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Several years ago Klaus Heymann of Naxos announced
his intention to record all my piano music. His original
thought was to re-record even the works that were
already available on CD, but I demurred – I didn’t want,
for example, to ask Christopher Taylor to issue another
disc of my 12 New Etudes when the original one was fine
and still on the market – therefore I finally convinced
Klaus to record only the works that weren’t easily
obtainable. 
      This has turned out to be three discs, with music
dating from my teens to much more recent work. Four
pianists – Christopher Taylor, Ursula Oppens, Estela
Olevsky and Constantine Finehouse – agreed to record,
and most of these sessions took place at New York’s
American Academy of Arts and Letters Auditorium in
September and October 2014. 
      I am also deeply grateful for the contributions from
everyone who made this series of discs financially
possible. With the exception of the Barry S. Brook Center
and one couple, all of the donors are from my adopted city
of Ann Arbor, Michigan. 

Maurice and Linda Binkow
Barry S. Brook Center for Music 
Research and Documentation, 
City University of New York 

William and Nan Conlin
Kerrytown Concert House
Jan and Hack Newman
Gil Omenn and Martha Darling
Zibby and Robert Oneal
Fernando and Mary Sue Ortiz
Judith Rumelhart
Richard and Norma Sarns
Ed Surovell
Robert Tisch
Ron and Eileen Weiser
Ruth and Avigdor Zaromp

New York Lights: Concert Paraphrase 
for Piano (2003)

1999 saw the premiere of the opera A View from the
Bridge, with Arnold Weinstein and myself collaborating with
the original play’s author Arthur Miller, at Lyric Opera of
Chicago. It was subsequently performed at The
Metropolitan Opera in 2002 with much of the original cast
and has been performed throughout America and in Rome. 
      Eddie Carbone, a longshoreman in New York, has
had his world overthrown by the arrival of one of the two
stowaway cousins of his wife Beatrice, just arrived from
Sicily and now living with the Carbones in a t iny
apartment in Brooklyn’s Red Hook. Rodolpho, a blond
sweet-natured young man, has stolen the heart of Eddie’s
niece Catherine, who also lives there. This awakens very
conflicted feelings in Eddie – not helped by Rodolpho’s
falling in love with New York, which he expresses in his
aria New York Lights (premiered by the tenor Gregory
Touray at Lyric). 
      In it I invoked the style of the canzona napoletana
Rodolpho would be familiar with, a repertory widely
thought of as a guilty pleasure by many opera fans. The
pianist Bruce Levingston requested a piano ‘concert
paraphrase’ of Rodolpho’s aria and premiered it in April
2004 in New York. 
      New York Lights was commissioned by Premiere
Commission, Inc. for Bruce Levingston.

Fantasy-Sonata (1961)

I shall never forget the first Domaine Musical concert in
Paris in the fall of 1959; organized by Pierre Boulez, the
new music group included Paris’s most virtuosic
musicians (whom I would later join for a summer in Berlin
in 1965; see notes for Dream Music #1). I had recently
entered the Paris Conservatoire to study with Darius
Milhaud, with whom I had already worked at Aspen in
1957 and Mills College in Oakland in 1958–59. I had
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12 Etudes for Piano (1959–66)

Quoting from my 1986 liner notes of the 12 Etudes for
Piano (1959–66) on Advance Records: “In 1963 I wrote a
set of three etudes which included earlier versions of Nos.
1, 10 and 11; No. 4 dates from 1959, but most of the rest
were written in Paris and Seattle in 1964–66. (I premiered
the first version of the Etudes in 1964 in Paris, but the set
was crystallized in 1966 and I premiered the final version
at the University of Washington); the Advance issue is a
recording of that concert.” 
      What fol lows is a recognit ion that the total
chromatic/serialist hegemony that seemed to be making
an inexorable change in art-music in 1966, turned out, in
20 years, not to be. I had designed the Etudes to be
relevant to a wide range of difficult 1960s contemporary
piano repertoire by Boulez, Messiaen, Martirano,
Stockhausen and others. Accordingly, I prefaced each
etude with ‘declarations of intent’ reproduced here:

Book I 
Etude 1: Contrasts of touch and dynamics, over- and
under-hand technique in a small area.
Etude 2: Smoothness of even passagework in both
hands. Notation is proportional (i.e. not tied to meter or
using bar lines).
Etude 3: A study in sonorities. Notation is free and
proportional.
Etude 4: A sustained line against various types of
accompaniment.

Book II 
Etude 5: 5-against-4 rhythm throughout. Also, sustained
line against accompaniment, many voices moving
contrapuntally. Use of pedals.
Etude 6: Relative notation: all measures are equal; place
notes within them according to spacing. Use of forearm in
sweeping motions, elbow to wrist. Some use of inside of
piano.
Etude 7: Hand shifting, lateral stretching and contracting
without destroying hand position. In (the section marked) 

Scherzando, smoothness of passage from one hand to
the other. 
Etude 8: Evenness and control of tone. 

Book III 
Etude 9: Continual tremolo without cease. Exercise in
relaxation. 
Etude 10, Gestures: Leaps, use of sostenuto pedal.
Speeds of phrases or ‘gestures’ and spacing between
them are left to the discretion of the performer, who may
eliminate certain ‘gestures’ according to taste but may
not change their order. 
Etude 11: Rhythms, lightness of touch. Sustained line
with staccato.
Etude 12, Apotheosis, in memoriam Béla Bartók: Use of
real, proportional and free rhythmic notation, clusters,
and use of inside of piano; varied types of touch.

There is a current revival of interest among musicians in
the post-war ‘difficult’ music period, now thankfully shorn
of the ideological bullying of that long-past era. My second
set, 12 New Etudes (1977–86), also with similar
‘declarations’, reflects my later polystylistic approach;
these have been recorded commercially twice, once by
Christopher Taylor, who has now recorded the first set of
Etudes here.

Night Pieces (1960)

Night Pieces, a suite of five preludes for piano, was
written in Paris shortly after I began my acquaintance with
the current revolutionary European international style. I
never wanted to eschew any musical reference from the
past, including tonality, as so many composers did then
(the first sound in the Pieces is a C major triad, in the
Paris of 1960 a shocking chord). What I did absorb from
the prevailing European style was its liberation from
regular meter; the gestural language is largely derived
from Boulez and related piano music. (The reference to
Schoenberg in the last prelude is an hommage.)

never heard anything like most of the repertoire on that
concert. 
      Boulez, having had to cover for the ailing Hans
Rosbaud for earlier concerts that season, finally was
listed as conductor of the ensemble for (I was told) the
first t ime ever. I remember the Schoenberg
Kammersymphonie, Op. 9 (the one piece I did know)
played at what seemed double speed, but my strongest
memory is of a stunning piece for three orchestras,
Allelujah II by Luciano Berio. The Boulez-Berio-
Stockhausen triumvirate was paramount in the European
new music scene, Webern was considered the avatar of a
new, serially oriented, often aggressive music shorn of
tonality and free from tradition, and I was bowled over by
the utter newness of it. 
      Returning to the States in 1961 I found nothing in
New York but rejection of the whole European scene.
While earning my doctorate at Stanford I began to play
music of those three composers (and others like Henri
Pousseur and Olivier Messiaen) in San Francisco and the
Bay Area, about the only place in the United States along
with Los Angeles that seemed to show much interest in
this body of work at the time. 
      My 1961 Fantasy-Sonata (there were only small
revisions in 1962) is influenced naturally by my new
familiarity with these masters and my longtime deep love
of Charles Ives, both combined in the Sonata. Though
there are twelve-tone passages (the theme of the
variations being one) I don’t believe there is much trace of
the era’s ideological bent to crush any reference to past
musical language, as so many Europeans then sought to
do. I had simply never undergone the trauma of World
War II which had impelled so many artists to repudiate
anything from past music, fearing its possible fault for les
grandes nuits européennes.
      Dedicated to the memory of William Blake, the
Fantasy-Sonata was premiered by me at Hertz Hall in
Berkeley, California, in spring 1961 and subsequently
performed that year in Seattle at the Anton Webern Music
Festival. Looking at the music of Fantasy-Sonata from 55
years of distance I have to admit the sonata really is – of
all things – in G major.

Three Dance Portraits (1983–86)

These three dance pieces are portraits of friends, each
wonderful pianists but known mostly in other ways:
Dennis Russell Davies is a conductor; Curtis Curtis-Smith
was a composer; Abba Bogin conducted orchestras in
concert, on Broadway, and also in films and commercials. 
A publisher putting out a new tango collection sent me an
application form which arrived one hot summer day. As I
was reading the form, a moth fell on the page and I struck
it without thinking. That insect gave its life to award me
the title; its corpse is preserved under Scotch tape on The
Dead Moth Tango’s manuscript title page. (Premiere by
Davies, Saarbrücken, Germany, May 1984.)
      Knock-Stück features – along with knocking sounds,
played on the wood of the instrument or on woodblocks –
a type of syncopation found often in Curtis-Smith’s
compositions: sixteenths tied over to dotted eighths. The
middle trio-like section has a languorous, cocktail music
quality in contrast to the spooky mood of the opening.
(Premiere by Bolcom, Charlemont, Mass., July 1987.)
     Abbacadabra celebrates the volubility Abba Bogin’s

friends wil l  recognize. Featured are two types of
syncopation – jazzy, with slight inequality of notes (not
quite triplet in feeling), and straight eighths carioca, both
at the same basic tempo – and a highly spiced, dissonant
harmonic texture which is still strongly tonal. (Premiere by
Bogin, Tully Hall, New York, November 1986.)

Spring Dances (1956)

The Spring Dances were composed in one day, 22 April
1956, as an assignment from Jacob Avshalomov, who was
guest professor at the University of Washington’s School of
Music and I was taking spring classes, needing extra credits
toward my bachelor’s degree. 
      A pleasant man, he still uncovered a rebellious streak
in me – the other composers’ work in our group was much
more tonal than I’d wanted it to be right then – and Spring
Dances probably contained more dissonance than in all
my other classmates’ work put together.



down not long after, for me much of baseball’s magic
disappeared in that instant. This inspired the title of The
Brooklyn Dodge, described in the published score as “a
Johnson rag” in memory of Ebbets Field. 
      Stride piano generally is much more showy and
difficult technically than classic ragtime. Written for the
Brooklyn College Ragtime Jamboree and dedicated to the
ragtime historian Rudi Blesh, The Brooklyn Dodge was
premiered by me in New York in 1972.

Variations on a Theme by George Rochberg
(1986–87)

In the summer of 1966, the only year I was at Tanglewood
as a student, I was given to George Rochberg to work
with; I did not really know his work but was told he had
become a pariah among composers for reintroducing
tonality to new music. And this after considerable success
as a twelve-tonist! His Second String Quartet and his
Second Symphony attest to his ability to make that
medium clear and emotionally convincing – so why did he
abandon all that and quote Mahler and Mozart, becoming
ever closer as time went on to late-19th/early-20th-
century Austro-German tonal practice?
      Our sessions quickly turned into something else: we
became friends rather than teacher and pupil. Fresh from
European supermodernism, I was confronted by
someone who had followed the serial road Schoenberg
had paved only to turn back, or at least away. 
      I had already begun to see the cardinal limitation of
the commonly held post-war European approach: when
you destroy a language you also destroy its meaning.
Without links to our musical heritage, music had lost a
powerful communication tool.
      Gradually I began to see the power of Rochberg’s
approach of trying to find ways to reconnect to the past, in
order to revitalize a musical language that had become so
self-referential and ideology-bound as to close off
communication. Could one link the rich musical vocabulary
the post-war revolution uncovered to the more coherent
constructive principles from centuries of experience? This
became for me the question and the goal. Working with
George, I felt I might glean some help in reconnecting

broken lines between past and future. I also tried, on my
part, to show George what I felt valuable in the post-tonal
music I had come to know well; I doubt I was successful. 
       I sometimes felt Rochberg, bravely opening the door to
the past, had needlessly shut the door to the future. At the
same time, I was deeply and emotionally moved by much
of George’s music, particularly pieces like Contra Mortem
et Tempus, made largely of quotations, which memorializes
the death of his poet son at a cruelly early age. The theme
from the Rochberg Violin Concerto I used for these
variations has the same heartbreaking intensity; I used as a
model – something I rarely do – Brahms’ Variations on a
Theme of Schumann. I premiered the Variations in 1987 in
Philadelphia at a special concert in George’s honor.

Dream Music #1 (1965)

Dream Music #1 turned out to be the first of several
pieces derived from music I viewed a score of or heard in
dreams. For me, dreaming music is a very occasional
occurrence and doesn’t happen for years on end, the
most recent time being what became a short passage in
my 2008 band symphony. 
      I was one of two pianists (the other was Frederic
Rzewski), guest members of Pierre Boulez’s virtuoso
performance group Domaine Musical during the summer
and fall of 1965, at Berlin’s Westdeutscher Rundfunk.
Boulez had entrusted the running of Domaine Musical to
Luciano Berio, and we played a wide range of composers
– Gilbert Amy, Iannis Xenakis, Vinko Globokar, Berio of
course, among many others. I premiered Dream Music #1
there that September.

Ballade (2006)

Ballades were inspired by the vogue for dramatic folk
tales, often tragic in nature, that were read and enjoyed
by much of early-19th-century Europe. Requested by
Ursula Oppens, Ballade, a dark, dramatic piece in the
tradition of the Chopin and Liszt Ballades, was premiered
by her in January 2008 at Merkin Hall in New York.

William Bolcom

      I premiered Night Pieces at the Cité Universitaire in
Paris in 1960. David Chaitkin, the dedicatee also lived
there. He was a fine composer, not well known enough,
who passed away in 2011.

Conversations with Andre (1991–92)

The Hungarian-Israeli composer Andre Hajdu and I studied
with Darius Milhaud at the Paris Conservatoire around
1960 and became close friends. In his eighties Hajdu was
still flourishing in Israel, where he lived in Jerusalem with
his wife and sons. (He helped arrange a 70th birthday
celebration in Israel for me, wherein Joan and I performed.)
      He was a wide-ranging composer: a Hajdu score may
intend to reform the cantorial tradit ion, teach
improvisation to pianists, or be performed by children.
While in Israel we were regaled by his stage piece for
children with Andre himself at the piano, interacting with
them onstage with glee. Afterwards, sti l l  wearing
multicolored toe-socks, he declared, “I want my fun now!”
      Andre Hajdu died on 1 August 2016. His own music –
witty, dramatic, argumentative, devout and essentialist –
is what I attempted to invoke in these short piano pieces,
written for Andre’s 60th birthday. 

Estela: Rag Latino (2010)

The delightful Argentinian pianist Estela Olevsky recently
retired from heading the piano department at University of
Massachusetts at Amherst. Her wide repertoire features
classic early-20th-century Latin American composers like
Nazareth and Guastavino, which she plays with great style.
      When Robert Satterlee in 2010 commissioned a
number of composers to write pieces in memory of my late
friend, the composer William Albright, who was among the
first pianists to spearhead the late-1960s ragtime revival
(he was also a world-class composer-organist, who died
young at 53 in 1998), I decided to write a rag inspired by
Estela Olevsky. I had also begun to play some South
American composers myself and expanded the dedication
to her, adding it to what was then simply titled Rag Latino.
In the grand line of piano pieces South American
composers named for women, I added Estela to the title.

Night Meditations (2012)

Curtis Otto-Bismarck Curtis-Smith, a wonderful composer
not nearly as well known as he deserves to be, died of
Parkinson’s recently at the age of 72 in Kalamazoo,
Michigan. We were very close friends. I treasure a
recording he made of the last three of my 12 New Etudes
before Marc-André Hamelin’s performance of the entire
set, as Curtis was a superb pianist. I wrote Night
Meditations with the hope they would be within his
reduced ability due to his bout with the disease. It is in
four untitled movements. 
      The first public performance, by me, was of the last
member of the suite, Calmo, moderato, at the memorial
concert of his works on 26 February 2015 at the Dalton
Center at Western Michigan University in Kalamazoo,
where he had taught for so long.

Romantic Pieces (1959)

From my early teens I devoured Schumann’s piano music,
having played through the Clara Schumann edition in
those years, and that music is the principal influence in the
Romantic Pieces. Darius Milhaud, with whom I was
studying in Paris, took a liking to the set and asked me to
perform it at his apartment in Pigalle more than once, for
him and several composer friends. I don’t remember ever
playing them in a concert setting then. Such music would
have been frowned upon at a time it was so generally
agreed – as would happen later in America for a while –
that all tonal music was decadent and had to be jettisoned. 
      Alongside the Romantic Pieces I was also composing
more chromatic and difficult music, feeling no conflict
between the stylistic stances. The musical battles of that
era seem distant now.

The Brooklyn Dodge (1972)
      
For some time as a boy I was an avid baseball fan; I may
have somewhere a small wooden ballpoint pen shaped
like a baseball bat, celebrating Bob Feller of the Cleveland
Indians. When Walter O’Malley arranged the Brooklyn
Dodgers’ move to Los Angeles, and Ebbets Field was torn



William Bolcom

Born in Seattle, Washington in 1938, William
Bolcom now resides in Ann Arbor, Michigan,
where he taught at the University of Michigan for
35 years until his retirement in 2008. At age 11 he
entered the University of Washington to study
composition privately with John Verrall; later
studies were with Darius Milhaud at Mills College
and the Paris Conservatoire. He received a
Master’s degree from Mills College and the first
Doctor of Musical Arts degree from Stanford
University. Recent honors include the 1988
Pulitzer Prize in Music; four GRAMMY® Awards
(2005); the 2006 National Medal of Arts; two
Guggenheim fellowships; six honorary doctorates;
“2007 Composer of the Year” designation by
Musical America and others. Bolcom has
received commissions from, among many others,
the New York Philharmonic, The Philadelphia
Orchestra, the Saint Louis Symphony, the Vienna
Philharmonic, the Baltimore Symphony, the
National Symphony, the St. Paul Chamber
Orchestra, the Boston Symphony Orchestra, the
Pacific Symphony, and the MET Orchestra. He
has written for Plácido Domingo, Isaac Stern,
James Galway, Marilyn Horne, Joyce Castle, and
Ursula Oppens, among many others. His
extensive chamber commissions include works
for Yo-Yo Ma and Emanuel Ax, the Emerson and
Guarneri Quartets, Pro Arte Quartet, and other

groups. Bolcom has composed nine symphonies, twelve string quartets, four operas, three theater operas, and one
zarzuela. As a highly acclaimed solo pianist and concert artist with his wife, mezzo-soprano Joan Morris, Bolcom has
recorded and performed widely. William Bolcom’s publisher is Edward B. Marks Music Company. 

www.williambolcom.com

Constantine Finehouse 

Critically acclaimed pianist Constantine Finehouse has
performed extensively in the US and abroad, including Salzburg,
Trieste, London, St. Petersburg and Odessa. As a renowned
interpreter of works by William Bolcom, his collaboration with
American violinist Philip Ficsor, The Bolcom Project, included an
Albany Records 2-CD set and a national tour with concerts in
Boston, New York, Denver, Santa Barbara, Spokane, and at
Yale University. Fanfare praised the recording as “indispensable
to any serious collector with an interest in later 20th-century duo
repertoire for violin and piano.” 2018 will see the premiere of
Bolcom’s Horn Trio, with Ficsor and Steven Gross, a work
commissioned by the group.  In addition to his recordings of
Bolcom, Finehouse has recorded works by Tony Schemmer and
Richard Beaudoin. With degrees from The Juilliard School and
Yale, Finehouse  teaches at New England Conservatory,  in
addition to serving as Visiting Artist/Faculty at Westmont
College, CA.

www.cfinehouse.com
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Estela Olevsky

A native of Argentina,  pianist Estela Olevsky has performed on five
continents and collaborated with many distinguished instrumental and vocal
soloists, as well as diverse chamber music groups such as the Berlin
Philharmonic Festival Players, the Lark Quartet, the Olewsky Trio, and with
the Ensemble Academia Bach at the Bach Festival in Argentina. She has
performed as a soloist with numerous symphony orchestras in North and
South America; and in recitals at the Kennedy Center, Alice Tully Hall,
Merkin Hall, and Weill Hall. She is Associate Artistic Director of the Mohawk
Trail Concerts in Massachusetts where she recently partnered with cellists
Astrid Schween and Matt Haimovitz. She is Professor Emerita of Piano at
UMass Amherst and has given master classes in music schools in the US,
Brazil, Argentina and at the Beijing Central Conservatory in China. Her
discography covers repertoire ranging from Mozart’s complete works for
violin and piano, to piano music of Latin America. She is deeply honored by
Bolcom’s dedication to her of Estela: Rag Latino.

www.estelaolevsky.com

Ursula Oppens

Ursula Oppens has long been
recognized as a leading champion of
contemporary American piano music.
Her original and perceptive readings of
old and new music have earned her a
place among the elect of today’s
performing musicians. With an
extensive discography she has
received five GRAMMY® Award
nominations, and has premiered works
by composers such as John Adams,
Luciano Berio, William Bolcom, Elliott
Carter, John Corigliano, John
Harbison, Julius Hemphill, György
Ligeti, Witold Lutosławski, Meredith
Monk, Conlon Nancarrow, Tobias
Picker, Frederic Rzewski, Joan Tower,
Christian Wolff, and Charles
Wuorinen. As soloist, Oppens has

performed with many of the world’s great orchestras, including the New York, Los Angeles, and London Philharmonic
orchestras and the Boston, Chicago and San Francisco Symphony orchestras. As an avid chamber musician, Ursula
Oppens has collaborated with the Arditti, Juilliard, Pacifica, and JACK quartets. She is a Distinguished Professor of
Music at Brooklyn College, the CUNY Graduate Center and on the faculty of Mannes College/The New School.
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Christopher Taylor

Christopher Taylor has performed extensively around the world,
having appeared in recent years not only throughout the US but
also in Europe, China, Korea, Singapore, the Caribbean, and
elsewhere. Numerous awards have confirmed his high standing
in the musical world: a Van Cliburn Competition Bronze Medal,
an Avery Fisher Career Grant, and an American Pianists’
Association Fellowship. Apart from concertizing, he has taught at
the University of Wisconsin-Madison since 2000 with a Paul
Collins Endowed Professorship and pursues a wide variety of
additional interests – among these are mathematics (in which
field he obtained a Bachelor’s degree from Harvard University),
philosophy, and computer science. Most recently he has been
employing his mathematical and computer skills in the design
and construction of a new double-manual keyboard instrument.
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William Bolcom was awarded the 1988
Pulitzer Prize in Music for his 12 New
Etudes for piano, and his music has
always revolved around works for the
instrument on which he still performs
as a soloist and accompanist. This
collection of mostly premiere recordings
reveals student pieces that negotiate
20th-century musical battles between
the avant-garde influences of Boulez
and Messiaen and Bolcom’s love of
Schumann, as well as later work that
embraces the 1960s ragtime revival
and draws inspiration from friends
and colleagues in every phase of 
his distinguished six-decade career.
Elegantly performed by friends of the
composer, this wide-ranging program
is summed up by Bolcom as ‘cleaning
house’ in the Charles Ives tradition.   
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