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the MUSIC of JOHN DUFFY

     In an age of globalization, the national schools of music composition have 
largely vanished and reappeared in strange and confusing guises. One hundred 
years ago, when the art music tradition was still Eurocentric, the Germans, 
French, Italians, Russians and Brits were all distinct. Not so now.  The rest of 
the world has joined the party – and it is the Europeans who have been 
refreshed by sounds from all over the planet, though it is harder to discern if it 
is nationality or personality that makes for memorable musical identity.
     Absent from my list is American concert music which is different, having 
had a late start. It took a while for the European flavor to be tossed out, and 
something more relevant to a new world to be thrown in. And even though all 
America’s musics are now as eclectic as the rest of the worlds – how can this 
not be so, when we can stream anything from anywhere through ever evolving 
electronics, it is refreshing to find in the music of John Duffy an indefinable 
something that patents it the music of one country, no matter how diverse his 
sources and inspiration.  There is a freshness of thematic invention and a 
muscular energy that places John’s works apart from the well-thumbed routes 
of post or neo-tonal musical invention – a generosity of spirit, rather like the 
man himself – that imbues his notes. This music is identifiably ‘American’ in 
its big-hearted openness – deriving from important events or cultural land-
marks, but it is American without resorting to that sort of TV music press button 
shorthand of instant association. It is refreshing too, in our over-trained, over 
conservatoried self-conscious composerly age, to find music that is not shy to 
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make its point in a direct and engaging way. No self-conscious affect, mazes or 
halls of mirrors are erected between the listener and the sensuous sound world 
and direct musical message. When called upon to express outrage and emo-
tion, as in the heartfelt second movement of the Saxophone Concerto, which 
pays tribute to our little girls killed by a bomb in the Baptist church in Birming-
ham, Alabama at the height of the civil rights struggles, it is not shrill, neurotic 
or inward. Rather, the music remains life enhancing because of its emotional 
burden, not despite it.
     Central to John’s life is music as drama – be it opera, film, TV or spoken 
melodrama. No purist he, his dramatic instinct speaks through gesture and 
mood rendered audible. He also has the inborn dramatist’s knack not to keep 
the music centre stage when the narrative or drama is complex. Verdi and 
Britten had this knack and we witness it in the second movement of We Want 
Mark Twain, where the narration reaches its climax. Here the music hangs fire, 
only to blossom in its own right after the story is resolved. In essence, the story 
is told twice giving both verbal and aural versions a chance to breathe and 
communicate their messages on equal terms, informing each of them – 
a compelling moment of concert drama.
     This sharpness of dramatic focus is present in the seven orchestral portraits. 
Written at various times in John’s life, they add up to a consistent whole, no 
‘early’ or ‘late’ styles, and they are recognizable and enjoyable vignettes. Some 
of these have an unexpected slant, such as the catchy and urbane waltz that 
characterizes Einstein, not the scientist of cliché, but the bon viveur and ladies 
man, ditto for the very Latin Picasso portrait reminding us of his roots, before 
he became a modernist icon. John’s music is an extension of himself: his warm 
and embracing persona. It’s all made audible – his refusal to categorize, his 
ability to see the best, and above all, to constantly enthuse. This is music of 
authentic vim and vigor, and time has not dulled the energy, or the warmth. 
Nor will it.
                © JULIAN GRANT 2010

the WORK

We Want Mark Twain was commissioned by the Eastman School of Music and 
composed in 2005. I revised it in 2009. In conceiving this work, I read Twain’s 
writings, over a long period of time, and felt an inspirational kinship with the 
ideas of this extraordinary man. A curious thing: the second movement, “Tom 
and Becky, Lost in the Cave,” I had set years before, and realize, now, that my 
own grief over my sister’s tragic death, my own wanting, desperately to save 
my sister, is akin to Tom saving Becky. In composing Twain, I wanted the musi-
cians to be part of the drama; to call out, yell out, sing out, stomp their feet, 
join in with the narrator, so the drama is felt viscerally. 

• Cassatt String Quartet  •  Isaiah Sheffer, narrator
• Signe Mortensen, singer, actor

   
Saxophone Concerto was commissioned by Duke University in 1964. I com-
posed the concerto at the height of the civil rights struggle. At that time, I lived 
in New York City, my hometown. I picked up the paper one day, and there 
blared a headline: Four Little Girls Killed by Bomb, in a Birmingham Baptist 
Church. Heartbreaking... yes, horrifying. I composed the second movement of 
the concerto to the memory of these precious children.

• Cassatt String Quartet  •  Glenn Morrissette, tenor saxophone
• Tomoya Aomori, double bass
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Einstein : Super scientist, with an eye for the ladies. I imagine him dancing 
way out there, in space, with a warm lady in his arms. The music here pulses 
with an exhuberant waltz beat.

Lady Liberty : My parents saw this majestical woman, when, as immigrants, 
their ship steamed into New York Harbor. Lest we forget. Liberty doesn’t come 
easy. One needs to stand up to tyrants and oppression. The music, with rich 
brass harmonies reflects the hopes, the promises of new life. 

     Mountains Majesty :
 • Utah Symphony Orchestra 
 • Joseph Silverstein, conductor

     Jerusalem, Istanbul, Muhammad Ali, Picasso, Einstein, Lady Liberty :
 • Royal Philharmonic Orchestra 
 • Richard Williams, conductor

The seven Portraits for Orchestra are from concert, film, and theatre music 
I've composed during the past fifty years. They were commissioned by the 
Sierra Club and Channel Thirteen in New York City. I have given names and 
places to these short pieces; people I admire; places which spark the 
imagination; ideas I love.
   
Mountains Majesty : For Purple Mountains Majesty. This inspirational song 
about the sweep and the beauty of America fills my heart with joy. Whenever 
I fly over this great expanse of rivers, lands, towns, brooks, mountains, I feel 
lucky to be alive.

Jerusalem : My teacher, Solomon Rosowsky, an early pioneer in Palestine, 
jumped with joy when he talked of Jerusalem; I imagine this dance for him 
and his dear wife Rachel.

Istanbul : A composer friend who lives in Istanbul and Queens, New York 
describes summer afternoons, sipping white wine and eating apricots from 
Turkey.

Muhammad Ali : Super athlete; In this short piece he’s doing the “rope-a-
dope;“ The music, which changes meter often, is my version of Ali’s fast foot 
work. 

Picasso : Fertile mind, fertile artist. I love the fact that whatever Picasso saw 
or touched, he turned into art. In writing this portrait, I remembered an 
ancient Moorish/Celtic scale, on which I created the melody in this work. It’s 
my remembrance and tribute to Picasso for his powerful drawings of crowds 
at a bullfight. The solo trumpet is the toreador.
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the PERFORMERS

ISAIAH SHEFFER is the Founding Artistic Director of Symphony Space and 
director and host of its acclaimed public radio series Selected Shorts: 
A Celebration of the Short Story.

GLENN MORRISSETTE is a Los Angeles-based jazz saxophonist/woodwind 
doubler, composer, orchestrator, and arranger. In addition to his current work 
both performing and orchestrating on the Fox animated sitcom Family Guy, 
Glenn stays busy writing and performing in a wide range of musical settings, 
including big bands, small jazz groups, musical theatre, and various studio 
recordings. 

TOMOYA AOMORI freelances in the New York Metropolitan area as a double 
bassist, percussionist, jazz bassist and a jazz drummer. He is the Percussion 
Ensemble Director both at the Metropolitan Youth Orchestra and the 
Childrens’ Orchestra Society, and he is also an Adjunct Double Bass Professor 
at the Queens College Aaron Copland School of Music.

SIGNE MORTENSEN is a classical singer hailing from Seattle, WA and 
currently residing in NYC.  She has sung with opera companies throughout 

the States including the New Composer Institute at the Virginia Arts Festival 
where she works closely with John Duffy every year. She is thrilled to join the 
talented musicians on this recording and lend her voice as vocal coach on this 
project.

Acclaimed as one of America’s outstanding ensembles, the Manhattan based 
CASSATT STRING QUARTET has performed throughout North America, 
Europe, and the Far East. Equally adept at classical masterpieces and contem-
porary music, the Cassatt has collaborated with a remarkable array of artists/
composers. The quartet is named after the American impressionist painter 
Mary Cassatt. 

• 1st violin:  Muneko Otani • 2nd violin:  Jennifer Leshnower 
• viola: Sarah Adams • cello: Nicole Johnson

Founded in 1940, the UTAH SYMPHONY has become an eminent presence 
in the American music scene through its distinctive performances worldwide 
and its well-known recording legacy. With its many subscription, education 
and outreach concerts and tours, the Utah Symphony is one of the most 
engaged orchestras in the nation.

JOSEPH SILVERSTEIN was Music Director of the Utah Symphony Orchestra 
from 1983 through 1998 and became Conductor Laureate in the 1998-99 
season. He is a member of the string faculty of the Curtis Institute and an 
artist member of the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center in New York. 
He also holds honorary degrees from Tufts University, Boston College, Rhode 
Island University and the New England Conservatory. 
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Acknowledged as one of the UK’s most prodigious orchestras, THE ROYAL 
PHILHARMONIC ORCHESTRA enjoys an international reputation for 
bringing audiences worldwide first-class performances and the highest 
possible standards of music-making across a diverse range of musical 
repertoire. Since its formation in 1946, the Orchestra has been directed by 
some of the world’s finest conductors. 

RICHARD WILLIAMS has been hailed by critics in Europe, the Americas and 
the Orient as an “exceptionally gifted conductor,” one with “style, suavity and 
finesse.” Williams has guest conducted many of the world’s great orchestras 
including the London Symphony Orchestra, Royal Philharmonic Orchestra, 
Czech Philharmonic and the National Symphony Orchestra at the Kennedy 
Center. In addition to his work with symphony orchestras he is also an 
experienced opera, ballet and choral conductor. 

JOHN DUFFY : TRAILBLAZER and HERO for the AMERICAN COMPOSER

     I, like so many American composers who have been creating music since 
the latter part of the 20th century, owe a great debt to John Duffy, one of 
American concert music’s indefatigable champions.  
     John Duffy, who came of age as a professional boxer, has always been a 
tough optimist. After putting down his boxing gloves, he persisted to slug away 
at the edifices of musical chauvinism. During his years at the helm of Meet the 
Composer, the organization became America’s preeminent support advocate 
for living American composers. 
    John Duffy is one of the last of a breed of American visionary artist-impre-
sarios, a generation that included the late Joseph Papp, Harvey Lichtenstein, 
the late Alvin Ailey, Pauline Oliveros, the late Ernest Fleischmann…; these 
veritable forces of nature who built from the ground-up, who dared to do the 
impossible, and in so doing, would forever change the landscape of American 
contemporary performing arts. They combined the now all-too-rare quality of 
artistic and administrative imagination, which challenged everyone to consider 
the artists and their work above all other factors that predictably cause 
institutions to yield to compromise.  
     John Duffy’s self-interest as a composer never got confused with John Duffy 
the person, who commanded significant funding which made a difference in 
the individual lives of American artists, in supporting and strengthening artistic 
daring and adventure.

© Fred Ho 2010

      

John Duffy CD 2010 color bklet2.indd   10-11 10/22/10   9:19:55 AM



WE WANT MARK TWAIN is based on the works of Mark Twain, 
text and concept by John Duffy

Produced and engineered by Judith Sherman 

Engineering and editing assistant: Jeanne Velonis

PORTRAITS FOR ORCHESTRA mastered by Bob Ludwig

All compositions published by Schott Music and licensed by ASCAP

Graphic design by Marcie Jan Bronstein

Cover painting by Alan Fishman
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© 2010 John Duffy (ASCAP) • www.johnduffy.com

Albany Records U.S. 
915 Broadway, Albany, NY 12207 
TEL: 518.436.8814  FAX: 518.436.0643
Albany Records U.K. 
Box 137, Kendal, Cumbria LA8OXD07, TEL: 01539 824008
© 2010 Albany Records. Made in the USA. Warning: Copyright subsists in all recordings issued under this label.

John Duffy CD 2010 color bklet2.indd   12 10/22/10   9:19:58 AM



John Duffy, considered “one of the great heroes of American music,” has composed 
more than 300 works for symphony orchestra, opera, theater, television and film. 
He is a two-time Emmy winner and the recipient of the American Music Center’s 

Founder’s award for Lifetime Achievement. 
Critics call his work “...haunting...memorable...and brilliant.”

WE WANT MARK TWAIN

1–  TWAIN’S TRAVELS [8:22]
2–  TOM AND BECKY, Lost in the Cave [4:02]
3–  HUCK AND JIM, On Raft to Freedom [7:15]
 Cassatt String Quartet
 Isaiah Sheffer, narrator
 Signe Mortensen, singer, actor

SAXOPHONE CONCERTO

4–  MANHATTAN JUGGERNAUT [8:30]
5–  HARLEM (Memorial For Children) [6:07]
6–  OPENING DAY: YANKEE STADIUM [5:22]
 Cassatt String Quartet 
 Tomoya Aomori, double bass
 Glenn Morrissette, tenor saxophone

PORTRAITS FOR ORCHESTRA

7–  MOUNTAINS MAJESTY [8:55]
   Utah Symphony Orchestra
   Joseph Silverstein, conductor 

8–  JERUSALEM [2:01]
9–  ISTANBUL [4:20]

10–  MUHAMMAD ALI [2:14]
11–  PICASSO [1:49]
12–  EINSTEIN [3:19]
13–  LADY LIBERTY [3:49]

   Royal Philharmonic Orchestra
   Richard Williams, conductor 
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