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William Rowson: Wind Quintet 
 

William Rowson, like many violinists, started early: his musical education began at age 3, in his hometown of Saskatoon. At the age of 
17 he entered the Curtis Institute in Philadelphia to study composition, which brought him from string music into the dual career 
traditional in the classical music canon: the positions of composer and conductor. 

The divide between string and wind playing is in some ways more difficult to bridge than the divide between creation and interpretation: 
it requires special care and attention to write for an instrument you haven't played, when the physicality of your own instrument is 
harwired into your body and mind. "I played violin in my youth with many orchestras," Rowson explained to the Vacouver Sun in 2016, 
after his appointment to the position of assistant conductor with the Vancouver Symphony. "So given my string bias, I’m extra careful to 
include good parts for the brass and the chorus." 

Writing a wind quintet, however, is a very different undertaking. "I wanted to work on my chops as a composer," Rowson explained at 
the Toronto premiere of the work. "The woodwind quintet, as a non-homogenous sounding ensemble, is something really challenging. I 
studied a lot of quintets, and talked to a lot of wind-playing friends." 

The quintet orginally consisted of only about a minute of music; it came to exist in its final form as a result of the particular alchemy that 
takes place when a work is actually played by musicians. The Toronto wind quintet the Blythwood Winds (of which RSO oboist Tamsin 
Johnston was formerly a member!) played through the short work, and both the musicians and the composer wanted more. Rowson 
then found himself in the position of revising and extending a work that he had written more than a decade earlier; putting into a musical 
context the observation attributed to Nelson Mandela that "there is nothing like returning to a place that remains unchanged to find the 
ways in which you yourself have altered." 

The final version of the quintet is just under ten minutes, and although it is divided into sections with clear boundaries around them, 
there is no obvious point at which the old material ends and the new begins. Instead, it takes on the character if not the exact form of a 
theme and variations, beginning gently and cycling through progressively quicker tempi as the work goes on. However, each new 
section contains some small rhythmic surprise; notes syncopated in unexpected places, bars that last longer or shorter than expected, 
melodies that go almost, but not quite, where the ear expects them to end up. Light in feeling but never predictable, the music feels very 
much like a unified whole. "If you can find the seams," Rowson told the audience at the work's first performance, "I'll buy you a drink." 

Notes by Anna Norris 
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Joseph Turrin: Elegy 
 

"Mr. Turrin's music is young," wrote the New York Times in 2002: "No past, only future." It is, perhaps, a peculiarly American sentiment; 
particularly when applied as an unambiguous compliment to a composer who was solidly into middle age at the time of its publishing. 
However, Joseph Turrin is an American composer; an artist for whom place and time are crucial to identity and sound. Kurt Masur, who 
conducted the New York Philharmonic in several of Turrin's works including commissioning a work for his farewell tour with the 
orchestra, said "I have always liked composers who are reflecting upon the musical sound of their country. Joseph Turrin does it in a 
very convincing way. I have taken great delight from getting to know his scores,which I have conducted in New York, in Europe, and in 
Asia." 

Τurrin's first instrument, as a student in Clifton, New Jersey, was the trumpet: the piano was his second,  and although the piano and 
the pursuit of composition eventually eclipsed the trumpet as a career path, he became a prodigious and well-loved composer for the 
instrument. He has produced twenty-four works for trumpet, including a concerto written for Philip Smith and the New York 
Philharmonic, with whom he had a fruitful working relationship and an anormous amount of musical respect-- to the point that he once 
commented that if Philip Smith played the clarinet, he would have written a lot more music for the clarinet! 

Elegy was originally written during Turrin's time as a student at the Eastman school of music. it was a commission for Harold 
Lieberman, a trumpet player at CBS (this was, of course, back when television stations kept trumpeters on staff!) Although Lieberman 
premiered the work at Carnegie Hall in 1971, Turrin was never quite satisfied with it, and returned to it to produce a new version in 1993 
for-- who else-- Philip Smith. 

 

Notes by Anna Norris 
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Johannes Brahms: Violin Sonata No. 3 in D minor op. 108 
 

“I believe in Bach the Father, Beethoven the Son, and in Brahms the Holy Ghost of music,” proclaimed pianist and conductor Hans von 
Bülow.  And although the first two were deities of the traditional sort-- removed from daily life and relegated to study and worship-- the 
third, Brahms, was for  Bülow a Holy Ghost of a decidedly flesh-and-blood sort. Bülow was a close friend and one of the foremost 
champions of Brahms' music; and his status as conductor of the Hofkapellmeister in Munich, the principal conductor of the Berlin 
Philharmonic, and one of the first European musicians to tour in America are all responsible for the current status of Brahms' music as 
an unquestionable presence in the canon of Western art music. 

It is to Bülow that the 3rd violin sonata, here arranged for chamber orchestra by Israeli cellist Doron Toister, is dedicated. The overall 
seriousness of the piece reflects Bülow's decidedly German Protestant ideals of music, which has now so far permeated our 
percaptions of classical music as to be taken for granted: the idea that art has the same space in the soul as religion, and therefore the 
work of the conductor and performer consists of exegesis, and the work of the audience consists of learning and adoring the canon of 
composers in the same way a Catholic might the canon of saints. 

Unlike the rest of Brahms' violin sonatas, it is in four movements instead of three. The first, a sonata-Allegro form, allows plenty of 
opportunities in Toister's chamber version for the insistent pedal tones in the piano to be distributed through the ensemble while the 
lyrical work of the violin is passed around. The second and third movements are both relatively short, respectively an adagio with its 
main theme redistributed to the French horn, and an unsettlingly jittery scherzando. The somewhat frenzied final presto becomes even 
more so with the forces of an orchestral wind section at hand emphasizing the thick and weighty piano scoring. 

"I'm lucky," said Doron Toister, on the subject of his arrangements. "I'm an orchestra player, so each concert or rehearsal becomes a 
composition lesson. Since I started composing, the very way I listen to other instruments has changed. I both play my part and try to 
understand when other groups sound beautiful or not, and why. You learn also from darkness." And although Toister eventually turned 
to Judaism as an adult, he describes his upbringing in much the same terms as Bülow used to describe the music that he championed 
and helped to create: "We were a family that loved art and music; that was our religion." 

Notes by Anna Norris 


