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Strum—Jessie Montgomery

Montgomery is a native New Yorker, a graduate of the Juilliard School in violin
performance, and holds a master’s degree from New York University in music composition. Her
publications focus on various combinations of strings, and enjoy wide performance popularity
with noted ensembles throughout the country. She is a devoted supporter of educational
activities, and youth musical ensembles. Her musical style is, if anything, eclectic, and is
obviously a reflection of the enormous variety of musical art in her native New York
City. Mahler once somewhat fatuously remarked something to the effect that a symphony should
contain “everything.” Well, Montgomery dips into a remarkable universe of musical traditions,
and reinterprets them in her own voice—just not all in one composition, of course.

It may seem that the younger generation of composers sometimes appears to focus on
composing works that are inspired by, or aim to depict specific references to our real, exterior
world, and perhaps our affective reactions. So, it is refreshing to encounter a new, attractive
work that celebrates the purely musical experience. Strum is a dance-like composition that
expertly explores the vast and varied technical resources of stringed instruments. Originally
composed for violoncello quintet in 2006, the work underwent several revisions for other string
combinations, including string quartet, before settling on this version for chamber orchestra.

The fundamental premise of the work is that of a charming exercise in superimposing
layers of “choppy” syncopated rhythms that propel it all along, and contrasting them with
smooth fragments of melody that occasionally “sneak in and float over them.”

At the beginning some of the players are holding their instruments rather like little guitars
and strumming them in guitar fashion--hence the name of the composition. This effect is basic to
the “chattery” layers of pointillism, along with cascades of pizzicato, some of which allow the
strongly plucked string to whack back against the wooden fingerboard. Montgomery deftly
creates an evolving series of thythmic episodes, based upon a variety of unifying motives. And
it’s maddeningly difficult for the listener to determine the time signature, as well. Is it in three or
four, or something else? It sounds like complicated syncopation, but is in fact created by
constantly changing the time signatures: 7/8, 6/8, 3/8 and so forth. One simply can’t pat one’s
foot predictably to this rhythmic weft. All of this “plucky,” “scratchy,” strumming is one major
component of the work.

The other component is designed to be completely different in every musical respect to
all of the above. Against all of this dry, rhythmic activity, the composer from time to time
superimposes snatches of serene legato melody in various solo instruments. Montgomery
describes these little bits of melody as derived from American folk idioms. The acute listener
will sense the very laudable technique of restricting the musical materials, but varying them in
creative ways. In this case, the melodic material focuses on the simple intervals of a melodic
third and a step. And, as evidence of Montgomery’s sophisticated knowledge of string textures,
from time to time you’ll hear string harmonics—ethereal, light pitches, high in the atmosphere,



generated by the slightest touch of the finger on the string. All of this—floating above the layers
of boldly contrasting plucking and strumming ostinati.

Strum is a marvelously creative work, borne out of both a deep understanding of the
almost infinite technical capabilities of the violin family and the creative possibilities of
superimposing two simple, but boldly contrasting textural ideas. The young Montgomery
is a rising star, and this intriguing little composition is ample evidence thereof.

Clarinet Concerto—Aaron Copland

Aaron Copland is generally considered America’s greatest composer. That is, it is he,
through his compositions and through his essays, books, lectures, and other thoughts on music,
who has done more than any other individual to establish a corpus of “serious” music in this
country that has largely defined an “American” style. He lived a long life; influenced generations
of young composers; advanced the cause of art music in this country; and composed music that
has delighted millions in the audiences of ballet, chamber music, symphonic music, radio,
television, and the movies. The son of Jewish immigrants, he lived for most of his life in New
York City—or close by—but assimilated so much of the disparate elements of our culture that he
came to be considered as representative of all of it. In his music one finds jazz, ethnic, western,
folk, intellectual, and populist elements and references—and much more: Cuban, Mexican, and
European Continental. But his wide-ranging intellect easily synthesized it all into an inimitable
style (or small group of stylistic voices) with which his music spoke with a clear and unified
expression.

His greatest musical influence was undoubtedly the grande dame of teachers, Mme.
Nadia Boulanger, with whom he studied in Paris during the early 1920s. Teacher of generations
of distinguished performers and composers, she counted Copland as her greatest pupil. Of
course, while spending those years in Paris—along with the so-called “lost” generation (Copland
was assuredly not part of it)—he was exposed to a wealth of musical styles and composers. Of
them, Stravinsky was the other great influence upon Copland. Upon his return to the USA his
early dalliance with jazz and “symphonic jazz” was more or less replaced by a severe, often
dissonant style—one not often associated with Copland by much of today’s audiences, but
definitely a life-long option for him in his compositions. During the 1930s his interest in socialist
perspectives crystallized for him and he turned to a more accessible, populist style that has come
to be his hallmark for mainstream America. His ballets, Billy the Kid, Rodeo, and Appalachian
Spring, as well as his music for the films, Of Mice and Men and Our Town and other works all
endeared him to a wide audience and made his reputation as composer of “American” music. He
continued that trend with the Lincoln Portrait, music for the film adaptation of Steinbeck’s Red
Pony, and in 1946 premicéred what many consider his most significant work, the monumental
Third Symphony. Shortly thereafter, Benny Goodman, who at the time was riding high in
popularity, approached Copland with the idea of writing a concerto for the clarinet. Two
thousand dollars from Goodman did the trick, and Copland, who was (characteristically) in
South America at the time, went to work, and it was finished the next year—1948. There was
some give and take along the way between Copland and Goodman—the latter was a tough
man—and the first performance took place in 1950.

It must be said, there is little of the popular image of Benny Goodman the jazz legend in
this concerto, so put that association away at the outset. But, it does speak much of the depth of
musicianship of the great jazz virtuoso to commission and perform a composition so far removed
from his natural musical métier. Clarinetists everywhere owe him an immense debt for helping to



bring to their repertoire a major work by one of America’s greatest composers. It is all Copland,
too, with little condescension to Goodman’s jazz orientation. Alternatively entitled, “Concerto
for Clarinet, Strings, and Harp” it is cast into two large sections, with a substantial cadenza for
the soloist in between.

The first movement is pensive, lyrical affair that takes full advantage of the lyric
capabilities of the clarinet, floating on a lush and evocative cloud of harp and string
sonorities. As with all great artists, Copland is a creature of many guises, and the soul of this first
section is that of gentle, yet profound sentiments familiar—and beloved—to audiences from
parts of Appalachian Spring, or say, The Tender Land. The ensuing clarinet cadenza begins
quietly, extending the mood, but gradually becomes more and more demonstrative—even
strident—and evolves into a quite different mood. While the wild figurations may seem rather
random, the composer is working through some of the important intervals and motives of the
work. The cadenza finally arrives at the intense, rhythmic character of the last section and we’re
off to the races. Light, staccato strings and piano bounce along on the spritely tempo as the
clarinet dances with a seemingly endless stream of short ideas. The ability of the clarinet to
articulate clean, precise motives is the basis of the writing, here, as the Stravinsky-like texture
races along. Soon, things become more intense, rhythmic displacements abound, and we begin to
hear more and more of the soloist’s intense high register. It is to be admitted that short interludes
of whimsy that remind one of Goodman’s style of improvisation interrupt from time to time, but
not necessarily “jazzy” ones. What becomes more and more prevalent are the syncopations of
Mexican and South American folk music that Copland adored. Add to that the composer’s
intrinsic preferences for “spiky,” wide intervals (perfectly suited to the clarinet). All of this is
mixed, stirred, and intensified—along with piercing high notes from the clarinet—to the jerky,
dancing conclusion. This is the “other” side of Copland that is integral to so many of his
compositions all throughout his career, and without which no picture of the man’s music is
complete. And thanks to the progressive side of Goodman, the world has a masterpiece for the
instrument.

Princesa de la Luna for Harp and String Orchestra—Quinn Mason

Mason is one of America’s preeminent young composers, whose masterful and sensitive
compositions have garnered him widespread honors, recognition, and performances. Born in
Shreveport, Louisiana, but raised in Dallas, he is thoroughly a proud Texan. He studied
composition at Southern Methodist University, Texas Christian University, and the University of
Texas. The professional ensembles that have programmed his works include some of the most
esteemed in the country, including the San Francisco Symphony, the Minnesota Orchestra, the
Rochester Philharmonic, and others. In addition to his active career as a conductor, he has
studied with or collaborated with luminaries such as Marin Alsop, Libby Larsen, and Esa-Pikka
Salonen.

While he says, “his heart is in the orchestra,” he nevertheless composes in a variety of
genres and performing media, including wind ensemble and bands, chamber music, and voice. It
is obvious that his stylistic orientation is situated in the broad panoply of mainstream, traditional
classical traditions. And that is pellucidly clear in Princesa de la Luna.

This work was commissioned by the respected River Oaks Chamber Orchestra of
Houston, Texas—an orchestra that is as well known for its active program for commissioning
new works for chamber orchestra as it is for its musical prowess. The premiére of Princesa de la
Luna was given in Houston in April of 2021. Composed for chamber strings and harp, in one



movement, its gentle lyricism, neo-impressionistic harmonies, and impressive command of
nuanced orchestral string effects and colors is evocative of Debussy and Ravel. Yet, it is clearly
of our century and in the voice of Mason.

As a very abstract guide to the putative conceptual inspiration for the work, the composer
provides the following:

‘Princesa de la Luna’ is a portrait of a fictional princess that lives in the sky and
is only visible at night during a full moon, in the form of an adagio for harp and
strings. The music illustrates the delicate and graceful features of her personality,
but near the middle of the piece, the vainness in the vanity that comes with such
a character as indicated by some tension in the music.

The entire piece is texture focused and explores the full colors and ranges of the
string instruments as well as special effects in the harp (such as harmonics and
glissando) giving the music a sparkling and shimmering feeling throughout, much
like watching the stars around the moon on a clear night.

This really needs nothing more detailed in order to appreciate the cohesive and
consummately attractive atmosphere that Mason conjures up for his vision. His mastery of
orchestration, sensitive and thoughtful harmonic language, and gentle lyricism belies his age, to
be sure.

Appalachian Spring Suite—Aaron Copland

In 1943 the great American dancer and choreographer, Martha Graham, armed with $500
from a prominent patron, approached Copland with the idea to write some music for her ballet
company. He had already garnered success with Billy the Kid, and Rodeo—Copland was a
lifelong aficionado of dance—and soon produced a half-hour or so of music appropriate to a
story quite unlike that with which we now are familiar. He simply entitled the work, “Music for
Martha.” Dissatisfied with the original story, Graham completely reworked it into a scenario
(following the published score) that concerns a pioneer celebration:

“...in spring around a newly-build farmhouse in the Pennsylvania hills in the early
part of the last century. The bride-to-be and the young farmer-husband enact the
emotions, joyful and apprehensive, their new domestic partnership invites. An
older neighbor suggests now and then the rocky confidence of experience. A
revivalist and his followers remind the new householders of the strange and
terrible aspects of human fate. At the end the couple are left quiet and strong in
their new house.”

Needless to say, Copland’s music was conceived with none of this in mind, moreover, the
title that Graham chose originated in a Hart Crane poem about a mountain rivulet, not the season
of renewal. Copland was often amused later at plaudits accorded him for evoking the “hope”
inherent in simple people in the “spring” season. Nevertheless, his angular melodies, spare
textures, and relatively simple harmonies were brilliantly exploited by Graham in her
appropriation of his music for her choreography. While much of Copland’s earlier work
consciously had used folk melodies as part of his musical resources, Appalachian Spring is based



around original material that seems to evoke folk simplicities. The major, important exception is
his use of the Shaker dance tune, ‘Tis a Gift to be Simple,” around which he builds a set of
variations that lead to the climax of the work. His rhythms echo the muscular, almost jerky,
movements that—as every serious dancer knows—are characteristic of Graham’s choreographic
style. Metrical shifts and constantly changing accents inform most of the livelier sections.

This little gem of a ballet has assumed a place of favored—almost iconic—status for
American audiences. It, along with Fanfare for the Common Man, Lincoln Portrait, Rodeo
(Beef—It’s What’s for Dinner!), and other brilliant compositions have all come to help inform
our sense of who we are as Americans. And, it is a comment upon the great, sprawling, diverse
nature of our country that one of its most eloquent creators of that image was a gay, leftist, son of
Brooklyn Jewish immigrants.
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