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Celebration—Ellen Taaffe Zwilich 

Zwilich is one of today’s most popular and listenable composers. She initially studied at 
Florida State University and then went on to Juilliard, where she worked with luminaries, Roger 
Sessions and Elliot Carter. She was the first to receive the DMA degree in composition there, 
and her early works quickly garnered critical acclaim. Eight years after she graduated, her 
Symphony No. 1 was a signal success, and she became the first woman to win the Pulitzer Prize 
in music. Her compositions have gone on to receive widespread recognition and have brought 
her many honors—the latest, an honorary doctorate from the Juilliard School in May 2025. In 
addition to symphonies and other works for orchestra, she has composed a large variety of 
chamber works. Noteworthy is her impressive series of concertos for various wind instruments. 
While her earlier style was, shall we say, “difficult,” with its emphasis upon dense motivic 
textures, angular melodies, and atonal harmonies—all typical of “academic” composers of that 
time—she moved on to a much more accessible style. Her mature style—while definitely 
contemporary in technique and expression—is nevertheless direct, appealing, and infused with 
many elements that are associated with the musical past: classicism and romanticism. 

A vivacious, sparkling curtain raiser, Celebration was commissioned by the Indianapolis 
Symphony in 1984 for the inaugural concert in its new performance hall. And to suit its purpose 
admirably, the work was conceived in clear, transparent textures that brilliantly showcase the 
palette of distinctive orchestra colors that are one of the modern symphony orchestra’s most 
attractive virtues. The composer has characterized the work as a “mini-concerto for orchestra,” 
and that it manifestly is. Celebration’s other goal was equally to challenge and explore the new 
hall—or any hall’s—acoustics. Dedicated to the music director of the Indianapolis Symphony at 
the time, John Nelson, Celebration does all of that, a musical celebration whose sparkling mood 
skips brightly from beginning to end.   

Zwilich describes the work as a “toccata,” which is a centuries old genre, originally for 
pipe organs. Its free and rhapsodic nature was a perfect vehicle for organists to “test” all of the 
tonal resources of new organs, while simultaneously allowing them to highlight the imagination 
of their virtuosity as performers. And this Celebration amply does for the modern symphonic 
orchestra. 

Celebration is altogether representative of this important American composer’s style and 
is exemplary of her important contribution to the nation’s musical art. Clarity of motives and 
themes, formal discipline, and consummate orchestration are melded to support a most attractive 
artistic vision. Like the fictional French chef who could whip up a feast out of some string beans 
and an eggshell, Zwilich is a master of unifying her compositions with a few striking ideas that 
undergo remarkable, imaginative transformations. Outstanding composers have always 
demonstrated this, and so does Zwilich.   

The work is shaped roughly in an arc, opening with dramatic, imposing stentorian 
unisons vaguely reminiscent of Beethoven. The stern, dark unisons quickly yield to the two chief 
elements she employs. The first is a jolly, loping, rhythmic, ostinato figure that pervades the 
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whole throughout. The other is a leaping, widely spaced arpeggio that bounds up through the 
octaves. She deftly puts both ideas through creative transformations in changing guises of color 
stemming from her mastery of orchestration. An ethereal, soft lyrical section near the middle 
provides an ingratiating contrast, and equally showcases the solo colors of members of the 
orchestra. A brisk, gradual return to the stark unisons of the beginning bookends the conclusion. 

An early reviewer of Celebration effusively compared it to “...a sip of water from a 
mountain stream, clear and refreshing...”. That it is. 

 
 

Tuba Concerto—Lalo Schifrin 
The tuba is an essential in the modern symphonic orchestra—and in the popular 

imagination, forever associated with bands and jazz. But, in the orchestra, there is no good 
substitute for its ability to serve as the bass of the brass section, and to blend equally well with 
the string section. But, it was not always sitting back there. It really didn’t exist until around the 
middle of the nineteenth century, when technology in the form of valves finally caught up with 
musical needs. Before that, various instruments were tried as the bass for all the winds. These 
experiments were miserable failures. The contrabassoon really didn’t have the volume or suitable 
color for the job. The bizarre serpent was said to be only usable for the “rituals of the bloody 
Druids,” and the ophicleide’s sound (think of a baritone sax played with a bass trombone 
mouthpiece) was deemed a combination of a “roar and a splatter.” So, the advent of tuba was 
hailed universally by all, and soon employed magnificently in the operas of Wagner (the Italians 
were slower to adopt it). Thus, the tuba began a long, important life of servitude, providing the 
bass in the back of the ensemble. 

However--in contrast to the nineteenth century and the early twentieth century--today, no 
instrument is content to take its place humbly in the background. Now, every instrument, 
including the tuba, is the focus of serious artists, who are capable of astounding virtuosity. And, 
accordingly, composers of every ilk are keen on providing sophisticated compositions that 
display, not only the artistry of the performers, but the inherent, nuanced musical capabilities of 
the instruments, as well. Consequently, there is no dearth of fine concertos for the tuba. The days 
of “Tubby the Tuba” are long gone. And that is pellucidly in evidence in the concerto by the 
eminent composer, Lalo Schifrin. 

Schifrin, of course, is familiar as the composer of the iconic “Mission: Impossible” 
theme, with its intoxicating 5/4 meter. Active until his death in summer 2025 at the age of 93, he 
was among the foremost of Hollywood composers, arrangers, and conductors. Born in Argentina, 
after studies in Paris at the Conservatoire, he returned to Argentina to lead a jazz big band before 
heading to New York to further his career. In 1963 Schifrin moved to Los Angeles, and there 
began his outstanding career composing for TV and the movies. His musical compositions for 
those media are legion, and familiar to every American—to name just a few: Cool Hand Luke, 
Enter the Dragon, Bullitt, Coogan’s Bluff, Dirty Harry, Mannix, The Amityville Horror, and the 
Cincinnati Kid. 

His Tuba Concerto was composed in 2016 for Eugene Pokorny, well-known tubaist with 
the Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and given its première in 2018 with Pokorny and the 
Redlands Symphony Orchestra. A fun and entertaining piece, to be sure, it contains a variety of 
musical styles, from Baroque to jazz. The accompaniment includes not only a large percussion 
section, but harpsichord, as well. It’s cast in the usual three movements of a concerto. 

The first movement, Andante animato, is a beautiful tribute to the style of a Baroque, 
Italianate operatic aria—of which the soaring vocal lyricism Bach so adroitly folded into his own 
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inimitable style. Its pliable melodic lines require the utmost in mastery of sustaining cantabile 
lines in the difficult highest register of the tuba. And here and there, is a bit of the added florid 
ornamentation requisite of operatic singers of the time. 

The Andante of the second movement brings us more exquisite lyricism, but rather in a 
twentieth-century mode. It’s a true “andante,” in the sense that the main idea is a simple little 
tune that just “walks” along. Harmonies, somewhat angular melodic lines, and a rather whimsical 
cadenza all combine to create a more contemporary, casual style. It ends with a low register 
“blat” that pays homage to the tuba’s popular reputation, and a beautiful high register final 
gesture leads to the last movement. 

The finale, an Allegro molto, is a jazz-inflected, rousing scamper up and down the tuba’s 
range, replete with bebop inspired scales and arpeggios. It begins with a simple statement of 
more or less the main idea before plunging in with implied variations thereon. Schifrin gives the 
soloist no quarter in the technical demands, as the tuba zips through material that we all associate 
perhaps more with Dizzy Gillespie. A welter of “dizzying” notes leads us to the blistering end—
marked by a last allusion to the opening theme. 

 
Theme from Mission: Impossible 

Not long after Schifrin’s removal to Los Angeles, he was asked in 1966 to provide a 
theme for the new TV spy series, Mission: Impossible. The result was the catchy theme that 
became a signature for the 1966-73 series, starring Peter Graves. The story behind the theme is 
that Schifrin picked the Morse code rhythm for the letters, M and I. That is, dash-dash, dot-dot, 
generating a 5/4-meter rhythm. The composer later said: “I wanted a little humor, lightness, a 
theme that wouldn’t take itself too seriously. There’s something unpredictable about 5/4.” Add 
Schifrin’s long engagement with and mastery of jazz and something with lasting musical appeal 
was born.  It makes a great vehicle for jazz tuba, as well. 

 
 
Overture to Omar —Rhiannon Giddens and Michael Abels 
 Omar is a recent American opera based upon a remarkable, tragic, and true tale of Omar 
ibn Said, a wealthy Muslim scholar who was kidnapped from his home in a West African Islamic 
country (presently Senegal) in 1807 at the age of 37 and sold into a life of slavery in Charleston, 
South Carolina. There, he later escaped his harsh master and fled to North Carolina, where he 
was captured and sold again. This time to a planter, James Owen, who, impressed with Ibn 
Omar’s intelligence, erudition, and learning, tried to convert him to Christianity. His master 
urged him to write his memoirs, which he did, going on to write a least thirteen other works in 
Arabic on history and theology. But, his education and intelligence did not save him from a long, 
tragic life in slavery, and he died in his nineties in 1864. There is preserved a poignant 
photograph of him from late in life, wearing a formal suit and tie and exuding a completely 
dignified mien—still enslaved. 

In 2019 the American folk performer and composer, Rhiannon Giddens was 
commissioned to compose an opera based upon Ibn Said’s life as recounted in his 
autobiography—originally written in Arabic. She collaborated with the composer, Michael 
Abels, finishing it in 2020. The work received its world première in 2022 at the Spoleto Festival 
USA and was subsequently awarded the 2023 Pulitzer Prize for Music. Ironically, the initial 
performance occurred less than a mile from the original slave market where Ibn Said was sold 
more than two centuries earlier. 
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The opera was well received and went on to successful performances in Los Angeles, San 
Francisco, and Boston. The young composer, Giddens, is a well-known North Carolina musician, 
active in unusual variety of musical genres: folk, blues, traditional Southern rural styles—both 
Black and White—gospel, soul, jazz, bluegrass, Celtic. You name it. She was a founding 
member of the Carolina Chocolate Drops and has released five solo albums. A 2000 graduate of 
the Oberlin Conservatory, where she studied opera, she is a performer on banjo, fiddle, and a 
singer. She has concertized and recorded extensively and was a 2017 MacArthur “Genius” 
Fellow. Michael Abels, born in 1962 and educated at the University of Southern California, 
composes works for orchestra, including film and television scores. Ables has received numerous 
awards for his film music. 

The overture to Omar is stylistically altogether appropriate for the life of a West African 
Muslim and is a reflection of the composer’s varied interests. Consequently, the opera has 
stylistic references to traditional African rhythms, as well as jazz, bluegrass, spirituals, and 
hymns. Unusual instruments employed include traditional African drums: Kidi, Sogo, Tar, 
Djembe, and Ghaval. Moreover, the composers cleverly scored for some of the standard 
instruments of the traditional symphony orchestra in ways that imitate “exotic” instruments such 
as the banjo and the Kora—a 21-string West African lute. 
 In an unusual opening for an overture, it begins with an energetic statement of the main 
idea by a solo viola—representing Omar and his journey--soon followed by the drums of the 
percussion section, laying down a hypnotic weft of distinctive African-derived rhythmic figures. 
The chief rhythm is one well known to world percussionists as the “malfüf,” consisting of a 
thump on the drum head, followed by two light, syncopated thwacks on the rim. This traditional 
rhythm is associated with Omar’s homeland in Senegambia. The chief melodic element 
throughout the work is based upon the “Kormanti” melody, which was recognized as early as the 
seventeenth century among Jamaican slaves. The energetic opening soon leads to a pause that 
features lyrical moments in the violas and alto flute. Otherwise, the string section—supported by 
the insistent drumming--carries the bulk of the jagged, syncopated melodic drive that reminds 
one as much of Middle Eastern musical culture as of African. The pungent little overture doesn’t 
last long, but is a perfect introduction to a novel, thoughtful opera that explores yet another of the 
unique stories which contribute to our nation’s complex history. 
 
 
Symphonic Dances from West Side Story—Leonard Bernstein 

West Side Story is a tour de force of American music; its popularity is evergreen. 
Arguably Bernstein’s greatest work, it has taken its place as a masterpiece, not only in the 
context of Broadway musicals, but also as an icon in the larger musical life of the nation. But, its 
genesis was not spontaneous. The composer drew upon his successful experience in writing for 
the stage, as well as his deep engagement with the inspiring nature of New York City—a feeling 
for the place that only a native could have. While he astonished all with his amazing talents in 
almost every musical endeavor—he shirked at nothing—it is in musical theatre that he seemed 
naturally to flourish. He simply understood the genre and its demands. 

He had plunged in early, writing for student productions at Harvard, and working with a 
cabaret group (that included Judy Holiday) while a student at the Curtis Institute. At the age of 
twenty-six his ballet Fancy Free was first performed at the Metropolitan Opera and On the 
Town opened on Broadway. Wonderful Town, Peter Pan, Facsimile, Candide, and, of 
course, West Side Story, followed in succession. Later works, like his still-controversial 
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multimedia theatre piece, Mass (1971), and the unsuccessful musical, 1600 Pennsylvania 
Avenue, some critics point to as evidence of a weakening sense of his audience and times. But 
his masterpiece is clearly West Side Story and has stood the test of time as a document of the Big 
Apple in the fifties. 

It’s a masterful blend of pop sociology, bebop and Latin jazz, and a fantastic integration 
of dance. Bernstein had “big” ears for the jazz idiom—and came up with a score that rather 
better makes the case for “symphonic jazz” than did ever Gershwin or Copland. He simply had 
an innate feel for dance and for jazz rhythms and harmonies to which few “legit” composers 
could ever aspire. The “Symphonic Dances” were gleaned from the score of the musical in 1960 
by Sid Ramin and Irwin Kostal, who had collaborated on the orchestration of the original show, 
working from Bernstein’s piano sketches. They were masters at their craft, and the score of the 
whole musical reflects it. In the suite one will hear the soaring “Somewhere,” a mambo and a 
cha-cha, the ultra-cool “Cool,” and the gripping “Rumble” music, as this synopsis of a time-
shifted Romeo and Juliet reaches its inexorable tragic conclusion. 
 
 

        --Wm. E. Runyan 
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