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d a r k  d a n c e s
COMPOSITIONS BY JOHN ALLEMEIER



Musik in Darmstadt, Germany, and the 6th International Composition Course in Cesky Krumlov, Czech 
Republic. He teaches composition and music theory at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. More 
information is available at www.johnallemeier.com.

 T H E  M U S I C

Dark Dances presents the premiere recordings of four compositions for various chamber ensembles by 
American composer John Allemeier. Each of these pieces resulted from commissions and collaborations 
with educational and artistic organizations between 2007 and 2010.

Those Voices was commissioned by the Charlotte Symphony Orchestra as part of a larger collaboration 
with the Levine Museum of the New South. At that time, the Levine Museum was hosting an exhibit  
on “Changing Places: From Black and White to Technicolor,” which explored how various cultures in  
the Charlotte region have reacted to newcomers from diverse backgrounds. Allemeier explains that  
as he toured this exhibit, “I was struck by the convergence of such vastly different people and cultures. 
The presence of such diversity suggests moments where one culture may develop in isolation from its 
surroundings and other moments where multiple cultures intersect.” 

This juxtaposition of segregation and integration became the inspiration for Those Voices, a composition 
for flute, bass clarinet, violin, viola, and cello. These instruments are divided into two distinct demographics: 
woodwind instruments and string instruments. In some passages, the two instrument families proceed 
autonomously, while in others they come together to form unified musical statements. 

The first section of Those Voices features syncopated figures in the violin, viola, and cello that alternate 
short spurts of double-stopped high notes with longer groupings of repeated pitches. These groupings 
utilize double-stops on the lowest open strings of each instrument, furthering a technique that Allemeier 
first explored in his string duo Rocket (Albany Records, TROY1233). The woodwinds are initially tangential 
to these episodes, but they eventually introduce lengthy modal gestures in parallel fifths that contrast 
with the agitated passages in the strings. In the second section, the two instrument families become 
increasingly interconnected until they combine into one integrated texture. In the next section, the  

  T H E  C O M P O S E R

The music of John Allemeier has been described as having a “sweet 
sense of mystery” by Fanfare and as being “rapturous” by the American 
Record Guide. His music has been programmed in international venues 
such as the Frankfurter Kunstlerclub (Germany), Curmbox Projektraum 
fur Electronische und Neue Musik (Germany), 3rd Rencontres 
Musiques Nouvelles (France), Festival Internacional de Percusiones 
(Mexico), Russia-America: Music of the XXI Century at the Moscow 

Conservatory (Russia), the Seoul International Computer Music Festival (South Korea), and the Brazilian 
Symposium on Computer Music (Brazil); on national festivals such as Piccolo Spoleto, the Annual Festival 
of Contemporary Music in San Francisco, and the Spark Festival in Minneapolis; on national confer-
ences of the Society of Composers, the Society for Electro Acoustic Music in the United States, National 
Association of Composers in the United States, the International Double Reed Society, and the College 
Music Society; and at regional conferences of the College Music Society and the Society of Composers. 

Allemeier’s music has been performed throughout the United States and Europe by professional and  
collegiate ensembles such as Duo XXI, Due East, the Petrella Ensemble, the University of Iowa Center for 
New Music, the University of Iowa Graduate Chamber Orchestra, Oberlin Percussion Group, the Texas 
Christian University Percussion Ensemble, the University of Illinois Contemporary Chamber Singers, the 
UNC Charlotte Percussion Ensemble, and the UNC Charlotte University Chorale. He has composed pieces 
for professional performers such as Wolfgang David, David Gompper, Jeffery Lyman, Nick Petrella,  
Erin Lesser, Greg Beyer, Mira Frisch, and Paul Sharpe. Most recently, Allemeier has worked closely with 
choreographer E.E. Balcos to compose works for performances by the dance company E.E. Motion at the 
North Carolina Dance Festival and the Dance Charlotte! Festival.

Recordings of Allemeier’s music are available on the Albany Records (TROY937, TROY1069, TROY1215, and 
TROY1233), Capstone Records (CPS 8812, CPS 8744, and CPS 8701), and Vox Novus (VN001 and VN002). 
His music is published by Carl Fischer Music Publishers, C. Alan Publications, M. Baker Publications, and 
European American Music.  He received his Ph.D. in Composition from the University of Iowa, his Master 
of Music in Composition from Northwestern University, and his Bachelor of Music in Performance from 
Augustana College. He has studied in Europe at the 41st and 42nd Internationalen Ferienkurse für Neue 



fugue between the wooden-barred instruments, accompanied by an increasingly expanding tapestry of 
non-pitched percussion instruments.

Solstice was composed in collaboration with choreographer E.E. Balcos and his modern dance company 
E.E. Motion. Like Those Voices, it is scored for two woodwind instruments (flute and alto saxophone) and 
three string instruments (violin, cello, and bass). Solstice is divided into three separate parts that are 
united by modal material that continues a trajectory Allemeier launched in his flute and percussion duet 
Songs of Earth and Sky (TROY1215) and his string duo Folklore (TROY1233). 

Part 1 begins softly, with a bass drone that accompanies a succession of canonic duets between the 
upper instruments. In the second section, the woodwinds continue the dialogue while the violin and cello 
introduce double-stopped figurations that continually return to the lowest open strings, as with Those 
Voices. The next section builds the tension further by combining extended flourishes of rapid passagework 
in the woodwinds with two-octave arpeggios in the violin and cello. In the final section, the instruments 
drop out one-by-one, reversing the process that initiated the movement.

The introduction to Part 2 features aggressive outbursts in the violin and cello that frame rapid ostinatos 
in the woodwinds. In the first section, the violin and cello initiate a new ostinato—again calling on their 
open strings—over a slow moving ground bass that accompanies canonic interplay in the woodwinds. 
In the second section, the flute and saxophone resume their ostinatos while the violin and cello engage 
in their own canonic exploration of the modal material. As with Part 1, the texture thickens to a climax 
before dissipating to conclude the movement. 

Part 3 recapitulates the material from Part 1, with two key differences: the addition of a new contrary-
motion duet between the violin and bass in the first section and a boisterous episode at the end of the 
third section that references the ostinatos from Part 2. While the passagework from Part 1 centers around 
thirty-second notes (8 divisions per beat), the ostinatos from Part 2 are built on sextuplets (6 divisions per 
beat). Nevertheless, the faster tempo of the ostinatos (96 beats per minute instead of 72) means that each 
sextuplet in Part 2 and its quotation in Part 3 lasts the exact same duration of time as each thirty-second 
note in Parts 1 and 3. This metric modulation unites Solstice’s three parts and serves as the climax of the 
entire composition. The new violin and bass duet returns at the very end of the movement, allowing all 
five instruments to participate in the finale. 

string instruments forge a new identity with the ethereal sounds of natural harmonics. Meanwhile,  
the woodwinds introduce extended tremolos that accelerate to their midpoints and then slow down to 
their conclusions, a motif that the string demographic assimilates before returning to its autonomous 
harmonics. In the final section of Those Voices, the two instrument families slowly break away from 
each other to return to the segregation of the beginning.

Dark Dances was commissioned by the University of North Carolina at Charlotte Percussion Ensemble. 
The piece consists of three movements, each of which involves a dialogue between pitched and non-
pitched percussion instruments. The outer two movements also explore the difference in resonance 
between keyboard percussion instruments with metal bars that can sustain pitches (song bells, 
vibraphone, and tubular bells) and those with wooden bars that cannot (xylophone and marimba).

Dark Dance No. 1 begins with sustained pitches in the song bells (an early twentieth century instrument 
that sounds an octave lower than a glockenspiel) and vibraphone that are punctuated by the dry sound  
of the marimbas. As the movement progresses, additional textural elements are added into the mix: 
the non-pitched instruments enter one-by-one; then the xylophone introduces an angular, syncopated 
subject; and finally the marimbas initiate metronomic arpeggios that are punctuated by the timpani. The 
remaining three sections replicate this pattern of entrances, increasing in intensity with every repetition.

Dark Dance No. 2 pits two sets of tubular bells against a number of non-pitched percussion instruments. 
The first section begins with one set of tubular bells introducing a whole-tone motif that will unify the 
movement. In fact, the six notes of this specific whole-tone scale are the only pitches this particular set 
of tubular bells plays in this movement; the other set of tubular bells provides the complementary notes 
from the other whole-tone scale. As with the first movement, the texture gradually thickens as each 
non-pitched instrument enters. The middle section alternates a passage exclusively for the non-pitched 
percussion with one for the tubular bells before the two groups reunite to bring the movement to a close.

Dark Dance No. 3 brings all of the instruments from the first two movements together. The first of the 
movement’s three sections focuses on melodic counterpoint between the xylophone and marimbas, as 
well as rhythmic counterpoint between them and the non-pitched percussion instruments. The middle 
section provides contrast by relying on metal sustaining instruments and intricate polyrhythms. The 
conclusion returns to the dry sounds and the counterpoint of the first section by introducing a complex 
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4 was commissioned by the University of Iowa School of Music as part of a celebration of its 100th 
anniversary. Dedicated to composition professor David Gompper and the University of Iowa Center for 
New Music, 4 is a piano quartet (violin, viola, cello, and piano) that is separated into four movements. 

The opening measures of the first movement introduce three motifs: open-octave punctuations, upward 
octatonic flourishes, and sustained dissonances. As the movement unfolds, these gestures become 
obscured through octave displacement and by a complex contrapuntal texture in which various melodic 
and rhythmic motifs are passed between the four instruments. The movement ends with a decisive  
octatonic flourish in the strings.

The second movement provides a clear contrast to the first movement in both rhythm and texture. A 
steady rhythmic foundation for the movement is provided by the viola and cello, which play a pizzicato 
accompaniment in 7/8 time that delineates the form with unexpected pauses. The piano provides the 
melodic content in its highest register, while the violin provides an obligato line that alternates between 
sustaining pitches and imitating the piano melody.

The third movement begins with a five-part fugue in which the subject is passed between both hands 
of the piano and the three string instruments. While this fugue subject pervades the entire movement, 
motivic devices from the previous movements are introduced as countersubjects with increasing fre-
quency.  This allows the development of the third-movement fugue to also serve as the development of 
the thematic material from the first two movements.  

Just as the third movement acts as the development of the entire composition, the final movement serves 
as its recapitulation. The sustained dissonances that the string instruments introduced in the first move-
ment are reiterated in the piano, while the string instruments quote the piano’s melody from the second 
movement before referencing the fugue subject from the third movement. Eventually, the piano reclaims 
the melody from the second movement. The string instruments, meanwhile, alternate between their 
pizzicato accompaniment from the second movement and the sustained dissonances from the first that 
ultimately form 4’s conclusion.

— James A. Grymes


