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Would you like me to say something? All right. The first thing I should say is that there’s a nice, open spot in the middle because I’m just getting over chicken pox...

Essentially what Brian said was true, yes, this was commissioned in a bar, which gave it part of its inspiration: the random jumble of early American tunes in the middle is part of that.

Let me tell you ... take a little tour of it from the beginning. It’s so compressed; it’s less than four minutes long, and in that an enormous amount is happening. At the beginning, almost as if in the distance, there are two bass drums and timpani, almost as if they’re way over the hill. And, along with those, you hear four horns—stopped horns (that is to say, their hand is pressed against the inside of the instrument, making the sound choked off)—again, as if it’s in the distance.

The sound moves closer, and above that, there’s a solo violin, an oboe and a flute—two sets of them—interplaying an early American theme by Jeremiah Ingalls called Honor to the Hills, which becomes the main material at the end. And this is woven in over this warlike, underneath sound, and that rises as the trumpets and trombones join it. Finally, there’s a rush—almost a wind-like rush—of eight woodwinds playing a fast, fast filigree of sound over all of the rest of this material, as once again the Jeremiah Ingalls tune is woven, this time by the strings playing both normally and pizzicato at the same time: plucking the strings and pushing this theme. And then a kind of a fight arises as the sound gets larger and gets closer.

One by one, a group of six early American themes comes in. The first one has the text—an amazing text—”Why should vain mortals tremble at the sight of death and destruction on the field of battle.”  A real cheerful piece. The next is the famous tune Chester: “Let tyrants shake their iron rods and slavery clank her galling chains.”  And then one called Ode to Science, which is political science. How’s that one go? More stuff of death and destruction. And then there’s an intimation of a religious flavor that comes in, as are introduced the tune Northfield, which has the text, “How long, dear Savior, oh how long shall that bright hour delay?”; and then another religious theme in a tune called America (not the one we know, but another one), whose text is something about: if we wait long enough and do the right things, God will be good to us; and finally a tune called Zion’s Joy.

All these are woven merely two bars apart; there is a huge jumble of brass. Everything else is going on at the same time. There’s a huge climax, and it pulls back, almost as if there’s a sense of horror at both battle and all of these sorts of mixed political and religious messages.

This is the first two minutes. Almost over; you’ll get to hear it in a second.

Then it all pulls back, and in a place that was sort of confusing at first for the players, I asked them to continue playing the notes, but I asked the strings, as they’re playing their notes, to let their bow slip to the other side of the bridge so all you get is kind of a squeaking sound. And I asked the winds and brass players to continue to play and finger the notes, but let the sound just disappear and become air, so all you hear is a rush of air. And when all of this happens, all you hear is kind of a whooshing sound as if it were carried away, blown away, like dust blown away. And only a single instrument, one oboe, hangs in the air playing the Jeremiah Ingalls theme of Honor to the Hills. It’s joined by a clarinet, and then a bassoon, and another clarinet in a tiny wind band, a little bitty band that seems to come in and set there. The battle kind of theme returns in the winds, and tries to pull it away, tries to pull it away, and it can’t.

And then is this huge Jeremiah Ingalls theme, some of the words of which are quite beautiful—”in growing fields of corn, the lily and the thorn, the pleasant and forlorn”—beautiful words by an early American composer. And there’s this sort of triumph of this peaceful theme ... and then it pulls back, almost as if saying, peace doesn’t triumph, it’s in itself humble. And the piece ends with the three last chords of the Jeremiah Ingalls tune.

So, that’s it.

