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Program Notes
Short Ride in a Fast Machine

Composer, conductor and creative thinker John Adams was born and raised in 
New England. He learned the clarinet from his father and played in marching 
bands and community orchestras during his formative years. He began 
composing at age ten and heard his first orchestral pieces performed while still a 
teenager. After graduating from Harvard, he moved in 1971 to the San Francisco 
Bay area where he has lived ever since. 

Adams’ orchestral scores are among the most frequently performed and 
influential compositions by an American since the era of Copland and Bernstein. 
Works such as Shaker Loops, Harmonielehre, Short Ride in a Fast Machine and 
his Violin Concerto are by now staples of the symphonic repertoire. His operas 
and oratorios including Nixon in China, The Death of Klinghoffer, El Niño and 
Doctor Atomic, many with themes drawn from recent American history, have 
made a significant impact on the course of contemporary opera and are among 
the most produced by any living composer. Among his recent works are the 
Passion oratorio The Gospel According to the Other Mary, Absolute Jest (for 
string quartet and orchestra, based on fragments of Beethoven) and the new 
Saxophone Concerto, written for soloist Tim McAllister. In March of this year Leila 
Josefowicz introduces Scheherazade.2, a “dramatic symphony for violin and 
orchestra” with Alan Gilbert and the New York Philharmonic. 

Adams has received honorary doctorates from Yale and Harvard, as well as 
from Cambridge University in England and from the Juilliard School. On the 
Transmigration of Souls, commissioned by the New York Philharmonic to 
commemorate the first anniversary of 9/11, received the 2003 Pulitzer Prize in 
Music. 

John Adams is a much sought-after conductor, appearing with the world’s major 
orchestras in programs combining his own works with a wide variety of repertoire 
ranging from Beethoven and Mozart to Ives, Carter, Zappa, Glass and Ellington. 
He has been guest conductor with the New York Philharmonic, the Royal 
Concertgebouw Orchestra and the orchestras of Cleveland, Chicago, Pittsburgh, 
Seattle, London and Philadelphia. He is currently Creative Chair of the Los 
Angeles Philharmonic. 

Short Ride in a Fast Machine is a joyfully exuberant piece, brilliantly scored for a 
large orchestra. The steady marking of a beat is typical of Adams’s music. Short 
Ride begins with a marking of quarter-notes (woodblock, soon joined by the four 
trumpets) and eighths (clarinets and synthesizers); the woodblock is fortissimo 
and the other instruments play forte. Adams sees the rest of the orchestra as 
running the gauntlet through that rhythmic tunnel. About the title: “You know how 
it is when someone asks you to ride in a terrific sports car, and then you wish you 
hadn’t?”

Popcopy

Scott McAllister completed his undergraduate degrees in performance and 
composition from Florida State University and his doctorate in composition at the 
Shepherd School of Music at Rice University. McAllister has received numerous 
commissions, performances, and awards throughout the United States, Europe, 
and Asia. Scott McAllister is currently Professor of Composition at Baylor 
University.

Popcopy is a work in three movements that is inspired by famous catchphrases. 
The work’s title in itself is also a catchphrase from a Dave Chappelle skit that 
deals with a local copy center, to which every composer can relate. McAllister 
writes:

The first movement, “More Cowbell!”, is based on the popular “Saturday 
Night Live” skit featuring Will Ferrell as a fictional cowbell player for the band 
Blue Öyster Cult. Ferrell’s character, Gene Frenkle, fervently tells the band 
that since there are no songs that feature the cowbell, he would be doing 
a disservice to himself and the band if he didn’t “play the hell out of this” 
cowbell. The producer then coins the famous phrase: “Guess what?! I’ve got 
a fever, and the only prescription is… more cowbell!” In this movement, four 
cowbell parts surround the band to emulate the struggle of balance between 
the band and the cowbells, but the cowbells also help in keeping the band 
together during complex rhythmic sections.

The second movement, “One Time at Band Camp,” is a catchphrase from 
the movie American Pie. The character Michelle Flaherty is an eccentric 
nerd who tells many annoying stories about her experiences at band camp. 
The character in the movie plays the flute, so a flute soloist is featured. This 
movement portrays reminiscences of summer love found and lost.

“Serenity Now” is inspired by an episode from the final season of “Seinfeld.” 
George’s father, Frank Costanza, is advised to say “serenity now” aloud 
every time his blood pressure is in danger. Instead of calmly saying the 
phrase, Frank yells it each time. The character Kramer also uses the 
catchphrase, but when he finally has a mental meltdown, he discovers 
that saying this phrase only makes things worse. Like the episode itself, 
the music deals with the line between sanity and insanity with at least four 
other story lines going on at the same time. There are multiple band quotes 
scattered in the music (shrouded tributes to Holst, Hindemith, Sousa, and 
Wood), aleatoric and non-metered sections, and a schizophrenic form to this 
final movement.



Short Ride in a Fast Machine features the usual minimalist earmarks: repetition, 
steady beat, and, perhaps most crucially, a harmonic language with an emphasis 
on consonance unlike anything in Western art music in the last five hundred 
years. Adams is not a simple—or simple-minded—artist. His concern has been to 
invent music at once familiar and subtle. For all of their minimalist features, works 
such as Harmonium, Harmonielhere, and El Dorado are full of surprises, always 
enchanting in the glow and gleam of their sonority, and bursting with the energy 
generated by their harmonic movement.

- Notes by Michael Steinberg (from The John Adams Reader)

Maquerade for Band, Op. 102    

In 1961, Vincent Persichetti wrote one of the definitive books on modern 
compositional techniques, Twentieth Century Harmony: Creative Aspects and 
Practice, in which he outlines, describes, illustrates compositional techniques 
utilized by composers throughout the century. Persichetti composed original 
musical examples for the text, several of which were the creative inspirations 
for Masquerade, composed in 1965. Masquerade was commissioned by the 
Baldwin-Wallace College-Conservatory of Music, and received its premiere on 
January 23, 1966. Persichetti states:

After writing examples for the Twentieth Century Harmony, I forgot about 
them – or so I thought – they began to ferment and began haunting me. 
I realized that certain examples had a thematic kernel in common. These 
examples from the harmony book evolved into a set of variations for fifty 
wind and percussion instruments. The work is a masquerade of my book.

The title refers not only to the composer’s conception of the work as a piece 
“masquerading” as a harmony text. The title undoubtedly also suggests the 
dance-like qualities contained throughout the work – “a masked ball” of musical 
events.

The work is constructed as a set of ten variations and coda based on a motivic 
fragment first presented by solo trumpet. The motivic content of the work serves 
to bind the variations together, supported by a series of cadenzas for solo 
instruments. Persichetti takes great care in transitioning from one variation to the 
next, often blending material from a particular section with ideas that appear in 
an upcoming variation. The variations feature great diversity of affect. Some are 
slow and sustained, some fast and rhythmic, some agitated, some contemplative. 
Each variation employs a different aspect of Persichetti’s harmonic theory – 
including polymodality, bitonality, pentatonicism, and free chromaticism. The 
result is a highly crafted, extremely varied work that conceals its academic origins 
within a work that is rich in expressive content.

Luminosity: Concerto for Wind Orchestra

Known for his dramatic and unique style and known as a gifted orchestral 
colorist, Joseph Schwantner is one of the most prominent American composers 
today. He received his musical and academic training at the Chicago 
Conservatory and Northwestern University and has served on the faculties of 
The Juilliard School, Eastman School of Music and the Yale School of Music. 
Schwantner’s compositional career has been marked by many awards, grants 
and fellowships, including the Pulitzer Prize in 1979 for his orchestral composition 
Aftertones of Infinity and several GRAMMY® nominations. Among his many 
commissions is his Percussion Concerto, which was commissioned for the 
150th anniversary season of the New York Philharmonic and is one of the most 
performed concert works of the past decade. Schwantner is a member of the 
American Academy of Arts and Letters.

Luminosity: Concerto for Wind Orchestra, cast in three extended movements, 
is Joseph Schwantner’s latest work for wind ensemble. Luminosity was 
commissioned by the CBDNA (College Band Director’s National Association) 
with support by a consortia of university, college, and professional ensembles 
(including Texas Tech University), initiated and organized by Dr. Nikk Pilato, 
Emory University.

The ensemble is arranged spatially with an extended array of percussion 
instruments and piano with woodwinds (on the left) and brass (on the right). 
Luminosity, an astronomical term for the total amount of energy and brightness 
radiated by a celestial object, serves as the title and metaphor for a kaleidoscopic 
palette of rich and vibrant instrumental colors explored in this work. Many of the 
work’s musical ideas are framed by and are associated with specific individual 
instrumental groups each having their own unique and individual timbral and 
articulative identities.

In Movement I (spiritoso e energico), the drums present a series of forceful 
and propulsive figures immediately followed by a second layer of rhythmically 
animated woodwind motives. A third sustained pedal note texture stated by 
muted trumpets and stopped horns completes the presentation of the full 
ensemble framing this initial opening section and forming the primary musical 
components developed in the movement.

Movement II (misterioso), a slow movement for solo clarinet and ensemble, 
engages the clarinet’s wide ranging voice from low whispered and darkly-hued 
phrases in the haunting chalumeau register to intense and sweeping arch-like 
gestures in its brilliant upper range. A rapid seven-note figure, first introduced 
by the clarinet, plays a central generative role and occurs with ever increasing 
frequency in the clarinet and ensemble as the movement unfolds.

Movement III (Grande e con forza) draws from a variety of diverse and distinct 
musical elements that appear earlier in both Movements I and II, leading to 
several extended statements of a broad polyphonic texture in the brass. A kind 
of kaleidoscopic quality emerges as the stratified and layered ensemble textures 
move toward a final forceful conclusion.

- Program Note by Composer


