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Notes from a radio interview

A seven-year period of compositional emptiness followed, broken only by a few chamber pieces and Ash Wednesday, which incorporated ancient and new musical ideas, folk and concert instruments, and electronic modifications. The use of technology was not as generous as that in Rando, and the music itself was the focus. During this creative hiatus, I revised the computer program of Rando to make the poetry itself more subtle and striking, with its vocabulary increased substantially by contributions from artist and writer friends.

Ash Wednesday has its own story. Paul Connett commissioned it in this weird way: Paul had a Sunday evening show on Vermont Public Radio called Music & Company, and he played mostly Boccherini and Vivaldi and Schubert. I called up in annoyance at both his choices and his accent (British), and found him to be charming, disarmingly sincere, and interested in but ignorant of new music. We spoke every week as the other dead music played, and eventually he broadcast a moment of silence (dead air! oh no!) for the new music not played on public radio—and to the horror of the management, he actually started playing it (dead air was better). Furthermore, he got together with me and asked if I would do an entire (two-hour) program with him; perhaps I might even write a piece for it? Well, that was my okay-go-overboard cue, and I did. I set the entirety of Eliot’s Ash Wednesday for ensemble of piano, electronic keyboard, flutes, sax, ring modulator, percussion, voices, soloists, and kitchen sink duet (just kidding). I gathered performers and set the date. Richie was invited to be the engineer for the program (VPR wouldn’t provide one) (it was also the start of Richie’s partnership in Green Mountain Micro) and about 15 people worked on the music—Claire, David, Tom Tintle, Marvin Rogers, Dick Drysdale, Kathy and Bob Eddy, Jeremy and Beth Ingpen, Susan D’Amico, a few I can’t remember, and Marta Borgstrom, who was supposed to be the soprano soloist. Two days before the date, she said she couldn’t (too hard); I desperately called an old Dashuki Music Theatre cohort from New Jersey, Shirley Strock Albright, who had premiered Plasm. She flew up and filled in with just an evening’s notice. After four hours of afternoon rehearsal and a dinner funded but not eaten by yours truly, we went on the air—live, mind you—to premiere this half-hour epic. It engendered one phone call: “what is that noise?”. Success is my middle name. Not unexpectedly, Paul Connett left VPR shortly thereafter, his program cancelled. If his name sounds familiar, it’s because he’s a Greenpeace chemist and researcher (frequently published in their magazine) at St. Lawrence University.

