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PrROGRAM NOTES

Descending (2012)

Descending for chorus is only my third work involving the voice. The first was Can I composed for
the New York-based youth choir project Transient Glory. The second was Up High for the soprano
Dawn Upshaw. Walking into the vocal world at this later stage in my life has been challenging. I
believe that the mix of words and music as representing two different types of expression creates a
kind of “split” set of meanings. For a basically instrumental composer like myself (also for Beethoven
and Tchaikovsky who had their own problems writing for voice), the musical expression is more
subjective and abstract without the words. To ease this challenge, in Descending, the words are kept
to a bare minimum. They are directed towards loss and grief, and the surrounding vowels are used to
place more emphasis on the pure expression of those feelings.

My older sister Ellen and my dearest friend passed away in October of 2012. The work is dedicated
to her memory with love.

Can I (2007)

CAN I was my first vocal piece -written for the multicultural youth choir Transient Glory (Francisco
Nuilez, director). Many children try to be heard by their parents. This song

portrays that struggle in a multicultural way using Spanish and Jewish phrases.

There is also a percussionist that provides rhythmic and pitch support, and solos occasionally with
latin-type rhythms.

Fascinating Ribbons (2001)

I am happy to be finally entering the band world—a generous and hard-working world that has
generated so many excellent wind, brass, and percussion players. It seems also to be a place of people
that actually love living composers! Since this was my first foray into the band world, I decided that a
short piece would be the wisest course. In naming the piece, I noticed that there are many contours of
motives that are shaped in curved “ribbon” patterns. I immediately thought of the word “fascinating.”
And the ending dotted-rhythm reminded me of Gershwin’s Fascinating Rhythms—hence the title. It
is dedicated to Jack Stamp, that intrepid “stalker” of composers who will not give up until he gets a
band piece from them. (I should know; it took him five years to get me to write one!)

Made in America (2004)
I crossed a fairly big bridge at the age of nine when my family moved to South America (La Paz,
Bolivia), where we stayed for nine years. I had to learn a new language, a new culture, and how to
live at 13,000 feet! It was a lively culture with many saints’ days celebrated through music and dance,
but the large Inca population in Bolivia was generally poor and there was little chance of moving up
in class or work position.

When I returned to the United States, I was proud to have free choices, upward mobility, and the
chance to try to become who I wanted to be. I also enjoyed the basic luxuries of an American citizen
that we so often take for granted: hot running water, blankets for the cold winters, floors that are
not made of dirt, and easy modes of transportation, among many other things. So when I started
composing this piece, the song “America the Beautiful” kept coming into my consciousness and
eventually became the main theme for the work. The beauty of the song is undeniable and I loved
working with it as a musical idea. One can never take for granted, however, the strength of a musical
idea— as Beethoven (one of my strongest influences) knew so well. This theme is challenged by other
more aggressive and dissonant ideas that keep interrupting, unsettling it, but “America the Beautiful”
keeps resurfacing in different guises (some small and tender, others big and magnanimous), as if to
say, “I’m still here, ever changing, but holding my own.” A musical struggle is heard throughout the
work. Perhaps it was my unconscious reacting to the challenge of how do we keep America beautiful.

---Joan Tower
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