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Program Notes for October 26, 2004

Libby Larsen: Corker for Clarinet and Percussion (1989)

—notes by Frederick Fellers (1992) and Cathleen Partlow Strauss

Composer Libby Larsen was born in 1950, in Wilmington, Delaware, and raised in Minneapolis. In 1971, she earned her B.A. in music theory. Armed with this degree she went to work as a secretary for the Travelers Insurance Company, which is “about what you can do with a B.A. in music theory,” she said. It was during coffee breaks at this job that she began to work on her first opera “Psyche and the Skyscraper.” Although it was a loss to the insurance world, Larsen was later able to devote most of her energies to music. She subsequently earned her Master’s and Doctorate degrees from the University of Minnesota. In 1973, together with Steven Paulus, Larsen founded the Minnesota Composers Forum, a composers’ advocacy group.  She was later sponsored by Meet the Composer, Inc. for four years as resident composer with the Minnesota Orchestra. She has also served as composer-in-residence with the Charlotte Symphony Orchestra. Now considered one of America’s leading composers, she is widely honored, including two National Endowment for the Arts Fellowships, and has served as advisor to the NEA, ASCAP and the American Symphony Orchestra League.

“Corker" is a late-nineteenth-century colloquialism that describes, "one that is excellent or remarkable." (Webster's Collegiate Dictionary) In her piece, Larsen explores the interplay of rhythmic and  melodic elements. The use of the clarinet allows for a versatile role as a jazz soloist and classical chamber musician.  The percussionist enters first as a swing-era drummer, then moves to the marimba and vibraphone to shift from a rhythmic, improvisational focus to a harmonic focus supportive of melodic line. Larsen's inspiration for this work came from the 1940's era popular music, a genre for which she professes great admiration because of the fantastic musicians who were performing and the musical language which was quintessentially American. 
Paul Hindemith: Septet for Winds (1948)

—notes by Cathleen Partlow Strauss

Paul Hindemith, one of the most important 20th-century composers, partially subscribed to the concept that music serves a utilitarian purpose, known as "Gebrauchsmusik." Its purpose fulfills educational needs or serves a functional role in society. This concept may not be entirely understood in translation in other cultures, or to the 21st-century listener. And indeed, Hindemith's music has been criticized for being too academic or devoid of emotion. But, Hindemith understood music from a 19th-century German's perspective. For much of Germany's history, music has been interwoven into the fabric of everyday life. Music is for playing or singing, for children or concert music, for home or state functions. Gebrauchsmusik was the contemporary (for 1920) composer's attempt to educate their audience about the newness of the language which was being used, to bridge a way of  acceptance and understanding.

Hindemith believed that a musician should be well-rounded, and he was! One should be able to teach, conduct, write for all types of audiences, and perform on all kinds of instruments. He was the product of the classic and romantic schools of thought which influenced the beauty he instilled in his slow movements and the formal constructs he employed. His tonal language developed during the course of his career.  His harmony is marked by a certain amount of dissonance, with the compositional goal of its release.

The Septet for Winds is scored for a traditional woodwind quintet, with the addition of bass clarinet and trumpet.  This instrumentation gave Hindemith wide varieties of colors at his disposal. The first movement makes use of all the instruments in trilled and sustained tones, contrasted by a lyrical theme. The second movement is very short and eliminates the trumpet. There are improvisational sections and a rhythmic emphasis off the beat. The third movement, a set of Variations, is introduced by the brightest color in the ensemble, the trumpet, a color all the more pronounced because of its absence in the previous movement. Each instrument provides Hindemith with the means to exploit the theme in distinctly colorful ways. The fourth movement sets up a formal symmetry by eliminating the trumpet again. Similar to the second movement are the moments of improvisation, but this time the rhythmic emphasis moves on the beat. This movement is also an exact retrograde of the second movement. A retrograde means that each instrument's entrance, the rhythmic plan, and the linear progression of the notes are all backwards! The last measure of movement two is the first measure of movement four. While fascinating to music theory majors, this does not detract from the musical value of  the work. The finale is a triple Fugue, with six entries of the first subject. The trumpet plays a march constantly, weaving in and around the other voices. There are two more subjects introduced and are afterward combined with the first subject with the precision of genius.

In 1952, this work was honored by the New York Music Critics Circle as the "most outstanding" chamber music composition premiered in New York during the 1952 season.
Claude Bolling: Suite No. 1 for Flute and Jazz Trio (1973) 

—notes by Frederick Fellers (1990) and Cathleen Partlow Strauss

Claude Bolling, a native of Cannes, France, was a jazz piano prodigy and acquired most of his musical education by listening to recordings. Duke Ellington was his model as a performer. Bolling's many recordings in different popular styles have several times been awarded the Grand Prix du Disque.  Composition and conducting, as well as performance, define his career. This Suite is one of several that he wrote (the others featuring violin, trumpet and cello) combining baroque and jazz elements, all achieving huge popularity through recordings. The Suite for Flute can be performed by flute and piano alone or with the addition of double bass and drums.

Conceived in seven movements, five will be performed this evening.  Swing and classical are combined in the first movement.  A smooth repetitive rhythmic figure shapes the Sentimentale. Javanaise is a mix of rag rhythm with an uneven pulse in five beats. The Fugace supplies Bach-like elements.  The original suite has two movements inserted here before the finale, Veloce. This last movement contains a lot of toe-tapping syncopations ending the very entertaining piece.

