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American Patriot Hymn—Jeff Lippencott 
  Composed in celebration of the 250th anniversary of the United States, American Patriot Hymn 
is both a reflection on the nation’s origins and a tribute to the enduring spirit of its people. As 
composer and conductor, Jeff Lippencott draws on the emotional and historical weight of this 
milestone, crafting a work that bridges past and present through music of conviction, reverence, 
and hope. 
  Central to the piece is its use of texts attributed to Samuel Adams, whose words capture the 
philosophical and moral foundations of the American experiment. These poetic elements are not 
merely decorative—they serve as the backbone of the work’s narrative, illuminating themes of 
liberty, sacrifice, and civic responsibility. By setting these texts, Lippencott connects the 
audience directly to the voice of the Revolutionary era, inviting reflection on the ideals that 
shaped the nation’s birth.  
  Musically, American Patriot Hymn is grounded in a language that feels both familiar and 
freshly imagined. Its melodies evoke the character of traditional patriotic song—broad, singable, 
and resonant—while avoiding direct quotation. Instead, Lippencott creates original thematic 
material that captures the essence of American musical identity: open intervals, noble contours, 
and a sense of forward motion that mirrors the country’s ongoing journey. The orchestration 
reinforces this spirit, balancing moments of grandeur with passages of introspection. 
  In this anniversary year, American Patriot Hymn stands as a musical statement of remembrance 
and renewal. It honors the vision of the nation’s founders while acknowledging the continued 
responsibility of each generation to carry those ideals forward.  
               ©2026 Jeff Lippencott 
 
Harlem—Edward Kennedy “Duke” Ellington 

Jazz is considered primarily a musical style defined by solo improvisers, and rightly 
so. But, it would be a mistake to diminish the important role played by composers and arrangers 
in that style. If Louis Armstrong is the apotheosis of the former, then surely Duke Ellington is 
the preeminent of the latter. Composer of perhaps two thousand songs, jazz suites, film scores, 
and later in life, even liturgical music, he used his long-touring big band as a vehicle for the 
development of some of the most sophisticated jazz ever written. If there is one gift out of a 
plethora that should be singled out, it is his acute sensitivity to the unique talents of the men who 
played for him. He once famously said: “You can’t write music right unless you know how the 
man that’ll play it plays poker...”. He skillfully exploited the variety of their individual tone 
colors and performing styles just as a master painter blends disparate colors into an artistic 
whole. Unorthodox creativity in scoring created the “Ellington sound.” All one must do is to 
think of his evergreen “Mood Indigo,” wherein he turns the traditional spaces occupied by 
clarinet, trumpet, trombone (top to bottom, respectively) upside down. “Mood Indigo” would not 
be the same piece at all in our musical consciousness without the unique sound of muted trumpet 
on top, trombone with “plumber’s friend” mute in the middle, and the soft, very low clarinet on 
the bottom. His ear for sound color was right up there with Debussy, Stravinsky, and Ravel. 
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His career started with the small ensemble associated with his move to New York in the 
early 1920s. An early example from that time of his blossoming originality is the evergreen 
Black and Tan Fantasy. By the late 1920s his work with a larger ensemble at the famous Cotton 
Club firmly established him as an important jazz composer. In the fecund decade of the thirties, 
he was producing perhaps his most creative and lasting works. 

His rare gift for managing to keep his big bands together over the years, both in the 
artistic and economic sense, provided him with the ideal artistic palette for his compositions. 
Replete with some of the great jazz soloists of Ellington’s time, his bands featured an adroit 
balance between his large-scale compositional constructs and the artistic freedom of the 
improvisation skill of his musicians. 

As time went on, he tended to more and more elaborate musical works—he called them 
“long form” compositions. In 1943 he inaugurated a series of concerts in Carnegie Hall that 
showcased his growing artistic ambitions—they continued until the early 1950s. By then, the 
diversity and breadth of this evolving musical vision led him eventually to compose full-length 
film scores, more large-scale suites, musical comedies, and an opera. While early jazz was 
centered on improvisations based upon the largely sixteen measure popular song, Ellington style 
grew to employ the familiar structural elements of classical symphonic music: extended and 
complex forms, various developmental procedures, and nuanced and variegated musical timbres. 

Accordingly, in 1950 the eminent conductor, Arturo Toscanini, commissioned Ellington 
for a work for jazz band for the NBC Symphony that was to more or less depict the broad 
panoply of New York City. As it turned out, Toscanini never conducted it, but the composer did 
in 1951 in a benefit concert for the NAACP, in a version for large jazz orchestra. A few years 
later it was orchestrated for symphony orchestra by the fine composer and Broadway arranger, 
Luther Henderson. He was a long-time collaborator with Ellington and orchestrated many of the 
composer’s works. 

Later known as simply “Harlem,” the tone poem was described by Ellington as a “tone 
parallel to Harlem.” It’s not a narrative work in a common scheme of tone poems, but rather an 
episodic series of impressions of what one may have encountered while walking around in 
Harlem, street by street. 

The composer, himself, described the scenario: “We would like now to take you on a tour 
of this place called Harlem. It has always had more churches than cabarets. It is Sunday morning. 
We are strolling from 110th Street up Seventh Avenue, heading north through the Spanish and 
West Indian neighborhood toward the 125th Street business area. Everybody is nicely dressed, 
and on their way to or from church. Everybody is in a friendly mood. Greetings are polite and 
pleasant, and on the opposite side of the street, standing under a streetlamp, is a real hip chick. 
She, too, is in a friendly mood. You may hear a parade go by, or a funeral, or you may recognize 
the passage of those who are making Civil Rights demands.” 

He goes on to describe and mention black luminaries Jackie Robinson, Thurgood 
Marshall, Langston Hughes, and Bill Robinson. Later he told an audience that in the middle of 
the work, “We find ourselves...in front of a church on Easter Sunday morning, witnessing an 
Easter parade, a little sadness, a little gladness, a dazzling satin doll, but moving on 
progressively.” In many ways the last four words are a kind of cue to the man’s unique musical 
genius and optimistic philosophy of life. 
Ellington was indeed jazz’s most important composer and arranger—that we all know. But, as 
this expansive work admirably shows, his talent was not restricted to one style, one time, or one 
medium. American music would have been lamentably impoverished without his music near its 
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core. The composer of Sophisticated Lady was indeed a “sophisticated gentleman” and giant of 
American musical life. 
 
Piano Concerto in One Movement—Florence Price 

Florence Beatrice Price, a native of Little Rock, Arkansas, was a pioneer black American 
composer who distinguished herself early on. Most notably, she is remembered as the first black 
American woman to garner success as a composer of symphonic music. Her first symphony is 
perhaps her best-known work. Winner of the prestigious Wannamaker Competition prize in 
1932, it was given its world première in 1933 by the Chicago Symphony Orchestra—a social and 
cultural milestone in this country at that time. 

At a young age she journeyed north to Boston to study at the New England Conservatory 
and returned to Arkansas and Georgia to teach at various small black colleges. After marriage 
she and her husband left a racially troubled Arkansas in 1927 for Chicago and her further study 
at the American Conservatory of Music with Leo Sowerby. Her career blossomed, and 
recognition for her art led to the afore-mentioned symphony in 1931, followed by two more 
symphonies, concertos, and other works for orchestra. She composed prolifically in a variety of 
other genres: chamber works, piano music, and vocal compositions–over three hundred in 
all. Her many songs and arrangements of spirituals were perhaps her most performed 
compositions. Sadly, while she enjoyed publication of many of her songs and piano works 
beginning in the late 1920s, most of the major works of her œuvre remained in manuscript during 
her lifetime. However, with her increasing popularity today, that situation is rapidly changing. 
Since 1987, over two dozen recordings of her works have been released, including those by 
eminent symphony orchestras. 

Price wrote four concertos: two for violin and orchestra, and two for piano and orchestra. 
The first one, the Piano Concerto in One Movement, was written soon after her success with the 
première of her first symphony with the Chicago Symphony. With the support and 
encouragement of Chicago’s longtime conductor, Frederick Stock, she composed the concerto 
for the next season. She was featured as the soloist in its première in 1934 at the June 
commencement program of the Chicago Musical College.   

While the concerto was performed frequently in ensuing years, by World War II, like so 
many of her works, it then lapsed into obscurity and was feared lost. Today, the music world is 
immeasurably enriched by the fortuitous discovery in 2009 of more-or-less the mother lode of 
her music manuscripts, in what had been Price’s summer home near the tiny village of St. Anne, 
Illinois, near Kankakee. Price had used the house as a seasonal residence, but years of neglect 
had left it in ruin. Renovators found the manuscripts, many strewn all over the floor—a trove that 
was close to permanent loss had their value not been recognized.  

The Piano Concerto in One Movement, alternately known as Concerto in D Minor, 
though in a single movement, clearly has three major sections, each corresponding to the three 
movements of a traditional concerto. While therein many commentators seem to find important 
elements of Price’s deep engagement with African-American musical traditions—and indeed, 
many of her compositions are steeped in them--in the andantino first section, that is nonsense. If 
anything, the first section is firmly ensconced in European Late-Romanticism and its virtuoso 
piano textures. Her European models are clear, and yet she is not a slavish imitator of them. For 
her musical imagination surfaces to tweak traditions in creative and nuanced ways. 

The first section begins softly in the brass and woodwinds, with the main theme heard 
immediately in the solo trumpet, echoed by other winds. With the main idea established, we are 
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then totally surprised by the solo piano in nothing less than an extensive, dynamic cadenza in the 
best tradition of the legendary Franz Liszt. It’s as if the composer was throwing down the 
gauntlet to establish her bona fides as a serious composer in the great traditions of the piano. The 
chromaticism in the welter of dazzling virtuoso textures in the cadenza is a harbinger of things to 
come in the first section. 

When the soloist finishes, the orchestra takes up the initial theme and works through it in 
familiar ways, until the piano joins by largely providing a filigree accompaniment. And, like 
putting a cadenza at the opening rather than the end, Price tweaks tradition by keeping the related 
second ideas firmly in the same opening key of D minor. The following twitchy, energetic 
development tends toward chromatic new textures than in “developing” familiar themes. It ends 
with yet another surprise: a brand new, magisterial march in the rather unusual key of Bb major—
of which, more later. The recap is clear, with the opening idea appearing softly, as before, in the 
woodwinds. Driven by cascades of chromatic scales in the piano, the section soon ends with a 
quick statement of the familiar theme. 

The adagio cantabile second section is largely a blissfully gentle meditation by the piano, 
exploring the traditional pentatonic scales and harmonies that are intrinsic to Black spirituals. 
Here is a demonstration of Price at her best in utilizing these traditional elements subtly, 
integrating them into a larger style. Most of the section is a dialogue between the solo oboe and 
piano, with the rest of the orchestra appearing only from time to time. The whole is a pensive 
arabesque that displays Price’s impressive command of orchestra color. 

Finally, in the last section, Price treats us to a joyful, snappy traditional African American 
dance. Rather than conventionally ending a “Concerto in D Minor” in that key, Price ignored 
convention, and chose the key to Bb, which we heard in the first section. The scintillating dance 
is a juba, which, in its “jiving” syncopations sounds rather like ragtime. The juba was an 
antebellum slave dance brought to the South from the Kingdom of Kongo (present-day Angola).  
Since fearful plantation owners had taken away the African drums with their powerful 
symbolism, the enslaved people resorted to using their bodies for musical expression. And the 
patting, jumping, and stomping was infectious, indeed. And, as Price’s last section proves—it 
still is.   

The Piano Concerto in One Movement is a work that displays the broad array of Price’s 
musical talents. She was the mistress of both the European Romantic traditions and those of her 
own ethnic culture. Few integrated those perspectives with as much mastery and nuance as she. 
The music critic Alex Ross perhaps said it best: “Listening to her, I have the uncanny sense of 
hearing the symphonies and operas that women and African Americans were all but barred from 
writing during the Romantic heyday...She seems to speak from an imaginary past, from an 
alternative history of an America that lived up to its stated ideals.” 

 
 

Rhapsody in Blue—George Gershwin 
George Gershwin was arguably the most successful and talented of America’s composers 

of popular music. His songs constitute the core of the “American Songbook,” whether composed 
as part of his immensely successful Broadway shows, or as stand-alone popular tunes. Born of 
Russian Jewish immigrants, he didn’t evince his formidable musical talents until about the age of 
ten, when a piano was purchased for his older brother and later collaborator, Ira. Much to the 
latter’s relief, George soon commandeered the piano, and the rest is, as they say, history. His 
audiences rewarded him substantially—he is estimated to have become the wealthiest composer 
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in modern times. He earned over a quarter of a million dollars for Rhapsody in Blue during the 
first decade of its life, and it still is bringing in the bucks, as witnessed by the commercials for 
United Airlines. 

Rhapsody in Blue was written in great haste for a 1924 concert in New York’s Aeolian 
Hall given by Paul Whiteman–billed as “An Experiment in Modern Music.” Notwithstanding the 
description, you wouldn’t have heard Stravinsky or Schoenberg that night, but rather Irving 
Berlin, Victor Herbert, Jerome Kern, and others of that ilk. However, Jascha Heifetz, Sergei 
Rachmaninov, and other luminaries of music were in the audience. The poster read that 
Whiteman would be “assisted by Zez Confrey and George Gershwin”—notice that the composer 
of “Kitten on the Keys” and “Dizzy Fingers” received top billing over the young Gershwin. 
Gershwin had been asked late in 1923 to write a piece for the Whiteman orchestra, but he had 
turned his attention to more pressing matters and was horrified to read in the New York 
Tribune on the 4th of January 1924 that he was to première a “jazz concerto” on February 
12. Gershwin plunged in and presented his brilliant succession of “American” themes to Ferde 
Grofé, Whiteman’s orchestrator, to arrange for large jazz band and piano (the symphonic version 
came later)—Gershwin didn’t have the skill to do this at this point in his career. The composition 
opened the second half of the concert, with Gershwin as soloist—using no music, and probably 
considerably “enhancing” the solo part. The opening clarinet glissando, evocative of traditional 
Jewish Klezmer music, kicked it off, and the now-familiar tunes came rushing by. While 
Rhapsody in Blue really is not “jazz,” and certainly not a concerto in the traditional sense, 
Gershwin turned out a masterpiece that is exemplary of what came to be called “symphonic 
jazz.” 

What is helpful in placing the context of this composition is the importance of so-called 
“serious” or “classical” musical interests and training in Gershwin’s life that is quite 
unprecedented for someone who enjoyed his kind of success. He certainly was not some sort of 
untutored musical genius who later sought “legitimacy” after having proven himself in the 
popular world. Rather, early on, as a young boy he studied and performed under traditional piano 
teachers the music of composers such as Chopin, Liszt, and Debussy. Later, he journeyed to 
Paris to study under the famed teacher of composition, Nadia Boulanger, as well as Maurice 
Ravel. However, both demurred, more or less afraid to compromise the unique genius evident in 
his burgeoning success. While in Paris he met and admired the music of eminent composers such 
as Prokofiev, Poulenc, and Milhaud. Gershwin’s ambitions were such, that long after he had 
achieved the kind of success that any popular composer would have envied, he assiduously 
studied formal composition with established teachers. And he was successful. His Rhapsody in 
Blue, the Concerto in F, An American in Paris, and Porgy and Bess are masterpieces of his 
unique bridging of the so-called gap between popular art and “high” art. 

        --Wm. E. Runyan 
©2026 William E. Runyan 


