Anne Brown’s father was a physician and the child of a slave; her 
mother was Irish, Cherokee, and Black. Anne. She was born August 
9, 1912. It was reported she had perfect singing pitch by her first 
birthday. At 16, she entered Juilliard as the first African American 
vocalist. In 1933, as a graduate student at Juilliard, she heard 
Gershwin was planning to write an African American Opera, so she 
wrote him a letter. Gershwin and Anne started collaborating and the 
part of Bess became a significant role in his opera. Anne is attributed 
with creating much of that role. She started each session by singing 

Summertime. 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=G6TpVAMVuKY     
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=R44waInkjgI&list=PLKtHZfup6lW-
L4y6JRp2F4JvR0yi_5QBm 
 
When the opera was to be performed in 1936, at the National Theater in DC, Black 
people were not able to buy tickets. She told Gershwin, “'I will not sing at the National. If 
my mother, my father, my friends, if black people cannot come hear me sing, then count 
me out.' I remember Gershwin saying to me, 'You're not going to sing?' And I said to 
him, I can't sing!'" she then would not be able to sing. The rules were changed due to 
her demands, Anne confided, when the curtain came down on the final performance 
of Porgy and Bess, segregation was reinstated.   
 
Brown toured Europe as a concert artist from 1942 to 1948. She did so also out of 
frustration from not being able to secure serious roles due to continued racial prejudice. 
She felt her career chances were limited due to her skin color, even though she had a 
very light complexion. She stated: “Though there is no place on earth without prejudice 
in fact, a French journalist wrote an article during one of my tours there asking: 'Why 
does she say she is colored? She's as white as any singer. It's just a trick to get people 
interested. Can you imagine? Of course, I was advertised as 'a Negro soprano.' What is 
'a Negro soprano'?” 
 
She also stated that she felt her ability to find work was easier abroad. She settled in 
Norway, bringing a daughter with her from a previous marriage.  She married 
Norwegian ski jumper Thorleif Schjelderup, a medalist at the 1948 Winter Olympics. 
They had a daughter together. Anne worked at the Norwegian Opera but due to asthma 
she eventually started coaching voice. 
 
In 1998, Anne Brown received the George Peabody Medal for Outstanding 
Contributions to Music in America from the Peabody Institute. She had been tentatively 
admitted 70 years earlier but was denied entrance when they saw her skin color. She 



was also made an honorary citizen of Baltimore in 1999. In 2000, she was awarded 
Norway's Council of Cultures Honorary Award. She died March 13, 2009, age 96.             
 
https://tv.nrk.no/program/fola02006885/anne-brown-sanger 
 
This charming video of Anne was made a few years before her death:  
https://vimeo.com/47570299 
 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anne_Brown   
 


