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Charles Ives 
The Unanswered Question

Charles Ives penned “The Unanswered Question” in 1906 for a soli-
tary probing trumpet, four quarrelsome woodwinds and only a 

small complement of strings. There is something quintessentially 
American about the notion of addressing the meaning of existence in 
under five minutes. But no one has accused it of being any the less for 
its economy of scale, and Ives’ innovations are still with us.

Stasis is a problem for composers – like watching musical paint dry – 
so how to reveal timelessness? Ives devises a hushed, glacially revolving 
string chorale to express what he calls “the silence of the Druids”. A few 
years later Vaughan Williams began his Tallis “Fantasia” for strings in simi-
lar raptness. And today composers such as Adams, Pärt and Rautavaara 
still depict the infinite by using sustained strings. 

A saving grace in Ives’ endeavor is the paradoxical warmth and 
humor of the result. Against the string “universe” he places at first a 
questing trumpet. But Ives’ stroke of genius lies in the vivid personali-
ties of the four winds, who respond defensively with increasing ill-humor. 
Their impotent mutterings and dyspeptic burblings are just the touch 
of jocularity the music needs. In a more tragic work, the universe would 
seem immutable. But here, at one point the woodwind “philosophers” 
become so annoying that the string chorale – to this moment unaffected 
– suddenly veers away from them. It is as though Ives were saying with 
philosopher’s glee, “You see, just when we are certain... reality turns out 
to be quite something else entirely!” 

Ultimately, a contemplative work is whatever the listener makes of 
it. A composer like Shostakovich or Britten usually steers one toward 
tragedy, frequently toward war. But in Ives you always sense the scientific 
mind enjoyably at play with the mystery of things. Long before Simon 
and Garfunkel sang of them, these are “The Sounds of Silence”. And Ives 
knew every silence is personal.

John Adams
The Wound-Dresser

One of the distinctive features in our national temperament, fre-
quently noted, is a sense of enthusiasm about everyday human 

possibility. Less apparent, perhaps, is the corollary that Americans 
approach war and tragedy in a similar way, seldom dwelling on misery 
to the point of total despair. In the United States, catastrophe gener-
ally allows one to move on. It wouldn’t be American if it didn’t, and the 
popularity of Walt Whitman’s poetry, with its pantheistic embrace of life 
and death, reflects this quality. Vaughan Williams (A Sea Symphony) and 
Delius (Sea Drift) clearly both found healthy inspiration in Whitman for 

some of their most open and expansive works.
During the US Civil War, Whitman served as a nurse where he wit-

nessed the horror of battlefield hospitals. In The Wound-Dresser, for 
baritone and orchestra, Adams memorializes the experience in a hushed 
and dignified manner. It was composed in 1989, the year after Adams’ 
father died. The composer had watched his mother care for her husband 
for several years, and during the same period he’d seen friends suffer 
and die of AIDS. He says “The Wound-Dresser is the most intimate, most 
graphic and most profoundly affecting evocation of the act of nursing 
the sick and dying that I know of… It strikes me as a statement about 
human compassion of the kind that is acted out on a daily basis, quietly 
and unobtrusively and unselfishly and unfailingly.”  

There is a fine and simple arc to the piece. Like Sibelius in The Swan 
of Tuonela, Adams revels in the stillness of strings. But trumpet and winds 
soon make the listener aware of a powerful undercurrent of suffering. 
As Whitman’s words float over the orchestra, and painful trumpet cries 
alternate with moments of deceptive and feverish serenity, the music 
paradoxically takes  on a romantic, “can-do” quality, more nostalgic than 
tragic.  All the Adams touches are there – the cycling and sudden surg-
ings. But at times, the sweep of this music forges accessible hope from 
the banality of pain. And as the sounds fade away, we think more of their 
golden-voiced beauty than of anything permanently grim and grey. With 
Whitman, that’s as it should be.

Benjamin Britten
Sinfonia da Requiem, Op. 20

The summer of 1940 must have been an uncomfortable time for 
Benjamin Britten – ensconced in the United States as a pacifist 

while London burned. But the new orchestral work Britten set before 
the public that year left the listener in no doubt as to the very real and 
disturbing events taking place across the Atlantic. 

The movement titles Britten chose, “Lacrymosa”, “Dies Irae” and 
“Requiem Aeternam” suggest Christian dramas inspired by the Latin 
Mass – indeed too much so for the Japanese government, who had com-
missioned the piece. But the symphony is more vivid than that, and it 
is not a stretch to view it as depicting the Battle of Britain then taking 
place, and to find in its orchestration specific reflection of the modern 
weapons of war.

The Sinfonia Da Requiem opens with perhaps the most memorable 
timpani explosion in all of music: a hall-flattening bombshell of a first 
chord, underneath which one hears the growling of aircraft engines in 
the low brass. As though stunned, the orchestra takes some time to 
emerge from the debris, only slowly gathering itself into a droopy and 



miserable procession. As the music advances, or rather seems not to, one 
appears frozen in the “Phony War” of that summer, constantly alerted 
by trumpets to events which seem not to occur. But then of course, 
they do occur... and the listener takes a pounding the likes of which not 
even Stravinsky might have envisaged. Britten’s trick is to telescope into 
one improbable climax not only the development of his material but its 
recapitulation and coda as well. Just as the music is attempting to rise-up 
by half-steps to meet approaching dangers, it collapses with a horren-
dous yawp into an air raid. Bomb after bomb seems to fall slowly upon 
the landscape.  Engines drone. The listener feels entombed, as though 
sealed into a coffin by giant sledge-hammers. Some music empowers. 
This music vitiates. 

As it dies away and the second movement begins, we hear the 
flutter-tongued beeping and dot-dashing of radio signals. Word of the 
horror spreads. A bustle of confused activity ensues. The saxophone now 
twists earlier processional music into something like a sarcastic air-raid 
siren, and once again we are at war, this time in the Battle of Britain. At 
first all you hear is a starburst of energies gradually losing steam – a dog-
fight moving away into the distance. But Britten actually sets the battle 
up with a tone row, which sounds like music being played backwards 
as he repeats it. Each repetition is a bit shorter than the one before, so 
the impression is of the enemy being driven back. And the unmelodic 
nature of what is being driven back speaks for itself.

As the horror fades, lightly intoned flutes usher in what must have 
seemed an unsure melodic hope in 1940. Requiem Aeternam? Britten 
now undertakes to do what any good English composer does for seren-
ity – he walks the listener home. And somehow, transcending the solitary 
person passing through the wreckage of his world, we now sense the 
nation rising up. The lonely flute becomes a silvery army of strings, the 
trombones and tuba aircraft engines – only this time they are ours – 
and on cymballed D-major wings it is we who are now airborne and 
triumphant.

Ralph Vaughan Williams
Symphony No. 4 in F-Minor

Ralph Vaughan Williams always denied any connection between his 
Fourth Symphony and the approaching European war, just as he 

would later be angered at the comparison of his Sixth to its aftermath. 
The Fourth was, after all, nearly complete by 1931. According to Ursula 
Vaughan Williams, the F-Minor Symphony reflected nothing more vividly 
than the forceful personality of her husband, and its scherzo his capacity 
for thunderous rages. But comparisons were probably inevitable. 

Composers tend to adopt the sounds of their times: taxi-horns in 

Gershwin, locomotives in Honegger, bombs exploding in Britten. War 
or not, the twentieth century was largely about newfound human 
power and mastery – about bigness, and it would have been unusual 
not to reflect it. Among powerhouse pieces of that era, the Vaughan 
Williams Fourth is perhaps the most concentrated and exciting. But its 
real advance is economy of purpose and a more universal language, the 
challenge a more direct and less static lyricism than British composers 
such as Bax and Vaughan Williams himself had achieved previously. 

Vaughan Williams once famously suggested that the opening of his 
Fourth Symphony was “cribbed” from the last movement of Beethoven’s 
Ninth, but the downward slashing it begins with is only vaguely similar. 
A much closer comparison in mood, power and impatience is the open-
ing of the Beethoven Fifth Symphony. Indeed, Vaughan Williams’ piece 
thrusts forward relentlessly, with a similar “get out of my way” concentra-
tion. And a sardonic four-note semitone motto theme, (closely similar to 
the well-known B-A-C-H formulation), tightly unifies it. 

There is still a trademark nocturnal quality in quieter moments 
throughout the symphony – but now more eerie than pastoral. In the 
background, menacing engines pulsate. Faint lights are seen but do not 
reveal. This is England in black Gothic shadows, foggy skies and smoke-
encased locomotives screaming under trellises. You are alone. It is cold. 
And the sooty gloom is poignant.

One calls the listener’s attention to the end of the first movement 
and its icy muted refrain, repeated again near the conclusion of the sym-
phony. And to the ending of the slow movement, which seems to walk 
its way to new lyricism “on the move”, like Sibelius, with a diaphanous 
flute apotheosis. The Scherzo is just as poisonous as the composer’s wife 
suggested – the motto theme snarls – but is eventually leavened by a 
modal jig. And a creepy transition into the finale over muted drums 
and distant motors again gives the Beethoven Fifth a run for its money. 
Indeed, the finale conveys a similar sense of triumph, bolstered with a 
rollicking oom-pah oom-pah theme straight out of English band music. 
You’d almost mistake it for Hindemith. Ultimately, this most energetic 
of symphonies, which began with an avalanche of power, punches you 
out with a grinding recap of the opening and a doorslam for the ages.

“I don’t know whether I like it”, said the composer, “but this is what 
I meant.” Just so.

Steven Kruger

From The Wound-Dresser
by Walt Whitman
from Drum Taps, a collection of poems about the Civil War, first pub-
lished in 1865.

Bearing the bandages, water and sponge, 
Straight and swift to my wounded I go, 
Where they lie on the ground after the battle brought in, 
Where their priceless blood reddens the grass, the ground, 
Or to the rows of the hospital tent, or under the roof’d hospital, 
To the long rows of cots up and down each side I return, 
To each and all one after another I draw near, not one do I miss,
An attendant follows holding a tray, he carries a refuse pail, 
Soon to be fill’d with clotted rags and blood, emptied, and fill’d again. 

I onward go, I stop, 
With hinged knees and steady hand to dress wounds, 
I am firm with each, the pangs are sharp yet unavoidable, 
One turns to me his appealing eyes – poor boy! I never knew you, 
Yet I think I could not refuse this moment to die for you, if that would 
save you. 

On, on I go, (open doors of time! open hospital doors!) 
The crush’d head I dress, (poor crazed hand tear not the bandage 
away,) 
The neck of the cavalry-man with the bullet through and through 
examine, 
Hard the breathing rattles, quite glazed already the eye, yet life 
struggles hard, 
(Come sweet death! be persuaded O beautiful death! 
In mercy come quickly.) 

From the stump of the arm, the amputated hand, 
I undo the clotted lint, remove the slough, wash off the matter and 
blood, 
Back on his pillow the soldier bends with curv’d neck and side-falling 
head, 
His eyes are closed, his face is pale, he dares not look on the bloody 
stump, 
And has not yet look’d on it. 

I dress a wound in the side, deep, deep, 
But a day or two more, for see the frame all wasted and sinking, 
And the yellow-blue countenance see. 

I dress the perforated shoulder, the foot with the bullet-wound, 
Cleanse the one with a gnawing and putrid gangrene, so sickening, 
so offensive, 
While the attendant stands behind aside me holding the tray and pail. 

I am faithful, I do not give out, 
The fractur’d thigh, the knee, the wound in the abdomen, 



These and more I dress with impassive hand, (yet deep in my breast a 
fire, a burning flame.) 

Thus in silence in dreams’ projections,
Returning, resuming, I thread my way through the hospitals,
The hurt and wounded I pacify with soothing hand,
I sit by the restless all the dark night, some are so young,
Some suffer so much, I recall the experience sweet and sad,
(Many a soldier’s loving arms about this neck have cross’d and rested,
Many a soldier’s kiss dwells on these bearded lips.) 

Carlos Kalmar
Music Director

Carlos Kalmar is in his ninth sea-
son as music director of the 

Oregon Symphony. He was appointed 
to the post in 2003, and recently his 
contract was extended until 2015. 
He is also principal conductor of the 
Grant Park Music Festival in Chicago, 
and music director of the Spanish 
Radio/Television Orchestra in Madrid. 

In the past, Kalmar has also 
served as music director of the 
Hamburg Symphony, Stuttgart Philharmonic, Vienna’s Tonkünstler 
Orchestra and the Anhaltisches Theater in Dessau, Germany. 

Kalmar is a frequent guest conductor with major orchestras in 
North America, Europe and Asia including those of Baltimore, City of 
Birmingham, Boston, Bournemouth, Chicago, Cincinnati, Dallas, Hague 
(Residentie), Houston, Lahti, Los Angeles, Minnesota, Philadelphia, St. 
Louis, Tampere, Toyko (Nipon Symphony), Ulster and Vancouver.

Because of his strong commitment to fresh programming, the 
Spring for Music Festival has invited Kalmar and the Oregon Symphony 
to appear in its Carnegie Hall Festivals of 2011 and 2013.

His most recent recordings on the Cedille label include two 2008 
releases with the Grant Park Orchestra, one of works by Pulitzer Prize-
winning composer Aaron Jay Kernis and one featuring mezzo soprano 
Jennifer Larmore. His 2006 release of the Szymanowski, Martinů and 
Bartok Violin Concertos with the Grant Park Orchestra and Jennifer Koh 
was highly acclaimed, as was the 2003 release of the Joachim and Brahms 
Violin Concertos featuring Rachel Barton and the Chicago Symphony, 
and American Works for Organ and Orchestra featuring David Schrader 
and the Grant Park Orchestra (2002).

Carlos Kalmar was born in Uruguay to Austrian parents. He showed 

an interest in music at an early age and began studying violin at age 6. 
By age 15 his musical development led him to the Vienna Academy of 
Music, where he studied conducting with Karl Österreicher. He lives in 
Portland and Vienna.

Oregon Symphony

Portland’s largest performing arts group, which was founded in 
1896 as the Portland Symphony, is the oldest American orchestra 

west of the Mississippi. In its early years, the orchestra was a musi-
cian cooperative. Major 
artists have worked with 
the ensemble throughout 
its history, including Otto 
Klemperer, Erich Leinsdorf, 
D i m i t r i  M i t r o p o u l o s , 
G e o rg e s  E n e s co,  I g o r 
Stravinksy, Aaron Copland, 
Vladimir Horowitz, Rudolf 
Serkin, David Oistrakh, 
Pablo Casals, and Yo-Yo 
Ma. In 1987, the orchestra 
released its first CD. Today 
its 76 musicians, under the artistic leadership of Music Director Carlos 
Kalmar, perform a full range of concerts – classical to pops, youth con-
certs to one-of-a-kind special events – for an audience that exceeds 
225,000 people each season. 

The program on this CD was recorded in Portland immediately prior 
to its Carnegie Hall debut on May 12, 2011 at the first Spring for Music 
Festival. That performance was reviewed by Alex Ross in the New Yorker 
magazine, who called it “one of the most gripping events of the current 
season”. The orchestra has been invited to return to Carnegie Hall for the 
third festival in May 2013. For more information, visit OrSymphony.org

Sanford Sylvan
Baritone

American baritone Sanford Sylvan has performed with leading 
orchestras around the world, including the New York Philharmonic, 
Boston Symphony, Cleveland Orchestra, London Symphony, Royal 
Concertgebouw and Leipzig Gewandhaus. 

The Los Angeles Philharmonic commissioned Steven Stucky’s 
American Muse for him. Also with the L.A. Philharmonic and Esa-Pekka 
Salonen, he sang Haydn’s Creation to open the first subscription week of 

concerts in the new Walt Disney Concert Hall in 2004. Highlights of recent 
seasons include Arnold Schoenberg’s Moses und Aron with the Boston 
Symphony under James Levine, the world premiere of Christopher 
Rouse’s Requiem with the Los Angeles Master Chorale at Disney and John 
Adams’ The Wound-Dresser with the Baltimore Symphony, conducted by 
the composer.

In opera, Sylvan is an acclaimed Mozartean. His portray-
als of Figaro in Le Nozze di Figaro and Don Alfonso in Così 
fan tutte have been seen internationally, including on PBS’ Great 
Performances. He has been acclaimed for the role of Leporello in 

Don Giovanni, which he sang for his 
Glyndebourne Festival debut and with 
New York City Opera, where he has since 
become a regular performer in such 
operas as The Magic Flute, Ariodante, 
The Rape of Lucretia and Handel’s 
Semele. 

He has developed close relation-
ships with major composers who 
have written for him, particularly John 
Adams (Chou En-Lai in Nixon in China, 
the title role in The Death of Klinghoffer 
and The Wound-Dresser). He portrayed 

Klinghoffer in the film of The Death of Klinghoffer; earning wide recogni-
tion including a Grammy nomination. At his 2008 debut with the Chicago 
Opera Theater, he sang the role of the Storyteller in Adams’ The Flowering 
Tree, conducted by the composer, a role he repeated in Australia and 
again at Lincoln Center’s Mostly Mozart Festival in 2009. 

A Grammy and Emmy Award winner for Nixon in China, he has 
received five additional Grammy nominations including one for The 
Wound-Dresser. Sylvan is currently on the vocal faculty of McGill 
University in Montreal.
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