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THE MOST IMPORTANT THING 
an opera composer can do is choose a 
topic that aligns with their music. Hard 
to imagine what even the adroit Puccini 
would have done with Henry James’s 
“The Turn of the Screw,” or how Ravel 
might have handled Wozzeck. Loca-
tion, location, location. With his opera 
The Exterminating Angel, British com-
poser Thomas Adès—in collaboration 
with librettist and director Tom Cairns—
has at last found the friendly territory 
of the suitable subject, with the overtly 
grand Metropolitan Opera the ideal 
venue.

Luis Buñel’s 1962 film is, like so much 
of his work, a skewering of the haute 
bourgeois, a kind of Lord of the Flies 
expensively dressed for a lavish dinner. 
The plot centers around a group of near-

vile wealthy folks who, having joined 
one another for dinner, find themselves 
unable to leave. As time lapses, preten-
sions give, clothing rumples and falls 
off, and we come to see the base sav-
agery inherent in humankind. It quickly 
evolves, from absurdist adult fairy tale 
to horror movie to modest pornograph-
ic film to revolutionary etude, and the 
overstuffed and inherently zany music of 
Adès is there to match every ridiculous 
poignant moment. 

With a story this cartoonish the pur-
pose of the music is not to make us love 
each character (as was the wont of 
even Alban Berg) or care that they live 
or die, but rather to lend the proceed-
ings kinetic energy and a garish pati-
na, and that Adès does with rapturous 
delight. Picking up where he left off in 

telling the story of the lascivious Marga-
ret, Duchess of Argyll, in Powder Her 
Face, the composer-librettist team make 
the tale of trapped and terrified people 
both fantastical (it is opera) and utterly, 
terrifyingly real. And what’s more—and 
almost impossible to accomplish in an 
opera—it is often, true to Buñuel, laugh-
out-loud funny. 

The cast—faced with a complicated 
score, a (literally) claustrophobic setup, 
and a long evening—comported them-
selves with the required ferocity, chart-
ing a trajectory of forced dignity to foul-
breathed madness in a truly ensemble 
piece. The party is held in honor of Leti-
cia, a soprano, and the dazzling Audrey 
Luna assays this part, a soprano playing 
(and mocking) a soprano, who speaks—
and cries and wales and laughs—
fluent, constant, annoying soprano,
flouncing her stratospheric range as an 
indicator of grave injustice or, ultimately, 
as a sign of madness. Two couples com-
mand the attention: a doctor (played by 
basso John Tomlinson) and a dying pa-
tient (mezzo-soprano Alice Coote) who 
trucks in the occult, and a liebestod-lite 
sex-suicide of Beatriz and Eduardo (so-

prano Sophie Bevan and 
tenor David Portillo, re-
spectively) whose consum-
mation in a closet—some 
of the composer’s most 
rapturous music—leads to 
their death. 

But it is Adès' night: his 
wizardry with pacing—the 
score careens from driv-
ing to spiky to over-the-top 
zany to rapturous to down-
right terrifying, all capably 
conducted by the com-
poser—and with orches-
tral color is what makes 
The Exterminating Angel 
soar. The piece is full of 
surprises, even shocks, 

T H E  E X T E R M I N AT I N G 
A N G E L 
by Thomas Adès
Metropolitan Opera, November 21, 2017

By Daniel Felsenfeld 

A scene from Act I of Adès' "The Exterminating Angel." Photo: Jonathan Tichler/Metropolitan Opera



6 | NEW MUSIC CONNOISSEUR
LIVE Performances

which over the scope of three hours is 
difficult to manage. But when you think 
the composer has run through the pal-
ette, there is, say, late in the second act, 
a gorgeous moment for solo guitar, a 
sound preserved like the trombones of 
Don Giovanni. 

Earlier I said the Met was the ideal 
spot for this opera, and never was that 
truer than at the end, when a tuxedoes 
and gown-bedecked crowd, having 
witnessed the horrors that people do 
when there is no hope to exit, crushed 
and elbowed their way to the taxi 
stands, mercilessly prioritizing them-
selves after having cut the lines to enter. 
They may have missed the point; they 
may be the point. Their message was 
clear and worth heeding.  

IN HIS FIRST PROGRAM OF 
the new year, the new conductor-des-
ignate of the New York Philharmon-
ic, Jaap van Zweden offered just two 
works without an intermission: Dark 
Waves, by John Luther Adams (b.1953) 
and the popular First Act of the sec-
ond chapter of Richard Wagner’s epic 
Ring Cycle, Die Walküre. On paper it 
looked like an odd match; in fact it was 
a very effective pairing. Mr. van Zwe-
den has been recording the Ring Cycle 
for Naxos (with the Hong Kong Philhar-
monic) so it was a good chance to get 
a sense of his approach to Wagner.

Dark Waves (2006) is the first music 
of John Luther Adams performed by the 
New York Philharmonic, though since 
winning the Pulitzer Prize in 2014 for 
Become Ocean, commissioned by, first 
performed by and recorded by the Se-
attle Symphony under Ludovic Morlot, 
Mr. Adams’ music seems to have been 
turning up fairly often in New York. 
Dark Waves (2006), is more modestly 
scored than the later work, has some of 
the same sound and spirit. To quote the 
composer: “The music should evoke a 
vast, rolling sea of sound. All entrances 
and changes in individual parts occur 
‘beneath the surface of the waves,’ 
with every sound emerging from and 
receding back into the overall texture.” 
Scored for 2 piccolos, 2 oboes, 2 clar-
inets and contrabass clarinet, 2 bas-
soons and contrabassoon; 2/2/3/1 
brass, small percussion section, record-
ed electronic sounds, celesta, piano 

and strings, Dark Waves began with 
a very low pedal point like Das Rhein-
gold (the first of the Ring music dramas), 
thus tying it quite neatly to the following 
work on the program. Like Rheingold, 
a chord is built up note by note, but 
instead of Eb Major we are offered 
something more complex, seeming 
to combine thirds, fourths and major 
seconds. Like Become Ocean, Dark 
Waves does not introduce anything re-
sembling a musical motive or melody: 
it is all about accumulating texture. Like 
a less astringent Ligeti, Adams is most-
ly concerned with sound and texture, 
crescendo and decrescendo. Most of 
the instrumental entrances were on sus-
tained notes, though there were some 
oscillating major and minor second 
figures in the winds, but nothing resem-
bling a traditional theme. The piece 
builds slowly to one large-scale and lu-
minous climax for the whole orchestra, 
which the composer’s program notes 
disclosed was a chord encompassing 
all twelve notes of the chromatic scale, 
but widely spread out over the whole 
range of the orchestra. After that, the 
music subsides gradually and returns to 
the dark pedal point opening. The ef-
fect of the piece is minimalist in a sense, 
but without the rhythmic patterning and 
shifting phrase alignments. The shifting 
colors and textures are the content, and 
in its brief (12 minutes) duration, Dark 
Waves vividly conveyed the turbulence 
of the sea and was beautifully played 
by the orchestra.

A STORMY NIGHT AT THE PHIL
John Luther Adams–Dark Waves, 
Richard Wagner – Die Walküre: Act 1;

Heidi Melton, Simon O’Neill, John Relyea, New York Philharmonic, 
conducted by Jaap van Zweden; David Geffen Hall, February 17, 2018

By Barry O’Neal
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After a warm audience response, 
and a brief pause for more orchestra 
members to get on stage (especially the 
six harpists and extra brass players the 
score calls for), Mr. van Zweden and 
his three soloists, tenor Simon O’Neill 
(Siegmund), soprano Heidi Melton 
(Sieglinde) and bass John Relyea (Hun-
ding) came on stage for Act One of 
Die Walküre. Van Zweden tore into 
the stormy opening with appropriate 
fury, the cellos and basses growling 
their charging scales, the winds and 
brass recalling Donner’s summoning 
and dispersing the clouds in Das Rhein-
gold the timpani providing the thunder 
clap. The storm, as depicted by the 
orchestra, became a potent symbol 
of the emotional torment of both Sieg-
mund and Sieglinde. The initial scene 
between the star-crossed twins, had its 
appropriately tentative moments, but 
Carter Brey’s playing of the cello solo 
when the twins lock eyes was exqui-
site. Hunding’s arrival, with his gruff 
Wagner Tuba motive preceding him 
and the following scene involving all 
three singers, where Siegmund tells 
his tale of woe, was also appropriate-
ly tense. While Simon O’Neill’s voice 
can occasionally seem a bit dry and 
nasal, he rose to the challenge of the 
“Wälse, Wälse” outburst and the lyr-
ical singing of “Winterstürme wichen 
dem Wonnemond.” Likewise Heidi 
Melton was lovely and confidential 
in “Der Männer sippe” and soulful in 
“Du bist der Lenz .” Her singing was 
thrilling on the whole. There is bit of a 
disconnection between the middle and 
lower registers of her voice and high 
notes were often lurched at and a bit 
hit or miss. But for the most part she 
was lovely and every inch the sorrow-
ful, unwilling wife in search of a friend 
and perhaps something more. John Rel-
yea was a stern and effective Hunding. 
Mr. van Zweden built the last third of 

the act carefully, and the climax where 
Siegmund draws his father’s sword 
out of the tree in Hunding’s dwelling 
and greets Sieglinde as “Braut und 
Schwester,” was absolutely thrilling. 
The orchestra and its music director 
designate were sublimely gleaming in 
this celebrated music, and if the solo-
ists did not completely erase memories 
of Vickers, Domingo, Norman and Ry-
sanek et al. in this music, they did their 
parts admirably.

I have had my reservations about 
the selection of van Zweden as the 
successor to Alan Gilbert of the New 
York Philharmonic (a performance of 
the Tchaikovsky 4th Symphony last sea-
son was positively coarse), but he went 
some distance toward persuading me 
of the choice with this very satisfying 
concert.

AARON COPLAND  •  GORDON GETTY 
JAKE HEGGIE 

MICHAEL TILSON THOMAS

Songs on Poems by
Emily Dickinson

LISA DELAN, SOPRANO 

Orchestre Philharmonique de Marseille
Lawrence Foster, Conductor

A certain 
sla� �  light

A certain 
sla� �  light

A certain 
sla� �  light

A certain 
sla� �  light

N E W  F RO M

“ Lisa Delan has established herself 
as a passionate advocate 
of contemporary art song” – Opera News

“ As a song interpreter she may well be unequalled” – Sequenza 21
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TOBIAS PICKER’S HARROWING
opera is named for its tragic central 
character, the pugnacious Dolores Clai-
borne—a salty-mouthed, hard-working 
Maine housekeeper and paid compan-
ion to wealthy Vera Donovan. For Vera, 
Dolores scrubs floors, hangs laundry 
and—-as Vera ages and grows infirm—
pushes her wheelchair and changes her 
bed pan. After work, Dolores returns to 
her broken-down shack of a home to be 
bossed, and often beaten, by her brut-
ish husband Joe St. George.

Dolores (sung by mezzo-soprano Lisa 
Chavez) is not the first wronged woman 
to be at the center of an opera, but she 
is surely one of the starkest, her char-
acter and emotions conveyed to the 
audience without a shred of sentimental-
ity by Picker’s complex, moving score. 
Picker and librettist J. D. McClatchy 
celebrate Dolores not for the standard 
female accomplishment of beauty, but 
for her tough fight to protect herself and 
her daughter from the abuses of her 
hard-drinking husband.

At the opera’s opening, dressed in 
her maid’s apparel, short socks, and 
broken-down oxford shoes, Dolores 
tells her story (“A woman with a child 
and nothing else is the most des-p’rate 
woman in the world”). Hers is a famil-
iar fate in the long history of powerless 
women, but in the taut story that fol-
lows, Dolores, ever defiant, won’t ask 
the audience to pity her. She doesn’t 
have to ask. By the end of this dark, 
wrenching opera, as Dolores sings her 
final mezzo aria, the soaring, moving 
music alone does this heart-breaking 
job.

The opera is based on Stephen King’s 

best-selling novel Dolores Claiborne and 
its equally popular movie adaptation of 
the same name. The melodramatic plot 
that Picker and McClatchy adapted 
from the novel could have been a 
straightjacket rather than an inspiration, 
limiting the two men’s creativity. Instead 
the pair collaborated ingeniously, using 
the story as the foundation on which to 
build an original, piercing musical por-
trait of a tough, defiant heroine. 

The music that brings her plight to life 
celebrates the traditions of opera with 
its lyrical arias, and compelling trios 
and quartets, but then extends them in 
percussive, dissonant directions. Often 
the spiky music becomes most soaring 
and lyrical when on stage, in harsh con-
trast, the most debased actions occur.

The wit and word choice of the 
libretto are among the deep pleasures 
of the show. The language benefits from 
Stephen King’s faultless ear for Maine 
vernacular—the opera is set on Little 

Tall Island, a fictitious chuck of rock off 
the coast of Maine. This vernacular lan-
guage is combined effectively with the 
elegant syntax and precise diction that 
are hallmarks of McClatchy, a distin-
guished poet and literary critic.

The audience at the New York City 
Opera production could relish every 
well-chosen word, for the libretto was 
projected neatly and clearly on a wall 
of the set. Reading these highly legible 
projections, viewers were easily able to 
follow each telling phrase of the libretto 
as they heard the music; they did not 
have to switch their focus constantly, 
as they must, in contrast, at venues like 
the Metropolitan Opera—reading from 
tiny letters rolling past in a minute box, 
removing their eyes from the stage and 
their minds from the music.

This scaled-down version of Dolores 
Claiborne, directed by Michael 
Capasso, is scored for much smaller 
orchestra than the original version that 
premiered at San Francisco Opera in 
2013. 

The audience who filtered into the 
steeply raked seats of one of the small 
59E59 Theaters could hear the orches-
tra warming up, but not see them, for the 
space lacks an orchestra pit. Instead, 
the orchestra performed behind what 
appeared to be a solid wall at the back 
of the set. (The wall was actually made of 

D O L O R E S  C L A I B O R N E . 
World premiere of the chamber adaptation presented 
by New York City Opera. 
Composer: Tobias Picker; Librettist: J. D. McClatchy; Stage Director: 
Michael Capasso; New York City Opera Principal Conductor: 
Pacien Mazzagatti; Performed October 26, 2017 at 59E59 Theaters, New York City. 

By Anne Eisenberg

LIVE Performances

New York City Opera production of "Dolores Claiborne." Photo: Sarah Shatz
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taut fabric.) In the bright acoustic space 
of the small theater, the sound of the 
orchestra did not suffer from this slight 
barrier and the balance between the 
singers and orchestra was maintained 
perfectly throughout the performance. 
(The singers could see and follow New 
York City Opera’s Principal Conductor 
Pacien Mazzagatti by way of a video 
monitor tucked discreetly to the side of 
the stage.)

The opera opens with a jittery, omi-
nous prelude and a dramatic opening 
scene: Dolores rushes down a grand 
staircase to a huddled body on the floor 
who we later learn is her employer, 
Vera Donovan (sung by soprano Jes-
sica Tyler Wright). Dolores grabs an 
ornamental vase, raises it as though to 
strike Vera, and then hesitates.

The scene then shifts to Dolores’s 
interrogation at the local police sta-
tion for the presumed murder of Vera. 
“Name?” the interrogator, detective Thi-
bodeau (tenor Spencer Hamlin), bleats. 
Her testimony is videotaped, and, in an 
effective bit of stagecraft, this enlarged 
video image is projected on a stage 
wall, showing close-ups of her tense 
expression and strong shoulders. She 
confesses to murdering her abusive 
husband, but denies repeatedly that 
she killed Vera. (“Put me on trial. Put 
me in jail. I did not kill that bitch Vera 
Donovan.”) She is defiant and profane: 
(“Missus Kiss my back-cheeks Dono-
van…I hated that woman. Just look at 
what that dirty old bitch has done to 
me.”) 

While she tells the police officer 
the story of her life of domestic servi-
tude, scenes from Dolores’s harsh life 
with Vera are enacted on the stage, 
right beside the raised platform of the 
interrogation room. Dolores recounts 
her endless chores, all of them cruelly 
overseen by Vera. Effective overhead 
projections create the Maine land-
scape, showing laundry billowing on 
Vera’s estate. From a warm indoor 
window, Vera commands Dolores, 
directing her how to hang the sheets 

just so. Never mind her servant’s cold 
hands, exposed to the bitter wind, her 
concern is with her linens—to avoid 
wrinkles, they must be pinned correctly 
to the clothes line that heaves in the 
harsh Atlantic wind. “Six,” the word 
rises as she sings instructions, “pins,” 
the word descends. “Not four.” (“Six 
pins on every last one of those sheets! 
Don’t you try to get away with just four, 
because I’m watching.”)

Dolores worked initially part-time for 
wealthy, demanding Vera; as Vera’s 
health deteriorated, Dolores became 
her full-time employee. (“I fed her pills. 
I wiped her ass. I listened to her weep. 
She didn’t have no-one else.”)

The dramatic enactments of her 
explanations at the police interroga-
tion shift from posh Vera’s home and 
its laundry line to Dolores’s hovel. 
Within it, her drunk, self-pitying hus-
band Joe St. George (sung effectively 
by Thomas Hall, baritone) rages (“ 
This is my world, all of it my world ... 
Nobody tells Joe St. George what to 
do. ”) Hall’s is a booming, menacing 
performance, convincing in its alter-
nating, booze-fired moods of soupy 
self-pity and extreme violence. He blus-
ters in a lively, commanding recitative. 
When his vulnerable young daughter, 
Selena enters, a dark, new part of Joe’s 
villainy becomes clear. “You know how 
much your daddy loves you,” he croons 
sweetly and obscenely to the terrified 
girl. “All by hisself, all alone… With a 
gross, unmistakable action, he lifts the 
young girl onto the table, so that her 
groin is level with his.

Joe coaxes a rigid Selena. “Let’s sing 
our little song,” he suggests. This maca-
bre song, one of Picker and McClatchy’s 
most telling touches, is a gruesome, las-
civious nursery rhyme reminiscent of 
“Ding Dong Bell, pussy’s in the well.” 
Instead, the song has the ghastly, sexu-
ally ambiguous words “Daddy’s in the 
well,” sung as the father hoists his daugh-
ter onto the table.(“Tell your Daddy how 
much you love him”) The audience will 
hear snatches of this debased nursery 

rhyme later in the opera. The ambig-
uous words foreshadow Joe’s murder, 
when Dolores, enraged that he has 
stolen her hard-earned wages saved 
to send Selena to college, pushes him 
down into an actual well in their back-
yard. (“Daddy go into the well…Daddy 
go into the well… Down and down,” 
the ditty goes, “and never tell.”)

The opera hurtles to its grim con-
clusion: Joe, murdered; Vera, dead. 
Selena, now an adult and an attorney 
practicing in Boston, finally understands 
that her father did not die a natural 
death: Dolores, she realizes, murdered 
him. This unforgivable knowledge 
estranges her completely from Dolores. 
(“I never asked you to kill Daddy,” she 
tells her mother,)

At the end of the opera, Dolores is 
left alone on the stage, rejected and 
abandoned by the daughter whom she 
adored and protected. 

“All I ever did, I did for love,” Dolores 
sings. “How I tried, God knows I tried…
I’ve lived my life as best I could.”

Audiences haunted by the arias may 
find some of them in Mr. Picker’s Arias 
for Mezzo-Soprano and Piano. It will 
delight those who want to refresh and 
preserve their memories of this power-
ful opera and its complex, ravishingly 
beautiful music.
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Cold Blue music

www.coldbluemusic.com

Stephen Whittington
Windmill

“If Australia has produced a classic piece
of musical minimalism, [Windmill] is it.”

—The Australian

“Stephen combines a certain Brit-Aussie
whimsy. . .with a sharp critical mind .”

—Peter Garland 

Larry Polansky
freeHorn

“The music of . . .Polansky is a marvelous
combination of the mathematical and

the expressive . . . . It serves to point out
the absurdity of regarding those two
strains as opposite or even especially
different.”—Joshua Kosman, SFGate

Daniel Lentz
River of 1,000 Streams

“When it comes to attempts at
musical seduction, Daniel Lentz’s

music is way out in front.”
—Kyle Gann, Village Voice
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IN TWO CONCERTS ON OCTOBER 
21, 2017 at New York City’s acous-
tically welcoming Scorca Hall at the 
National Opera Center, the works of 
thirteen composers, all members of the 
American Composers Alliance, were 
presented by more than fifteen accom-
plished and gifted singers and instru-
mentalists; the two concerts featured 
four world premieres and five New 
York premieres. The works varied con-
siderably in theme and style–and were 
carefully described in superbly detailed 
and informative program notes 

In the afternoon concert there were 
six short pieces, varying in length from 
five to ten minutes. Inevitably, the con-
cert had a somewhat scattered feel to 
it. Each piece was performed by differ-
ent singers and instrumentalists. Each 
was written by a different composer, 
exploring radically different texts and 
stories. The difficult result was that each 
work could only be an introduction – a 
sample, a taste or, at best, an affirma-
tion – of the overall work of each com-
poser; furthermore, unless a listener 
was familiar with any given compos-
er’s oeuvre to date, there was no way 
to know whether a new work was a 
departure from past patterns, a devel-
opment of them, or something entirely 
new. In spite of these drawbacks, the 
afternoon was a happy one: the mu-
sic was, by turns, interesting, exciting, 
witty, and majestic, and the audience – 
consisting largely of fellow musicians, 
composers and enthusiastic friends of 
friends – responded positively.

The evening concert had greater co-
herence: it was a recital of seven works 

by a single pair of performers, baritone 
Jeremy Huw Williams and pianist Pau-
la Fan, both secure, accomplished and 
gifted artists. Although Williams and 
Fan presented works by seven different 
composers, the coherence of Williams’ 
and Fan’s partnership gave this concert 
a self-contained shape and sensibility. 

In spite of the differences between 
the two concerts, however, the goal of 
the performances – to reveal unifying 
artistic characteristics among compos-
ers even within their great variety – 
was effectively realized. 

The world premieres were strong. 
Jody Rochmaker’s Flutesongs, pre-

sented by Jacqueline Horner-Kwiatek 
(soprano) and Laura Falzon (flute), 
based on texts by Amy Lowell and 
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, was an 
elegant work: poetic themes of imag-
ination and dreaming were developed 
into musical examinations of transfor-
mation. Rochmaker’s writing is both 
traditionally disciplined and unexpect-
edly inventive; lyricism and breathy 
explosions alternate as voice and flute 
imitate each other. Rockmaker lets mu-
sic emerge from the texts, “blurring to 
unexpected chords” (Lowell) and the 
singer’s and flutist’s seemingly effort-
lessly produced trills and loops reflect 
divine dreaminess. 

A particularly substantive work, Eliz-
abeth R. Austin’s A Woman’s Love and 
Life, was fascinating as both an exam-
ination of an inherited nineteenth cen-
tury literary tradition and a thoroughly 
contemporary reflection on women’s 
life passages. Offering her own transla-
tion of texts by Adalbert von Chamisso 

CELEBRATING COMPOSITIONS 
FOR VOICE 
October 21, 2017: American Composers Alliance

by Jean Ballard Terepka

LIVE Performances
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(1781-1838), Austin expands on musi-
cal insights of Robert Schumann, who 
set the same poems to music, and adds 
additional darker, more radical–and 
arguably more feminist – presentations 
of women’s responses to questions of 
agency and inevitability in their own 
lives. Austin herself played the piano 
in this performance; Lydia McClain, 
whose full and flexible soprano voice 
proved a particularly good match for 
the material, sang. Though created as 
a mini song cycle that descended quite 
naturally from the nineteenth century 
lieder tradition, Austin’s writing has a 
distinctively cinematic style, a combi-
nation of accessibility and swift move-
ment from one mood to another, that 
makes her music distinctly and recog-
nizably her own. The last ‘song’ of the 
piece, “Dream of days gone by,” was 
especially marvelous, making expan-
siveness and poignancy close compan-
ions.

The final world premiere of the after-
noon concert was Karl Kroeger’s King 
David’s Prayer. Based on the sweep 
of full human experience contained in 
the Old Testament Psalms 55, 121 and 
100, this celebratory work is scored for 

soprano, horn and piano; the unusual 
trio permits both echoes of traditional 
sacred music in the Judaeo-Christian 
tradition and experiments with new 
sounds. Gina Cuffari, soprano, Karl 
Kramer-Johansen, horn, and Tom Cuf-
fari, piano, performing together as a 
fluidly organic and seamlessly unified 
chamber group, offered the progress in 
this piece from emotional expressivity 
to gorgeously expansive joy, with el-
egant passion. The immediate Bravos 
from the audience were themselves a 
musical completion of the work’s pur-
pose and achievement. 

In the Williams-Fan evening concert, 
there was only one world premiere, 
a short work by Romanian composer 
Gheorghe Costinescu. Though orig-
inally conceived in 1960, Wander-
ers Nachtlied II, based on the text of 
a Goethe poem, wasn’t finished until 
2016. The composer directed that the 
singer read Longfellow’s translation 
of the German text before performing 
the piece; Williams proved as skilled 
a reader as singer. During the actual 
song, Fan stood to play and strum the 
strings of the piano. The three-minute 
work, a hybrid of art-song self-contain-

ment and spectral ephemerality, was 
an invitation to hear more of Costines-
cu’s music. 

Over the course of the evening, 
several works presented by Williams 
and Fan proved especially successful. 
In Brian Schober’s 1991 The Wind is 
Fair, the first piece on the program, 
Williams’ ability to stretch his operatic 
baritone voice from a very large sound 
to completely sweet gentleness set the 
tone for the evening’s examination of 
a wide variety of human emotions and 
experiences. 

In both Barbara Jazwinski’s The Girl 
by the Ocean (2015) and Roger C. Vo-
gel’s It is Best Not to be Born (1976), 
Williams’ depth and breadth of drama 
was on full display: as a singer, Wil-
liams integrates the skills of an actor 
into his musical presentations. 

The last work of the evening – and 
therefore of the two-concert celebration 
of ACA composers’ works for voice – 
was Michael Dellaira’s 2002 Colored 
Stones. This ten ‘movement’ work is set 
to poems from American poet Richard 
Howard’s 1989 collection, No Travel-
ler, each movement presenting one of 
ten individual visions – of place, of sen-

King David's Prayer (2006) Karl Kroeger; Gina Cuffari, soprano; Karl Kramer-Johansen, horn; Tom Cuffari, piano. Photo: Gina Genova
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sation, of moment – that are character-
ized by such accuracy and density that 
each feels, in spite of its brevity, like a 
complete and comprehensive account 
of its subject. Dellaira’s musical writing 
both depends on and emulates How-
ard’s richly allusive poetry; in Colored 
Stones, sounds – poetic text and musi-
cal notes – evoke whole worlds. 

One important theme emerged from 
the wide variety of compositions pre-
sented over the course of the afternoon 
and evening.

Among contemporary composers, 
music for voice is thriving as a genre.

But it is a difficult genre. Texts and 
language exact complex demands: 
meaning is conveyed in many ways, 
each of which has its own consequenc-
es and implications. Writing music that 
illuminates, explores, accompanies 
and amplifies all the meanings, impli-
cations and possibilities of language 
requires discipline and skill. Older 
texts – such as Biblical psalms or par-
ticularly famous poetry – have often 
already inspired musical compositions, 
and contemporary composers who 
take up these particular texts find them-
selves taking up their musical legacies 
as well; conservatism and formality, 
as a result, retain a powerful pull in 
vocal composition. But, as the works 
of this American Composers Alliance 
October celebration reveal, the best of 
contemporary musical writing for voice 
affirms contemporary music’s lively di-
versity and urgent energy. 

THE COSMOS HAS BEEN VERY 
much on our minds of late. More and 
more people, in these  parlous times 
have turned to speculation about the 
future and origin of the human race 
and how our solar system came into be-
ing. A raft of books by Brian Greene, 
Stephen Hawking, Neil deGrasse Tyson 
and Jim Holt among others have wres-
tled with the idea of cosmic origins, and 
several television shows and movies 
have tried to come to grips with the sub-
ject. It was therefore a great moment to 
salute the 40th anniversary of the launch 
of the two Voyager spacecrafts on their 
long journey to the outer reaches of our 
solar system and beyond in August and 
September of 1977 with a program at 
the Hayden Planetarium Space Theater 
of the American Museum of Natural 
History. The program introduced a new 
piece, Voyagers, written for the occasion 

by Gerald Cohen. Designed to depict or 
at least suggest the long, ongoing voyag-
es of the two spacecrafts, the new work 
for clarinet and string quartet also refer-
ences some of the music included on the 
large, so-called Golden Record that was 
included in the body of each ship. The 
contents of the Golden Record, a very 
large audio disc designed to withstand 
the rigors of an endless trip, included 
sounds characteristic of earth, and music 
of many cultures and genres (from Bach 
and Beethoven to folk music of many 
kinds and popular music by Chuck Berry 
and Jazz by Louis Armstrong). Curious-
ly the only 20th Century Classical Music 
included was an excerpt from Igor Stra-
vinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps. The first 
performance of Mr. Cohen’s work was in 
the able hands of Vasko Dukovski, clar-
inet and the members of the splendid 
Cassatt String Quartet (Muneko Otani 

V O YA G I N G  W I T H 
T H E  P L A N E T S
Gerald Cohen, Voyagers, for clarinet and string quartet (World Premiere); The Cassatt 
Quartet with Vasko Dukovski, clarinet; The Hayden Planetarium, November 28, 2017

By Barry O’Neal

Photo: Anna Ablogina
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and Jennifer Leshnower, violins, Ah Ling 
Neu, viola, and Elizabeth Anderson, 
cello). 

Voyagers is in four continuous sec-
tions, and draws on three selections 
from the Golden Record. The first sec-
tion, “Cavatina,” uses elements of the 
slow movement of the Beethoven String 
Quartet No. 13 in Bb to create a gen-
tle, contrapuntal string texture with which 
to explore the harmonic implication of 
the original, but also uses a bit of the 
Indian Raga (Bhairavi), which comes 
to dominate the second livelier section, 
“Bhairavi” in which the clarinet has a 
larger role adding nicely virtuosic riffs to 
the dancing string playing. The third part 
of Voyagers, “Galliard” is based on a 
Renaissance dance tune by 16th century 
English composer, Anthony Holborne, 
which Mr. Cohen treats to a charming 
clarinet and pizzicato string variation. 
The final section, which coincided with 
the imagery of one of the spacecraft 
passing Uranus and Neptune, was par-
tially a recapitulation of elements of the 
preceding movements, fades out to the 
sound of the strings in high registers as 
the clarinet repeats a mid-range note like 
a signal home from the depth of space. 
This ending was reminiscent of the end 
of Swedish composer Karl Birger Blom-
dahl’s epic opera of space flight, Ania-
ra, where a lone violin continues to play 
the rhythm of an SOS as the doomed 
ship sails into the infinitude of space. 
Whether or not Cohen knows this work, 
never performed in the US, but familiar 
from recordings, the effect remains a po-
tent symbol of the vastness of the cosmos 
into which the Voyagers have gone. The 
musicians played beautifully and made 
the mysterious ending quite gripping.

The journey of the Voyagers was visu-
ally depicted, on the great dome of the 
Planetarium Space Theater, in imagery 
by Carter Emmart, Astrovisualization 
Director. The images seemed rather con-
ventional, but spectacular nonetheless, 

as we were shown four planets and their 
many moons that the Voyagers flew by: 
Jupiter, Saturn, Uranus and Neptune 
(poor Pluto, now no longer regarded as 
a planet, was omitted, as was Mars). 
Of greatest interest were the shots of the 
spacecraft themselves, with their simple, 
elegant shapes and arrays of antennae, 
as they flew by turning and spinning in 
space. 

On the whole, the music, though very 
professionally composed, did not seem 
distinctive enough to stand on its own. 
Mr. Cohen has impressive credentials 
(he studied with Jack Beeson and Ma-
rio Davidovsky, among others) and has 
had a career as a distinguished cantor 
as well as a composer in most genres of 
music including string quartet and opera. 
Though the writing for the instruments 
was expert, there was nothing in the mu-
sic of Voyagers marked by a distinctive 
personal voice. Furthermore, the eve-

ning itself was padded out by too much 
talking by a procession of speakers, 
including Carter Emmart, Timothy Ferris, 
producer of The Golden Record, and the 
composer himself. Thus the main event, 
the premiere of Voyagers with its visual-
izations, at a mere 25 minutes, was pad-
ded out to well over an hour, much of it 
devoted to a worthy, though repetitive, 
commercial for the space program and 
the Hayden Planetarium. I did not stay 
for the question period after the perfor-
mance. 

Produce the music of your imagination, without compromise. 

No other music notation software offers Finale’s level of 

control, letting you decide both what and how you create. 

Try Finale free for 30 days.
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IN AN ARTICLE ABOUT COMPOSER
-writer Anthony Burgess in these pages 
a few years ago, I remarked about the 
“obscurity created by the wrong kind 
of fame,” as Richard Franko Goldman 
once put it. If a single work can be an 
exemplar of this dictum, it seems to 
me that Leonard Bernstein’s late-in-life 
opera A Quiet Place fits the bill. Even 
for the rest of his oeuvre, Bernstein’s 
place as a composer has suffered a 
double standard in opinion for many 
years. Either his music is regarded as 
unconsciously klepto-eclectic and thus 
not sufficiently authentic for a com-
poser of his reputation; or, whenever 

it lacks the characteristic Broadway 
melodic zest of middle period Bern-
stein, it is dismissed as not authentic 
signature Bernstein. He can’t win. But 

isn’t that like saying Stravinsky’s Agon 
and Copland’s Inscape are not authen-
tic Stravinsky or Copland? Or that Lady 
in the Dark is not authentic Kurt Weill, 
or even that Falstaff is not authentic 
Verdi?

Truly, many composers post-1900, 
like many painters, have stylistically 
boomeranged from representational 
to abstract (and sometimes back); 
think Schoenberg and even Webern 
(Im Sommerwind). But it is a total mis-
conception that Bernstein’s score for 
A Quiet Place is abstract– except for 
those who think that any score less 
immediately tuneful and stanzaic than 

Wonderful Town is abstract. I did not 
see the New York City Opera produc-
tion of 2010, but judging from the 
newest revised version of the opera, 

premiered in Berlin in 2013 and pre-
sented by the Curtis Opera Theatre on 
March 13, 2018 at New York’s Kaye 
Playhouse, I find the music from start to 
finish thoroughly affecting and directly 
communicative, always enhancing the 
complicated dialogue of the libretto 
without standing in its way, never pur-
suing musical design for the sake of 
design. And the courageous decision, 
finally, after many revisions since the 
1983 premiere, not to include Trouble 
in Tahiti in part or in its entirety as an 
embedded flashback (except for a very 
brief background quotation), feels so 
right that it is a wonder Bernstein ever 
considered incorporating it. Perhaps 
Bernstein himself believed his critics; 
one story sworn to by a leading New 
York Times critic who claims to have 
been a witness has it that Bernstein 
told John Mauceri and others at the 
time that he regarded Trouble in Tahiti 
as stronger music. The 45-minute Trou-

ble in Tahiti (1951), thought by 
some trivial originally (I never felt 
that way), has appeared larger 
in artistic stature with the pass-
ing years, and its “Island Magic” 
aria has become almost as much 
an audition number as “Glitter 
And Be Gay” from Candide. 
Still, its Broadway-ish idiom 
could only dilute an audience’s 
reception of the deep Strindber-
gian emotions plumbed by the 
shattering retrospects of the char-
acters in A Quiet Place. 

The 2013 adaptor and 
reorchestrator, Garth Edwin Sun-
derland, not only cut out Trouble 
in Tahiti but restored some music 
Bernstein previously had excised 
from A Quiet Place. (According 

to John Mauceri’s Maestros and Their 
Music, A Quiet Place contains some 
music that Bernstein secretly recycled 
from earlier works or sketches, and 

L E O N A R D  B E R N S T E I N ’ S 
A  Q U I E T  P L A C E 
Curtis Opera Theater, Kaye Playhouse, March 13, 2018

by Mark N. Grant

LIVE Performances

The Curtis Opera Theatre performance of A Quiet Place at the Kaye Playhouse at Hunter College. Center: Siena Licht Miller (Dinah) Photo credit: Steven Pisano
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Irwin Kostal orchestrated “much of 
it.” ) The original orchestration was 
hefty: winds in threes, full brass, harp, 
strings, a huge complement of percus-
sion requiring at least four players, 
plus synthesizer and electric bass. An 
extracted 25-minute orchestral suite 
adds a saxophone and requires even 
more percussion players. Sunder-
land has condensed the music down 
to mostly single players doubling; the 
March 13 program listed 16 play-
ers but there were 20 or so onstage. 
Yet never did I feel any sense that the 
emotional dimensions of the music 
had been reduced. The only musical 
moment I found untelling was the resto-
ration of a snippet from Mendelssohn’s 
Violin Concerto, intended as a Prous-
tian recollection of Dede and Junior’s 
childhood; it seemed shoehorned.

Stage director Daniel Fish chose a 
minimalist concert reading with the 
costumed players mostly seated on 
chairs facing the audience, minimally 
blocked, the orchestra and a black 
background upstage (the Philadel-
phia production a week earlier used 
rear projections). The supertitles were 
essential for the naturalistic conversa-
tion of Stephen Wadsworth’s libretto, 
though the F-bombs and other profan-
ity came through unassisted. A Quiet 
Place picks up the lives of Trouble in 
Tahiti’s married couple Sam and Dinah 
30 years later, opening with the family 
attending the funeral of Dinah after her 
accidentally-on-purpose car accident 
(Dinah is a mute character on stage, 
well enacted by singer Siena Licht 
Miller). From there the libretto recounts 
the collective dysfunction and inter-
locking recriminations of father Sam, 
daughter Dede, adopted son Junior, 
and Dede’s husband/Junior’s ex-lover 
François. Junior, a cross-dressing, men-
tally disturbed gay man, dodged the 
Vietnam War draft and disappointed 

his father (in one scene he taunts his 
father with a veritable trans striptease); 
he speaks (sings) in a peculiar word 
salad, but the nature of his speech dis-
order is never made clear. Nor is it 
clear whether Junior engaged in or only 
imagined his incest with Dede when 
they were children (and his father Sam 
walking in on it), though it appears (?) 
Junior, François, and Dede have had 
a ménage-à-trois at some point. All in 
all, we have a modern Oresteian (or 
if not Aeschylean, Sophoclean) family, 
though no murders. Still, a fractured 
but hopeful father-son-daughter recon-
ciliation concludes the opera (which is 
performed without intermission in 100 
minutes of successfully sustained dra-
matic tension). 

While the family dynamic portrayed 
may seem too closely personal and 
exotic for universality for the broader 
opera house audience, Bernstein’s 
polymorphous score creates great sym-
pathy for the characters (the minimalist 
production design and libretto revi-
sions also help achieve this emotional 
intimacy) . Subtly lyrical, enhanced by 
pointillistic percussion and wind/string 
punctuation that reflects the moment-to-
moment oscillations of intimate human 
conversation, the music also some-
how manages to sustain a long line of 
expressivity that suggests that there is 
an undergirding love even in the most 
damaged relationships, yet without 
ever getting falsely sentimental about 
this. Setting naturalistic conversation in 
the expansive mode of opera is tricky 
and hard to do musically; it seems to 
me that Bernstein has here succeeded 
where many other composers have not.

Conductor Corrado Rovaris and the 
Curtis Orchestra did a superb job. Par-
ticularly outstanding among the youthful 
cast was soprano Ashley Milanese as 
Dede, whose vocal beauty, clarity of 
diction, and dramatic projection were 

consistent no matter where the text and 
musical line went. Tyler Zimmerman 
perhaps lacked the necessary paternal 
heft of an older man as Sam but his 
singing was quite fine. Dennis Chme-
lensky as Junior sometimes sounded 
as though he was singing into his own 
body’s cavity rather than out to the 
house, but nevertheless was effective in 
a very difficult role. Jean-Michel Richer 
was sympathetic and convincing as 
François. The rest of the cast did well.

It is high time to stop regarding this 
work as some kind of feckless outlier 
in the Bernstein canon. It is a deeply 
felt and achieved piece. Truly, A Quiet 
Place is LB’s Long Day’s Journey into 
Night. And this small-orchestra version 
richly deserves further performances. 
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David Krakauer, clarinet, and the Ori-
on String Quartet perform Magyar 
Madness on eOne. It was recorded 
in three days at the Performing Arts 
Center at Purchase, NY. Michel Lethi-
ec, clarinet, and the Fine Arts Quartet 
perform the same piece on the Naxos 
label. It’s a live performance, 8/3/13, 
at Prades, France. There were some re-
dos of the Lethiec version in the same 
space, the Abbaye Saint Michel de 
Cuxa. The Naxos sound is more res-
onant. It’s a live performance in a big 
church after all, but still very clear and 
warm: good equalization. The eOne is 
more closely miked, mixed, re-verbed 
and equalized also for a warm sound. 
Krakauer and Orion gave the world 
premiere in Iowa City, IA 10/9/07. 
The version by Lethiec is described as 
a world premiere recording. In reality, 
both CDs came out at almost the same 
time. 

David Del Tredici’s clarinet quintet 
Magyar Madness (2006) is in three 
movements. 

Mvt 1 “Passionate Knights” (ca 11’ 
on eOne, 12’10” on NAXOS) opens 
with a clarinet cadenza, then a dou-
ble exposition, no development, but a 
long coda ending in a second clarinet 

cadenza.Through-
out the movement 
Del Tredici borrows 
a key phrase from 
Wagner’s Sieg-
fried’s Idyl : a long 
held G followed 
by F, E, D. Wag-
ner scores this for 
clarinet and other 
woodwinds. 

Mvt 2 “Contentment (Interlude)” (ca 
6’ on eOne, 6’23” on NAXOS) for 
muted strings. It’s a transcription of a 
song for baritone and piano (1998, 
text: Edward Field: “Sweet Instructions 
at the Crotch”). The composer de-
scribes this section as “sweetly ardent, 
lyrical and contented.” An interesting 
note: the descending fourths of the pre-
vious movement predominate also in 
this movement. Oestreich, writing for 
the New York Times 10/19/09, notes 
this as well. 

Mvt 3 “Magyar Madness or A 
Grand Rondo a la Hongroise ” (ca 23’ 
on eOne, 25’19” on NAXOS) —is lon-
ger than the two previous movements 
combined. 

Del Tredici says that the idea of a 
huge finale was inspired by a perfor-
mance of the Juilliard String Quartet 
playing Beethoven’s Op. 130 with the 
original Grosse Fuge Op 133 ending. 
“The enormous finale changed every-
thing”, writes the composer. “Earlier 
movements that had seemed substan-
tial were now dwarfed. All the weight 
of the piece had shifted to the end.” 

Once again the movement opens 
with an extended clarinet cadenza. 
This leads into “a Hungarian ron-
do-theme of even quarter-notes over an 
oscillating accompaniment,” to quote 
Del Tredici. 

According to Frank DeWald’s notes 
for Naxos, the ‘theme is rendered in 

progressively shorter note values. Be-
tween Rondos 1 and 2 there is Episode 
1, a ‘boisterous and energetic’ section 
capped by another cadenza; between 
Rondos 2 and 3 there are 2 Episodes, 
both based on the principal theme. A 
section of the first is meant to sound 
‘from afar’—the strings are instructed 
to play with practice mutes and the 
clarinetist to play offstage (but return 
for still another cadenza). Del Tredici 
describes Episode 3 as ‘wild and dra-
matic’ (like dashes of paprika?). The 
piece ends with a minor reappearing 
as major recap ending with ‘a proper 
Hungarian frenzy,’ again according to 
the composer. 

Oddly, the clarinet figurations are, 
to these ears, more Mozart Clarinet 
Concerto than the melismatic Schubert 
Op 54 Divertissement a la Hongroise, 
though Del Tredici cites that piece as 
inspiration. Of the Schubert Del Tredici 
says, “Each repetition of the theme is 
increasingly accelerating—a wonder-
ful way to enliven what is, after all, 
mere repetition.” 

Let’s compare the eOne and the 
Naxos recordings by listening closely 
to the first few minutes of the last move-
ment. Both performances are technical-
ly excellent. 

Lethiec (to 56”) twice opens with 
a smooth accelerating ascent and 
a clean third ascent which ends in a 
juicy downward gliss. Krakauer’s as-
cents (53”) are smoother though more 
strident. Krakauer (to 1’21’) slides 
grace note phrases for a dirty, glis-
sando-y klezmer effect. Lethiec(1’25”) 
plays each grace note phrase classi-
cally and ends with a beautiful cha-
lumeau cresc/dim. Krakauer generally 
bends the phrases. Lethiec plays all the 
notes. The former is more dramatic. In 
the latter the relationships between the 
individual notes come to the fore. The 

RECORDINGSRECORDINGS

V I O L E T T E  /  C D  S N A P S H O T S

DAVID DEL TREDICI: 
Magyar Madness & A Field 
Manual [eOne 7786 and 
NAXOS 8559796]
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first violinist and Lethiec (1’43”-4’11’) 
shape their phrases with a warm molto 
vibrato. They accentuate each appog-
giatura. There’s lots of color changes 
in both clarinet and the strings. On 
the other hand, the Orion first violinist 
(1’38”-3’59’) plays with a straighter, 
more modern tone. Krakauer adds a 
few fleeting pp sotto voce phrases not 
found in the Lethiec. (It’s a splashy im-
prov, with the blessing of the composer, 
to create a more klezmer-y effect.) This 
section gives way to one of insistent 
descending phrases, marcato but can-
tabile in Krakauer’s version (to 5’14”) 
or flexible/relaxed molto cantabile in 
Lethiec’s version (to 6’05”). 

Krakauer and the Orion SQ sound 
more like jazz: Gershwin meets Steve 
Reich. The string sound is more neutral, 
not as vibrato, than the Fine Arts—but 
still beautiful and right-on accurate. 
Lethiec and the Fine Arts SQ have a 
more classical approach. Their tempi 
are more wide-ranging. They elongate 
the cadences. The Orion/Krakauer 
pay greater attention to accentuating 
the juicy dissonance. The eOne is defi-
nitely Klezmer Madness, exciting, vir-
tuosic, outgoing, modern. The Naxos 
is classical, almost understated, poetic, 
ravishingly gorgeous. 

Del Tredici (b.1937) calls himself the 
Father of the Neo-Romantic movement 
in music. I would give that title to Virgil 
Thompson who described his work as a 
melodic working out of an eclectic per-
sonal expression. Douglas Moore and 
Samuel Barber followed Thompson in 
this. One could almost include George 
Rochberg except he used tonality/
melody ironically set within an atonal 
framework that, to these ears, never 
coalesced. Today I would put Ellen Ta-
afe Zwilich, Richard Danielpour and, 
perhaps, John Adams under the neo-ro-
mantic flag. One thing Del Tredici did 

do is popularize the movement. He 
personalized it to fit his work: unique-
ly accessible but technically complex. 
He’s like the Italian courtier who, with 
an enticing bella figura, masks the 
hard work. “The curious thing with 
DelTredici’s style,” writes Nick Barnard 
for Music Web International, “is that 
he delights in merging big dissonant 
gestures with phrases that could have 
sprung from Brahms.” 

(By the way, it was Wagner who 
first used the term neo-romantic, in his 
1851 Opera and Drama though not in 
any positive way. Wagner thought Ber-
lioz’s “neo-romanticism” was nothing 
but a degenerate romanticism, unwor-
thy of the times.) 

The Fine Arts Quartet was founded 
in 1947. Ralph Evans, first violin, and 
Efim Boico, second violin, have been 
playing together for over 30 years. 
Juan-Miguel Hernandez plays viola 
and Robert Cohen the cello. They’ve re-
corded the standard repertoire but also 
such notable rarities as Fritz Kreisler’s 
and Eugene Ysaje’s string quartets. 
They’ve also done Antheil, Glass and 
Efrem Zimbalist. 

The Orion String Quartet was found-
ed in 1987 and has recorded the com-
plete string quartets of Leon Kirchner 
(Albany, 2008) and Peter Lieberson’s 
Piano Quintet w/Peter Serkin (Bridge 
9317) and Marc Neikrug’s Sixth Piano 
Quintet with the composer at the pia-
no (Koch) as well as Chick Corea and 
John Harbison on the same CD. Daniel 
Phillips and Todd Phillips are the vio-
linists (brothers who trade off first and 
second violins). Steven Tenebom and 
Timothy Eddy are the violist and cellist 
respectively. 

Michel Lethiec premiered 3 Pen-
derecki Clarinet Concert i; a Porgy 
and Bess Suite for clarinet and orches-
tra, transcribed by Frank Villard; and 

the rare Bloch’s Les reves et les prieres 
d’Isaac; as well as the music of Corigli-
ano, Denisov and Landowski. 

With the Kronos Krakauer premiered 
Golijov’s The Dreams and Prayers of 
Isaac the Blind (Nonesuch, 1997), 
Bubbemeises’s Lies My Gramma Told 
Me w/Klezmer Madness (Label Bleu, 
2005), Klezmer Concertos and En-
cores (Milken Archive of Jewish Music, 
2003). He premiered Ofer Ben-Amots’s 
Klezmer Concerto , 

The eOne CD also features Del 
Tredici’s A Field Manual (2008, text: 
Edward Field) with Courtenay Budd, 
soprano; Michael Kelly, baritone; Fire-
works Ensemble; Steven Mercurio, con-
ductor. The text is sexual. Neither sing-
er is particularly shy. Fireworks is well 
rehearsed and rather jolly throughout. 
Somehow Del Tredici manages to pack 
into the cycle the “Skater’s Waltz”, 
“The Star Spangled Banner”, lesbian 
s/m, the Dresden Amen and the “Am-
fortas’ wound” from Parsifal. I’ve told 
Del Tredici that I don’t understand a 
word the soprano sings. He doesn’t 
care. He likes the sound. The baritone 
sings a song about his junk. 

Bernard Herrmann’s (1911-1975) 
Souvenirs de voyage (1967) rounds 
out the Naxos CD. 

RECORDINGS
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Everything you need to know about Kyle 
Gann (b.1955) is on his web site kyle-
gann.com. It’s got PDFs of all his scores, 
mp3s of all his recordings, his bio, his 
many books and articles. His erudition 
is immense and extensive. 

The composer writes, “Hyperchromat-
ica is a work in 17 movements, lasting 2 
hours and 35 minutes, for 3 microtonal-
ly tuned Disklaviers...the tuning employs 
33 harmonics of Eb.” [that’s 33 pitches/
octave=1 piano with 243 keys]. Gann 
describes the style as hyperchromatic, 
for “there is a pleasure,” according to 
the composer, “taken in tiny intervals 
of 25 to 50 cents. He wants to take 
functional harmony and make it sound 
“otherworldly by restoring miniscule dis-
crepancies that equal temperament had 
swept under the carpet.” He wants to 
bring microtonality into the mainstream. 
His goal is “no less than to reinvent to-
nality.” 

Let’s purvey just a few of the move-
ments: 

“Orbital Resonance”: 11’30” in 6 
sections: Development of articulations 
of pitches less than a quarter tone apart 
with harmonizations. What I hear: Ring-
ing changes with delicate filigree rem-
iniscent of the opening of the last act 

of Puccini’s Tosca. This gradually gives 
way to a rising (later, descending) chro-
matic motif which resembles the Krell 
Music from Forbidden Planet. It’s per-
haps a little too mathematically literal, 
nevertheless evocative. 

“Futility Row”: 8’53” is “the first piece 
written in the key of E-13-flat minor [ie. 
the 65th harmonic or 27 cents sharper 
than the tonic]. What I hear: A jazzy 
ostinato over a complex jazz line. I’d 
like a little more differentiation of attack. 
The score would have looked dynami-
cally less neat but the sound would have 
been richer. I have the same problem 
with Muhly’s mechanical ostinati. 

“Pavane for a Dead Planet”: 9’07” 
Gann creates an eight-step Phrygian 
mode with interesting voice leadings. 
What I hear: Once again Gann should 
have written into the score greater dy-
namic fluctuation because the melody 
sounds a little flat. Great pianists shape 
and taper the phrase. I hear none of 
that and it bothers me because this is 
a simple melody plus accompaniment. 
Perhaps this is a natural inadequacy 
of Disklavier music. Even the octaves 
sound disturbingly mechanical. They’re 
not interesting because of the lack of 
differentiation of touch. A good melody 
here is marred by insufficiently subtle 
execution. 

“The Lessing Is Miracle”: 9’38” Os-
tensibly an homage to Julius Eastman 
(1940-1990) (Gann wrote his first obit-
uary months after he died) but it’s East-
man without the edge. It sounds a lot to 
me like the music box music of Aaron 
Siegel which, by the way, is lovely. 

“Pulsars”: 10’24” Gann writes that 
“the music is not in the notes; it happens 
unpredictably in the air and in the listen-
er’s ear.” The timbral paucity of the re-
cording really shows here. What should 
be an unfolding of deep bells (Morton 
Feldman was Gann’s teacher) begs for, 

but does not obtain, the sound of a grand 
piano. 

“Neptune Night”: 14’11”  consists of 
simultaneous tempi within a theme and 
variations. What I hear: Gann’s take on 
a Chopin Nocturne. Once more ring-
ing changes with little chromatic streaks 
and an underlying subtle microtonal har-
mony. Around the middle of the piece 
there’s a quote from Cold Porter’s “Night 
and Day”, just so you know that Gann 
doesn’t take himself too seriously. Later, 
a chorale (the melody’s in mid register) is 
gilded with medium-high ethereal chords. 

“Liquid Mechanisms”: 13’20” Every-
thing goes in different tempi in and out 
of phase. Take a look at the score: most 
nested polyrhythms I’ve ever seen, and 
that includes Michael Finnissy and Brian 
Ferneyhough. What I hear: A microtonal 
prog rock improv. 

The other shorter movements are “An-
dromeda Memories” (jazz with a great 
hook), “Star Dance” (microtonal twin-
kling), “Ride the Cosmos” (fluid tempi in 
ABCDEDCBA form), “Dark Forces Signi-
fy” (a lovely chorale), “Busted Grooves” 
(rare 49/40 and 60/49 intervals never 
used before in any piece interspersed 
with a flurry of different ostinati), “Rings 
of Saturn” (blues), “Reverse Gravity” (de-
scribed as a Gnossienne homage to Sa-
tie), “Romance Postmoderne” , “ Space-
cat” and “ Galactic Jamboree” (recaps 
the opening home key of Eb). 

In my life of listening to new music I 
have so far heard no Disklavier that is 
as subtle and beautiful as a live perfor-
mance by a great pianist on a good 
concert Steinway. But that could change. 
Disklavier is still a young instrument. 
Composers are still learning how to write 
for it. 

Kyle Gann has to be commended. 
What he’s written, though imperfect in 
execution, truly is a new music sound 
world. 
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Grill claims inspiration from Renais-
sance music but I’m not seeing that in 
the scores (available online). There’s 
none of the rich counterpoint over a 
cantus firmus, none of the rhythmic and 
melodic intricacies of music from that 
period. What I am seeing is slightly 
awkward, non-fussy, mostly diatonic 
counterpoint often reminiscent of ear-
ly Haydn. The octave doublings are 
there, the simple melodies over straight-
forward accompaniment are there, the 
fast hemiola, the fun fast exchange of 
parts. He studied with Robert Helps, 
Leon Kirshner and Ursula Mamlock. 
I spent the afternoon listening to too 
much dodecaphony. Grills’s contempo-
rary take on Americana was a refresh-
ing ear wash. 

Lansky studied with George Perle and 
Hugo Weisgall, and later at Prince-
ton with Milton Babbitt and Earl Kim. 
Dease commissioned new works from 
Martin Bresnick, Alejandro Vinao, Pe-
ter 

Klatzow, John Serry and Roshanne 
Etezady. She won the World Marimba 
Competition in Okaya, Japan. 

The title Spirals (2013) ca 12 min-
utes, the composer notes, refers to its 
“chromatic descending harmony...This 
is tricky territory since its unusual over-
tone structure sometimes makes chro-
matic harmonies difficult to parse.” I 
never noticed this but he’s right. 

Three Moves (1998) also ca 12 min-
utes is three pieces. The title refers to 
“navigating the width of a 5-octave 
marimba [which] entails a lot of move-
ment.” 

Idle Fancies (2008, 26 minutes) is 
six etudes (Lansky calls them “preludes, 
each of which is a study of a different 
aspect of marimba playing and tex-
ture.”). 

Dease has the chops. She plays with 
clarity and conviction with a deft touch 
for color and dynamic shading. 

This CD is a series of vignettes (mostly 
premieres) by American composers. 

Dream (1948) is a piano piece John 
Cage wrote for the Merce Cunningham 
Dancers, which Sorrentino adapted for 
electric guitar.

The score, originally written in alto 
clef, says: “Always with resonance; no 
silence; tones may be freely sustained 
beyond notated durations.” (Quotes 
from Sorrentino’s CD program notes). 
Cage’s performance is 8 1/2 minutes 
(on Youtube). Sorrentino’s is slower by 
a minute (he lengthens the short notes 
and shortens the long held notes). It’s a 
lovely little musing on the mode G Ab 
Bb C D Eb. 

In Alpha Aloha (2013) by Jack 
Vees [ca. 5’] Sorrentino plays guitar 
“through various digital filters...with 
extreme reverb” The processing “was 
done through Native Instruments’ Gui-
tar Rig’” (check out their website na-
tive-instruments.com). To these ears the 
sound approaches (but does not equal, 
much less surpass) the timbral complex-
ity of a snippet of the late Pauline Ol-
iveros. 

Mare Undarum (2013, 8’) by Elliott 
Sharp is for prepared guitar (prepared 

STANLEY GRILL:
At The Center Of  All Things 
Diderot Quartet [innova 978]

DREAM:
American Music for Electric 
Guitar, Sergio Sorrentino, gui-
tar [mode 301]

PAUL LANSKY:
Idle Fancies
Gwendolyn Dease (marimba/
percussion) [BRIDGE 9454]
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with chopsticks and blue-tack, a put-
ty-like pressure sensitive adhesive) with 
“special techniques” (tap hands, tambo-
ras with right hand on the fretboard). It’s 
written “in four systems and no durations 
or other parameters” specified. Sorrenti-
no’s interpretation of the graphic score 
sounds like early Cage. 

Alvin Curran’s Rose of Beans is a frag-
ment from a big piece for accordion, 
tuba, violin, piano, viola, percussion. 
I’m hearing early Terry Riley, very differ-
ent from Curran’s 6 hour piano music. 
(By the way, there’s a great interview of 
Curran on New Music Box with Frank 
Oteri). I agree with Curran that we’re 
living in a musical golden age or as he 
says in his New York Times interview, 
“Business has never been better.” 

How grand that Seth Josel made a re-
construction of the Feldman piece that 
was lost when Christian Wolff’s guitar 
got stolen. In The Possibility of a New 
Work for Electric Guitar Feldman want-
ed the guitar to sound “sweet and soft.” 
Here, as in the premiere of the piece, the 
guitar is played in “a kind of table top 
position.” It’s an 8 minute classic Feld-
man miniature. Here “Feldman explores 
the peculiarities of the artificial and nat-
ural harmonics and..the vibrating arm, 
which lowers the pitch of the guitar’s 
bass notes.” 

Larry Polansky’s  An Unhappy Set of 
Coincidences (1980, 3’ 21”) for high 
and low instruments or, here, for elec-
tric guitar and electric bass, was written 
as a duet for the composer and bassist 
Richard Myron. “It’s a simple additive 
piece based on two lines of a jazz stan-
dard” which should “swing, like a jazz 
tune,” writes the composer. It’s perhaps 
a little too literally additive for these ears 
though nicely played grazioso by Sor-
rentino. 

In Another Possibility (2004) Christian 
Wolff “invites the interpreter to play the 

written notes” but to “freely” choose the 
timbre, technique, etc. At 14 minutes I 
wish Sorrentino had been a little more 
of a colorist. 

Sorrentino’s recorded the complete 
guitar music of Sylvano Bussotti. He 
also plays baroque guitar with the Ac-
cademia del Ricercare Ensemble. He’s 
done Steven Mackey as well as the love-
ly Del Tredici “Acrostic Song” from his 
Alice Series and, of course, Reich’s al-
most mandatory Electric Counterpoint .
He has a clean, classic technique. It’ll be 
interesting to hear him do a more chal-
lenging CD. 

David Lang’s “Warmth” for 2 electric 
guitars and Van Stiefel’s “Urutora-man” 
round out the disc. 

George Tsontakis studied at Juilliard 
with Roger Sessions and in Rome with 
Franco Donatoni. He has CDs out on in-
nova, Naxos, Koch and Hyperion. He’s 
been Composer In Residence of the As-
pen Music Festival for four decades. 

Anasa (2011) for clarinet (David 
Krakauer) and orchestra (Albany Sym-
phony Orchestra) is Greek for “breath, 
rest or pause.” The piece does start with 
a breath: a big, slow, melismatic Donya 
(5’32”). Then, very Hungarian, there’s 

a folksy fast dance of simple, repeating 
motifs a la Bartok. Tsontakis calls this 
part Pistoli, which is Greek for “celebra-
tory pistol shots.” The orchestra imitates 
a lyra and a lauto but it’s Krakauer’s vir-
tuosic clarinet that rules. 

The second movement is called Sol-
liloquy ( 14’02”). Here Tsontakis veers 
between John Corigliano (harmonical-
ly) and Roger Sessions (contrapuntally). 
Krakauer overlays mini improvs throi-
ughout. 

The last movement is an all out Klezmer 
bash titled Bir-Zirk (“Circus” in Yiddish) 
(4’08”). So wild it gets! Though it’s hard 
to tell when Tsontakis’s score ends and 
Krakauer’s improv takes over. Unforget-
table (2009, rev. 2013) for two violins 
(Luosha Fang and Eunice Kim) and or-
chestra. 

Mvt 1 is called “Changing Land-
scapes”. (8’34”) It opens with a violin 
duet. It’s classic imitative counterpoint, 
almost canonical. “Mystic, bell like” held 
chords enter (muted strings; low clari-
net/piano/harp). There’s a lovely violin 
duet tremolo cadence which is mirrored 
alternately in the harp then woodwinds 
with a crotale solo. The opening duet is 
recapped with a nice touch of another 
solo violin held harmonic. The sustained 
chords are more fully developed (muted 
brass/strings; low, metallic percussion) 
yielding to a G-string passage on the 
two violins supported, once again, by 
low winds, strings and vibe. Next a con-
trasting forte episode with big chords 
in the winds interspersed with the violin 
duo descending and ascending in al-
most Mozartian counterpoint. All is re-
capped. 

Not a note is wasted. There’s a spar-
ing, soloistic use of large orchestra with 
many mood changes. For instance, in 
just thirty measures the score reads, 
“quicker...vigorous...funky, playful...fi-
ery...even more jabbing...massive (don’t 
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TSONTAKIS: 
Anasa, True Colors, Unfor-
gettable on American Classics 
[Naxos 8559826]
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be shy...relaxing...moving a bit”). Tson-
takis’s beat is elastic. 

Chords tend to follow the harmonic 
series: octaves and fifths on the bottom, 
secundal harmonies in the upper regis-
ter. The effect is Sessions-like harmony 
but less astringent and more inviting. 

The movement ends with the vio-
lin duet in short, imitative repetitive 
motives over a sustained harmony of 
strings and metallic percussion. 

The next movement is called “Leap-
frogging” (5’04”). It’s a waltz (“with ur-
gency but always fluid”), quasi-canonic 
throughout, with two homage-to-Mes-
siaen episodes. At first the waltz al-
ternates between the two violins and 
delicate responses by muted brass, 
low woodwinds, soft metallic percus-
sion and pianissimo bass drum, gourd 
and sandpaper. The next episode is 
chordal: mezzo forte winds, trumpets, 
string harmonics with piano and harp, 
cowbell and triangle. The waltz returns 
(“ironic”), this time with motives more 
fully developed in canon and repeti-
tion. Metallic percussion, muted horns, 
string harmonics, soft harp and marim-
ba, soft harmon muted trumpets domi-
nate. The last episode is orchestrated 
for forte winds, trumpets, piano and 
harp and a metallic percussion of an-
vil, metal plate and crotales. A wispy 
waltz-coda ends the movement. 

The harmony here is softer, less dis-
sonant than the previous movement. 
Plus there’s the introduction of modal 
chords in the episodes. 

Tsontakis names the finale “Ballade” 
(7’46”). The pace is even quavers 
throughout. Tsontakis generally keeps 
the soloists in the warm midrange, fea-
turing sul G and sul D, although there 
are ascents on the E string, generally at 
the cadences (ie. points of rest). Toward 
the end the tremoli return. There are a 
few subtle touches: a solo for muted 

horn which blends seamlessly into an 
English horn solo; or a section marked 
“lazy...with sway, rhapsodic” scored 
for piano and harp chords, midrange 
winds, muted brass and metallic per-
cussion with brushes. The piece ends 
as quietly understated as it began. 

Tsontakis is a master of non-fancy 
string writing. This non-virtuosic writing 
works because the phrases are so well 
constructed and the harmony is well 
thought-out. Long, even lines predom-
inate throughout the piece. 

Fang and Kim are faithful to the 
score. The orchestra is properly bal-
anced, shining without getting in the 
way of the soloists. 

True Colors for trumpet (Eric Berlin) 
and orchestra (2012) rounds out the 
CD. The Albany Symphony Orchestra 
plays all three concerti. David Alan 
Miller conducts. 

First, some background: 
Xenakis (1922-2001) originally stud-

ied to be an architect. He worked for 
a time in Le Corbusier’s studio and de-

signed the Philips Pavilion for the 1958 
World’s Fair in Brussels. 

He went to Paris from his native 
Greece to study with Nadia Boulanger 
(who rejected his application) and Ar-
thur Honegger (who also rejected his 
application, ‘not music’) so he began 
studying with Milhaud (a big nothing) 
and finally got lucky when he entered 
Messiaen’s Comp Class (with class-
mates Stockhausen and Jean Barraque) 
in the early 50s. Herman Scherchen 
conducted several of his early orches-
tral works but not Metastaseis A. 

He trolled the Darmstadt group, par-
ticularly Boulez, when he wrote, “Lin-
ear polyphony destroys itself by its very 
complexity; what one hears is in reality 
nothing but a mass of notes in various 
registers.” This was heresy to the pre-
vailing religion of total serialization. 

Little known fact: He sang in a boys 
choir and memorized Palestrina, which 
I guess accounts for his lifelong interest 
in extreme counterpoint. 

Xenakis’ seminal book Formalized 
Music: Thought and Mathematics in 
Composition (English translation 1971, 
republished by Pendragon Press 2001 
with three additional chapters) set the 
standard for 21st century computer mu-
sic. Chapters on stochastic processes, 
game theory and computer program-
ming are still extremely valuable. The 
book even contains the original FOR-
TRAN code (how cool is that?) of an 
early music program (GENDY), without 
which there would be no computer mu-
sic today and certainly no C-Sound or 
Logic. This is a must read and you can 
get it on Amazon. 

This CD is important because it con-
tains the first recording of the original 
Metastaseis A, premiered in 2008 
by conductor Arturo Tamayo with the 
Orchestra Sinfonica RAI. This is a live 
2008 performance with that same or-
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IANNIS XENAKIS 
ORCHESTRAL WORKS,
Arturo Tamayo, conductor 
with Orchestra Sinfonica RAI, 
and Residentie Orkest, The 
Hague [mode 299]
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chestra and conductor. Metastaseis A 
is an opus one of sorts for Xenakis. It’s 
when Xenakis became Xenakis. 

Metastaseis A (1953-54) 6’19” is for 
an orchestra of 65 musicians. The more 
famous revised version, Metastaseis B, 
was premiered in 1955 for a smaller 
group. Both are written in a loose ABA 
sonata form. Part A is extreme string 
divisi (one to a part) glissandi. B uses 
Messiaen’s rhythmic and pitch permu-
tation technique. Then there’s the re-
cap with lots of romantic glissandi and 
sparkling tone clusters. 

Xenakis, who was a member of the 
student resistance during the Nazi oc-
cupation of Athens, (he lost his left eye 
in the rebellion), said in an interview 
with Balint Varga in 1996: “I listened 
to the sound of the masses marching 
towards the center of Athens...the in-
termittent shooting of machine guns 
[by the Nazis], the chaos. I shall never 
forget the transformation of the regular, 
rhythmic noise of a hundred thousand 
people into some fantastic disorder...I 
would never have thought that one day 
all that would surface again and be-
come music: Metastaseis.” 

Why did Xenakis revise it? He re-
vised because the conductor, Hermann 
Scherchen, almost had a heart attack 
when he saw the size of the orchestra 
and the number of rehearsals which 
would be required. 

“It is almost as if Scherchen’s required 
revisions forced Xenakis to abandon 
the remaining traces of Romantic or-
chestration in Metastaseis in favor of a 
more thoroughly modernist one.” (CD 
notes by Ron Squibbs) 

There are big differences between 
the versions, though both are identical 
in form and rhythm. The original has 
24 violins, 12 violas, 12 cellos and 4 
basses (the revised: same violins but 
the usual 8 violas, 8 celli and 6 cbs). 

In revising Xenakis had to take some 
of the violin parts and assign them to 
the violas, as well as some of the cello 
parts and assign them to the basses. 
There’s more doubling in the B section 
of the original; the revised texture is 
slightly leaner. The clusters in the origi-
nal are slightly more chromatic. There’s 
more of a separation between instru-
mental groups in the revised version. 
To these ears the original is more ro-
mantic, lush, over the top. The revised 
version is more “contemporary.” 

It’s a delight to finally hear the origi-
nal after all these years. It’s a must for 
any student of the Darmstadt years. The 
live version here is shimmering, elec-
tric, well miced and well-rehearsed. 

Terretektorh (1965-66) 14’53” is for 
88 musicians playing in a circle. Dis-
persed among the musicians is the pub-
lic. Spatial music was first developed 
by Xenakis (then Stockhausen in Grup-
pen ) and, of course, Henry Brant, in 
the United States. I could tell by the CD 
that you really need to hear this live. It’s 
well played by Residentie Orkest, The 
Hague, but there were dynamic differ-
entiations in the performance which I 
knew were spatially constructed and 
didn’t quite come off with my head-
phones. There’s a particularly thrilling 
brass ostinato toward the end that I 
can imagine needs to be heard live. 
Xenakis, called the piece a sonotron, 
meaning a musical particle accelera-
tor. By this he imagines sound particles 
set in motion and smashed. 

Introductory note by the composer, 
“A shower of hail or even a murmuring 
of pine forests can encompass each lis-
tener...The listener will find himself ei-
ther perched on top of a mountain in 
the middle of a storm which attacks him 
from all sides, or in a frail barque toss-
ing on the open sea...” 

To achieve this picturesque pro-

gramme Xenakis has all 88 musicians, 
in addition to their own instruments, 
playing all manner of hand percussion: 
whips, maracas, wood blocks, etc. Of 
course, this idea was taken up by many 
other composers but never as effective-
ly, to these ears, as here in this piece. 

The clarity of line and the clear faith-
fulness to the text is impressive in this 
recording. 

Nomos Gamma (1967-68) 19’57” 
is for 98 musicians, also performing 
in a circle, into which are dispersed 
the public. According to the CD notes, 
Xenakis uses Group Theory to permute 
pitch, duration, dynamics and articula-
tion.  This sounds more impressive than 
it is. Read a few pages of “Set Theory 
for Idiots” and you can make it through 
both Milton Babbitt’s articles which he 
wrote for Perspectives of New Music in 
the 70s and the Xenakis articles. (By 
the way, there’s an informative article 
in the 2003 edition of Perspectives of 
New Music by Sharon Kanach which 
recaps Xenakis’ writings. It’s a good 
read.) 

Nomos uses a huge percussion sec-
tion. The orchestration is flamboyant. 
The writing is much more over the top 
than the other two pieces on this CD. 
Nomos pleads to be heard live. As in 
Terretektorh the spatial parameters of 
the sound masses do not come off on 
a CD. 

Hearing Xenakis again underlines 
for me how poorly written is so much 
of the computer music that comes out of 
today’s American universities. Respect-
ed and tenured academics often sound 
like Xenakis in the 50’s and 60’s—only 
Xenakis did it much better. 

And the students of these esteemed 
professors, with their laptops, apps 
and digital realizations, don’t even 
realize that their sounds are watered 
down from the 50’s and 60’s because 
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their grasp of music history is limited. 
And then the publicists and NYT critics 
pronounce these budding geniuses as 
“cutting edge.” Sad. 

The last time I saw Babbitt was in a can-
dy store drinking coffee in the Village 
on a rainy night. He was complaining 
that no one was playing his music and, 
when they did, the performances were 
not so great. But it wasn’t always that 
way. 

He met Bethany Beardslee when 
she was at Juilliard. Milton wrote his 
Du (1951) for her pure, yet vulnera-
ble coloratura voice. He called her 
“an incomparable performer and a 
wonderful musician who I’ve spent a 
great deal of my creative life with.”
Later he wrote Philomel (1964) for her 
on 4 tracks which could be set up nice-
ly at the Miller Theatre. 

Luening had worked with cutting and 
splicing tapes. When I studied with him 
at Juilliard years back he spoke to me 
in detail of the laboriousness of the te-
dious splicing with bits of tape all over 
the floor. 

Babbitt would have none of that. The 
famous Columbia RCA Mark 1 Synthe-
sizer, the size of a room, was installed 

in ’57 and Babbitt jumped at being the 
first to create new sounds at the site. 
It was however almost as laborious as 
Luening’s experience. Babbitt had to 
punch holes in piles of cardboard to 
generate the analog oscillators. 

Babbitt told me that he loved work-
ing uptown with the RCA because he 
wasn’t dependent on anyone. He could 
do it all himself, a composer’s dream. 

Said Babbitt in, I think, a program 
note, “The machine was totally zero, 
nothing predetermined, and any num-
ber we punched could refer to any 
dimension of the machine.” But, he 
opined, “I could produce things fast-
er than any pianist could play or any 
listener could hear. We were able to 
work with greater speeds. That was 
one of the things that interested me the 
most—the timbre, the rhythmic aspect. 
And we learned a great deal.” 

“The machine,” he said, “was totally 
neutral. There were no setups or sam-
plers. We had to start from scratch and 
do everything from the beginning.” 

“Remember, though, I didn’t turn 
to the electronic medium for ”new 
sounds.” Nothing gets old as quickly 
as “new sounds.” It was, for me, above 
all, music time, the way you can control 
time....Time has always created prob-
lems with contemporary music. That’s 
why the music wasn’t performed. And 
when it was performed it was done 
sloppily.” 

Alas! one dark night the big machine 
was sacked. Amps and tape machines 
were stolen. The synth couldn’t be re-
placed. It had cost RCA a half a million 
of 1950 dollars and Apple was a long 
dream away. 

In an interview given later in his 
life with Jason Gross (2000) Babbitt 
mused fondly about writing Philomel. 
“It was very, very difficult because, first 
of all, I had to create the sounds from 

the synthesizer. Then I had to tape her 
voice for sections. A great deal of the 
time she’s singing straight but also a 
great deal of the time she’s answering 
herself as she is recorded.” 

He spoke about the set up at Miller: 
“We had any number of tracks distrib-
uted in different ways....It’s for clarity, 
clarifying lines coming out of four dif-
ferent speakers, heard separately and 
then trying to compound them, you 
lose a great deal. You’re going to get 
a certain amount of masking and it’s 
not the original but what are you going 
to do?” 

And lastly, “The things I did in that 
piece I have never used since. The vo-
cal part is fairly straightforward. It had 
to be since she was producing that in 
the confines of the human voice. I wrote 
things for her that I would not have 
written otherwise because so much of 
it was dependent on what was going 
on electronically.” 

He later gave me an autographed 
copy of the famous article he was so 
proud of: “The Structure and Function 
of Music Theory”. This article was first 
published in the 1965 College Music 
Symposium and later reprinted in the 
1972 Perspectives on Contemporary 
Music Theory. It’s still one of the best in-
troductions to his remarkably clear and 
unpretentious writing. (Roger Sessions, 
Babbitt’s teacher, used to say that if 
you didn’t know what you were talking 
about you used big words.) 

Philomel, for soprano, recorded so-
prano and synthesized sound, with 
Bethany Beardslee, came out in 1995 
on New World Records and it’s still 
one of the best new music CDs ever. 
Robert Miller plays a phenomenal 
Post-Partitions and Reflections for piano 
and tape on the recording, which you 
can still get on Amazon. 

Alas! now on youtube there’s only 

RECORDINGSRECORDINGS

A BREATH UPWARDS
Ah Young Hong sings works 
by Milton Babbitt and 
Michael Hersch [innova 986]
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one complete recording of the piece, 
live, from the Monadnock Music Festi-
val (2010) sung by Tony Arnold. Now, 
on innova, Ah Young Hong sings the 
piece. 

They’re very different recordings all 
three in spite of using the same tape. 

Beardslee tends to be dead-on pitch 
wise with the best enunciation, rela-
tively uninflected. Her pure coloratura 
stays in the head tones longer than the 
other two. The tape and soprano are 
equally balanced but, of course the 
spacing aspect is lost. 

Tony Arnold has good spatial quality. 
She’s the most dramatic of the three with 
good enunciation. Her overall phras-
ing is natural. You can tell she thinks 
of whole paragraphs, not just single 
phrases. I would call her interpretation 
“operatic” and certainly a touch more 
dramatic soprano than Beardslee. 

Ah Young Hong is, I think, some-
where in the middle: not as pure in tone 
as Beardslee and not as drama-filled as 
Arnold. The vocal part on innova is to-
the-fore. The tape part is mostly sotto 
voce throughout. It’s sometimes difficult 
to understand what she’s singing. But 
she makes effective use of her chest 
tones and her approach is much more 
parlando than either Beardslee or Ar-
nold. She sometimes cheats on pitches 
particularly in the lower register but this 
works because her chest tones are so 
effectively earthy. She almost has mez-
zo qualities. 

All three are accomplished perfor-
mances. This is a hard piece. 

Ah Young Hong is best known for her 
work on Michael Hersch’s monodrama 
On the Threshold of Winter. But she’s 
also sung the lead in Monteverdi’s L’In-
coronazione and Gilda in Verdi’s Rigo-
letto, so she’s got the chops. 

The remainder of the innova CD is 
Hersch’s a breath upwards (2014). 

Michael Hersch studied with Cori-
gliano, Harbison, Rouse and others. I 
normally don’t admire composers who 
write in the same style as their grandfa-
thers. Hersch’s music could have been 
written 70 years ago in Darmstadt and 
Paris. But he does it well and with a 
light touch. In the innova program 
notes there’s nothing about the music, 
everything about the text and his feel-
ings toward the text. It’s the same for 
his web site. You can scan high and 
low and never a word about hexa-
chordal inversional combinatoriality. “I 
write because the writing itself is what 
drives me. It’s a private communication 
with/within myself.” You have to love 
someone who admires late Liszt. Will 
he last? The critics have already hailed 
him a genius though this critic keeps his 
hat on his head. 

RECORDINGS



 NEW MUSIC CONNOISSEUR  |  26  
RECORDINGSRECORDINGS

Four CDs of musical theater works in 
English have recently been issued by 
Albany Records. The first two dou-
ble-CDs I auditioned are revivals of 
early 20th century operettas: The Car-
nival Fairy by Emmerich Kalman, and 
Blossom Time by Sigmund Romberg. 
In 2012, both works were recorded 
by The Ohio Light Opera in live per-
formances, with enough of the dia-
logue omitted so that all of the music 
for each show could be packaged to 
fit on two CDs. The recording is well 
done, the words mostly intelligible, 
and the libretto is included for those 
who like to read along while listening.

According to the brochures accom-
panying these disks, “For almost 35 
years, The Ohio Light Opera has been 
dedicated to producing, promoting 
and preserving the best of the tradi-
tional operetta repertoire. In any sum-
mer season, 20,000 patrons come to 
hear and see…a little of everything: a 
well-known and lesser known Gilbert 
& Sullivan, a Viennese operetta, a 
French operetta, an American oper-
etta, and a revival of a long-forgotten 
work that is given a much-deserved 
rebirth for an appreciative audience.” 
The Ohio Light Opera has recorded 
more than twenty CDs on the Albany 
label. Until receiving these recordings, 
I had been ignorant of the existence of 
this company and its important role in 
upholding the operetta tradition. 

On the basis of these CDs, I can 
report that the state of operetta pres-

ervation in Ohio is sound. The perfor-
mances and recordings are of a high 
professional caliber. These particular 
works, however, raise the question 
“Why would anyone want to listen to 
such dreck?” 

I like The Merry Widow as much 
as the next guy, and I have enjoyed 
some revivals of neglected early mu-
sicals and operettas. But these two 
examples are enough to give operetta 
a bad name. The Carnival Fairy was, 
according to the brochure, a work 
written in 1915 by Kalman in Hungar-
ian for the Budapest stage, then trans-
lated into English and moved the fol-
lowing year to Broadway where it had 
a successful run as Miss Springtime,
with lyrics by none other than P.G. 
Wodehouse, and four added songs 
by Jerome Kern. Shortly thereafter it 
was translated into German for the Vi-
enna stage. Recently, Stephen Daigle, 
the artistic director of OHL, decided, 
for some reason, to make a translation 
from the German back into English. 
The result is as you might imagine. 
Musical theater should showcase the 
idiomatic musicalization of language 
as it is spoken. Whatever its literary 
merits, this latest translation lies awk-
wardly on its Hungarian melodies. 

Sigmund Romberg’s Blossom Time
is an operetta on the life of Franz 
Schubert. It uses some of the compos-
er’s best-known melodies in the ser-
vice of a mawkish plot that has little 
to do with the facts of his life. Blossom 

F O U R  M U S I C A L  T H E A T E R  C D S

The Carnival Fairy [Albany (Troy 1391-2)]

Blossom Time [Albany (Troy 1401-2)]

A Coffin in Egypt [Albany (Troy 1500)]

The Mother of  us All [Albany (Troy 1486-7)]

by Ben Yarmolinsky
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Time is another awkward grafting of a li-
bretto in English onto an earlier German 
version of the show with music by one 
Heinrich Berté. While Schubert’s melo-
dies are unmistakable, it is impossible to 
tell how much of what we hear in this 
version is Berté and how much is Rom-
berg. Like The Carnival Fairy, Blossom 
Time enjoyed a long run on Broadway 
in its day, but neither would thrive in to-
day’s environment. Both works’ period 
qualities are now annoyingly dated and 
silly, rather than quaint and charming. 

 In 2014, The Houston Grand Opera 
presented a commissioned opera com-
posed by Ricky Ian Gordon on a libret-
to by Leonard Foglia. A Coffin in Egypt
is based on a single-character, one-act 
play by Texan playwright Horton Foote. 
The story is a long monologue in which 
a 90-year-old woman recounts the events 
of her life—featuring the many infideli-
ties and misdeeds of her husband. The 
libretto departs considerably from the 
original play, inserting a gospel chorus 
and additional actors, as well as lyrics 
that I can’t believe Horton Foote would 
countenance: “In Algiers a sheikh saw a 
different me/A woman to be desired/
Valued, admired/ Drifting, drifting/
From this country to that/Floating wan-
dering/A curious expat/Once I sailed 
across the sea/I could be whomever I 
wanted to be [sic].”

Like Kalman and Romberg, Gordon is 
fluent in the musical language of his time 
and place. He manages to combine ex-
tended recitative passages with more lyr-
ical aria-like passages without sounding 
“too European.” One hears the influence 
of the last generation of American musi-
cal theater composers. The interpolated 
gospel choruses are attractive musically 
but are undercut by generic lyrics that 
do little to advance the story. It is inher-
ent in a work of this kind that there is a 
great deal of telling, and not much show-

ing. The drama, such as it is, depends 
on the protagonist’s ability to draw the 
audience into her emotional world. The 
almost 80-minute score is a demanding 
one for the solo singer, in this case the 
renowned mezzo-soprano Frederica von 
Stade, who sings valiantly throughout in 
a put-on Southern accent. An ensemble 
of nine players accompanies this cham-
ber opera in appropriate chamber music 
style. It is adequately recorded—again 
from a live performance.

The fourth CD is a 2013 recording by 
the Manhattan School of Music Opera 
Theater of Virgil Thomson’s The Moth-
er of Us All on a libretto by Gertrude 
Stein. This work, the second of the two 
Stein-Thomson collaborations, dates 
from 1947. Thomson’s musical lan-
guage draws on early 20th century musi-
cal Americana—hymns, nursery rhymes, 
folk tunes and brass bands. Somehow, 
in spite of the banality of his material, 
he arrives at a touching transcendence, 
melding familiar sounds in unfamiliar 
ways, just as Stein creates a similar stew 
of American idioms. “In a little while 
they found everything very mixed” to 
quote the libretto’s characters Gertrude 
S. and Virgil T. The words are impecca-
bly set, with proper accents and a natu-
ral melodic rise and fall. 

The performances, under the musical 
direction of Steven Osgood, are love-
ly. It is hard to believe this is a music 
school production. Each character is 
clearly identifiable vocally, with partic-
ularly attractive contributions from Nor-
agh Devlin as Susan B. Anthony and by 
Alexander Frankel as Jo the Loiterer. The 
Mother of Us All is about sexual politics. 
It still seems relevant today—two gener-
ations after its premiere. Good musical 
theater ages well. 
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As his Peter Grimes, Turn of the 
Screw, War Requiem, A Young 

Person’s Guide to the Orchestra, and 
other works maintain their status in 
the canon while so much of his con-
temporaries’ art fades into obscurity, 
it is indisputable that Benjamin Brit-
ten endures as the composer who has 
made the largest contribution to the 
standard repertoire of the post-war era. 
It is no surprise then, that this enigmatic 
composer, whose style could encom-
pass disparate influences from serialism 
to Elizabethan madrigals, American 
folklore and Noh theater, has been the 
subject of tremendous research and 
analysis. The most recent addition to 
the field of Britten scholarship is the 
twelfth volume of the Aldeburgh Stud-
ies in Music—Benjamin Britten Studies: 
Essays on an Inexplicit Art, a hand-
some book of 16 essays from Britten 
scholars devoted to various facets of 
his art, life, and career. Arranged more-
or-less chronologically, these articles 
survey almost eighty years, beginning 
with Paul Kildea’s “The Shock of Exile” 
which chronicles the young composer’s 
sojourn in a Brooklyn brownstone with 
W.H. Auden, Peter Pears, and Gypsy 
Rose Lee, and ending with Lucy Walk-
er’s account of the ongoing effort to 
preserve and archive Britten’s posthu-
mous legacy. 

As is typical with this type of scholarly 
exercise, an introduction assays the pre-
vious scholarship on the subject (which 
in the case of Benjamin Britten is volumi-
nous) and assures the reader that there 
is still much fertile ground for further 
research. Philip Reed, former Staff Musi-
cologist of the Britten-Pears Foundation 

contends that “the field of Britten studies 
is today as buoyant as the music’s con-
tinuing popularity.” However, it should 
be noted that the Britten works that most 
frequently surface on concert programs 
and operatic seasons are not the pri-
mary focus of this book. 

The composer’s most popular works 
are, for the most part, mentioned only 
in passing, while two of the sixteen arti-
cles are devoted entirely to his early 
operetta Paul Bunyan. In “Britten, Paul 
Bunyan, and ‘American-ness’” Vicki P. 
Stroeher discusses the American cul-
tural climate of the 1930’s, the young 
composer’s relationship to it, and 
how both intermingled to produce an 
artistic and popular failure. Danielle 
Ward-Griffin’s essay “Reviving Paul 
Bunyan” chronicles Britten’s decision to 
revise and re-mount the work thirty-five 
years later, giving it a second life as a 
work that is occasionally presented by 
conservatory preparatory programs. 
In a similar vein, Colleen Renihan in 
her article “Take these Tokens that You 
May Feel Us Near” explores the Brit-
ish cultural resonance of Gloriana after 
acknowledging the work’s regarded 
status as “the least successful of Britten’s 
operas.” And, after admitting that the 
Three Parables for Church Performance 
are generally considered a “downward 
spiral of dramatic failure,” Kevin Salfen 
in his essay “Traces of Noh: Modular-
ity and Saturation in The Burning Fiery 
Furnace and The Prodigal Son” devotes 
considerable effort to identifying linger-
ing influences of the Japanese theater 
in the two Parables that follow Curlew 
River, Britten’s adaptation of the Noh 
play Sumidagawa. 

Lesser-known episodes in Britten’s pro-
fessional life are also elucidated. Justin 
Vickers’s “An Empire Built on a Shingle” 
chronicles the rocky and financially 
unstable first years of Britten’s English 
Opera Group in exhaustive detail. 
Thornton Miller’s “Striking a Compro-
mise” explores international politics 
and copyright law and their impact on 
performances of Britten scores in Rus-

sia. And Nicholas Clark’s essay “From 
Boosey & Hawkes to Faber Music: Brit-
ten Seeks a ‘Composer’s Place’” delves 
into the complex personal relationships 
that motivated Britten to change pub-
lishers late in his life.  

Three of the central essays focus on 
Britten’s most famous personal trait, his 
homosexuality and erotic fascination 
with adolescent boys. The most socio-
logically focused of the essays, Byron 
Adams’s “Save Me From Those Suffer-
ing Boys,” gives Britten’s ephebophilia 
cultural context through an exploration 
of the group of boy-worshipping British 
writers known as “Uranians” and also 
attempts to shed some light on the com-
poser’s difficult and murky relationship 
with his mentor John Ireland. Louis Nie-
bur’s contribution “Britten (and Pears’s) 
‘Beloved’: Sacred Parlor Song, Passion, 
and Control in Canticle I” ascribes 
coded references to Britten and Pears’s 
“open secret” in the text, structure and 
voice-leading of this 1947 setting of 
Francis Quarles’s “A Divine Rapture,” 
coming to the (perhaps overstated) con-
clusion that with proper understanding 
“Listening to this canticle is like watch-
ing performances of Liberace in the 
1950’s or the Village People in the 
1970’s.” The third article, Lloyd White-
sell’s “Notes of Unbelonging” applies 
contemporary queer theory in an 
analysis of Britten’s most overtly homo-
erotic work, his operatic adaptation of 
Thomas Mann’s novel Death in Venice.

The two most analytical essays of 
the collection are Philip Rupprecht’s 
“Quickening of the Heart, Notes on 
Rhythm and Tempo in Britten” which 
investigates Britten’s output in terms 
more often associated with his contem-
poraries Stravinsky and Messiaen, and 
Christopher Mark’s “Britten and the 
Augmented Sixth” in which the author 
takes exception to theorist Derrick Puf-
fett’s assertion that Britten was “not 
noted for his fondness for augmented 
sixths” by cataloging occurrences of 
the interval in over two dozen of Brit-
ten’s works. Reading these articles, 

BENJAMIN BRITTEN 
STUDIES: ESSAYS ON 
AN INEXPLICIT ART
Aldeburgh Studies in Music

Boydell Press, 2017 416pp.
By Vicki P. Stroeher (Author, Editor) 
and Justin Vickers (Author, Editor)

By Pacien Mazzagatti
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it’s difficult not to recall a footnote from 
the Editor’s Preface: “Britten notoriously 
despised analysis of his works” and won-
der if these articles are not precisely the 
type of analysis he despised.

The final essay, by Lucy Walker the Brit-
ten-Pears Foundation Director of Public 
Programming and Learning, is a somehow 
appropriately navel-gazing examination 
of the archival work of the Foundation 
through the lens of Sartrean Existentialism. 

Individually, the enthusiasm and devo-
tion of each of these authors for their 
subject is plainly evident and, given their 
credentials, one can only assume that the 
scholarship involved is beyond reproach. 
Current and future scholars who endeavor 
to plumb even further into the depths of 
detailed Britten scholarship will undoubt-
edly find this book a valuable resource. 
But whether or not this attractively pack-
aged collection of minutiae, as the editors 
claim, “coalesces into a volume that not 
only serves as a model of on-going and 
future Britten research but which gen-
erates a greater understanding of the 
overall trends within the ever-synthesizing 
and interdisciplinary musicological field 
of the twenty-first century” is a matter of 
less certainty.

I

Soprano Bethany Beardslee is 
widely regarded – by critics, com-

posers, and performers alike – as a 
major figure in American classical 
music in the latter part of the Twenti-
eth Century. Her body of work over a 
more than three-decade career bears 
out this assessment. It includes what 
many consider landmark recordings 
of the works of the Second Viennese 
School composers–some regard her 
1963 recording of Arnold Schoen-
berg’s Pierrot Lunaire with Robert 
Craft as definitive–as well as numer-
ous world premieres and recordings of 
some of the most challenging music by 
American modernist composers (Milton 
Babbitt in particular).

Now, at the age of 92, she has pub-
lished her autobiography, a chatty and 
entertaining yet lean, unpretentious, 
and honest account of a remarkable 
musical life. It is sprinkled with anec-
dotes and confessions but also contains 
shrewd observations about the musical 
scene and practical issues of musical 
performance, things of interest to com-
posers and singers as well as general 
readers. It is lavish with detail, from a 
seemingly prodigious memory aided, 
evidently, by diaries, about matters 
both private and public. (In the interest 
of full disclosure: my name is mentioned 
in two passing references regarding 
Beardslee’s late husband, Godfrey Win-
ham; he and I were friends.) Despite a 
few trivial factual errors, it illuminates 
a critical period in American classical 
music, one that today receives scant 
attention from the musical mainstream, 
both applied and academic.

As told in her book, Bethany Beard-

slee was born on Christmas Day, 1925 
to a middle class family in Lansing, 
Michigan. She grew up in Lansing 
and East Lansing, not venturing much 
outside either until after graduating 
from Michigan State College (now 
Michigan State University). She began 
singing late in her high school career 
and initially pursued it because it made 
her popular among her classmates. 
She developed a passion for classical 
music and for performance in her col-
lege years. Her life took a definitive 
turn after an aunt arranged an audition 
for her at Juilliard and took her to New 
York City.

The New York she came to in 1948 
was arguably the Mecca of American 
classical music as it was entering its 
golden age. Four radio stations offered 
classical programming. Four daily 
newspapers and more than a few mag-
azines sent knowledgeable critics to 
cover classical musical events and gave 
them the column inches for detailed and 
considered articles about them. Colum-
bia Records had just introduced its LP 
format, precipitating a public passion 
for “high fidelity” (and soon, stereo) 
audio equipment and recordings. Leon-
ard Bernstein was to take the reins of 
the New York Philharmonic just 10 
years later and broadcast the Young 
People’s Concerts series on the CBS TV 
network, popularizing classical music 
nationwide.
It was also arguably the golden age 

of new American classical music, before 
the culture of contemporary art music 
became intermixed with celebrity and 
identity politics, and before the ascen-
dance of performer-centric popular 
music values in both musical discourse 
and musical distribution models. Com-
posers – and recent music – were 
considered vital to the musical culture 
rather than some exotic fringe. Two 
observations illustrate:

•  Of the New York Philharmonic’s 166 
performances in 1948, 119 – bet-
ter than 70% -- featured at least one 

II

I SANG THE UNSINGABLE: 
MY LIFE IN TWENTIETH 
CENTURY MUSIC

By Bethany Beardslee 
(with Minna Zallman Proctor)
University of Rochester Press, 2017 
(399pp.)

By Mark Zuckerman
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piece (many had more than one) 
written within the previous 50 years, 
with roughly half of these from the 
previous 25 years. The pieces from 
the previous 50 years were written 
by 51 different composers of whom 
22 were Americans (15 native-born 
and 7 immigrants).

•  The Composers’ Forum (now 
defunct), originally a creation of the 
New Deal’s Works Progress Admin-
istration and revived in 1947 under 
joint sponsorship of the New York 
Public Library and Columbia Uni-
versity, presented a regular series of 
concerts, each with the music of two 
composers who were present to take 
questions from the audience.

Bethany Beardslee fit right in with this 
culture and rapidly became known as a 
champion of new music. She got along 
well with composers. In fact, she married 
two of them, both brilliant men and both 
European: first the Frenchman Jacques 
Monod, a fellow Juilliard student, whom 
she later divorced; and later the English-
man Godfrey Winham, with whom she 
had two children and who died young of 
Hodgkin’s Disease.

Monod was not only her husband. He 
was also her performing partner (on the 
piano) and coach. He introduced her to 
the music of the Second Viennese School 
–Arnold Schoenberg, Anton Webern, 
and Alban Berg–and demanded exten-
sive rehearsal and painstaking attention 
to detail. It’s easy to understand how this 
perfectionism and work ethic could offer 
musical benefits to a performer, espe-
cially a singer of challenging music–but 
also could be wearing in a personal rela-
tionship.

Beardslee became close friends with 
composer Milton Babbitt and his wife 
Sylvia, who had an apartment near 
Washington Square in New York City. 
It was through the Babbitts that she met 
Godfrey Winham, whom Babbitt had 
encouraged to come to Princeton to work 
with him. The Winhams settled in the 

Princeton area after they were married.
Babbitt wrote most of his extensive 

vocal catalog with her in mind and her 
performances and recordings of it–espe-
cially of Du, Vision and Prayer, and 
Philomel–are widely considered classic. 
Some of the most interesting parts of I 
Sang the Unsingable describe how she 
learned and performed this music.

In addition to accounts of Beardslee’s 
private life and career, the book has 
its share of juicy stories of composers 
and performers and their predilections, 
behaviors, and issues. These are told with 
honesty and (where appropriate) com-
passion. As a whole, the book depicts 
an engaging life that happens also to be 
intimately involved with–and prominently 
featured in–American musical culture of 
the second half of the Twentieth Century.

There can be no one better qualified 
to write a practical guide to con-

ducting than Harold Rosenbaum, who 
has a lifetime of experience conduct-
ing choruses of all levels. This book, 
Rosenbaum’s first, is a practical sur-
vey of many aspects of the conductor’s 
life and work, with enough humor to 
leaven the drier aspects. It also con-
tains enough inspirational moments to 
give deep meaning to the practical. 
Rosenbaum is a worthy cheerleader for 
his art, referring to it not as a job or 
even a profession, but as a “calling”.

The book is intended for conductors at 
all levels, but will probably be most use-
ful to the graduate student or one in the 
early years on the job. Though daunt-
ing, it should be inspiring to read Mr. 
Rosenbaum on the amount of prepara-
tion needed to conduct a score. Even a 
pro with lots of experience already will 
find useful ideas here. One may say 
“yes, of course,”, but also find sugges-
tions one had not thought of.

“The Practical Guide” is well orga-
nized, with an excellent Table of 
Contents and Index. Half of the book 
is devoted to fifty specific pieces. They 
range from Machaut and Josquin 
through the Hallelujah Chorus from 
Handel’s Messiah and on to several of 
Bach’s greatest, some Beethoven, and 
Brahms., ending with Debussy and 
Webern.

In the Anthology section one finds a 
wealth of artistic ideas alongside a sin-
gle page from each score. The intention 
must be that one read with a full score 
at hand, since only a few of the sugges-
tions will have the relevant measure on 
the facing page. (That may be a slight 
frustration for the casual reader.)

BOOKS

A PRACTICAL GUIDE TO 
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Some especially useful sections are 
ones on Choosing and Learning Reper-
toire, Running Rehearsals, and Choral 
Concepts and Techniques. For the more 
advanced conductor with a talented 
chorus there is an excellent discussion 
of complex contemporary choral music, 
with a superb list of suggested repertoire.

The few things missing are those one 
should perhaps take for granted. I can-
not imagine a choral conductor who has 
not spent a lot of time as a choral singer 
himself, but this prerequisite is not men-
tioned. There are few details on warm 
ups, but those are covered in many other 
books. There was little discussion of han-
dling frequent meter changes, one of the 
biggest challenges in new music.

I would have appreciated some ack-
nowledgment that there is a limit on 
what one can learn from a book, no 
matter how good the book. Perhaps the 
assumption is that the reader has been 
studying at an academic institution that 
gives lots of hands-on instruction. There 
is no substitute for a kindly but stern cri-
tique of one’s conducting technique by 
an experienced conductor. There are 
a number of institutes, workshops and 
master classes available when private 
study is not possible.

This is an invaluable guide to conduct-
ing by a musician whose interpretations 
seem always on the mark and whose 
reverence for music is both keen and 
infectious.

 

The subtitle of Lewis Lockwood’s Bee-
thoven’s Symphonies, an Artistic 

Vision, was surely intended to refer to 
Beethoven and his imagination. For-
tuitously, it can stand for the author’s 
as well. In conception and execution 
Lockwood has composed a person-
alized and inspiring account, fit for 
his towering subject that deepens 
and enlivens our relationship with the 
symphonic music of history’s greatest 
composer, whose music is as relevant 
today as it was when he composed it.

Lockwood articulates the arc of 
Beethoven’s musical vision by art-
fully entwining together: 1) history 
(general, musical, and Beethoven’s 
personal); 2) the catalytic though 
sometimes crude sketches that helped 
the composer shape whatever piece 
was at hand; 3) recently completed 
compositions, Beethoven’s own and 
others’, to which Beethoven was 
reacting as he began work on a new 
piece; 4) Lockwood’s own deep lis-
tening and analytical insights into the 
nine Beethoven symphonies and many 
other pieces which reflect on them.

The book begins with a story about 
a communication, a year before 
Beethoven’s death, between the com-
poser and Karl Holz, one of his close 
associates. Holz wrote down his ques-
tions for the composer, so they are 
recorded for posterity. These focus 
on the distinctive individuality of 
each of Beethoven’s works, evident 
to a greater degree, in Holz’s view, 
than in Mozart’s music. It’s a good 
observation. The intensity of Beetho-
ven’s personality, the view he held 
of his place in music and history, his 
assuredness that music could change 
the world, impelled him to forge con-
stantly new works.

Who should read this book? Lovers 
of music whether they read music or 
not will be rewarded and enriched; 
educated musicians will lap it up. A 
general reader with little musical back-
ground will easily sense the author’s 
joy and admiration in contemplating 
this formidable body of work; but the 
exhilaration that comes with making 
the connections along with him, as 
they pour seemingly spontaneously 
from his comprehensive knowledge 
of his subject, would probably elude 
such a reader.

If there is a weakness to the book, it 
is that it would have benefited greatly 
from more printed musical examples. 
Attentively following music-structural 
descriptions requires that the reader 
either have the relevant score handy 
or access to the voluminous mental 
library the author possesses. More 
significantly still, the almost complete 
omission from the printed text of the 
sketches that play such a crucial role in 
the book, sketches that inform both the 
symphonies and Lockwood’s insights, 
is a notable drawback. For the reader 
to connect sketch to symphony requires, 
inconveniently, switching between the 
book and a website devoted to that 
purpose.

As Herr Holz noted, every one of 
the nine symphonies tells a unique 
story. There isn’t space here to dwell 
on any of them, but a few randomly 
recalled details may help illustrate 
the individuality and depth that Lock-
wood achieves, how each symphony 
emerges, its profile sharply etched in 
the reader’s mind.

In the chapter on the Second Sym-
phony Lockwood points out just how 
daring it is, nonetheless explaining 
why from a modern perspective the 
arrival of the Eroica symphony effec-
tively shoved the striking Second out 
of the way. Lockwood marks the ear-
lier symphony for its contrast with the 
First, as “a farewell to the preceding 

BEETHOVEN’S 
SYMPHONIES: 
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Norton & Co. (2015)
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century”. In his analysis of the finale of 
the Second he remarks its “wild open-
ing gesture in forte, the radical novelty 
of his way of formulating striking local 
contrasts” and how this distinguishes 
Beethoven from his predecessors. The 
historical details that follow demon-
strate the symphony’s reception at the 
time, “a decisive departure from tradi-
tion”, and we begin to sense how the 
relatively unheralded composer sud-
denly grabbed musical Vienna by the 
lapels and shook it.

At this point in his narrative Lockwood 
addresses a controversial concept to 
which he will return several times in the 
sequel: the relationship of life circum-
stance to Art. In this case it emerges 
from a seeming friction between the 
sometimes sunny aspect of the sym-
phony and Beethoven’s awareness of 
the enormity of his deafness, by way 
of reference to the contemporaneous 
“Heiligenstadt Testament”.

The same subject comes up again 
with respect to the Fifth Symphony. 
The opening figure of the Fifth and 
its association with “Fate” (origi-
nating apparently from Beethoven 
himself) and the specter of his increas-
ingly debilitating disability, provide 
the author an opportunity to scruti-
nize carefully the critical notion that 
artworks must somehow reflect contem-
poraneous life events of their creators. 
Here and elsewhere Lockwood weighs 
the arguments judiciously on their spe-
cific merits. 

The Fifth Symphony is remarkable 
for the intense concision of material 
and the expressive energy marking 
each movement. Lockwood believably 
ties all this to considerations of philo-
sophical matters, of life and death, in 
Beethoven’s thought and conversation. 
And the lean and muscular nature of 
the musical material allows the author 
to contrast starkly the Fifth with the Ero-
ica, whose expansiveness in structure, 
duration and expressivity marked a 

similarly critical moment in the evolu-
tion of the composer’s imagination.

Of the many gratifying features of his 
book, one of the keenest is Lockwood’s 
ability to draw together and connect 
disparate pieces of Beethoven’s music. 
The author’s fluidity in pinpointing such 
comparative examples adds dimen-
sionality to our understanding of each 
of the works, frequently startling us into 
recognition of the complexity and rich-
ness of the composer’s vision.

One such example leaps out in the 
chapter on the Eighth Symphony, high-
lighting another apparent controversy. 
The controversy focuses on the point at 
which the recap of the first movement 
begins. Why is this at issue? Because 
Beethoven cleverly and deliberately 
withholds the return of the first theme 
in root position, saving this moment 
ultimately for the coda. For the atten-
tive listener this heightens the drama, 
generating even perhaps some uneasi-
ness (thus the controversy), yet making 
for a still more satisfying sense of 
arrival when at last it does come. (The 
freedom to reconfigure music-struc-
tural archetypes is yet another way 
Beethoven distanced himself from his 
predecessors.)

Having sorted out this imaginative 
structural subtlety, Lockwood compares 
this to a similar moment in the String 
Quartet Op. 59 no. 1, which likewise 
forestalls its first movement’s main 
thematic return. Two pieces, quite dis-
similar (apart from their home key), 
and yet there is this striking structural 
affinity, which Beethoven delivers with 
increased emphasis in the Eighth Sym-
phony.

In the penultimate but culminat-
ing chapter, on the Ninth Symphony, 
Lockwood synthesizes Beethoven the 
man, the composer, the thinker with 
touching urgency. It is fair to say that 
much of the book’s view of the evolu-
tion of Beethoven’s music points to this 
symphony, as a compass toward a 

magnetic pole. For Beethoven himself 
the symphony was a synthesis of long 
held ideas fueled by the Enlighten-
ment, his own conviction of the power 
of Art to change the course of history, 
along with his long-standing desire to 
set Schiller’s “Ode to Joy” to music. 
Lockwood makes a strong case for 
the unique power of this symphony, its 
import for social history in general as 
well as its place in music history. In the 
end the author’s vision within a vision 
allows the reader to contemplate the 
glorious heights, the full gravity of Bee-
thoven’s achievement, his monumental 
gift to humankind.

 

BOOKS
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The pervasive devaluation of high 
culture in America has been a cy-

nosure of jeremiads by professional 
intellectuals for about 30 years, ever 
since Neil Postman’s 1985 book Amus-
ing Ourselves to Death, Alan Bloom’s 
1987 The Closing of the American 
Mind, Sven Birkerts’s 1994 The Guten-
berg Galaxies, The Death of Literature 
in 1990 by Alvin Kernan, and others. 
More recently the cyber/digital world 
has been fingered as the newest culture-
cidal villain, in such books as Birkerts’s 
Changing the Subject: Art and Atten-
tion in the Internet Age, Mark Halprin’s 
Digital Barbarism, and Scott Timberg’s 
Culture Crash, to name but three. Most 
of these lamentations address epidem-
ically rampant illiteracy and aliteracy 
(two different things, the latter, which is 
more recent, compounding the former). 
Less frequently has their argument been 
extended to the other arts, particularly 
classical music and its fall from main-
stream appreciation. Exhibit one and 
two: Not only was Toscanini an ear-
ly star of commercial television circa 
1950, but Oscar Levant’s best-selling 
1940 book A Smattering of Ignorance 
consisted largely of gossipy dish about 
classical musicians, not about Bing 
Crosby or Artie Shaw.

Even more rarely has a contemporary 
new music composer in good standing 
taken up the standard of culturecide 
Jeremiah. Bruce Adolphe did it a bit in 
his wonderful 1999 book Of Mozart, 
Parrots and Cherry Blossoms in the 
Wind. This writer did it a bit in columns 
written for NewMusicBox about 10 
years ago. Now, Daniel Asia. As a 
quondam New Yorker, composer Asia 
was best known for his co-directorship, 
with Robert Beaser, of the estimable 
new music ensemble Musical Elements 

here in the 70s/80s/90s. He has for 
many years been headquartered at the 
University of Arizona. More recently, 
Asia was the object of notoriety and 
derision for his 2013 Huffington Post 
article “The Put On of the Century” 
which bravely dared to dissent from the 
postmodern adulation of John Cage. 
The ad hominem tone of some of his 
fellow composers’ criticisms of Asia was 
borderline thought police, suggesting 
how dare he think so ill of Cage, or 
that he was prima facie educatively or 
even cognitively deficient for having 
expressed such views. 

I don’t know if Asia’s American 
Culture and Ideas Initiative at the Fred 
Fox School of Music at U. of Arizona 
was the direct stepchild of the Cage 
brouhaha. But in 2014 ACIC held 
its inaugural conference entitled “The 
Future of (High) Culture in America”, 
and the proceedings–transcripts of all 
the speakers and Q & A–have now 
been published in this fascinating 
short volume. ACIC already held a 
post-Trump second conference on 
June 15, 2017 entitled “Culture and 
Art in a Populist Age” and I hope its 
proceedings will also be published. 

Gathered in this volume are many 
brilliantly perceptive insights into why 
“culture” itself is being so redefined that 
“the ritual changing of the profile picture 
on Facebook” (as one participant puts 
it) now constitutes an act of cultural 
significance on a par with, say, going 
to Symphony Hall live in a previous 
era. The Matthew Arnold idea of “high 
seriousness” as a criterion of art and 
culture no longer presides either in 
the Academy or, increasingly, among 
younger practitioners of new music. 
As ACIC panelist Terry Teachout notes, 
pop culture is now the high culture. 
The deep feeling of Arnoldian high 
seriousness has been supplanted by 
what Teachout here calls “the language 
of irony lite.” 

The ironic mode is a byproduct of 

other factors cited by the panelists, 
including electronic stimulation as a 
kind of substitute culture that numbs 
inner imagination, and a rampant 
morphing of the idea of democracy to 
the point, as Carol Iannone says here, 
that “no work of art can be seen as 
more serious, more profound, more 
accomplished, or more beautiful than 
any other”. Or as Kurt Ellenberger 
puts it, “it’s [now] improper to say 
something is bad.” Paul Pines tells the 
conference, “...our children are fed 
packaged imagery designed to sell 
product but leave their inner worlds 
atrophied.Why should we care if there 
is no perceived difference between 
news and entertainment, information 
and advertising, Vivaldi and Kenny G? 
What becomes of a Rothko painting 
once it becomes a postage stamp?” 
These arguments are reminiscent of 
Constant Lambert’s statements in his 
1934 Music Ho! A Study of Music in 
Decline that the inability to make any 
aesthetic distinctions of quality and merit 
is the hallmark of “an auctioneer,” not a 
guardian of culture. As composer and 
biographer Jan Swafford notes here, 
it used to be that the “predominance 
of taste and standards of judgment of 
the uneducated and unrefined masses” 
were thought the opposite of culture, 
that the “the more enlightened and 
better instructed” connoisseurs knew 
better. This idea has been jettisoned by 
contemporary egalitarianism, perhaps 
rightfully, and yet the baby may have 
been thrown out with the bathwater.

Other factors in the decline of high 
culture cited by participants include: 
the weakening of the reverence 
previously accorded both high art 
and religion, largely brought about by 
modern technology and mass media 
(Ellenberger and Swafford), which 
devaluation Paul Pines extends to the 
end of numinousness as a concept 
overall (Pines also cites a widespread 
devaluation of historical memory and 
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history-mindedness in favor of a cult 
of the virtual present); the solipsism of 
blog and journal writing as a vitiator 
of the communal basis necessary for 
great art, and the faux high literature 
claims of modern television mini-
series like The Wire and Breaking 
Bad (Iannone); a further decline in the 
endemic American lack of reverence 
for artists of the past, though in Europe 
such reverence abides (George 
Hanson); the debasement of ballet by 
the advent of regietheater (Elizabeth 
Kendall); the debasement of academic 
critical theory conflating and equating 
Elvis with Vermeer, plus the Warholian 
redefinition of art as “nothing but 
fashion, money, and fame, a kind of 
sophisticated con job” (Jan Swafford, 
an idea also propounded by historian 
Paul Johnson about Picasso!); the new 
primacy of the camera and visual 
literacy as replacing the millennia-old 
paradigm of the pen and the written 
word (Asia); and the idea that only 
the utilitarian view of art (“Mozart will 
raise your kids’ SAT scores”) justifies 
high culture (multiple conference 
participants). 

Truly, if the conference participants 
are right (and I agree with them), 
ignorant armies are clashing by night, 
to quote Matthew Arnold’s “Dover 
Beach.” Woe to a heritage of centuries.

BOOKS
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