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Over a period of 50 yearsðbetween 1962 and 2012ðthree preeminent 

American piano competitions, the Van Cliburn International Piano Competition, the 

University of Maryland International Piano Competition/William Kapell International 

Piano Competition and the San Antonio International Piano Competition, 

commissioned for inclusion on their required performance lists 26 piano works, 

almost all by American composers. These compositions, works of sufficient artistic 

depth and technical sophistication to serve as rigorous benchmarks for competition 

finalists, constitute a unique segment of the contemporary American piano repertoire. 



  

Although a limited number of these pieces have found their way into the performance 

repertoire of concert artists, too many have not been performed since their premières 

in the final rounds of the competitions for which they were designed.  

Such should not be the case. Some of the composers in question are 

innovative titans of 20th-century American musicðSamuel Barber, Aaron Copland, 

Leonard Bernstein, John Cage, John Corigliano, William Schuman, Joan Tower and 

Ned Rorem, to name just a fewðand many of the pieces themselves, as historical 

touchstones, deserve careful examination.  

This study includes, in addition to an introductory overview of the three 

competitions, a survey of all 26 compositions and an analysis of their expressive 

characteristics, from the point of view of the performing pianist. Numerous musical 

examples support the analysis. Biographical information about the composers, along 

with descriptions of their overall musical styles, place these pieces in historical 

context. Analytical and technical comprehension of this distinctive and rarely 

performed corner of the modern classical piano world could be of inestimable value 

to professional pianists, piano pedagogues and music educators alike. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, participation in international piano competitions has become a 

necessary addition to the curriculum vitae of any aspiring professional soloist. Awards 

conferred by major competitions signify unparalleled artistic accomplishment. For 

individuals contending for positions in academe or as concert soloists, such tangible 

demonstration of performance skills constitutes a singular advantage.  

Both the artists and the media who report on them greet the proliferation of these 

contests with enthusiasm.  As competition scholar Gustav A. Alink notes, the popularity 

of music performance competitions is undergirded by ña world beset by highly skilled 

performersé[in which] a victory can provide the participant with instant visibility; thus 

great numbers of young aspirants flock to competitions in the hope of standing out from 

the crowd.ò1  

The media have played a crucial role in cementing the popularity of piano 

competitions.  Competition proceedings have benefited from newspaper and journal 

article coverage. Live streaming of competition performances has extended geographic 

borders as well, disseminating them to worldwide viewers. According to Alink , public 

interest in international competitions and classical music in general has increased, 

because ñon the social level, many of these events can become occasions for civic 

participation and pride. Every four years, at each Van Cliburn Competition, Fort Worth, 

Texas successfully sheds its ócowtownô image and becomes a center for committed 

piano-loving partisanshipðtruly a community-wide love affair with piano repertory and 

                                                 
1 Gustav A. Alink, "International Piano Competitions," Notes 51 (2): 616-618, accessed July 14, 2014, 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/898896. 
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the accomplished young pianists who present it. This educational and communitarian 

dimension may be the most beneficial aspect of competitions, wherein the excitement of 

the competitive event actually becomes a Trojan horse for the perpetuation and 

appreciation of classical music.ò2  

As listening and viewing audiences become more and more integrated into the 

fabric of these competitions, the competitions themselves may perform a reciprocal 

function, by improving attendance at recitals and concerts. Thus public interest in 

classical music is reinvigorated.  

The music performed by contestants in piano competitions plays a role in defining 

classical music repertoire for audiences around the world. As a market for music by 

living composers, competitions can serve to enlarge the canon and powerfully influence 

public perception of contemporary classical music. 

Al though the primary purpose of piano competitions may be to boost the careers 

of aspiring concert artists, their capacity to shape the classical piano repertoire cannot be 

underestimated. Contemporary music is not a typical repertoire choice of contestants, 

because as Eileen T. Cline stipulates in her study of piano competitions, contemporary 

pieces are not a determining factor in judging performing excellence: ñWith 

contemporary literature, many jurors really donôt know many of those pieces, and either 

are falsely impressed by them, or negative toward them.ò3 Commissioned works thus 

circumvent this inherent judicial bias about contemporary music. 

                                                 
2 Ibid. 

 
3 Eileen Cline, "Piano Competitions: An Analysis of Their Structure, Value, and Educational Implications," 

(PhD diss., Indiana University, 1985), accessed July 14, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (AAT 

8610620): 105. 
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In the last half-century, some competitions in the United States have made 

promoting contemporary American music a principal goal. In service to this initiative, 

competition organizers, in order to expand their performance repertoire lists, have offered 

commissions principally to American composers. Some of the more well known of the 

composers to participate have included such deans of American music as Aaron Copland, 

Samuel Barber, William Bolcom, George Perle, John Corigliano and Leonard Bernstein. 

The commissioned works, written thus by ranking artists of exceptional talent, encourage 

both pianists and audiences to explore the possibilities and challenges presented by 

contemporary music.  

In the United States, three piano competitions in particular have routinely tied 

composer commissions to their mission. Since its inception in 1962, the Van Cliburn 

International Piano Competition has contributed eleven works to the American music 

repertoire. The now-defunct William Kapell International Piano Competition 

commissioned eight, one work for each event, between 1978 and 1988.  The San Antonio 

International Competition, offering commissions beginning in 1983, its first year of 

operation, has contributed eight masterworks as well. Other American competitions with 

commissioned works on their performance lists include the Three Rivers Competition, 

the Gina Bachauer International Piano Competition and the Chautauqua School of Music 

Piano Competition. Beyond Americaôs borders, such competitions as the Montréal 

International Music Competition, the Sydney International Piano Competition, the Dublin 

International Piano Competition and the International Johann Sebastian Bach 
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Competition have in the recent past commissioned new music.4 These events are all 

major contributors to contemporary piano repertoire.  

The purpose of this study is to collect and assess the contributions of three 

American international piano competitions to the contemporary piano repertoire, through 

the practice of commissioning works for competition events. The survey includes piano 

music commissioned over a period of 50 years, 1962-2012, by the Van Cliburn 

International Piano Competition, the University of Maryland International Piano 

Competition/William Kapell International Piano Competition and the San Antonio 

International Piano Competition. The document addresses a variety of performance and 

compositional traits associated with the process of commissioning works for 

competitions. 

Because it figures only minimally in the typical concert artistôs repertoire, music 

from the last half of the twentieth century remains obscure for too many performing 

musicians and listeners.  For those pianists interested in exploring so unique a corner of 

the piano world, this document could serve as an invaluable guide. It describes the 

Cliburn, Kapell and San Antonio competitions and the procedures by which they 

commissioned works. It analyses and assesses, with musical examples, the 26 individual, 

commissioned pieces. It includes particulars about the composers as well as details about 

the premières. A list of published scores and a discography of the commissioned works is 

included. 

 

                                                 
4 Unnamed Author, "World Federation of International Music Competitions," World Federation of 

International Music Competitions, accessed July 14, 2014, 

http://www.wfimc.org/Webnodes/en/Web/Public/Home. 
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THREE AMERICAN INTERNATIONAL PIANO COMPETITIONS: 

 THE PIANO WORKS THEY COMMISSIONED BETWEEN  

1962 AND 2012  

 
 

CHAPTER I 

 

DESCRIPTIONS OF THE SELECTED INTERNATIONAL PIANO COMPETITIONS 

 

 

Van Cliburn, Pianist 

The Van Cliburn International Piano Competition was established in 1962 to 

honor the acclaimed American pianist Van Cliburn, who as a brilliant child prodigy, rose 

quickly to national attention. Born in Shreveport, Louisiana, July 12, 1934, Cliburn began 

piano lessons at age three with his mother, Rildia Bee O'Bryan Cliburn. At age 12, he 

made his first appearance with the Houston Symphony. At age 17, he was invited to join 

the studio of the formidable piano pedagogue Rosina Lhévinne at The Juilliard School.5 

Cliburn was winner of the National Music Festival Award, the Dealey Award, the Chopin 

Prize bestowed by the Kosciuszko Foundation, the Juilliard Concerto Competition, the 

Roeder Award and the Leventritt Award.6  

The signal incident that indelibly cemented Cliburnôs fame in the music worldð

and beyondðwas his stunning victory at the first International Tchaikovsky Competition, 

which occurred in Moscow in April 1958, only a few months after the launch of Russiaôs 

Sputnik I, the worldôs first artificial satellite to orbit the earth. Cliburnôs unforeseen win 

                                                 
5 Among Rosina Lhévinneôs more famous students are John Williams, John Browning, Daniel Pollack, 

Misha Dichter, Garrick Ohlsson.  

 
6 Michael Steinberg, "Cliburn, Van," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, 

n.d.), accessed July 14, 2014, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/05963. 

 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Williams_%28composer%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/John_Browning_%28pianist%29
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Daniel_Pollack
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Misha_Dichter
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Garrick_Ohlsson
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was inextricably tied to the Cold-War tensions existing at that time between the United 

States and the Soviet Union. Sputnik I was launched October 4, 1957. As a technical 

achievement, it caught the attention of the world and fueled American anxiety about the 

Soviet Unionôs hegemony in outer space. The Sovietsô ability to launch this satellite 

successfully demonstrated their potential capacity also to send nuclear missiles anywhere 

in the world, including to the United States. Although Sputnik was harmless, its presence 

exacerbated Americaôs perception that the Soviet Union was a significant threat.  

Cliburnôs victory propelled him, at age 23, onto the world stage. A symbol of 

national pride, his triumphant return to the United States was greeted exuberantly with a 

ticker-tape parade given in his honor in New York City, the first and only such honor 

ever conferred on a musician.  Cheered on that day by 100,000 well-wishers, Van Cliburn 

thereafter became a household name.7 The official website of the Cliburn Competition 

best describes the meaning of his victory in Moscow:  

Cliburn's international victory instilled a fresh sense of artistic 

pride in many Americans, while opening the door to a new era of cultural 

relations between East and West. The Van Cliburn International Piano 

Competition was established shortly thereafter to perpetuate Van Cliburn's 

unique legacy of demonstrating how classical music, in the hands of a 

master, has the appeal to reach across all borders.8 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
7 Anthony Tommasini, "Van Cliburn, Pianist and Cold War Envoy, Dies at 78," New York Times, February 

27, 2013, accessed April 29, 2015, http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/28/arts/music/van-cliburn-piano. 

 
8 Unnamed Author,"History of the Competition," The Cliburn, 2014, accessed July 14, 2014, 

http://www.cliburn.org/competitions/cliburn-competition/competition-history/. 

 

http://www.nytimes.com/2013/02/28/arts/music/van-cliburn-piano
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At his death, in Fort Worth, Texas, February 27, 2013, Cliburn remained revered 

among music lovers for his technical stamina and beautiful singing tone. Critics praised 

him in particular for his lush interpretations of the Romantic repertoire.9 His recordings 

still stand as exemplars of superb musicianship and pianistic virtuosity.  

 

The Van Cliburn International Piano Competition 

Initial impetus for the Van Cliburn International Piano Competition came in 1958, 

when the National Guild of Piano Teachers, under the leadership of its co-founder and 

director Dr. Irl Allison, offered $10,000 toward a cash award for a piano competition 

honoring Cliburn. Owing to the resolve of Grace Ward Lankford, co-founder of the Fort 

Worth Piano Teachersô Forum (and later the Competitionôs first administrative director), 

Fort Worth, Texas, was determined to be the best location for the enterprise.10 After four 

years of fund-raising and organizational work, and garnering the support of numerous 

composers, conductors, educators, politicians and businessmen, the first Cliburn 

Competition took place, in 1962.11 Since then, the competition has been held every four 

years, in Fort Worth.  

At first, the Cliburn Competition was a stand-alone event, unaffiliated with any 

larger organization. In 1976, an annual classical music concert series, the Cliburn 

Concerts, was organized in conjunction with the Competition. To accommodate the 

needs of the Competitionôs now expanded mission, the Van Cliburn Foundation was 

                                                 
9 Tommasini, "Van Cliburn, Pianist and Cold War Envoy, Dies at 78." 

 
10 Cline, "Piano Competitions": 371. 

 
11 Unnamed Author, "History of the Competition." 
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established, also in 1976. Although it grew to incorporate other endeavors, the Cliburn 

Competition remains its most well-known activity.12  

From its inception, the Competitionôs primary purpose was to assist the 

performing aspirations of young, talented pianists. Its 1977 brochure explains with clarity 

its mission at the time:  

[The Competition was] funded for the purpose of building careers 

for extraordinarily gifted young pianistséwho are completely prepared in 

every way to fulfill the commitments which are outlined in the brochure, 

as well as those career opportunities which will be forthcoming as a result 

of the Competition. Applicants who are not ready to commit themselves 

immediately to the life of a concert artist with a major career are 

discouraged from entering this Competition.13 

The Competition provides winners with significant cash prizes; but more 

instrumental than the amount of financial gain is the experiential capitalðthe opportunity 

to establish a performing career. Throughout the years, the Competition has consistently 

honored its commitment to promote young artists.  The winners and runners-up benefit 

from up to three years of career management. They also receive contracts guaranteeing 

concert tours that include performances at world-class venues. Moreover, the public 

exposure accrued to the finalists typically produces numerous opportunities for additional 

performances and contracts, secured beyond the Competition.14 

                                                 
12 Other events established by the Van Cliburn Foundation include: Cliburn Concerts, Musical 

Awakenings, Cliburn Piano Lessons, Cliburn International Amateur Piano Competition and Cliburn 

International Junior Piano Competition and Festival. 

 
13 Cline, "Piano Competitions": 371. 

 
14 As an example, during their three years of post-competition career management support, the six finalists 

of the 2009 competition performed over 400 concerts across the globe. See "History of the Competition," 

The Cliburn, 2014, accessed July 14, 2014, http://www.cliburn.org/competitions/cliburn-

competition/competition-history/. 

 

http://www.cliburn.org/competitions/cliburn-competition/competition-history/
http://www.cliburn.org/competitions/cliburn-competition/competition-history/
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Among the medalists whose careers were launched by the Cliburn Competition 

are Ralph Votapek (the inaugural, 1962 winner), André-Michel Shub, Santiago 

Rodriguez, Christina Ortiz, Jon Nakamatsu, Stephen de Groote (now deceased), Christian 

Zacharias and Radu Lupu.15 According to Jacques Marquis, current president and CEO of 

The Cliburn Foundation, the Competition seeks ña true artist who can connect with 

audiences and touch their hearts. We give the competitors multiple platforms to present 

us with their artistic personality and communicative power.ò16  

Owing to surging support over the years from sponsors and other contributors, 

cash awards for the Cliburn Competition have grown. The gold medal prize for the 2013 

Competition was $50,000, a five-fold increase compared to that of its first competition in 

1962. The silver medal prize and Crystal award were in the amount of $20,000 each. In 

addition, each finalist was awarded a cash prize in the amount of $10,000.  

To promote its activities, the Cliburn Competition has taken full advantage of 

modern communications technology. Beginning with the 1997 competition, the Cliburn 

Foundation has streamed Competition rounds live online, making the performances 

available in almost every corner of the globe. CDs and DVDs featuring the winning 

performances are produced and distributed worldwide. In addition, beginning with the 

1977 Competition, the Cliburn Foundation has produced nine documentaries. These 

shows, airing nationally on PBS, earned a Primetime Emmy, in 1989, and a Peabody 

Award, in 2001. A Surprise in Texas, produced by Peter Rosen and broadcast on the 

Public Broadcasting System (PBS), followed the 2009 Competition candidates as they 

                                                 
15 "About the Competition," The Cliburn, 2014, accessed July 14, 2014, http://www.cliburn.org/cliburn-

competition/about-the-competition/. 

 
16 Ibid. 
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progressed through the different stages of the competition, including footage of 

rehearsals, preconcert rituals and performances. The film was received with enthusiasm 

by the Dallas International Film Festival. A Surprise in Texas won the 2011 ECHO 

Klassik Award for Best Music DVD Recording of the Year.17 

Having commissioned a total of eleven piano pieces to date, the Cliburn 

Competition has made a significant contribution to contemporary piano repertoire. 

Although all  of the contestants receive the commissioned piece one month prior to the 

event, only the semi-finalists perform the piece for jurors. For this round, the jury grants a 

special commissioned-work award. In addition to the 12 première performances held 

during the semi-finals and the extensive media coverage surrounding the event, the 

commissioned works benefit from exhaustive public exposure. 

Although the first Cliburn Competition initially received over 100 applications, 

only approximately 45 pianists continued with the competition after the challenging 

repertoire list was distributed.18 For too many entrants, the competition repertoire was 

simply too difficult. The program was far too grueling and demanded extensive 

preparation. Lee Hoibyôs Capriccio on Five Notes may have solidified the view of 

pianists that they were ill prepared for the rigors of the Cliburn.  Despite this sizable 

reduction of candidates, the Competition directors chose not to weaken the standards. The 

organization preferred to maintain and promote the highest performance expectations, 

notwithstanding the resulting spare roster of candidates. 

                                                 
17 Unnamed Author, "History of the Competition." 

 
18 Cline, "Piano Competitions": 372. 
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The tradition of commissioning a single work for the competition, begun in 1962, 

continued for over three decades, up to, and including, the 1997 competition. The 2001 

Cliburn Competition, its eleventh, signaled a change.  The practice of inviting one 

composer to write a piece for each competition was replaced with the American 

Composers Invitational. Following the advice of composer John Corigliano, the Cliburn 

Foundation instituted the Invitational in an attempt to seek a larger range of 

contemporary pieces from the new generation of emerging composers. Easy to decipher 

from its title, The American Composers Invitational was, in a sense, a composer 

competition. The Cliburn Foundation selected a 25-member nominating committee, 

including a variety of professional musicians. The members of this committee were 

responsible for recommending some of the most gifted American composers.  The 

selected composers were then invited to submit solo piano works for review by the 

committee. This de facto composition jury chose up to five compositions from the piano 

works submitted. These works were released to pianists competing in the Cliburn 

Competition. All newly-composed works selected by the American Composers 

Invitational were eligible for performance during the semi-final round. Unlike pianists in 

previous competitions, these participants were given the freedom to choose the 

compositions to perform. Compositions performed during the semi-final round earned a 

cash prize for their respective composers. The most popular work among the 

contestantsðthe one performed by the most candidatesðreceived the composersô grand 

prize.19 

                                                 
19 Unnamed Author, "A competition within a competition: the American Composers Invitational at the 

Cliburn 2009," Van Cliburn Foundation, October 22, 2008, accessed August 3, 2013, 

http://previous.cliburn.org/index.php?page=news_detail&newsID=82&rtn=archive_press_releases. 
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The 2001 American Composers Invitational awarded its grand prize to Lowell 

Liebermann for his piece, Three Impromptus. The other pieces selected were C. Curtis-

Smith, Four Etudes; James Mobberley, Give 'em Hell!; and Judith Lang Zaimont, 

Impronta Digitale.  The grand prize winner of the 2005 American Composers Invitational 

was Sebastian Currier, for Scarlatti Cadences + Brainstorm. Other works performed that 

year were Jennifer Higdon, Secret & Glass Gardens; Daniel Kellogg, Scarlet Thread; Jan 

Krzywicki, Nocturnals; and Ruth Schonthal, Sonata quasi un'improvvisazione. In the last 

invitational, held in 2009, Mason Bates's White Lies for Lomax won the grand prize, 

while the other performed works included Derek Bermel, Turning; Daron Hagen, Suite 

for Piano; and John Musto, Improvisation & Fugue.20 

After sponsoring three American Composers Invitationals, the Cliburn 

Foundation, for its fourteenth competition held in 2013, returned to its original practice of 

commissioning works from individual composers. For this competition, composer 

Christopher Theofanidis produced Birichino for the semi-final round. 

 

William Kapell, Pianist 

William Kapell, born in New York City September 20, 1922, was also a rare 

prodigy, whose preternatural pianistic talent seemed to flow effortlessly from his 

fingertips.  Typical of a New Yorker from this era of heavy European immigration, he 

hailed from immigrant parents of multiple ethnicitiesðSpanish, Polish, Russian and 

Jewish. Kapellôs first important mentor was the piano pedagogue Dorothea Anderson La 

Follette, a student of Josef Lhévinne, who operated the La Follette Studios in New York. 

                                                 
20 Ibid. 
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He later studied with Olga Samaroff at the Philadelphia Conservatory of Music and The 

Juilliard School. By age 12, the young pianist was playing recitals in a variety of small 

venues throughout the United States.21  

 In 1940, Kapell won the Philadelphia Orchestra's Youth Contest, which secured 

for him a concert appearance with the Philadelphia Orchestra, performing Saint-Sa±nsô 

Piano Concerto No. 2 in G minor Op. 22, Eugene Ormandy conducting. The following 

year, Kapell was winner of the Walter W. Naumburg Musical Foundation Award, 

resulting in his New York debut at Town Hall in the fall of the same year.  

In 1942, Kapell accepted an invitation from Efrem Kurtz to play the newly 

composed Khachaturian Piano Concerto with the New York Philharmonic. Kurtz was at 

the time conductor of the New York Philharmonicôs Summer Concerts. Kapellôs superb 

execution of the piece won him such fame that he became known as ñWilliam 

Khachaturian Kapell.ò22 For the next three years, Kapell collaborated with the 

Philadelphia Orchestra, performing with them on world tours. After his association with 

the Philadelphia Orchestra concluded, and until his untimely death, Kapell continued to 

tour independently, cementing his illustrious reputation. Tragically, his stellar career was 

brought to a tragic halt when, returning to America from an Australian tour, his plane 

crashed. Kapell died of injuries sustained in the accident, at age 31, in King's Mountain, 

California, October 29, 1953. 

                                                 
21 Unnamed Author, "William Kapell Biography," Jewage, accessed July 21, 2015, 

http://www.jewage.org/wiki/en/Article:William_Kapell_-_Biography. 
 
22 Unnamed Author, "2007 William Kapell International Competition & Festival," [program leaflet], 

Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center, 2007. 
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During his performing career, Kapell was a virtuoso champion of 18th- and 19th-

Century repertoire. Although a master of standard piano repertoire, Kapell was also an 

avid supporter of the music of his generation. Particularly fond of Aaron Copland, he 

invariably included Copland and works by other living American composers in his 

concerts abroad.23 

 

The University of Maryland International Piano Competition/William Kapell 

International Piano Competition 

The University of Maryland International Piano Competition/William Kapell 

International Piano Competition emerged from the Matthay Festival of the American 

Matthay Association. Named for the famous English piano teacher Tobias Matthay, it 

sponsored workshops and lecture recitals by expert piano teachers and recitals by young, 

talented pianists. The Matthay Festival, hosted by the University of Maryland, took place 

on the Universityôs College Park campus annually between 1965 and 1970.  

Dr. Stewart Gordon, chairman at the time of the piano division in the University 

of Marylandôs then-Department of Music, stewarded the expansion of the Matthay 

Festival into an international piano competition and festival. Dr. Gordonôs vision was to 

attract superb pianists from all over the world, thereby helping to establish the College 

Park campus as one of the leading centers for the performing arts. In accordance with 

Gordonôs goals, the Matthay Festival became known as the University of Maryland 

International Piano Competition, in 1971. In addition to the competition, the event 

sponsored evening concerts, lecture recitals and master classes held by internationally 

known artists and by the Universityôs piano faculty. Although the first competition 

                                                 
23 Ibid. 
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received only 15 applications, the contestants were a group of well-trained musicians. 

Noteworthy among the participants was the now world famous Emmanuel Ax, at the time 

a 22-year-old Juilliard student, who, although not a Competition winner, received special 

recognition for his potential.24  

As Gordon had hoped, the University of Maryland Competition grew in size and 

stature. Beginning in 1974, the finals of the competition were recorded for broadcast on 

radio and the Voice of America, the official beyond-borders broadcast organization of the 

United States government. In 1980, the Competition was invited to join the Federation of 

International Music Competitions, an exceptional honor.25 Dr. Gordonôs dream of a 

world-class international piano competition had come true. After Dr. Gordonôs 

retirement, in 1986, his successor Eugene Istomin chose to change the Competitionôs 

name once more, to the William Kapell International Piano Competition, to honor that 

great American pianist whose life was so tragically cut short.  

In 1998, the Competition became a quadrennial event, similar to other major 

competitions throughout the world. In 2003, its operations were transferred to the 

management of the Universityôs newly built Clarice Smith Performing Arts Center.  

Sadly, after the 2012 competition, the Kapell Competition was discontinued.  

According to Bradford Gowen, current chair of the piano division at the University of 

Maryland, the competitionôs costs had become too heavy a burden, and the University, as 

                                                 
24 Anne Midgette, "Kapell Competition: Founder Returns to Jury," Washington Post, July 13, 2012, 

accessed August 3, 2013, http://www.washingtonpost.com/blogs/classical-beat/post/kapell-competition-

founder-returns-to-jury/2012/07/13/gJQAXPhDgW_blog.html. 

 
25 The Federation is based in Geneva, Switzerland. The Cliburn competition was at this time the only other 

American piano competition to have been so honored. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Broadcasting
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its main patron, could no longer sustain the program. External support had also steadily 

dwindled, and the Competition fell victim to the general conditions of the economy.26 

The Competitionôs purpose, whether known as the Kapell or the University of 

Maryland Competition, had always been, and continued to be until its dissolution, to 

foster the careers of young pianists and promote classical music throughout the United 

States and the world. The 2007 brochure explicitly stipulated its goals: ñTo nurture 

artistic development in pianists, foster cultural understanding of the pianoôs important 

role in society and generate enthusiasm for the rich diversity of piano music.ò27 Santiago 

Rodriguez, a member of the 2007 Competition jury and, at the time chairman of the 

University Of Marylandôs School of Music piano division, elaborated further on the 

special qualities that jurors sought in a Kapell winner: 

 The judges should determine whether or not the music is 

emotionally touching and whether the performer has the ability to convey 

his or her passions and ideasé. We are looking for pianistic 

professionalism and for performers who can take the message of music 

around, serving as an appropriate representative of our field.28 

 

The idea to include commissioned works on the competition repertoire lists 

originated with Fernando Laires, who became the eventôs executive director in 1978.29 

The first commission went to Lawrence Moss, composer-in-residence at the University of 

Maryland. For the Competition, Moss wrote Ballade, which was performed by the semi-

finalists. Commissions that followed included Mark Wilsonôs piece Rituals, John Cageôs 

ASLSP, Sonatine by George Perle, Ned Roremôs Song and Dance and Le jeu des 

                                                 
26 Bradford Gowen, interview by Christiana Iheadindu Gandy, February 6, 2014. 

 
27 Unnamed Author, "2007 William Kapell International Competition." 

 
28 Ibid. 

 
29 Dr. Gordon stepped away from the post between 1978 and 1982. 
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contraires by Henri Dutilleux. Because the commissioned works were well received by 

both performers and audiences, the Competition continued its commissioning practice 

until 1988, when further changes to the eventôs program were implemented, and the 

process of commissioning works specifically for the Competition was discontinued. The 

Competition continued, however, to promote performances of American music, through 

the addition of a requirement to perform existing contemporary American works as part 

of the competition program.   

 

The San Antonio International Piano Competition 

The San Antonio International Piano Competition was established in 1983, with 

the first competition taking place in October 1984. The inaugural competition was held at 

Laurie Auditorium of San Antonioôs Trinity University, with successive competitions 

held at Trinityôs Ruth Taylor Recital Hall, a venue lauded for its fine piano acoustics.30 

The competition proved to be a success from the beginning, both artistically and 

financially. It provided an inspiring musical experience for San Antonio and South Texas 

audiences and offered significant cash awards and career opportunities to promising 

young artists.  

The competition, limited to pianists between the ages of 20 and 32, incorporates a 

series of daily concerts given by twelve competitors, five concerts performed by finalists, 

and a final Winners Recital. Over the years, such distinguished musicians and educators 

as Abbey Simon, David Burge, Joseph Laredo, Ann Schein, Peter Takacs, Ralph 

                                                 
30 Unnamed Author, "History," San Antonio International Piano Competition [Competition booklet], 2011, 

accessed July 31, 2015, http://www.saipc.org/about-saipc/. 
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Votapek, Daniel Pollack, Robin McCabe, William Wolfram and Santiago Rodriguez 

have served as jury members.31 

According to its website, the Competitionôs mission is ñto sponsor public 

competition among aspiring pianists from around the world, to encourage 

development of pianists in Greater San Antonio and Texas, and to promote the 

appreciation of piano artistry by the general public.ò32 To support talented young 

pianists, the San Antonio Competition provides significant monetary awards: The 2012 

competition conferred over $40,000 in cash prizes.  

In 1991, the competition incorporated master classes for the benefit of local 

students chosen by the San Antonio Music Teachers Association. The master classes 

have become a compelling feature of the competition.  Media coverage has also bolstered 

the promotion and advertisement of the various competition events. In 1997 and 2000, 

both the final round and the winnerôs recital were broadcast on the San Antonio television 

station KLRN/TV and on Texas Public Radio, KPAC/FM and KTXI.  

The Competition consists of three rounds. Based on preliminary auditions, a 

group of judges choose twelve competitors to participate in the first and second rounds of 

the competition. From the twelve competitors, only five are chosen to proceed to the final 

round. Three medalists are then selected.  

In 1991, the San Antonio Competition joined its peers in commissioning new 

works. One composition per competition is commissioned. The piece is prepared by all 

contestants, but performed only by the five finalists. The commissioned works are three 

                                                 
31 Ibid. 

 
32 Unnamed Author, "Mission," San Antonio International Piano Competition, [Competition booklet], 2011 

accessed July 31, 2011, http://www.saipc.org/about-saipc/. 
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to five minutes in length and the world première of the commissioned work occurs during 

the competition finals. The twelve selected competitors receive the newly commissioned 

piece in the mail, prior to the competition events. Along with first, second, and third 

prizes, a special prize is awarded for the best performance of the commissioned work. 

The commissioned composer selects and announces the winner of this award, 

immediately after the competitionôs final round.  The winner of the award later performs 

the piece at the winnerôs recital. Cash prize for the 2012 commissioned work award was 

$1,500.   

The first San Antonio commission was awarded to Lowell Liebermann, who later 

became recognized as one of Americaôs leading composers. For the competition, 

Liebermann wrote Nocturne No. 3. Other works to follow were Timothy Kramerôs Colors 

from a Changing Sky in 1994, Elisenda Fabregasô piece Mirage in 1997, Henry Martinôs 

Praeludium and Fuga XXIV in 2000, Judith Zaimontôs Wizards in 2003, Ronn Yedidiaôs 

Rhapsody in 2006 and Joan Towerôs Ivory and Ebony in 2009. The most recent 

competition, occurring in 2012, commissioned a piece by Pulitzer Prize winner Paul 

Moravec, titled Upsparkles. 
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CHAPTER II 

 

COMMISSIONS BY THE VAN CLIBURN INTERNATIONAL PIANO 

COMPETITION 

 

 

Lee Hoiby 

American composer Lee Hoiby, born in Madison, Wisconsin, February 17, 1926, 

was remarkably gifted. He first demonstrated unusual skill in improvisation and playing 

by ear. The later challenges of sight-reading and conventional pedagogical methods 

proved to be difficult for the composer, who could effortlessly make music, seemingly, 

out of thin air.33 During his formative years, Hoiby studied with Olive Endres, a 

Madison-area pianist and composer; renowned concert pianists Gunnar Johansen and 

Egon Petri at the University of Wisconsin-Madison; Darius Milhaud, while in the Mills 

College graduate program; and, finally Gian-Carlo Menotti, with whom he studied 

composition at The Curtis Institute of Music. 

 Hoibyôs first compositional experiments occurred while he was an accompanist 

in the dance department at the University of Wisconsin. Encouraged by Shirley Genther, 

composer of dance music and instructor of music theory and dance at the university, 

Hoiby wrote several dance pieces himself. Captivated by Hoibyôs talent, Genther 

persuaded him to leave the piano behind and take up a career in composition.34 

At a time when such composers as Milton Babbitt and John Cage aggressively 

avoided tonality, Hoiby remained faithful to tonal principles throughout his 

                                                 
33 Richard Crosby, "The Piano Music Of Lee Hoiby," (PhD diss., University of Cincinnati, 1990), accessed 

September 7, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Thesis (AAT 9119957): 1. 

 
34 Crosby, "The Piano Music Of Lee Hoiby": 2. 
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compositional life. While other rising composers explored distant, non-tonal harmonic 

landscapes, Hoiby focused on melodic innovation and expression. 

Hoibyôs background in piano is reflected in his idiomatic, but challenging writing 

for the instrument. Nonetheless, his predilection for vocal music is also immediately 

apparent in his lyrical writing for the instrument. His first piano work, Toccata, was 

published in 1953. That same year, Nocturne and Five Preludes followed. In 1962 Hoiby 

published his Piano Concerto No. 1, followed by Capriccio on Five Notes, the piece 

commissioned by the Cliburn Competition. After the Capriccio, Hoibyôs writing for the 

piano entered a hiatus that endured for 17 years, a time during which the composer 

focused on vocal music. He returned to the keyboard in 1979, producing his Piano 

Concerto No. 2. Two other noteworthy works for solo piano followedðTen Variations 

on a Schubert Ländler and Narrative. These pieces were composed, respectively, in 1981 

and 1983.  Hoiby died on March 28, 2011, in New York's Montefiore Hospital following 

a short battle with cancer. 

 

Capriccio on Five Notes 

Capriccio on Five Notes is one of Lee Hoibyôs most complex and technically 

difficult works for piano. Written for the Cliburn in 1962, it was his last work for piano 

before his long hiatus from piano composition and marks the end of the first phase of his 

compositional career.  

The term capriccio dates from the early 17th century, when keyboard capriccios 

preceded fugues in sets of keyboard pieces. Compared with the fugue, the counterpoint 

employed in the capriccio was usually less strict. In the 18th century, the capriccio was 
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incorporated into larger suites, as an individual movement. In the 19th century, the term 

was assigned to short character pieces.  Such composers as Paganini, Mendelssohn and 

Brahms wrote capriccios, some of which were technically demanding. In 20th-century 

music, the capriccio fell into near-obscurity.  

As implied by the title, the piece develops from a five-note motive. In the first 

measure, the composer introduces this five-note cell. In a manner similar to the initial 

presentation of a fugue subject, the opening motive reappears in the lower register, 

transposed. As Figure 1 shows, the motive appears to be comprised of seven notes, but 

the last two notes are simply repetitions of the first and last pitches of the basic five-note 

cell.  

 

Figure 1. Capriccio on Five Notes, Measures 1-4. 

  

After the initial presentation of the cell, the main body of the piece, Allegro molto, 

begins. Intricate counterpoint pervades this section, as shown in Figure 2. The composer 

referred to the piece as an exercise in counterpoint,35 implying a direct connection to the 

early 17th-century capriccio. Contrapuntal procedures and transforming techniques 

                                                 
35 Unnamed Author, "Composers and Authors," Schott Music, accessed July 14, 2014, http://www.schott-

music.com/shop/persons/featured/lee-hoiby/. 
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exploit the musical possibilities of the cell. As shown in Figure 2, the motive presented at 

the beginning of the piece opens the Allegro section, following a brilliant ascending 

arpeggio. The motive first appears in the tenor voice, accompanied by two upper voices 

in thirds. In the following measures, the texture becomes denser and the counterpoint 

more intricate, as the upper voices engage in various transpositions of the cell. The 

exploration of the initial motive and its expansion via contrapuntal transformation unify 

the entire piece. This contrapuntal complexity provides an added level of difficulty for 

the performer, both expressively and technically. The performer must be accomplished in 

contrapuntal playing in order to highlight the various voices embedded in the texture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

24 

 

Figure 2. Capriccio on Five Notes, Measures 5-14. 

 

The workôs technical virtuosity, reminiscent of Paganiniôs brilliant capriccios for 

violin, is striking. Hoiby pummels the pianist with extended passages of rapid-fire double 

notes, including parallel thirds, sixths and octaves. Sixteenth- and thirty-second-note runs 

pervade the piece, as do large leaping chords combined with complex rhythms. The result 

is a composition filled with color and sparkling energy. 
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Willard Straight 

Born in Forth Wayne, Indiana on July 18,1930, Willard Straight is perhaps one of 

the most obscure composers commissioned by the Cliburn Competition. Just a few of his 

compositions are known, and little of his music is performed today. Only limited 

information regarding both his life and his music is available.  

His Structure for Piano was commissioned for the second competition, which 

took place in 1966. The piece is one of the few surviving works by the composer. In 

addition to Structure, Straightôs concert music includes only a piano concerto, a violin 

sonata and an orchestral work, Development for Orchestra.36 His remaining two works 

are in the style of popular music, two Broadway musicals, titled The Legend of Lizzie and 

Athenian Touch, written in 1959 and 1964 respectively.  

Straight earned a bachelor of music degree from the University of Kansas, and a 

masterôs degree from Chicago Musical College. Straight was a concert pianist who 

studied with Gene Thompson, Donald Swarthout, Rudolph Ganz and Mollie Margolies. 

Straightôs performances include solo appearances with the Chicago, Detroit and 

Oklahoma symphony orchestras. During the early 1960s, he served as the head of 

Alaskaôs Anchorage Opera, one of the first major performing arts institutions established 

by Americans in the Circumpolar North. Under Straightôs guidance, several full-length 

operas were presented in Anchorage.37  

 

                                                 
36 Unnamed Author, "Straight, Willard: Composer, Pianist," ASCAP Biographical Dictionary Of 

Composers, Authors And Publishers, 1966: 713. 

 
37 Unnamed Author, "History," Anchorage Opera, 2011, accessed July 14, 2014, 

http://www.anchorageopera.org/history.html. 
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Structure for Piano  

Straightôs Structure for Piano, written in a tri-partite ABA form, is both virtuosic 

and dissonant. As shown in Figure 3, the piece opens with a brief introduction marked 

Poco maestoso, featuring lively octaves played in contrary motion. A virtuosic contrary-

motion scale passage leads into the first appearance of the A section of the piece, Presto 

possibile.  

 

Figure 3. Structure for Piano, Measures 1-3. 
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The Presto possibile section features percussive sonorities and a thick texture. 

The music of the A section is filled with brilliant octave passages and rapid-note runs 

throughout, as well as frequent meter changes. Overall, the phrases are brief and angular, 

with numerous accents, staccato notes and loud dynamic markings emphasizing the 

rhythmic and percussive nature of the piece.  

Measure 98 introduces a contrasting B section, marked Adagio, poco rubato. As 

Figure 4 shows, in this section the composer introduces a lyrical tune with long-breathed 

melodic lines. The music becomes atmospheric, projecting a calm languor.  This middle 

section writing is more contrapuntal than the A section. At Measure 120, the A section 

returns, and wild, virtuosic passages continue through to the final cadence. 

 

Figure 4. Structure for Piano, Measures 98-109. 
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 Straightôs Structure for Piano was well suited to its initial purpose of providing 

Cliburn competitors with the challenge of learning a demanding, virtuosic piece on short 

notice. The piece remains unfamiliar to most pianists today.  

 

Norman Dello Joio 

American composer Norman Dello Joio, born January 24, 1913, in New York 

City, first began studying music with his father, who, as an organist, pianist and vocal 

coach, was eminently qualified to mentor his son. Dello Joioôs home schooling with his 

father was rigorous, consisting of piano, organ, music theory, ear training and sight 

singing lessons.38 His father, originally from Naples, instilled in his son an appreciation 

of song and opera, which the composer later carried over into his instrumental musical 

style. Such excellent early training proved to have a salutary effect on Dello Joioôs career. 

He later stated that in his piano writing he aimed to exploit the lyrical possibilities of the 

instrument.39  

Church music represents another important early influence in the composerôs life. 

At age twelve, Dello Joio became an organist at a Roman Catholic Church in New York 

City, where he was introduced to Gregorian chant.  

During his childhood Dello Joio was exposed to the popular music of New York 

City, including jazz and the music of Tin Pan Alley. In fact, Dello Joio formed his own 

popular music group that performed for various private events in the city.40  

                                                 
38 Andrea Steffan, "Selected Piano Works by Norman Dello Joio," (PhD diss., University of Cincinnati, 

2001), accessed September 7, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (ATT 3022009): 2. 

 
39 Steffan, "Selected Piano Works": 5. 

 
40 Steffan, "Selected Piano Works": 4. 
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Music emerged as a strong career interest for Dello Joio in 1933, when he 

accepted a scholarship from the Institute of Music and Art in New York (now The 

Juilliard School). During his time at Juilliard, Dello Joio studied organ with Gaston 

Dethier and composition with Bernard Wagenaar. He graduated with a degree in organ 

performance. Reflecting his affinity for the organ, many of the composerôs piano works 

are written in three staves. His interest in writing music, ignited during his years at 

Juilliard, impelled him to re-enroll at the school, to pursue a second degree, in 

composition.  

Dello Joio studied composition with Paul Hindemith, first, in 1941, at the 

Tanglewood Music Center in Massachusetts, and later at Yale University. Perhaps one of 

Della Joioôs most influential role models, Hindemith steered the young composer to 

neoclassicism. Hindemith also encouraged Dello Joio to embrace lyricism. 

In 1945, Dello Joio began his musical career, as a professor of music at Sarah 

Lawrence College in Bronxville, New York. In 1956, he accepted a position at the 

Mannes College of Music in New York City, and in 1972, he became composer-in-

residence and dean of Boston Universityôs department of Fine Arts.   

Dello Joio was recognized as an American composer of stature, via the many 

awards he received: A Guggenheim Fellowship, a grant from the American Academy of 

Arts and Letters and a Pulitzer Prize. His prestigious credentials also include honorary 

doctorates from both Lawrence College in Wisconsin and Colby College in Maine. 

Norman Dello Joioôs more tonal musical language diverges from the works of 

20th-century avant-garde composers. Unconstrained by then-current trends, Dello Joio 

worked on making his music accessible to an audience.  For him, music did not simply 
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exist in a vacuum; rather, its interactions with listeners were a primary concern, as he 

once remarked: ñI think there is a relationship between the music you write and the 

public that listens.ò41  

Dello Joioôs compositions include works for piano, organ, voice and chamber 

music. He also wrote operas, symphonies, solo concertos, as well as dance, television and 

theatre music. Among his most significant piano compositions are his Concert 

Variations, Diversions, Short Intervallic Etudes and his three Piano Sonatas.  

Dello Joio remained active as a composer until the end of his life. After years of 

battling illness, the composer, at age 95, died on July 24, 2008, at his home in East 

Hampton, New York. 

 

Capriccio (on the Interval of a Second) 

The Cliburn Competitionôs commission invitation to Dello Joio produced one of 

the most difficult piano pieces ever written by the composer. His Capriccio is a virtuosic 

showpiece based entirely on the smallest interval in the conventional Western scale, the 

second.  

The piece begins slowly, with an introduction marked Lento espressivo. As shown 

in Figure 5, the major second governs the opening gesture of the piece. Strong dotted 

rhythms permeate the introduction. The robust character of this opening section is further 

emphasized by the composerôs fortissimo dynamic markings and by the expressive 

indication pesante (heavy).  

 

                                                 
41 David Ewen, American Composers: A Biographical Dictionary, (New York: GP Putnam's Sons, 1982). 
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Figure 5. Capriccio (on the Interval of a Second), Measures 1-4. 

 

 

In Measure 10, a melody of contemplative lyricism emerges from the dotted 

rhythms introduced at the beginning of the piece. This melody further exploits the 

interval of the second. Overall, the writing style is contrapuntal, perhaps a reflection of 

the composerôs training as an organist. 

A section marked Allegro non troppo, begins in Measure 25. This section of the 

piece leads directly into brilliant passages of extreme virtuosity, shown in Figure 6. At 

this point, the music is characterized by a propulsive rhythmic drive, featuring 

syncopations and unpredictably placed accents.  The rich texture is awash in full, 

dissonant chords. The section lacks dynamic variation. From this point forward, the 

louder end of the dynamic spectrum is emphasized.  
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Figure 6. Capriccio (on the interval of a second), Measures 23-32. 

 

 

Near the end of the piece, the composer restates some of the thematic material 

appearing in the introduction, bringing the work to a full close. With its brilliance and 

stamina requirement, Dello Joioôs Capriccio (on the interval of a second) can be effective 

in performance. It will add both virtuosic display and expressive craftsmanship to any 

recital.  
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Aaron Copland 

 

 Born to Jewish-Russian immigrants in Brooklyn, New York, November 14, 

1900, Aaron Copland developed an early appreciation for music. He and his siblings all 

studied some form of music, and by way of his older sister Laurine, he was introduced to 

opera and ragtime, two of his sisterôs favorite genres.42   

Copland began piano lessons as a young teen with Leopold Wolfsohn, a local 

piano teacher with a private studio in Brooklyn. He quickly began improvising tunes on 

the piano, and in 1917, at Wolfsohnôs recommendation, Copland began studying music 

theory under Rubin Goldmark a prominent American pianist, composer and educator.43 

Goldmark further nurtured Coplandôs interest in improvisation and composition. In 1917, 

Copland began studying privately with Victor Wittgenstein and Clarence Adler, both 

established concert pianists and teachers.  Perpetually eager for knowledge, he eventually 

became the pupil of Nadia Boulanger, at the time one of Franceôs most influential music 

theory and composition pedagogues.44 Boulanger guided Coplandôs studies in harmony, 

composition, orchestration, and score reading.   

Although holding a predilection for classical music, Copland was by no means 

restricted by it. He also developed a taste for American folk, jazz and pop music, 

incorporating aspects of these styles into his compositions. Copland acknowledged that 

                                                 
42 Howard Pollack, "Copland, Aaron," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University 

Press, n.d.), accessed July 15, 2014, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy-

um.researchport.umd.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/06422. 

 
43 Ibid. 

 
44 Ibid. 
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some of his earlier works included techniques associated with jazz and popular music.45 

Examples of such works are his Piano Concerto and Four Piano Blues.  

In the decade of the 1920s, Copland joined the forefront of the American musical 

scene. A truly Americanist composer, he expressed in his most popular compositions the 

essence of American folk music.46 His iconic works Fanfare for the Common Man, 

Rodeo and Appalachian Spring, because they incorporate distinctly American themes, are 

particularly representative.47  

The variety and scope of Coplandôs compositions encompass a diverse array of 

styles and genres. His earlier works were dominated by jazz influences. Later, he turned 

his attention to Hollywood film music. Some of Coplandôs chamber works include details 

characteristic of Jewish music, while other pieces, especially some of his later works, 

show partial acceptance of Schoenberg-inspired serial technique. Copland managed to 

explore all of these styles masterfully. 

Given his abundant contributions to the whole spectrum of American music, 

Copland received several awards. One such award is the 1945 Pulitzer Prize in 

composition for Appalachian Spring. Copland was the first composer to receive a 

Guggenheim Memorial Foundation fellowship. His scores for the films Of Mice and Men, 

Our Town, and The North Star earned Academy Award nominations. After a long and 

successful musical career, Aaron Copland died December 2, 1990, in North Tarrytown, 

New York.  

                                                 
45 Stanley V. Kleppinger, "On the Influence of Jazz Rhythm in the Music of Aaron Copland," American 

Music 21 (1), 2003: 74-111, accessed August 8, 2015, http://www.jstor.org/stable/3250557. 

 
46 Pollack, "Copland, Aaron". 

 
47 Unnamed Author, "Aaron Copland." Music Academy Online, accessed July 15, 2014, 

http://www.musicacademyonline.com/composer/biographies.php?bid=101. 
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Night Thoughts (Homage to Ives) 

Night Thoughts was commissioned in 1973 by the fourth Cliburn Competition. 

Unlike more typical competition pieces, Copland envisioned Night Thoughts as a slow, 

rhapsodic work in a quasi-improvisatory style. About the piece, the composer once 

asserted: ñMy intention was to test the musicality and ability of the performer to give 

coherence to a free musical form.ò48  

Night Thoughtsô musical style follows in the tradition of the composerôs larger-

scale piano compositions, in particular his Piano Variations, Piano Sonata and Piano 

Fantasy, works which all belong in the category of absolute music. In these 

compositions, Copland made no use of folk or popular musical features. In his book, The 

Music of Aaron Copland, Neil Butterworth describes Night Thoughts as a rounded form 

in which an episode arrives ñnaturally from the previous one, with slight fluctuations of 

speed.ò49 Bell-like sonorities and passages of heavily pedaled, dissonant tone clusters 

dominate the texture throughout. The broad, ringing dissonances create an overall tonal 

ambiguity, while elegiac melodies against dark, funeral-like harmonies convey a sense of 

deep melancholy. 

The piece begins with discreet, simple half-notes, evoking the sounds of distant 

chimes. In Measure 3, a strident, dissonant chord interrupts the surreal atmosphere 

introduced at the opening. As the piece unfolds, the intensity grows by means of 

dissonant chords that increase in size and number. Coplandôs forte and fortissimo 

dynamic markings create a harsh tone color.  

                                                 
48 Neil Butterworth, The Music of Aaron Copland, (London: Toccata, 1985): 99. 

 
49 Ibid. 
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Figure 7. Night Thoughts (Homage to Ives), Measures 1-10. 

 

 

At Measure 15, the intensity briefly dissipates, as blaring and mellow tones 

alternate, reminiscent of the atmosphere of the opening phrases.  At Measure 28, a new, 

more lyrical section begins. The composer first presents several concise motives within 

an ascending and descending arching pattern. At Measure 40, a tuneful melody emerges. 

The composer gradually enriches the texture of the melody, by doubling it in octaves, 

giving it a hollow, yet warm air. The melody becomes more and more resonant; finally a 

crescendo brings the music to a dramatic peak, at Measure 55. At this point, the loudest 

dynamic, fff, occurs. A ritenuto signals the return of material from the opening section, in 

Measure 78. 
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 The coda, beginning in Measure 100, is characterized by slow grace notes that 

create a harp-like arpeggio texture. As Figure 8 shows, this musical expedition 

engineered by Copland ultimately concludes with a clear harmony that generates a sense 

of peace. Copland confessed that Ives was not in his mind while composing the piece, 

and that the idea of an homage came to him as an afterthought: ñBy calling it that, I 

stopped a lot of my friends from telling me how Ivesian it sounds.ò50  

 

Figure 8. Night Thoughts (Homage to Ives), Measures 104-106. 

 

  

Aaron Coplandôs Night Thoughts (Homage to Ives) is often heard in performance. 

Its colorful sonorities and depth of expression make this work worthy of inclusion in the 

standard piano repertoire.  

 

 

                                                 
50 Butterworth, The Music of Aaron Copland: 79. 
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Samuel Barber 

Samuel Barber, born on March 9, 1910, in West Chester, Pennsylvania, was 

drawn to the piano at an early age, beginning piano study at age 6. Barberôs first piano 

teacher was William Hatten Green, a well-known local piano pedagogue, who had been a 

pupil of Theodore Leschetizky.51 

 Barberôs formative years were brimming with musical activity. Immersing 

himself in music at every turn, for a brief period he served as an organist at the West-

Minster Presbyterian Church, in West Chester.52 He also performed as a pianist at 

numerous social events in the local area and even established a small orchestra. 

  1924 was an important year for Barber. He performed privately for Harold 

Randolph, then-director of the Peabody Conservatory. Impressed with Barberôs pianist 

talent, Randolph recommended to Barberôs father that the young Barber intensify his 

study of piano and music composition. Subsequently, Barberôs father removed his son 

from school one day each week, in order to study at the Curtis Institute of Music.53  

After finishing high school, Barber enrolled full -time at the Curtis Institute, where 

he studied with George Boyle and Isabelle Vengerova. Initially, his major was piano 

performance; but in his second year of study, Barber added composition as a second 

major.  He studied composition with Rosario Scalero, a well-known Italian composer and 

                                                 
51 Lauri Young, "The Solo Piano Music of Samuel Barber," (PhD diss., University of Cincinnati, 1989), 

accessed September 8, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (AAT 303689763): 2.  

 
52 Susan Carter, "The Piano Music of Samuel Barber," (PhD diss., Texas Tech University, 1980), accessed 

September 8, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (AAT 288449235): 3.   

 
53 Carter, "The Piano Music of Samuel Barber": 4.   
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violinist. During his third year of training, Barber added yet a third major, voice, under 

the tutelage of Emilio de Gogorza.54  

At age18, Barber traveled to Europe, visiting France, Italy, and Austria. This 

experience proved to be an inspiring adventure for the young musician. While in Europe, 

Barber received praise from the composer and teacher Eusebius Mandycewski and from 

fellow American composer George Antheil, a controversial figure at the time, arising 

from the notoriety of his unconventional work Ballet-Méchanique.55 

In 1935, for his Cello Sonata and Music for a Scene From Shelley, Barber was the 

recipient of both a Pulitzer Traveling Scholarship, providing the composer with the 

means to undertake a second European trip, and the Prix de Rome. In 1937, the Curtis 

Institute presented an all-Barber concert, featuring Serenade, the String Quartet, Dover 

Beach, the Cello Sonata and a group of songs. In 1939, he was offered a position on the 

faculty at Curtis, which he held until 1942.  

After a stint in the military, Barber established himself in New York. There, 

several major compositions came to life, including the Capricorn Concerto, the Concerto 

for Violoncello and Orchestra, the ballet Cave of the Heart, which he later titled Medea, 

and Knoxville: Summer of 1915. For its 25th anniversary year, the League of Composers 

awarded Barber a commission to write his Sonata for Piano, which was given its 

première in 1949 in Havana by pianist Vladimir Horowitz.56 More works pivotal to his 

oeuvre ensued, including: Toccata Festiva for organ, Die Natali, a set of chorale preludes 

                                                 
54 Yukiko Fujimura, "A Reconding Guide to the Performance of Samuel Barber's Complete Solo Piano 

Works, Including the Recently Published Early Works," (PhD diss., Ball State University, 2012), accessed 

September 8, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (AAT 3507912): 10. 

 
55 Carter, "The Piano Music of Samuel Barber": 7. 
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for Christmas, the Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, which won for Barber his second 

Pulitzer Prize in 1963, and the opera Antony and Cleopatra. Barberôs success as a 

composer resulted in several additional honors, including membership in the Academy of 

Arts and Letters, an appointment as a consultant at the American Academy of Rome and 

an honorary Doctorate from Harvard University.  

Barberôs piano music has become part of the standard canon of 20th-century 

American music. Among his most famous works for piano are Excursions, Sonata for 

Piano, Souvenirs, Nocturne, and Ballade. Barberôs piano music is idiomatic, deriving 

from the composerôs training as a pianist. While many contemporary composers rejected 

the past and focused entirely on newly invented musical languages, Barber tended to re-

examine the past traditions of tonal music.  At the heart of Barberôs compositions can 

typically be found a clearly defined tonal center. Even his experiments in serialism--his 

Nocturne and the Piano Concertoðtonal centers persist.  

Barberôs compositional style is associated with the Neo-Romantic movement.57 

Neo-romanticism emerged in America in the 1930ôs and 1940ôs. Similar to other 

composers identified with the Neo-Romantic trend, Barber inclined toward the lyrical and 

dramatic qualities of 19th-century music. He blended these Romantic expressive features 

with a contemporary harmonic and rhythmic language. Thus, he created a unique and 

individual style of composing.  

In keeping with Neo-Romantic style, Barber used traditional formsðconcerto, 

sonata, nocturne, ballade.  Other noteworthy characteristics of Barberôs music are the use 

of counterpoint and diverse rhythms. His characteristic rhythms range from smooth, 

                                                 
57 Fujimura, "A Reconding Guide": 15. 
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flowing patterns to complex, energetic figures containing syncopations, hemiola, cross 

rhythms and irregular groupings.  

 

Ballade Op. 46 

The Cliburn Foundation offered a commissioned to Barber for the fifth Cliburn 

Competition, in 1977. The commission was funded by a gift from Mrs. J. Lee Johnson 

III, honoring her mother, Mrs. Nenetta Burton Carter. Barberôs submission was his 

Ballade, Op. 46. The piece was given its première in Fort Worth at Texas Christian 

University. It was performed by each of the twelve competition semi-finalists, September 

19-21, 1977.  

Competition pieces are designed to challenge the technical capabilities 

competitors. Barberôs piece is no exception, but his Ballade is also elegant and artistic. 

The Ballade is one of only a handful of compositions that Barber wrote late in his career, 

while experiencing personal difficulties, including depression and alcoholism. Barberôs 

Ballade, modeled after the 19th-century ballade, is constructed as a character piece, which 

in keeping with the 19-century genre, portrays one specific mood or idea. The Oxford 

Dictionary of Music describes the ballade as a piece written in narrative style.58 Chopin 

wrote four Ballades for piano, all of which count as character pieces, but they are large 

and virtuosic. In Brahmsôs hands, the ballade is a smaller-scale, more intimate work. 

Similar to Chopinôs renderings, Barberôs Ballade is in 6/8 meter, but its tripartite 

form resembles Brahmsôs 4 Ballades Op. 10. It embraces a Romantic sensibility, with a 

                                                 
58 Jacob Porter, "Ballad," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, n.d.), 

accessed July 15, 2014, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/01879.   
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feeling of restless melancholy. In Barberôs version of tertiary (ABA) form, the two 

appearances of the A section are identical. The first section is marked Restless. The 

feeling of restlessness that the composer envisioned is realized through rapidly shifting 

harmonies. The texture is homophonic throughout. The A section is characterized by 

dramatic, abrupt dynamic changes reinforcing the Romantic quality of Barberôs writing.  

Barber motivic ideas are few in number, providing this work with a high degree 

of unity. He balanced this restrictive thematic material with dynamic and textural 

contrast. Such compositional approach is apparent in the Ballade, which features a 

limited amount of melodic material. 

The piece is based on two motives, a four-note descending figure and a rising and 

falling semitone, that appear in the opening, as shown in the Figures 9 and 10 below. The 

challenge to the performer is to apply a wide variety of dynamics and tone colors to this 

restrictive thematic palette.  

 

Figure 9. Ballade, Measure 1. 
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Figure 10. Ballade, Measures 19-21. 

 

 

Perhaps one of the most striking features of the piece is its harmonic ambiguity, 

embedded in a tonal framework. The main theme is characterized by a series of 

unresolved secondary dominant chords. Such writing implies the influence of Debussy. 

In fact, several other stylistic features in the piece recall impressionistic music. As Figure 

11 shows, several passages feature parallel sonorities and extended ninth, eleventh, and 

thirteenth chords grounded by slurred open-fifth chords in the bass. These passages also 

contain blurred, pedaled sonorities that resemble the writing of Debussy. 

 

Figure 11. Ballade, Measures 30-32. 
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In contrast to Section A, the B section, Allegro con fuoco, is intense and turbulent. 

Its energetic, almost aggressive character is manifested via strong, agitated rhythms in a 

driven sixteenth-note figuration. As shown in Figure 12, the rising and falling semitone 

motif that appeared in Section A is now presented at the very beginning of Section B. 

The contrasting B section begins in the pianoôs low register, with a dark bass melody 

doubled in octaves. Later, the melody is transferred to the soprano voice.  

 

Figure 12. Ballade, Measure 33. 

 

 

Although the middle section of the piece is more virtuosic, the melody retains a 

rich, lyrical quality. The section is also more contrapuntal, in contrast to the homophonic 

texture of Section A. The B section requires the performer to engage full force with the 

virtuosic figuration, which is best performed briskly, with strongly driven and percussive 

rhythms. A pensive, recitativo-like transition signals the return of the A section. 

Barberôs Ballade is an extraordinary piece that provides the performer with rich 

sonorities and a wide spectrum of expression that make the work appealing, not only to 
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pianists, but to the public as well. Although initially composed as a competition piece, 

Ballade is a strong addition to contemporary American piano repertoire. 

 

Leonard Bernstein 

Leonard Bernstein was born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, August 25, 1918, to 

Russian immigrant parents. When Bernstein was young, the family received a piano as a 

present. This gift constituted Bernsteinôs first engagement with music.59 Exhibiting a 

strong interest in the instrument, he undertook lessons with local piano teachers, first with 

Frieda Karp, and then Susan Williams. Later he pursued studies with Helen Coates, 

assistant to Heinrich Gebhart who, at the time, had earned a reputation as one of the best 

piano teachers in Boston.60  At age 13, composition began to intrigue Bernsteinôs musical 

curiosity, first with piano works. As a youth, he also wrote opera-like spectacles that he 

produced for audiences during the summer months. 

Although impressed by his sonôs talent as a pianist, Bernsteinôs father did not 

encourage his interest in music. In fact, in an attempt to discourage his son from pursuing 

music, he withheld payment for lessons. This failed to stop the young Bernstein, who was 

determined to pursue a life in music. He began teaching piano lessons to younger 

children in his neighborhood and used the revenues to subsidize his own study.61 He also 

joined a local jazz band, playing at weddings and other community events. Collectively, 

                                                 
59 Paul Laird and David Schiff, "Bernstein, Leonard," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford 

University Press, n.d.), accessed July 15, 2014, 
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60 Chien-Jung Chen, "Leonard Bernstein's Touches: A Performer's Analysis," (PhD diss., University of 

Houston, 2011), accessed September 8, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (ATT 1197728234): 3.  

 
61 Chen, "Leonard Bernstein's Touches": 2.  

 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2223796


 

46 

 

these experiences heavily influenced Bernstein as he matured musically. Teaching 

became fundamental to his career, and jazz and popular music became crucial to his 

compositional style.62 

In 1935, Bernstein began his college education at Harvard University. There, he 

studied music education with Arthur Tillman Merritt, composition with the famous 

theorist and theory pedagogue Walter Piston, and piano with Heinrich Gebhart. While at 

Harvard, Bernstein met Aaron Copland, who persuaded him to train as a conductor.63  

For many years, Bernstein continued to identify as a pianist, appearing in public 

as a concert artist throughout his life. He made his professional debut as a pianist in 1937, 

performing Ravelôs Piano Concerto in G major with the State Symphony Orchestra in 

Cambridge, Massachusetts. In 1940, while attending the Tanglewood Music Festival, 

Bernstein met Sergei Koussevitzky, an encounter that blossomed into a longtime 

friendship.  

Upon his graduation from Harvard University, Bernstein enrolled at the Curtis 

Institute of Music. There, he studied conducting with Fritz Reiner, piano with Isabelle 

Vengerova and sight-reading and transposition with Renée Longy-Miquelle.  

Bernstein established himself as one of the most versatile and resourceful 

personalities on the 20th-century American musical scene. He was one of the first 

American musicians to navigate simultaneously the dual roles of concert pianist and 

conductor. He also made himself known for his signal endeavors as a classical music 

                                                 
62 Laird and Schiff, "Bernstein, Leonard." 
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composer and conductor, for his musical theater productions, and for his impact as a 

teacher.  

 Bernsteinôs interests could not be contained within the field of music. He was an 

avid admirer of the arts and sciences, including Shakespeareôs works, Russian literature, 

French drama, world religions, biology and astrophysics.64 Bernstein was perpetually 

inspired to communicate to a wider public his interests, especially music. His candor, 

distinctive curiosity and inborn desire to learn led him to become actively involved in 

promoting music to the general public.   

Television was one important means by which Bernstein transmitted his vast 

knowledge of classical music. In the early 1950ôs, Bernstein broadcast his image across 

televisions nationwide; captivated, viewers tuned in. For more than two decades, 

Bernsteinôs Young Peopleôs Concerts were among the most popular television shows in 

America. In their Oxford Music Online article on Bernstein, Paul Laird and David Schiff 

describe the enchanting quality of Bernsteinôs television presence: ñBernstein was a 

gifted speaker about music who could make even those with little background feel as if 

they had learned something worthwhile about a sophisticated musical concept.ò65 Ever 

perceptive and forward looking, Bernstein converted his television scripts into books that 

quickly rose in popularity. Among these are The Joy of Music, The Infinite Variety of 

Music and Leonard Bernsteinôs Young Peopleôs Concerts. 
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Bernsteinôs musical style is perhaps best characterized as a blend of contemporary 

musical idioms and popular music elements. In her article, titled Leonard Bernstein: a 

Born Teacher, Bernsteinôs daughter Jamie states:  

He wrote jazzy music for the concert hall and symphonic music for 

the Broadway stage. And of course, everybody thoroughly benefited from 

the cross-pollination ð with the possible exception of Bernstein himself. 

In his lifetime, Bernstein's reputation as a composer suffered as a result of 

his refusal to be or do just one thing. In the mid-20th Century, a composer 

who wished to be taken seriously by the academic musical community 

absolutely positively had to forfeit tonality in favor of 12-tone music. 

Simply put, they had to compose music with no key and no melody. Either 

you wrote 12-tone music or you weren't a óseriousô composer.66 

Most prominent among Bernsteinôs compositional features was his ability to 

apply the rhythmic, harmonic and lyrical elements borrowed from jazz and blues to 

contemporary classical fundamentals. His most significant compositional contribution 

was perhaps in the realm of dramatic music. Widely admired, his music for West Side 

Story remains his most highly recognized dramatic piece. The dramatic style seeped into 

other genres, including his piano music.  

  Although across the arc of his lifetime, Bernstein remained closely connected to 

the piano, his compositions for the instrument consist of only a few, short pieces. Only 

two larger piano works appear in his oeuvre: His Symphony No. 2, The Age of Anxiety, a 

work for piano and orchestra; and the very early Piano Sonata. Bernsteinôs solo piano 

works also include four sets of short pieces titled Anniversaries. These sets are musical 

portraits with suggestive titles honoring significant individuals in the composerôs life, 

including Serge Koussevitzky, Paul Bowles, an American composer and author, and 

American composers William Schuman, Stephen Sondheim and Aaron Copland.  
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Touches (Chorale, Eight Variations and Coda) 

Bernsteinôs Touches was commissioned in 1980 for the sixth Cliburn 

Competition. The composerôs dedication, inscribed at the top of the score, expresses the 

intensity of his passion for the piano: ñTo my first love, the keyboard.ò67  

Although Touches is a masterful exercise in composition, the piece is rarely 

programmed, and to this day continues to be unfamiliar to pianists. Both technically and 

expressively demanding, Touches elegantly satisfies two of the most important 

requirements of competition pieces.  It also features daring dissonances and syncopated 

jazz rhythms.  F. Donald Truesdell, writing in the journal American Music, provides a 

superb description of the pieceôs musical style: ñThe single work most representative of 

nearly all the elements of Bernsteinôs piano style is Touchesé. The blues feeling, jazzy 

rhythms, the subtle shifts of mood, the tensions, the intimacy, and the boldness are 

effectively realized.ò68  

Touchesô subtitle, Chorale, Eight Variations and Coda, stipulates its formal 

designðtheme and variationsðand shows the composerôs intent to couch his 

contemporary musical language within a common-practice framework. Although 

adhering loosely to conventional key signatures and tonality, the piece employs the 

daring atonal and serial techniques that are characteristic of much 20th-century American 

music. It is also infused, eclectically, with jazz and blues elements. Touches is based on 

concise motives constructed on the interval of a second. The minor-second, apparent at 

the beginning of the Chorale melody, is explored in the variations that follow. 
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In his preface to the score, Bernstein provides the pianist with an array of definitions 

for the word ñtouches.ò These definitions serve as a guide to the expressive nature of the 

piece:  

Touches = (French) the keys of the keyboard. 

   = different ñfeelsò of the fingers, hands, and arms: deep, light, 

percussive, gliding, floating, prolonged, caressingé 

 

  = small bits (cf., ña touch of garlicò); each variation is a soupçon, lasting 

from 20 to 100 seconds apiece.  

 

  = vignettes of discrete emotions: brief musical manifestations of being 

ñtouched,ò or moved.  

 

  = gestures of love, especially between composer and performer, 

performer and listener69  

 

As these definitions imply, the composerôs intent is to emphasize the infinite 

coloristic possibilities that fine gradations of keyboard touch allow. Bernstein challenged 

the contestants to bring forward their best efforts toward a varied and colorful 

interpretation. The numerous expressive indications that dot the scoreðleggiero, 

staccatissimo, martellatoðfurther reinforce the composerôs desire for a variety of colors, 

touches and expression. As Figure 13 shows, ñtouchesôò second definition, speaking to 

the sensations of the fingers, hands and arms, is brought to life in Measure 6 of the 

Chorale, with the expressive marking, ñdeep in the keys.ò  

 

 

                                                 
69 Berstein, Touches: 1. 
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Figure 13. Touches, Measures 6-7. 

 

The composer conceived Touches as a unified work. To that end, after every 

variation, Bernstein wrote the performance instruction Attacca, denoting no pause, in 

order to smooth the transition from one segment to the next. Moreover, with pitch as the 

connecting thread, he merged five of the variations. In variations 1-2, 3-4 and 4-5, sets of 

pitches that conclude one variation elide as the beginning of the next. Thus the last three 

pitches of the first variation, F-F-sharp-A, constitute the beginning three pitches of the 

second variation, F-G-flat-A. The third variation ends with D-sharp and E, while the 

fourth variation begins with E followed by D-sharp. The fourth variation concludes with 

the pitches B-C-sharp played simultaneously. These pitches are then held over to the 

beginning of the next variation, which begins attacca. Here the composer also indicates 

that the damper pedal be held down from the last measure of the fourth variation and 

through the first two measures of Variation 5. 
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Chorale 

In tripartite ABA form, the Chorale is written in four parts with the top voice 

strongly predominant. As Figure 14 shows, the opening, Andante a piacere, molto rubato 

(with a blues feel), introduces the main melody, in the top voice. This slow, legato tune, 

wandering and reflective in character, serves as the theme for the variations that follow. 

Underneath the melody, long-held languid chords, which place emphasis on their 

acoustic decay characteristics, create a mysterious atmosphere.  

 

Figure 14. Touches, Measure 1. 

 

As Figure 14 implies, the entire Chorale is unmetered. Its unequal phrase lengths, 

with fermatas punctuating each cadence, contribute to the sectionôs languid expressive 

character. The abundant chromatic elements and parallel intervals of sevenths provide the 

piece with an overall melancholic jazz-like feel. Although sporadically dissonant, the 

Chorale has F-sharp in the key signature. The Chorale is the only section of the piece to 

stipulate a key signature. From the opening, the piece has a meandering quality, and the 

music circumvents any identifiable tonal center. Near the end of the Chorale, the 

harmonies become less dissonant, and a tonal center of G becomes audible.  
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The Chorale is followed by eight variations on the theme. Each variation explores 

a single musical parameter. Some variations emphasize rhythmic features, while others 

are devoted to extremes of dynamics, register and tempo. At the end of the Coda, the 

Chorale melody is restated almost verbatim.  

 

Variation 1 

The first variation, marked Vivace, creates a playful atmosphere with a light 

texture. As the variation progresses, the chords become thicker, creating a more 

percussive sonority. As Figure 15 shows, the key signatures disappear and a driving, 

eighth-note pulse appears from the start.  Unlike the Chorale, this variation is metered, in 

alternating 3/8 and 5/8 measures. Playful grace notes, staccato effects and accents appear 

throughout the section, requiring a ñtouchò opposing that of the Chorale.  Contributing to 

this change in expressive style, the dynamics increase, and the textures thicken.  

 

Figure 15. Touches, Measures 8-15. 
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Variation 2 

Creating continuity between the first two variations, Variation 2 begins with the 

same three pitches that concluded the first variation. The pitches F-F-sharp-A close the 

first variation, while F-G-flat-A constitute the beginning of the second variation.  Similar 

to the first variation, Variation 2 features a prominent rhythmic drive. As Figure 16 

shows, the variation begins with a quintuplet motive that is later expanded. The composer 

reuses the pitches of the opening quintuplet throughout the variation, but he incorporates 

them in varying rhythmic patterns and registers.  Measure 4, as an example, introduces 

the respective pitches with dotted rhythms and in the upper register of the instrument. 

Near the middle of the variation, the texture becomes increasingly chordal. The 

variation fades to a pppp dynamic, its final, ascending scale passages becoming almost 

inaudible. 

 

Figure 16. Touches, Measures 31-38. 
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Variation 3 

The second and third variations are connected, not by pitch, but by a tonal 

relationship. Variation 2 ended on the pitch G and Variation 3 begins on the pitch C 

disguised in a chord of minor seconds, hinting a dominant-tonic relationship. In Figure 

17, the opening of Variation 3 evokes a call-and-response. The ñcallò is a widely spaced 

chord, played by both hands in upper and lower registers and comprised of an octave and 

minor second. The ñresponse,ò highlighting the interval of a minor second, is played in 

the middle registerðbetween the registers of the two chords. The composer then expands 

on the ñresponseò with triplets and a succession of ascending and descending minor 

seconds.  

 

Figure 17. Touches, Measures 55-61. 
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Variation 4 

The opening of the fourth variation features the pitches E-D-sharp, derived from 

the end of the previous variation. This fourth variation, also organized around the interval 

of a second, is in ABA form, with the A and B sections distinguished by character and 

tempo changes. Section A, Molto moderato, highlights larger, thicker chords, as Figure 

17 shows. The contrapuntal B section, Scherzando, reintroduces the dotted swing rhythm 

present in the previous variations. In the return of section A, the main half-step motive is 

now doubled, in octaves.  

 

Figure 18. Touches, Measures 70-75. 
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Variation 5 

Continuity between Variations 4 and 5 is provided by an E-natural pedal point 

appearing at the end Variation 4 and beginning Variation 5. The mood of the fifth  

variation is slow and tranquil. As shown in Figure 19, the section Larghetto begins with a 

weeping three-note, descending motive, perhaps to evoke a lament. The chromatic 

melody constructed from this motive is organized in short phrases that cascade above a 

gentle, wave-like accompaniment and hover at the softer end of the dynamic range. Half-

way through the variation, distant, upper-register, bell-like chords constructed of clusters 

of seconds mark the reappearance of the initial three-note motive. A second melodic 

voice is introduced, in dialogue with the first voice. At the conclusion of the variation, 

these two voices sound the initial motive in contrary motion. 

 

Figure 19. Touches, Measures 100-103. 
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Variation 6 

Variation 6 is the shortest in the set and perhaps the most dissonant. Figure 20 

shows the tender melody, played in the right hand and featuring legato intervals. The 12/8 

meter, along with the continuous eighth-note pattern and the three-against-two rhythm 

provide this variation with ongoing momentum. The bass line, marked staccato and 

pesante, resembles a pizzicato bass in a small jazz band.  

 

Figure 20. Touches, Measures 122-127. 
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Variation 7 

Unlike any of the preceding variations, the seventh commences with virtuosic, 

fast four-voice alternating octaves, as shown in Figure 21. The texture then thins, with 

three-voice solid octaves, two notes of the interval played with the right hand and single 

notes in the left, and last, two-voice octaves, with one note of the interval played in each 

hand, creating a stark, hollow sound. This variation is missing the jazz element that 

characterizes many of the other variations in the set. The first two pitches, B-C, connect 

the end of Variation 6 to the beginning of Variation 7.  

 

Figure 21. Touches, Measures 128-133. 
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Variation 8 

Variation 8 so closely resembles the first variation in the set and it may appear at 

first glimpse that the composer simply copied the first variation as the eighth. As Figure 

22 shows, the two variations are almost identical. Only subtle differences distinguish the 

two sections. The first measure of Variation 8, marked con tensione, is a complete 

measure of rest. Such an extended period of silence, absent in the first variation, provides 

an opportunity for the flamboyant ending of Variation 7 to dissipate before Variation 8 

commences. The tempo of Variation 8 is faster than that of the first variation. The 

composer marked this last variation misterioso, implying an altered mood from the con 

eleganza feel of Variation 1. In Variation 8 the composer occasionally omits notes and 

measures present in the first variation. Subtle changes in dynamics and articulation occur 

throughout. While the first variation features alternating meters, Variation 8 remains in 

3/8 throughout. In order to make the music fit into the perpetual 3/8 meter, the composer 

later inserted a number of fermatas in a corrected edition of the piece.70 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
70 Chen, "Leonard Bernsteinôs Touches": 38. 

 



 

61 

 

Figure 22. Touches, Measures 143-153. 

 

 

Coda 

Closing this piece is a majestic Coda, marked Largo. As shown in Figure 23, this 

section recalls the chorale-like texture that began the piece. The thematic material is now 

doubled in octaves, creating an authoritative, resonant sonority. The harmonic language 

of the Coda is dissonant. The composer makes abundant use of loud dynamics and full 

sonorities, but the slow tempo and the frequent fermatas and ritenuto indications provide 

the performer with a chance to display lyricism and expressive capabilities. The Coda is 

metered, alternating between 6/4 and 3/4 measures, but the slow-moving parallel chords 

provide unrestrained motion. The Coda slows even more in Measure 184, when, after a 

long sustained chord, a final section marked Piu lento begins. This closing section 

reiterates the Chorale melody for the last time.  
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Figure 23. Touches, Measures 174-176. 

 

 

John Corigliano 

Because his parents were both musicians, the American composer John 

Corigliano, born February 16, 1938, benefitted from unique early exposure to music. 

Coriglianoôs father was a violinist with the New York Philharmonic; his mother, Rose 

Corigliano, a pianist and piano teacher.71 As a child, Corigliano showed little interest in 

piano over the years, but he learned some piano repertoire from hearing his mother give 

piano lessons in the home. As he matured, his interest in music grew, and during high 

school he settled on music as a career.72  At Columbia University, Corigliano studied 

                                                 
71 Janina Kuzmas, "Unifying Elements of John Corigliano's Etude Fantasy," (PhD diss., University of 

British Columbia, 2002), accessed September 8, 2015, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (ATT 

305464381): 1.  

 
72 Kuzmas, "Unifying Elements of John Corigliano's Etude Fantasy": 2. 
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composition with Otto Luening, and later, at the Manhattan School of Music, with Paul 

Creston and Vittorio Giannini.  

Coriglianoôs extensive list of compositions includes major symphonic works, 

operas, chamber music, concertos, vocal works, solo instrumental music and film music. 

His 1963 Sonata for Violin and Piano was one of the first works to capture the attention 

of critics. A year after it was written, it won the Spoleto Festival Competition for the 

Creative Arts. After this initial success, Corigliano received several commissions, from, 

variously, the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center, the New York State Council of 

the Arts, the New York Philharmonic, the Boston Symphony Orchestra and the 

Metropolitan Opera. In 1987, Corigliano became composer-in-residence for the Chicago 

Symphony Orchestra, a position he held for three years.   

Coriglianoôs music is often virtuosic, combining 19th-century lyricism with 

percussive elements evocative of Bartokôs and Stravinskyôs music. One such piece, his 

Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, contains elements of atonality, serialism and 

percussiveness, along with sections that are defined by 19th-century tonality.  

Despite Coriglianoôs interest in the past, originality remains in the forefront of his 

compositional process, as he forthrightly acknowledges: ñEvery piece that I write, I try to 

do something Iôve never done before. It can be a technical thing, an emotional thing, 

theatricalðit doesnôt matter. But thereôs always something about the piece that is an 

adventure for me.ò73 Corigliano has confessed that, for him, writing music is a continuing 

struggle: ñItôs agony for me. I throw away two hundred pages and keep this one. I have 

an idea and then build the piece on this skeleton. Things just donôt happen. You have to 

                                                 
73 Susan Goodfellow, "Interview with John Corigliano and Carlton Vickers," The Flutist Quarterly 18 (3-

4), 1993: 25, quoted in Kuzmas, "Unifying Elements of John Corigliano's Etude Fantasy": 8. 
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think about them, reject and eliminate. You don't just do what comes into your head. I use 

maybe five percent of what I do.ò74 

Beyond composing, Corigliano, as of this writing, holds two teaching positions. 

He serves as a faculty member in the composition department at the Juilliard School and 

is a Distinguished Professor of Music at the Lehman College, City University of New 

York. Corigliano, who won a Pulitzer Prize, in 2001 for his Symphony No. 2, is a 

member of the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. 

 

Fantasia on an Ostinato 

Fantasia on an Ostinato was commissioned for the seventh Van Cliburn 

International Piano Competition, through a grant from the Amon G. Carter Foundation.  

The pieceôs première took place during the Competitionôs semi-final round, May 24, 

1985. The piece was conceived as an atmospheric tone poem. Bursting with color, the 

piece is characterized by rich sonorities. In the Preface, the composer instructs the 

pianist: ñThe pianist should be aware that color, variety and imagination are essential to a 

successful performance of this piece.ò75 The composerôs choice of the word ñfantasiaò 

underscores the free, improvisatory nature of of the piece.  

Although Corigliano indicated in the score that the performance of the piece 

should be between ten and fourteen minutes long, during the competition recitals, 

performances were as brief as seven minutes and as long as twentyðreflecting the extent 

to which the pianist controls the unfolding of the piece. The composer precisely notated 

                                                 
74 Robert Jacobson, "John Corigliano, Music Maker," After Dark, February 1976: 41, quoted in Kuzmas, 

"Unifying Elements of John Corigliano's Etude Fantasy": 7. 

 
75 John Corigliano, Fantasia on an Ostinato, (Winona, MN: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1987).  
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the beginning and the end, but left an entire section blank, making 1/3 of the piece solely 

at the performerôs discretion. By contrast, the middle section consists of abundant 

repeated rhythmic and melodic patterns. Performers demonstrate their imagination and 

sense of proportion by determining the number of repetitions of the patterns. As the 

composer acknowledged: ñThese repeated patterns comprise my only experiment in the 

óminimalistô technique.ò76  

The Oxford Dictionary of Music defines minimalism as a style of music, emerging 

in the 1960s, that involves the relentless repetition of short motives over simplistic 

harmonies.77 Composers Terry Riley, Steve Reich and Philip Glass are among the most 

prominent representatives of minimalism.78    

Corigliano took inspiration from the relentless repetitions present in the second 

movement of Beethovenôs Seventh Symphony, as he explains in the program notes to his 

piece: ñBeethovenôs near-minimalistic use of his material and my own desire to write a 

piece in which the performer is responsible for decisions concerning the durations of 

repeated patterns led to my first experiment in so-called minimalist techniques.ò79 Thus 

Corigliano implies that minimalism originates far earlier than is suggested by The Oxford 

Dictionaryðas far back as Beethoven.  

                                                 
76 Corigliano, Fantasia on an Ostinato. 

 
77 Lucy Davies, "Minimalism," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, n.d.), 

accessed July 15, 2014, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy-

um.researchport.umd.edu/subscriber/article/opr/t114/e4427. 

 
78 Terry Rileyôs In C, Steven Reichôs Itôs Gonna Rain and Philip Glassôs Music in 12 parts are all written in 

minimalist style.   

 
79 Ibid. 

 

 



 

66 

 

Fantasia on an Ostinato is derived from the theme of the second movement of 

Beethoven's Symphony No. 7. From Beethovenôs piece, Corigliano extracts the pattern of 

a quarter-note followed by two eighth-notes and two quarter notes to create his own 

ostinato. Figures 24 and 25 demonstrate the similarity between Coriglianoôs ostinato 

pattern and that of Beethoven. In both pieces, the ostinato continues ceaselessly, without 

variation, for several minutes. Easily recognizable, full quotations of fragments from 

Beethovenôs symphony are also interspersed throughout Coriglianoôs Fantasia.  

Corigliano divided his fantasy into two major sections. The first section expands 

on the melodic, harmonic and rhythmic elements of Beethovenôs theme. The second 

section reveals an abundance of repeated patterns, then, gradually, the patterns become 

more and more distant, until they completely fade away. 

Coriglianoôs Fantasia on an Ostinato is a clever piece and the composerôs bold 

reference to one of Beethovenôs most beloved themes is sure to engage audiences. The 

piece deserves more attention than it has received thus far. In time perhaps more pianists 

will come to appreciate it. 

 

Figure 24. Fantasia on an Ostinato, Measures 12-18. 
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Figure 25. Symphony no. 7, Measures 1-6. 

 

 

William Schuman 

William Schuman, for decades one of the leading figures of American musical 

life, was influential not only as a composer, but also as a music teacher and an academic 

and arts administrator. Born on August 4, 1910, in New York City, Schuman began 

music study at age 11, on the piano and violin. In high school, he added banjo, saxophone 

and clarinet. Beyond music, Schuman cultivated interests in theatre and baseball. Not 

until his late 20s did he firmly decide to pursue a career in music.80  

After graduating from high school, Schuman enrolled at New York University 

intent on earning a degree in business. After listening to Robert Schumannôs Third 

Symphony performed by the New York Philharmonic Orchestra, his career trajectory 

changed. Schuman claimed that this performance ñliterally changed my life.ò81 A few 

                                                 
80 Edward Jonathan Steele, "William Schuman's Literature and Materials Approach: A Historical Precedent 

for Comprehensive Musicianship," (PhD diss., University of Florida, 1988), accessed September 8, 2015, 

ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (ATT 303663812): 22.  

  
81 Sheila Keats, "William Schuman," Stereo Review, June 1974: 69, quoted in Steele,"William Schuman's 

Literature and Materials Approach": 23.  

 



 

68 

 

days after the concert, Schuman summarily withdrew from New York University, in 

order to study composition at the Malkin Conservatory of Music. There he took harmony 

with Max Persin and counterpoint with Charles Haubiel, leaving his interest in business 

behind. In 1933, Schuman enrolled at the Teacherôs College of Columbia University, 

where he initially focused on composing both classical and popular music, but gradually 

came to devote himself solely to classical music.  

In 1935, after graduation from Columbia University, Schuman accepted a position 

at Sarah Lawrence College, where he taught harmony, music appreciation and choral 

singing. That same year, he received a scholarship to study conducting at the Mozarteum 

Academy in Salzburg. In 1936, upon his return to the United States, Schuman began 

composition study with Roy Harris at the Juilliard School.  

Schumanôs harmonic language is tonal, but chromatic. Including key signatures 

for his scores only rarely, he preferred the freedom to saturate his music with 

chromaticism within the framework of a wide variety of scales and modes. His harmonies 

are rich and full, while the melodies frequently have a majestic character. Schumanôs 

approach to rhythm is vibrant and often complex, perhaps a consequence of the 

composerôs early experiments with popular music and jazz.82  

Schumanôs wrote symphonies, band and chamber music, choral works, and pieces 

for solo voice and instruments. Among his most popular works are his New England 

Triptych: Three Pieces After William Billings; ten symphonies; four string quartets; his 

Variations on America for band; and a trio for violin, cello and piano, titled Canon and 

Fugue. 

                                                 
82 Unnamed Author, "William Schuman," Theodore Presser Company, accessed July 15, 2014, 

http://www.presser.com/Composers/info.cfm?Name=WILLIAMSCHUMAN. 
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In 1945, Schuman became president of the Juilliard School. During his tenure, he 

advocated powerfully for contemporary American music, profoundly supporting his 

fellow American composers. Later, in 1961, he was tapped as president of the Lincoln 

Center for the Performing Arts, a position that he held until his retirement in 1969.  

Founder of the Charles Ives Society, Schuman was the 1943 Pulitzer Prize winner 

for his work Secular Cantata No. 2: A Free Song. His many other awards include a 

Guggenheim Fellowship, the American Eagle Award, and a Letter of Distinction from the 

American Music Center. His efforts on behalf of American music won him honorary 

doctorates from the Chicago Musical College, the University of Wisconsin, and 

Columbia University. William Schuman died on February 15, 1992, in New York City, at 

age 81.  

 

ChesterïVariations for Piano 

The Eighth Van Cliburn International Piano Competition commissioned William 

Schumanôs ChesterïVariations for Piano with funding support from Mrs. W.W. Lynch 

and the Pianists Foundation of America, in memory of Mildred Foster. The piece, 

composed in 1988 in anticipation of the commission, was given its première during the 

Competitionôs final round, June 2, 1989.  

Schuman based his variation set on Chester, a 1777 hymn and marching song of 

the American Revolution written by the early American composer William Billings. 

Schuman explains his connection to Billings in the program notes to his composition: ñI 
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am not alone among American composers who feel an identity with Billings, and it is this 

sense of identity which accounts for my use of his music as a point of departure.ò83  

The ChesterïVariations, Schumanôs final piece for piano, originated in 1956, 

when he composed New England Triptych, a three-movement orchestral piece based on 

tunes by William Billings. Its third movement, titled Chester, provided the musical 

material for his variations.  

As shown in Figure 26, the first sixteen measures of the piece introduce the 

unsophisticated G major hymn tune, in a four-part chordal texture similar to a Protestant 

hymn tune. The melody, marked dolce, legato, has a majestic quality that sets the stage 

for the character of the entire piece. The harmony is consonant throughout and almost 

identical to that of the original tune. The theme is restated in E-flat major in Measure 17, 

but the texture is thickened with low-register octaves that provide richness and depth, 

making the tune appear more grandiose. The restatement, concluding in Measure 32, is 

appended with a repetition of the last phrase of the tune.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
83 William Schuman, Chester Variations for Piano, (Bryn Mawr, PA: Merion Music. Inc., 1989). 
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Figure 26. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 1-10. 

 

The first variation, marked Subito Allegro vivo, opens in Measure 38 with a series 

of brisk, dissonant and staccato chords played fff, imitating drums at the start of a parade. 

These chords, as well as a sudden change in tempo and a more percussive texture, pose a 

striking contrast to the previous section. As shown in Figure 27, the theme is played in 

upper-register octaves, while the accompanying chords create a harsh timbre and 

reinforce the percussive character of this variation. Brisk staccato markings and a faster 

tempo give the melody a live, scherzando quality.  
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Figure 27. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 38-57. 

 

 

A transition between variations 1 and 2, beginning in Measure 62, expands upon 

two fragments of the theme. The first fragment is comprised of the last five notes of the 

melody. Using this fragment, as seen in Figure 28, both hands engage in an octave-based 

dialogue, marked with playful staccatos and accents. The second fragment, taken from 

Measure 14, appears as a series of repeated sixteenths notes played in both hands. The 

harmony remains consonant throughout the section. The transition is the most 

rhythmically driven section of the piece. 
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Figure 28. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 58-73. 

 

 

In Variation 2, beginning in Measure 101, the theme appears once again in E-flat 

major, as seen in figure 29. The melody is played in staccato chords, but the chords are 

marked p, to give the theme a hushed quality. Shortly, the intensity builds up, 

culminating in a passage of accented octaves played ff.  Then, suddenly, a two-measure 

legato phrase dissipates the tension, transitioning into the lyrical variation that follows.   
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Figure 29. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 99-108. 

 

 

At Measure 146, the third variation presents the theme, marked dolce, cantabile, 

in the middle register of the keyboard.  It is accompanied by a dissonant and syncopated 

sequence of chords. This variation, centered on a minor mode, incorporates long, lyrical 

phrases, providing a contrasting change of color from the previous variation. 

As seen in Figure 30, the texture of Variation 4, beginning in Measure 171, 

resembles the second variation, with the theme played once again in staccato chords, 

conferring a scherzando quality to the tune. Variation 4 is also similar to the transition 

section between the initial theme statement and the first variation, during which 

fragments of the theme were developed.  
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Figure 30. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 168-177. 

 

 

The fifth and last variation of the set begins in Measure 212, with the melody in C 

major played in octaves in the middle register of the instrument and complemented by 

upper- register ornament-like figurations, as seen in Figure 31. This variation is the most 

similar to the original tune.  

 

Figure 31. ChesterïVariations for Piano, Measures 211-213. 
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The piece concludes with a triumphant Coda, beginning at Measure 231, during 

which the piece gains in intensity as it approaches an imposing conclusion. This section 

features expansive ff chords. The piece ends with a clear-cut D-flat major chord.   

One of Chesterôs most striking features is its unity, achieved not only through the 

use of the same melodic material in each variation, but also through the repetition of 

various harmonic, textural and rhythmic elements. The difficulty of the piece from a 

performance stand point is the non-idiomatic keyboard writing, perhaps a reflection of its 

orchestral origins.  

 

Morton Gould 

Morton Gould, born December 10, 1913, in Richmond Hill, New York, spent his 

83 years of life dedicated to music, until his death on February 21, 1996.  Gould emerged 

as a child with an outstanding ability to improvise and compose. His first composition, 

cleverly titled Just Six, was published when he was only six years old.84  

Gould studied music at the Institute of Musical Art, later named the Juilliard 

School. His most influential teachers were his piano teacher, Abby Whiteside, and his 

composition mentor, Vincent Jones.85  

 As a teenager, Gould worked as a pianist in various movie theatres in New York 

City. In 1932, he became staff pianist at Radio City Music Hall. By 1935, Gould was 

conducting and organizing orchestral programs for New York City's radio station WOR-

AM.  

                                                 
84 Ed Matthew, "Gould, Morton," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, 

n.d.), accessed September 8, 2015, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy-

um.researchport.umd.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/11544.  

 
85 Ibid.  

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_York,_New_York
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Radio_City_Music_Hall
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Conductor_%28music%29
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For Gould, composing was inseparable from his identity. Although his career 

encompassed a multitude of activities, he identified himself primarily as a composer, 

declaring: ñComposing is my life blood.  That is basically me, and although I have done 

many things in my lifeðconducting, playing piano, and so onðwhat is fundamental is 

my being a composer.ò86  

With such fierce passion and talent, he unsurprisingly garnered many 

commissions, including from the Library of Congress, The Chamber Music Society of 

Lincoln Center, the American Ballet Theatre, and the New York City Ballet. In 1966, he 

received a Grammy Award for recording the music of Charles Ives with the Chicago 

Symphony Orchestra. In 1986, Gould became the president of the American Society of 

Composers, Authors, and Publishers. That year he was also elected to the American 

Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters. Gould, recipient of the 1995 Pulitzer Prize for 

Stringmusic, was a 1994 Kennedy Center Honoree and the 1994 Musical America 

Composer of the Year. 

As a musician, Gould can be described only as innovative. Blurring genres, he 

incorporated folk tunes, spirituals, popular and jazz idioms into his compositions, and 

blended vernacular elements with features of traditional classical music. As an American 

composer, Gould was acclaimed for orchestrating many popular and American folk 

songs. Although particularly famous for his music for band, Gould also wrote for 

orchestra, chamber ensemble, choir, piano, voice, ballet, Broadway, film and television.  

Among his most substantial piano works are the Abby Variations and three piano sonatas.  

                                                 
86 Abby G. Burton, "Biography," Morton Gould, accessed July 15, 2014, 

http://mortongould.com/biography.html.   
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Ghost Waltzes 

In 1991, Gould created Ghost Waltzes in response to a commission invitation 

from the ninth Cliburn Competition. Lewis F. Kornfeld, Jr., underwrote the commission 

in memory of his wife, Ethel Hardy Kornfeld. In his comments about the commission, 

Gould reveals his creative process: ñI thought it appropriate for the Van Cliburn 

International Piano Competition to attempt a virtuosic piece that enables the performer to 

rhapsodize these many contrasting textures and moods that are unique to the waltz.ò87 

Two years later, the twelve-semifinalists performed Gouldôs piece, during the 1993 semi-

final round.  

Gouldôs Ghost Waltzes, nostalgically recalling waltzes from his parentsô player 

piano, memorializes his childhood. Gould visualized the piece as a fantastic collection of 

his memories, filtered through time.88  In the program notes to the piece, Gould explains 

his connection to his parentsô piano: ñThe first musical sounds I heard in my early years 

came from my parentsô player piano.ò89   

Music for player pianos at that time was frequently devoted to different national 

types of waltzes, including: Viennese, Russian and American. Gould explains that Ghost 

Waltzes ñis a distillation of these dance forms in three-quarter timeςnostalgic, poignant, 

assertive, reflective, brash, sentimental, celebrative, elegiac.ò90 

                                                 
87 Morton Gould, Ghost Waltzes, (Milwaukee, WI: G. Schirmer, Inc., 1992). 

 
88 Gould, Ghost Waltzes.   

 
89 Ibid. 

 
90 Ibid.  
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The work evokes Viennese waltz style, Chopinôs waltzes, and even waltzes in 

jazz style.91 Consistent with the waltz form, the meter is mainly three-four, but some of 

the pieces in the set are in five-eight, two-four, or five-four meter. Frequent changes of 

key signature and tempo also appear throughout. The piece is written in virtuoso fashion.   

Ghost Waltzes is a single-movement work incorporating ten sections, each with its 

own character. The first section, marked Moderato, begins with distant pianissimo chords 

that introduce the waltz pattern. The entire section, centered mostly on the upper register 

of the instrument, features light textures and bright, sparkling colors. At Measure 8, fast, 

swirling figurations create an elegant, dance-like atmosphere. A middle-register melody 

is introduced in Measure 41. As shown in Figure 32, the layered texture, with ongoing 

triplets in the upper register, inner voices moving in parallel thirds and a pedal point in 

the bass voice recalls Impressionistic music.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
91 Goodman, Morton Gould: American Salute. 
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Figure 32. Ghost Waltzes, Measures 39-49. 

 

 

At Measure 50, shown in Figure 33, the second section of the piece, also marked 

Moderato, introduces a change in character, presenting a tune that features longer lines 

and an elegant lyricism closely resembling that of Chopin. Underlying the tune, in the 

bass, is a plain waltz-pattern accompaniment. At Measure 63, the texture becomes 

thicker, with prominent octaves and large chords, moving in parallel motion. 
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Figure 33. Ghost Waltzes, Measures 50-55. 

 

 .  

After a long trill, at Measure 97, the third section begins. This section is marked 

Meno mosso and has the feel of a blues.  As Figure 34 shows, an expressive, right-hand 

melody sounds over left-hand arpeggiated chords. Upper-register tremolos appear 

throughout this section, adding brilliance to the texture.   

 

Figure 34. Ghost Waltzes, Measures 95-103. 
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At Measure 121, a furious fourth section, marked Presto, begins. Although the 

abrupt change of tempo creates a contrasting atmosphere, this section is connected to the 

previous one by the ongoing jazzy ambience and enduring upper-register tremolos. The 

rhythm in section 4 is much more complex, featuring triplets above jazz-inspired dotted 

rhythms.  

The fifth section of the piece begins in Measure 162 and features motoric eighth-

note figurations that confer a restless character. After a long, descending scale, section 6, 

marked Exuberant, is introduced, at Measure 202. As Figure 35 shows, the texture here is 

chordal, featuring virtuosic leaps and dense, syncopated rhythms. Eighth-note figurations 

continue to dominate the texture, providing a linking element between this section and 

the preceding one. The brilliant yet elegant writing style resembles, once again, that of 

Chopin, in a manner similar to section 2 of the piece.  

 

Figure 35. Ghost Waltzes, Measures 202-301. 
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The seventh section of the piece begins in Measure 249. This section references 

rhythmic and melodic elements derived from section 2, proving unity to the work. The 

music becomes more virtuosic, until section 8 begins, in Measure 300. Marked Meno 

mosso ï rubato, this section signals a brief reappearance of the lyrical melody, 

complemented by a conventional 3/4 waltz accompaniment pattern, once again 

referencing the second section of the piece. 

 A Molto-accelerando passage leads into a Bartók-like second to last section, 

marked Presto. This section constitutes the climax of the work, featuring percussive, fast-

moving chords in both hands. As shown in Figure 36, Measure 351 introduces a dramatic 

fortississimo section, marked Meno mossoς pesante.  

Measure 427 introduces the last section of the piece, which opens with a 

contrasting pianissimo passage, featuring meandering, syncopated chords played in the 

upper register. The atmosphere recalls the mysterious feel of the introduction. In Measure 

443, aggressive quintuplets lead into a ferocious burst of virtuosity that concludes the 

piece. 
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Figure 36. Ghost Waltzes, Measures 351-400. 

 

 

Ghost Waltzes is an ingenious piece that can be satisfying to both performers and 

listeners. The references to Chopin imbues Gouldôs piece with an air of familiarity and 

accessibility, while the more modern compositional techniques give it a refreshing 

sonority. Its contribution to American piano repertoire is undeniable. 
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William Bolcom 

William Bolcom, born May 26, 1938, in Seattle, Washington, was preternaturally 

gifted in music. He began piano lessons at age five and, at age eight, he became 

enchanted by Stravinskyôs Rite of Spring and Ivesôs Concord Sonata. The distinctive 

nature of the composerôs mature style can be traced back to the early influence of these 

two pieces.92  

Bolcom pursued an intensive academic path. After graduating from high school, 

he enrolled at the University of Washington. There, he studied composition with George 

Frederick McKay and John Verrall, and piano with Berthe Poncy Jacobson. Bolcom 

continued his composition studies with Darius Milhaud, first at Mills College in 

California and then at the Paris Conservatoire. While in Paris, Bolcom worked briefly 

with Olivier Messiaen.93 In 1964, Bolcom completed his Doctor of Musical Arts degree 

at Stanford University. Immediately following graduation, Bolcom began his professional 

career, performing and recording as a pianist various American works, while also 

promoting his own compositions. Bolcom is the recipient of numerous awards, including 

the 1988 Pulitzer Prize for Twelve New Etudes for Piano, the Kurt Weill Award for 

Composition, a Rockefeller Foundation Award, a Koussevitzky Foundation Award and 

two Guggenheim Fellowships. 

William Bolcom adopted elements from a variety of musical styles, including 

Impressionism, folk, ragtime and musical theatre. Bolcom scholar David Murray 

                                                 
92 David Ewen, American Composers: A Biographical Dictionary. (New York: G.P. Putnams' Sons, 1982).  

 
93 David Murray, "Irony and satire: The Nine Bagatelles of William Bolcom," (PhD diss., Arizona State 

University, 2002), accessed July 15, 2014, ProQuest Dissertations and Theses (AAT 3054645): 6. 

http://search.proquest.com.proxy-um.researchport.umd.edu/pqdtglobal/docview/250873517/D7FAC2D5FEFF4397PQ/1?accountid=14696


 

86 

 

describes the composerôs style as an eclectic mix of art music and popular music.94 By 

combining music from a diverse array of musical styles, Bolcom has achieved an 

innovative musical style. The use of familiar idioms borrowed from popular music makes 

some of Bolcomôs compositions easily accessible to the general listener. Among 

Bolcomôs most popular piano works are the Twelve New Etudes and his Three Ghost 

Rags.  

Nine Bagatelles 

Bolcom composed Nine Bagatelles in 1996 for the tenth Cliburn Competition.  

The William S. Davis family, in honor of Eddie Maude Smyth, made the commission 

possible. The piece was premiered during the competition finals, in May 1997. Richard 

Rodzinski, executive director of the competition at that time, remarked on the ease with 

which the commissioning committee selected Bolcom: ñ[W]e have selected over the 

years the foremost American composers, [and] Mr. Bolcom was the next very logical 

choice, being one of Americaôs foremost composers, and of course an excellent pianist 

with a history of celebrated and skillfully written pieces for the piano.ò95
 

Grove Music Online defines a bagatelle as a brief and uncomplicated instrumental 

piece with a light character that is usually written for the keyboard.96 Nine Bagatelles is a 

collection of short, character pieces written in Neo-romantic and Post-modernistic styles. 

                                                 
94 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 10. 

 
95 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 13. 

 
96 Maurice Brown, "Bagatelle," Grove Music Online, Oxford Music Online (Oxford University Press, n.d.), 

accessed July 15, 2014, http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.proxy-

um.researchport.umd.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/01758.  
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The composer provided a descriptive title for each piece in the set, placed at the end of 

each bagatelle. Bolcom links the end of each bagatelle with the beginning of the next, by 

means of common pitches, as Bernstein did in Touches. Thus the first bagatelle, the 

Ghost Mazurka, ends with a glissando starting on B-flat, and the second bagatelle, Aimai-

je un rêve? begins with a B-flat.  

 

Ghost Mazurka 

In his lecture at the Cliburn Institute, Bolcom said that the Ghost Mazurka was 

intended to ñgive the feeling of a memory.ò97 The ñghostò is likely tied to the emergence 

of a section from Chopinôs Mazurka Op. 33, No. 4, which appears both as a direct 

quotation, and in an altered, recomposed form.  

   The Ghost Mazurka begins with strident, aggressive sonorities.  As Figure 37 

shows, the bagatelle opens with an isolated, declamatory gesture that provides the basis 

for the melodic, rhythmic and textural features of the piece. A single quarter-note played 

by the right hand is followed by a brisk, staccato chord played by both hands. This initial 

motive is then transformed into frenetic arpeggios.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
97 Ibid.  
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Figure 37. Nine Bagatelles, Ghost Mazurka, Measures 1-3. 

 

 

A contrasting passage with a strong rhythmic emphasis is introduced in Measure 

5. As shown in Figure 38, syncopation appears throughout this passage, and the 3/4 

metric pattern present at the beginning of the piece disappears, enhancing the ñghostlyò 

atmosphere.  

 

Figure 38. Nine Bagatelles, Ghost Mazurka, Measures 4-7. 
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Measure 19, the middle section of the piece, introduces the ghost, a direct 

quotation from Chopinôs Mazurka, Op. 33, No.4. This is the sole instance of a direct 

quotation in any of the nine bagatelles.  As Figures 39 and 40 demonstrate, Bolcom 

adjusts the quotation slightly, attaching expression markings not present in Chopinôs 

original score. He adds several sforzando and crescendo indications, giving Chopinôs 

original piece a wild quality. This quotation leads to a passage that explores the 

characteristic mazurka rhythmic pattern. 

 

Figure 39. Nine Bagatelles, Ghost Mazurka, Measures 16-28. 
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Figure 40. Mazurka Op. 33 No. 4, Measures 46-60. 

 

 

Although the music in the middle section is tonally ambiguous, major and minor 

chords are readily identifiable. An emphasis on B-flat major triads gives the feeling of a 

tonal center; a similar accentuation on B-flat exists in Chopinôs piece.  

At the end of Ghost Mazurka, the composer reintroduces material from the 

opening section of the piece. Chopinôs Mazurka reappears briefly, this time not as a direct 

quotation, but recomposed. While still recognizable, Chopinôs piece is now entwined 

with barren elements from the opening section of Bolcomôs piece. A decrescendo passage 

dissipates the intensity, and the piece concludes with a gentle upper register glissando.  
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Aimai-je un rêve?  

The second piece in the set, Aimai-je un rêve?, is a contemplative, atonal 

composition. The title of the piece, taken from the poem Lôaprès-midi dôun faune written 

by the French poet Stephane Mallarmé, translates as ñWas it a dream I loved?ò,98 thus 

reiterating the wistful, memory-like quality of the piece.  

Although the first and second bagatelles are linked by pitch, the second can 

function as an independent piece. Its content does not depend on material derived from 

the first bagatelle. Similar to the first bagatelle, this second piece opens with a 

declamatory gesture. As Figure 41 shows, the opening motive is comprised of a B-flat 

eighth-note placed on the upbeat and tied to the next bar before resolving down to an A. 

This opening descending minor second is further developed throughout the piece. The 

melody has a distinctive, recitative-like quality, featuring intricate rhythms played over a 

spare left-hand accompaniment.  

 

Figure 41. Nine Bagatelles, Aimai-je un reve?, Measures 1-4. 

 

                                                 
98 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 35. 
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Three measures before the end of the bagatelle, the composer introduces a new 

section, titled Slow Mazurka, showing an affiliation to the first bagatelle. This section, 

marked ñghostly,ò represents an explicit reference to Ghost Mazurka, reasserting the 

ñmemory of a memory.ò The Slow Mazurka, an originally-composed piece, makes no 

reference to Chopin, as the first bagatelle did. The piece ends mysteriously with a pppp 

dynamic level, the softest dynamic in the entire set. 

 

Forgotten Prayers 

The third bagatelle, more high-spirited, is based on two alternating fast and slow 

passages, each germinating from a single unmetered measure. The fast passage features  

thirty-second-note runs, ending with the words ñlaissez vibrer,ò an instruction for the 

performer to hold the damper pedal down. The result is a mysterious cloud of sound that 

blends into each slow passage that follows. The slow passage, played softly, consists of 

whole-tone melodies encased in a chordal texture. An uninterrupted, stepwise melody 

dominates the appearance of each slow section.  

As shown in Figure 42, the opening gesture of the bagatelle consists of two 

isolated thirty-second notes played in the upper register and followed by a fermata. The 

fermata confers a feeling of suspense and makes the series of fast upper-register thirty-

second notes appear more brilliant.  Although the bagatelle is only 7 measures long, the 

bars are unmetered, and the discrete thirty-second-note elaborations of the two-note 

motive, appearing in the keyboardôs extreme upper register, are divided and punctuated 

by ten widely spaced fermatas.  Thus the piece is dramatically elongated, creating a 

surrealistic stasis reminiscent of Messiaen.  
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In contrast to the fast, sparkling figurations, the slow passages appearing 

throughout the bagatelle are characterized by a stepwise ascending melody that perhaps 

symbolizes prayers lifting upward toward a divine entity, as the composer infers in the 

title.    

 

Figure 42. Nine Bagatelles, Forgotten Prayers, Measure 1. 

  

 

Cycle de lôunivers 

While Forgotten Prayers ends quietly in the pianoôs high register, Cycle de 

lôunivers opens in the low register with the dynamic marking fff. Unlike the previous 

bagatelles, this piece lacks an isolated declamatory opening motive. Instead, the music 

explodesðdirectly and dramaticallyðwithout forewarning. Bolcom scholar David 

Murray correlates the unexpected opening of the piece with the imagery of the title: ñThe 

sudden springing forth of the piece, fully formed, is likely a programmatic depiction of 

the sudden explosive creation of the universe out of nothingness.ò99  

                                                 
99 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 57. 
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The piece consists of two sections. As Figure 43 demonstrates, the composer 

directs that the first section, marked implacable, be played three times, with each 

repetition softer. The section is characterized by a syncopated melody supported by a 

chordal, but also syncopated accompaniment pattern. The melody, beginning in the lower 

register of the instrument, consists of widely spaced ascending leaps.  

 

Figure 43. Nine Bagatelles, Cycle de lôunivers, Measures 1-7. 

 

 

In contrast, the second section, played only once, is marked less aggressive and is 

characterized by softer dynamic indications. Thus the composer creates a protracted 

diminuendo effect from the beginning to the end of the piece. As shown in Figure 44, the 

melody of the first section is restated in the second section in almost identically, with the 

exception of minute rhythmic variations and the omission of the opening-section 

melodyôs final three notes. 
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Figure 44. Nine Bagatelles, Cycle de lôunivers, Measures 15-23. 

 

 

Cycle de lôunivers is rhythmically more complex than those preceding it in the 

set.100 This complexity is generated by the irregular and syncopated nature of both the 

melody and the accompaniment pattern. The piece demands both precision and accurate 

hand coordination. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
100 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 61. 
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La belle rouquine  

The title of the fifth bagatelle, translated as ñThe Beautiful Redhead,ò is a musical 

portrait of Bolcomôs wife, singer Joan Morris.101 It may have been inspired by Debussyôs 

similarly titled piano prelude La fille aux cheveux de lin (The Girl with the Flaxen Hair). 

The conclusions to the two pieces are likewise similar, as demonstrated in Figures 45 and 

46. Both works end with ascending, parallel intervals followed sustained, vanishing 

harmonies at the cadence, and identical expressive indicationsðperdendo in the Debussy 

and perdendosi in Bolcomôs piece. La belle rouquine is the most tonally stable and 

melodically oriented of all the bagatelles in the cycle. Lyrical diatonic melodies similar to 

those present in nineteenth-century music pervade the work. The harmony is tonal, 

centered in D major, as its key signature shows. 

 

Figure 45. La fille aux cheveux de lin, Measures 35-39. 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
101 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 65. 
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Figure 46. Nine Bagatelles, La belle rouquine, Measures 18-21. 

  

 

Pegasus 

The sixth bagatelleôs title refers to the winged horse of Greek mythology. As 

Figure 47 shows, Bolcom depicts the horseôs gallop with insistent triplet figurations. The 

triplets, introduced at the opening, continue ceaselessly until the end of the bagatelle. 

Marked Prestissimo, this piece is the fastest and most virtuosic of the nine bagatelles, 

requiring significant technical prowess. Of Pegasusôs virtuosic character, Bolcom 

exclaimed: ñWe donôt want to bore peopleéthey have to have something to drive their 

roommates and parents nuts.ò102 Pegasus is the technical showpiece of the set. 

 

 

 

                                                 
102 Murray, " Irony and Satire": 75. 
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Figure 47. Pegasus, Measure 1. 

 

 

Separate from the loud, galloping tripletsðthe main ingredient of the pieceðis an 

angular melody, distributed between the hands. The melody, formed from interval of a 

seventh, begins in the middle register and then bursts furiously up and down the 

keyboard. A second, duet-like texture appears, with each hand playing its own melodic 

line. Throughout the piece, violent triplets move in contrary motion, covering a broad 

range of the keyboard.  The unusual conclusion to Pegasus includes a long held rest, 

during which the sostenuto pedal maintains a cluster of silently played notes. This 

technique creates a cloud of sound whose overtones can be heard long after the final note 

is played. 
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This Endernight 

This seventh bagatelle is the most gentle and mysterious of the pieces in the cycle. 

The Oxford English Dictionary defines the word ñendernight,ò common parlance in the 

fourteenth and fifteenth centuries, as a night already past.103 In modern English, the word 

is no longer in use. The pieceôs musical qualities suggest sleep. This piece is the shortest 

bagatelle, only six measures long. Marked pianissimo and una corda throughout, the 

piece has an otherworldly character.  As shown in Figure 48, This Endernight is written 

in two phrases, consisting of a lingering melody in the pianoôs upper register and 

supported by a four-part harmonic texture.  

Murray describes the motion of the lower three voices in the texture as the 

breathing of a sleeper:  

These three voices give the impression of depicting the breathing 

of a sleeping person: the first half of each measure ð the ascending bass 

and alto lines ð is like an inhalation, while the second ð in which the 

bass and alto lines return to their points of origin ð is like an exhalation. 

The sustained tenor E flat is suggestive of the beating of the sleeperôs 

heart.104  

 
 

 

 

 

                                                 
103 Oxford English Dictionary, quoted in Murray, "Irony and Satire:": 84. 

104 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 86. 

. 
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Figure 48. This Endernight, Measures 1-6. 

 

 

 

Recess in Hell  

Recess in Hell, jolting the listener away from the tender atmosphere created by 

This Endernight, opens with brisk staccato eighth notes, played piano. Despite the lower-

end dynamic markings that smooth the transition between the two bagatelles, Recess in 

Hell carries its own unique character. Quickly, the piece grows louder, as if a nightmare 

were slowly creeping and then swooping into the Endernight dream.  

As the title implies, the piece is dark and demonic. The composer achieves this 

effect with angular themes, piercing staccato notes and forceful dynamics. Together, 
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these elements create a sense of chaos and restlessness. Unexpectedly, humor is also 

present, with the appearance of melodies imitating playful, child-like tunes. Bolcom 

explains this seemingly contradictory juxtaposition: ñIt should feel as if we are going to 

be in this terrible recess in hell forever and those big bully kids who are going to beat you 

up are still there.ò105 Thus Bolcomôs version of hell signifies both time spent in the 

underworld, and torment in the playground of youth.   

Throughout the bagatelle, Bolcomôs various motives intermingle. As shown in 

Figure 49, the piece opens with a declamatory gesture, separated from the main section 

by a long rest. The motive consists of low-register staccato notes. A bouncy staccato 

motive based on the interval of a major thirdðor its enharmonic interval, the diminished 

fourthðimitates nursery rhymes and tunes. Murray describes this motive as similar to ña 

playground tune, typically used by children to taunt others and usually sung to the 

nonsense syllables, óNa na na na na.ôò106 Another motive prevalent in the bagatelle is the 

energetic, ascending sixteenth-note figure, invariably marked crescendo. 

 

Figure 49. Recess in Hell, Measures 1-5. 

 

                                                 
105 William Bolcom, quoted in Murray, " Irony and Satire" : 89. 

 
106 Murray, "Irony and Satire": 91. 
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Bolcomôs version of childhood stands out as unique among composers. Such 

works as Debussyôs Childrenôs Corner and Schumannôs Kinderszenen portray childhood 

with nostalgia and joy. Unlike his predecessors, Bolcom acknowledges the darker, more 

frightening side of childhood. 

 

Circus Galop 

Appropriate for the setôs finale, Circus Galop is a large, showy pieceðproviding 

an opportunity for the performer to excite the audience, with displays of poise and 

virtuosity. Bolcom uses the galop to conclude the set, owing to its function in dance 

suites. As Murray reports, the Harvard Dictionary of Music defines galop as a fast dance 

in 2/4 meter, popular in the mid-19th century, that often served as the concluding number 

of a ball.107 In Bolcomôs version, the piece, lacking the elegance of a ballroom dance, is 

vividly aggressive. In fact, this final bagatelle incorporates some of the most forceful 

writing of the entire nine-cycle set.  

Circus Galop contains elements of both a dance and a march. Although labeled a 

Quick March, its principal theme, as shown in Figure 50, has a straightforward octave 

melody with the simple rhythms characteristic of dance music. The steady eighth-note 

accompaniment pattern captures its march-like quality.  

 

 

 

 

                                                 
107 Harvard Dictionary of Music, quoted in Murray, "Irony and Satire" : 97. 
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Figure 50. Nine Bagatelles, Circus Galop, Measures 1-5. 

 

 


