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American Symphonette No. 2—Morton Gould

While Leonard Bernstein is often seen as the multifaceted American musician who wore
just about every musical hat—the garland could just as easily be shared with Morton
Gould. What didn’t he do—and stunningly successfully? He was literally a household name
during the nineteen forties and fifties, and was an active composer into his eighties. A child
prodigy, he composed from a remarkably early age. By his late teenage years, he was playing
professionally in movie theatres and vaudeville, but got his big break as the staff pianist in 1932
for the newly opened Radio City Music Hall. Positions as conductor and arranger on national
radio shows soon followed, as well as commissions for music for Broadway shows, film, ballets,
and ultimately, television. His purview was certainly not limited to “popular” music, for he
conducted many of the great symphony orchestras all over the world, often appearing as piano
soloist, as well — Rhapsody in Blue was a specialty. Compositions flowed from his pen by the
dozens with ridiculous ease, and a remarkable number of almost every ilk ensued. Pieces for
American bands, symphony orchestras, chorus, concertos—including one for “rapper” and
orchestra. The variety of styles and genres is simply astonishing.

He could plumb the depths of American popular culture, as well as the aspirations of
“higher, classical” art with an almost effortless equal facility—what is perhaps most impressive
was his mastery of both approaches to musical composition. While both Bernstein and Gershwin
were undeniable musical geniuses, it must be admitted that they struggled somewhat to find a
facile musical voice that poured easily into the forms and structures of more formal musical
composition—not so with Gould. He spoke as easily and with equal, natural facility in a
“symphony” as he did in a piece for singing fire department.

The series of “symphonettes” for orchestra are cases in point. Composed at various times
during the nineteen thirties and early nineteen forties, they are charming short essays in the
symphony genre, and are completely smooth idiomatic explorations of its “classical” norms. The
title is a bit whimsical, the composer alluding to the vogue of the time to tack on “-ette” to
almost anything: dinette, kitchenette and even Buick and Cadillac “sedanettes.” Like so many
“cross-over” compositions of the time, this little “symphonette” (composed for a 1938 radio
show) is infused with jazz-like elements in each of its three movements. The first is appropriately
in a kind of sonata form, and the second is a traditional dance form, in this case a rather
sedate pavan, one of Gould’s most famous tunes. The muted trumpet and “walking” bassoon
accompaniment are instantly recognizable from myriad performances. The last movement, in the
best symphonic tradition is a scampering affair that the composer admits is a “slight takeoff on
the Prelude from Bach’s E-major unaccompanied Violin Partita.” That may be, but essentially it
is an adroit example of late 1930s through early 1950s happy, urban, East Coast, jazzy
soundscapes so familiar from, say, West Side Story and a thousand movies.

©2025 William E. Runyan



Pasturelands Cello Concerto—Jeff Lippencott

The pastures of the wilderness overflow, the hills gird themselves with joy, the meadows
clothe themselves with flocks, the valleys deck themselves with grain, they shout and sing
together for joy. (Psalms 65:12, ESV)

Pasturelands Cello Concerto was written in an accessible Americana style to highlight
the picturesque settings of western grasslands and pastures of the United States.
Composed in four movements, “Awakenings”, “Great Plains”, “Calves at Play”, and “Open
Range”, this work expresses the daily and seasonal changes of God’s natural forces on the
ranches and ranges of America. There is a beautiful simplicity of life lived on the prairies and
plains of the American West. A rough, rugged, self-reliant spirit nurtures life, yet this spirit also
relies on God’s seasonal elements to sustain it. From “Awakenings”, which opens the concerto as
sunrise might open the day, to the fun and up-tempo third movement “Calves at Play”,
Pasturelands urges the listener to enter into the simple yet ancient daily life of grazing cattle and
fields full of swaying grasses.
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Grand Canyon Suite—Ferde Grofé

Early in his career, Ferde Grofé made an indelible mark on American music, for it was he
who orchestrated Gershwin’s Rhapsody in Blue. Grofé was Paul Whiteman’s staff arranger, and
without his experience and craftsmanship, there is no small doubt that Gershwin’s masterpiece
would have been ready in time, or even have achieved the succes fou that it did. He created so
much of the “sound” that we associate with Gershwin’s composition, and in 1942 went on to
create the arrangement for full symphonic orchestra that everybody knows today. But, of course,
Grofé was an accomplished composer in his own right, and Grand Canyon Suite is the work by
which he is remembered today. An indefatigable notable in the American popular music scene
for decades, he was born in New York City to a distinguished classical music family, but
received his early music education in Germany, and by 1920 was playing piano for Whiteman’s
orchestra. He went on to arrange and compose myriad works, was on the radio, conducted in
Carnegie Hall, worked on Broadway, was a film composer in Hollywood, and even taught at the
Juilliard School. His interests lay everywhere, and his serious compositions reflect this,
especially his penchant for composing orchestral suites that are heavily descriptive: Mississippi
Suite, Kentucky Derby Suite, Aviation Suite, Death Valley Suite, World’s Fair Suite, and Rudy
Vallee Suite, to name just a very few. And let’s not forget his Sonata for Flute and Bicycle Pump.

But, still, Grand Canyon Suite is the survivor, and rightly so. It is a masterpiece of
pictorialism and orchestration. Finished in 1931, the suite depicts various scenes as may occur in
the canyon. The first movement, “Sunrise,” is a gentle, ever-growing depiction of the sun’s
creeping rays, carried by constantly ascending scale passages. There are no real memorable tunes
here, just atmospheric, swelling harmonies—quite a contrast to Richard Strauss’s bombastic
sunrise from the beginning of Also sprach Zarathustra. “Painted Desert”, too, largely avoids
singable melodies, rather, it evokes the static beauty of the quiet desert by constant, repetitive
soft woodwind clusters and shimmering percussive effects that revolve slowly like a reflective
prism. The introspective English horn finally ends it all, with a little help from a solo
clarinet. Who hasn’t heard “On the Trail,” with its clip-clopping donkey hooves? Long ago, it
became ubiquitous from its use by the Philip Morris radio and TV shows. And unmistakable is
the opening “hee-haw”—and many more throughout the movement—from our long-eared



friends. It’s a placid, quintessential Western atmosphere, and with a real, memorable melody, to
boot!

Horns and chimes announce “retreat,” the end of day and the advent of “Sunset.” In an
inversion of the ascending scales of “Sunrise,” gentle descending scales, accompanied by lush
scoring in the best Hollywood tradition, gradually settle into dusk, with a final muted call in the
brass. “Cloudburst” opens with a grandiose, romantic scene setter, but soon little furtive drops of
rain begin to fall, distant thunder and lightning draw nearer, and a full-fledged Western gully-
washer is in full roar. You don’t need a Walt Disney film to help your imagination in this totally
masterful evocation. Then, of course, it all dies away almost as soon as it came, and Grofé tops
the suite off with a “grand” peroration led by a recounting of the “On the Trail” theme,
majestically intoned by the brass.
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