
Stacy Garrop / December 5, 1969

MYTHOLOGY SYMPHONY

Stacy Garrop’s music tells dramatic and lyrical stories. Her tales are sonic journeys, some simple and 
beautiful, while others are complicated and dark depending on the need and dramatic shape of the 
narrative.

In Greek mythology, Helios was the God of the Sun. His head wreathed in light, starting every morning he 
drove a chariot drawn by four horses across the sky. In some tales, the horses are winged, in others they 
are made of fire. At the end of each day’s journey, Helios slept in a golden boat that carried him on the 
Okeanos River, a freshwater stream that encircled the flat earth, back to the place where he would arise 
the next morning, bringing dawn to a new day. Helios’s cyclical journey is depicted in this short work for 
brass quintet. The first half is very fast-paced and energetic, while the second half is slow and serene, 
representing the contrast between day and night.

Rebecca Clarke / August 27, 1886 – October 13, 1979

COMODO ET AMABILE

Rebecca Clarke was born in England in 1886 to a German father and American mother at a time when 
women had no legal rights and virtually no professional opportunities. Nevertheless, she attended both 
the Royal Academy of Music and the Royal College of Music, emerging as a first-rate violist and budding 
composer. Unfortunately, her abusive father cut off all financial support and banished her from their 
family home because she openly criticized his extra-marital affairs. This turn of events prompted her to 
play the viola professionally. She quickly developed a reputation as an outstanding chamber musician.

In 1912 she became one of the first women to win a position in a major symphony, Henry Wood’s Queen’s 
Hall Orchestra. Queen’s Hall was London’s principal concert venue from 1895 until the Nazis destroyed it 
during the Blitz. It became known as the musical center of the British Empire. Major figures who graced 
the stage were Debussy, Elgar, Ravel, and Richard Strauss. Pretty good company.

Rebecca spent WWI in the United States. As a superb violist, she was always in demand for chamber 
performances, and she continued to compose music mostly for that intimate medium.

One episode illustrates the difficulties women composers had during the first half of the 20th Century.  
In 1919 she entered her Sonata for Viola in a prestigious competition in New England. She won, but the 
Academy refused to believe that a woman could have composed it. For the rest of her life she battled a 
rumor that Rebecca Clarke was a pseudonym for someone else, most certainly a man.

Comodo means comfortable, accommodating, and amabile in music signifies tender and gentle. 
Rebecca wrote this piece in 1924 for string quartet. Clarke deftly treats her fluid and sensuous melody to 
polyrhythms, tonal harmonies, and contrapuntal writings.

Why haven’t we heard more about this gifted composer? Probably because a man named Christopher 
Johnson owns the copyright to her unpublished music and writings, and his lawyers have succeeded in 
quashing a wonderful scholarly book about her. What did Shakespeare say about lawyers? Just kidding.
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Valerie Coleman / September 3, 1970

AFRO-CUBAN CONCERTO FOR WIND QUINTET

Valerie Coleman was born in Louisville, Kentucky, in the same neighborhood as Muhammed Ali. 
She began music lessons at ten, and by fourteen she had three symphonies to her credit. Her music 
combines her African-American heritage with urban culture and contemporary sounds.

As a premier flautist, Valerie has been featured as a performer and composer on many of the world’s 
great concert stages: Carnegie Hall, Lincoln Center, Kennedy Center, Walt Disney Hall, Wigmore Hall, 
and the Juilliard, Eastman, Curtis, and Peabody music schools.

Afro-Cuban Concerto for Wind Quintet is an inviting virtuoso tour de force in three roughly five 
minute movements: Afro (based on the Afro-Cuban clave rhythm), Vocalize (prayer evolving into a 
hot Havana day) and Dānza (quick rumba with variations). Valerie’s ingeniously varied instrumental 
combinations are deliciously spicy. French horn with oboe? Then with bassoon? Good stuff. Each 
player gets significant individual time in the sun, as well as on the dance floor. The Los Angeles Times 
called this work “An engaging showpiece featuring deftly woven polyrhythmic lines.” The New York 
Times described it as “skillfully wrought, buoyant music.”

About her music, Valerie says, “The human experience is something that is very important to the 
reason that I write. I also see writing as a means to create unity – creating love. When there is love 
on the stage, it just radiates out. Such music has the potential to change lives. It has the potential 
to create a sense of well-being in a person. It is almost therapeutic. I do not write for myself. It’s 
all about sharing the experience to make people around me better for it. Writing is connecting with 
something greater than yourself. It is a way of touching the divine.”

Jennifer Higdon / December 31, 1962

AN EXALTATION OF LARKS

The winner of three Grammys, Jennifer speaks: Larks means any number of singing birds. Exaltation 
refers to the act of exalting; the state of being exalted; an excessively intensified sense of well-being, 
power, importance, an increase in degree or intensity.
 
The first time someone told me that a collection of Larks is called an “Exaltation”, I immediately 
thought, what a sound an exaltation of larks must make!  This prompted my imagination to run wild 
in a composerly-fashion, thinking of thousands of birds flying and singing wildly, with extraordinary 
energy and intensity. Not to mention the wonderful play on words that is implied with “exaltation”.  
How to capture the beauty of the idea of exalting and singing? A string quartet seemed perfect!
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Florence Price / April 9, 1887 – June 3, 1953

FIVE FOLKSONGS IN COUNTERPOINT

In 2009, The Gatwood family moved into a house in St. Anne, Illinois that had been abandoned for fifty years.  
While rummaging around the attic, they found a dusty box full of hand-written music. It was the long-lost 
work of Florence Price, the first black woman composer to have her Symphony (in E minor) performed by a 
major American orchestra, the Chicago Symphony Orchestra in 1933. The Chicago Daily News declared it “A 
faultless work, a work that speaks its own message with restraint and yet with passion, worthy of a place in 
the regular symphonic repertoire.” Among the musty papers, which included scores for two violin concertos 
and her Fourth Symphony, was the score for this piece.

It is a spectacular string quartet featuring five well-known African-American spirituals played in contrapuntal 
textures: Calvary, Clementine, Drink to Me Only with Thine Eyes, Shortnin’ Bread, and Swing Low, Sweet 
Chariot. Her music reflects her cultural heritage in a segregated world from which she fled first to Boston where 
she was an outstanding student at the New England Conservatory of Music, and then to Chicago.

To give you a taste of the tenor of the times in which Florence lived, here is an excerpt from a letter she wrote 
in 1943 to Serge Koussevitzky, the Music Director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra. “Dear Mr. Koussevitzky.  
To begin with, I have two handicaps – those of sex and race. I am a woman, and I have Negro blood in my 
veins.” Sad. One wonders how many other superbly talented individuals were not permitted to share their gifts 
with us because of the lesser instincts of our nature. Food for thought going forward. 
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