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 Many of the concerns reflected in Edwards’ work as a teacher and essayist are of a 
piece with those at the core of his compositional activity. Chief among these is his desire 
to create music that moves meaningfully through time. One of his persistent criticisms of 
modernist music is what he sees as its tendency to negate the sense of the passage of time 
and goal-directed motion in favor of an overemphasis on stasis, discontinuity and a sense 
of the musical work more as an object in space than as a powerful conveyor of a narrative. 
A pervasive awareness of musical time — including precise control of meter, phrasing 
and tempo relationships — is at the heart of Edwards’ attempt to wed quintessentially 
modernist gestures (including moments of stasis and discontinuity) with the temporal 
richness of the greatest music of the Western tradition.
 His longtime friend and colleague, the composer and theorist Fred Lerdahl, identi-
fies three basic strands in George’s music. First, he aptly describes it as “relentlessly 
contrapuntal,” citing J. S. Bach as a primary influence. Second, he notes that while 
Edwards’ music is not truly serial in its organization, the twelve-tone works of Schoenberg 
and Webern have had a profound effect on him as a composer. Besides their approach 
to pitch relationships, their influence on Edwards can be felt in his penchant for large 
melodic leaps, fragmented surfaces, and formal complexity and compression. In his essay 
“‘The Pleasure of Its Being Over’: A View of Contemporary Music,” Edwards describes 
Schoenberg’s twelve-tone works as “among the most courageous and successful attempts 
to write modernist music which is also firmly attached to tradition.” Finally, Edwards has 
always had a strong affinity for the lyrical intensity and harmonic richness of late Romantic 
Austro-German repertoire, from Wagner through Mahler and the early tonal works 
of Schoenberg and Berg. These three strands, disparate as they might at first appear, 
coalesce in important ways to form the essence of George’s unique compositional voice.  
 The Bachian polyphonic rigor undergirds, grounds and mitigates the modernist dis-
junction of the individual melodic lines. It is also worth noting that, despite the frequency 
of leaps in his melodies, there is always a significant amount of purely stepwise chromatic 
voice leading in Edwards’ linear writing, a condition that also obtains in much of the late 
Romantic music he so admires. The Schoenbergian/Webernian pitch manipulations, as 
often as not, are used to generate harmonies that would not be at all out of place in post-
Wagnerian contexts.

In the fall of 1982, George Edwards taught a seminar at 
Columbia University called “Twentieth Century Styles  
and Techniques.” I signed up for his class, having recently arrived in 
New York to begin my doctoral studies in composition at Columbia. Though 
I did not know George and had not yet heard a note of his music, it quickly 
became clear while sitting in that seminar room that I was in the presence 
of a formidable intellect. The first work we explored was a large portion of 

the third act of Tristan und Isolde, a score that — like all of the others we would examine 
that semester — he knew intimately, playing entire passages from memory on the piano 
to illustrate his points. His remarkable abilities as a musical analyst were immediately 
impressive; it was equally impressive to learn what sorts of things left him unimpressed: 
pretentiousness, jargon, cant, modishness, and the uncritical acceptance and parroting of 
conventional wisdom. Whenever he posed a question to the class about the work at hand 
he was fully prepared to remain silent for what could seem an eternity until someone 
ventured a response. Only when it became obvious that an adequate one would not be 
forthcoming did he move to the blackboard and proceed to astonish us with the clarity, 
depth and precision of his thinking. George’s observations always were brilliant, but 
most importantly, they always were grounded not merely in what was visible in the pages 
of a score but also in what was genuinely hearable in the music.
 The thoughtfulness and rigor that he brought to his teaching are equally evident 
in the essays that he wrote during the late 1980s and 1990s. Many of these originally 
appeared in various musical and literary journals. They have been gathered together 
(along with a few previously unpublished items) as Collected Essays on Modern and 
Classical Music, issued by Scarecrow Press in honor of Edwards’ retirement from 
Columbia University as MacDowell Professor of Music Emeritus. The essays, aimed at a 
sophisticated, musically cultured yet nonspecialist audience, reveal Edwards as a stylist 
of uncommon elegance, wit and insight as they treat a variety of subjects with which he 
has long been deeply engaged. These include the state of contemporary composition, 
postmodernist aesthetics and theory, the relationship between current notions of histori-
cally informed performance practice and musical modernism, and the analysis of music 
by Haydn and Schubert. 



characterized by grace notes, often treated imitatively 
or sequentially; and 4) a sort of quick passacaglia, which 
always begins before you notice it and usually ends after 
you’ve stopped noticing it. I think these ‘noises’ have 
enough in common to interact naturally (there are a cou-
ple of brief traffic jams); but they should be easy enough 
to identify that their interaction is fairly transparent.”

To enlarge slightly on Edwards’ comments, the first expansion outward from a tone clus-
ter occurs within the work’s first 20 seconds, suggesting rustling or murmuring — incho-
ate sounds that gradually become more distinct. The chordal idea appears after about 
30 seconds have passed, like an elegant, stately dance. (While all four of the materials 
Edwards describes continually recur and are extensively developed, it is this second one 
that will return near the end in the most direct and unchanged way, affording the great-
est sense of recapitulation.) His grace-note infused melody is introduced in the flute, with 
what initially behaves like a typical accompaniment figure in the piano, and his “quick 
passacaglia” is a repeating cycle of pitches in the marimba over which the alto flute and 
bass clarinet spin sustained lyrical lines.
Despite the chromaticism and contrapuntal intricacy of Edwards’ musical language, as 
well as those occasional “traffic jams” he mentions, there is a textural lucidity and overall 
gentleness in this piece that comport well with the Shakespeare quote. The Isle is Full of 
Noises wears its rigor lightly, aided by Edwards’ delicate and subtle orchestration.

SUAVE MARI MAGNO (1984)
Suave Mari Magno, composed for the pianist Alan Feinberg and given its first perfor-
mance by him in 1985, is perhaps the clearest illustration on this disc of romanticism ren-
dered into Edwards’ personal “dialect of modernism.” Its title, like that of The Isle is Full 
of Noises, comes from a literary source, in this case the opening of Book II of Lucretius’ 
epic poem De Rerum Natura: “It is sweet, when seas are high...” In his program note 
Edwards writes: 

“The image of high seas — whether experienced directly, 
or, as in Lucretius, from a distance and by a detached 
and comfortable observer — came to mind constantly as I 

 With the publication of his essays and the release of this superb new recording, we 
are all fortunate to have the opportunity to engage with a composer and thinker of the first 
magnitude. At the end of the essay quoted above, having enumerated and discussed the 
difficulties attendant upon the reception by audiences and critics of challenging contem-
porary music, George manages to hold out some hope for its survival, as he muses with 
characteristic equanimity:

“I have heard strong neoromantic works; and minimalism 
seems to compensate for the glacial pacing of the indi-
vidual work by the rapidity with which it is recapitulating 
the history of music. No one can yet judge the possibilities 
for various hybrid musics. There will probably always be 
a few oddballs who take music seriously; they will be the 
only audience that matters. In any case, like those 17th-
century soldiers who continued to wear armor long after 
battle was dominated by guns, I expect to continue writing 
romantic works in my own dialect of modernism.” 

THE ISLE IS FULL OF NOISES (1995)
“Be not afraid; the isle is full of noises,/Sounds and sweet airs that give delight and hurt 
not.” Caliban’s reassuring words to Stephano, taken from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, 
Act III, Scene 2, are the source of Edwards’ title. The work was commissioned for the 
San Francisco Contemporary Players, California EAR Unit and the New York New Music 
Ensemble, with the assistance of a grant from the Meet the Composer/Reader’s Digest 
Commissioning Program, in partnership with the National Endowment for the Arts and the 
Lila Wallace-Reader’s Digest Fund. Edwards offers the following guidance for the listener: 

“The narrative of the piece can perhaps best be under-
stood by following the development, interaction and 
progeny of its four main ‘noises,’ all introduced in the first 
quarter of the work. These are: 1) expansion from, and/
or collapse into, a cluster; 2) a soft, oddly-voiced chordal 
idea which develops and expands despite frequent 
returns to (what isn’t quite) its beginning; 3) a brief tune 



length, Edwards describes them as “differentiated less by tempo than by the character 
of their discourse. The first movement is high-strung, fragmented — sudden change is an 
integral part of its vocabulary. Eventually, frantic juxtapositions tend to give way to more 
and more sustained and continuous development.” In other words, the first movement 
concerns itself primarily with lyrical music gradually encroaching upon mercurial and 
volatile material that dominates at the outset. In addition, for much of this movement refer-
ence to tonal centers is largely absent. Edwards continues:

“The second movement is a set of variations on a slow and 
somber theme which is first paraphrased by the cello. 
Twice the continuity of the variations is interrupted by 
extended intrusions of scherzo or rondo-like material; the 
points of greatest intensity occur as these intrusions are 
gradually forced to submit to the gravitational pull of the 
harmonies (some odd kind of D minor) on which the varia-
tions are based.”

The D minor harmonies Edwards refers to are suggested at the very outset of the second 
movement in the cello solo; its low D is embellished by the pitch a half step above it, 
E-flat, which likewise is ornamented by a quick grace note figure. Less than a minute into 
the theme, we finally hear a D minor triad, approached obliquely. The opening material 
returns near the end, somewhat altered yet still clearly recognizable. This movement 
inverts the basic conceit of the previous one: rather than unstable, constantly changing 
material gradually being overtaken by more lyrical music, the lyrical passages here pre-
dominate but are subjected to the incursion of much faster, more mutable material, which 
in the end fails to pull free of their influence.

CZECHED SWING (1994)
Of Czeched Swing the composer writes: “What at first seems to be a set of piano variations 
gradually turns into a free fantasy.” While Edwards has always enjoyed giving his pieces 
punning titles, he gives no indication in his terse program note as to the significance of 
this one. In baseball, a “checked swing” results when a batter begins to swing at a ball, 
but stops (checks) the swing just before that ball reaches home plate. In the context of 
this work, “swing” obviously refers to the jazzy triplet-based rhythmic figure first heard at 

wrote the piece (in land-locked northern Vermont). Waves 
are suggested by the division of the piano into three basic 
registers: in the middle, the almost constant undulating 
swell of three voices; below, the menacing whirlpools 
of the more intermittent bass; and on top, the glistening 
spray of an upper voice which is sometimes a real soprano 
line, but more often an alter ego of the bass.” 

In contrast to the relatively bright and varied palette of The Isle is Full of Noises, Edwards 
here embraces a darker, more brooding form of expression and takes full advantage 
of the timbral, registral and textural resources of traditional 19th and early 20th century 
piano writing, allowing his play of the waves to run the gamut from gentle lapping to 
powerful surges. He adds at the end of his note that “Suave Mari Magno uses harmonic 
techniques usually associated with atonal music to create a work which is broadly tonal, if 
not triadic.” The most obvious tonal anchor is the vaguely ominous, irregularly tolling low 
B-flat at the beginning; this returns initially just prior to the four-minute mark, and again 
near the end of the piece. Other harmonies common in 19th century practice occur and 
recur as well. A good example takes place just after seven minutes have elapsed, at the 
work’s first major climax; in a tonal context, this harmony, built over a low E in the bass, 
would be interpreted as a dominant 11th chord, a usage found in Romantic music at least 
as far back as Schumann. Another way for listeners to maintain their formal moorings is 
by noting a lyrical passage, featuring a melody with a syncopated accompaniment figure, 
that first appears after approximately five minutes have gone by, and returns in an abbre-
viated form just prior to the piece’s conclusion.

STRING QUARTET NO. 2 (1982)
Edwards’ Second String Quartet was begun in December of 1980 and completed in New 
York in January of 1982. The Pro Arte Quartet premiered the work at Carnegie Recital 
Hall (now Weill Recital Hall) in 1984. Of the works presented on this recording, it in many 
respects embodies most thoroughly the merging of the three strands of Edwards’ musi-
cal personality discussed above: the tightly woven polyphonic web; the modernist pitch 
language and gestures (particularly in its first movement); and allusions to the extended 
tonality of late Romanticism. Its two movements are complementary. While similar in 



attempted — if never totally achievable — homogeneity of color to the rhythmic, registral 
and timbral breaking apart of the ensemble. Contrasted with these textural extremes are 
more continuous sections that, similarly to those in several of the other pieces on this disc, 
employ a syncopated accompaniment figure beloved of many 19th century composers. 
The delicate balance Edwards maintains in the Trio lies in the uneasy coexistence of the 
twilit Romanticism evoked in such passages with the modernist fragmentation that other-
wise holds sway.

—Notes by Hayes Biggs, Copyright © 2011.

its outset. The specificity of Edwards’ notation notwithstanding, Czeched Swing seems to 
evoke the spontaneity of a jazz improvisation, gradually working its way from a languor-
ous, almost bluesy beginning to a sometimes breezy, sometimes boisterous development 
of the initial swing figure at a much faster clip. This lasts for approximately a minute, after 
which the figure virtually disappears for the remainder of the piece, only to return one 
last time very softly and fleetingly a few pages from the end—the swing has effectively 
been checked. There being no overt references to Dvořák, Smetana or other things 
Bohemian, the spelling of the first word of the title remains an enigma.

HORN TRIO (1987)
Edwards composed his Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano for its first performers: hornist 
William Purvis, violinist Rolf Schulte and pianist Alan Feinberg. In his note for the work 
the composer observes:

“My Trio often finds rather perverse ways to treat its 
somewhat intractable combination of instruments. While 
the three players are often in conflict, they are more often 
asked to continue or color one another’s lines, to blend, or 
to take part in polyphony. Each player has to shift rapidly 
and frequently from soloist to equal partner to accompani-
ment. Formally, the piece lusts for continuous expansion 
into new territory…but it stubbornly insists on symmetri-
cal arch-like shapes.”

Despite his adoption of the “intractable” instrumentation of Brahms’ Op. 40, it is very 
often the influence of Webern that seems to come to the fore in Edwards’ Trio. Rapid shifts 
of tone color — often within lines that leap precipitously — certainly are key in this music, 
not only between instruments, but also just as often within the purview of a single instru-
ment. The violin, for example, has, besides the various colors obtainable by bowing, 
the option of different types of pizzicato playing. The horn, apart from the vivid timbral 
contrasts of its upper, middle and lower registers, can call upon the degrees of nasality 
and edginess afforded by its muting and stopping options. These, along with the seem-
ingly infinite variety of touch and attack of which the piano is capable, make possible 
lightning-quick kaleidoscopic changes. Some of the “arch-like shapes” of which Edwards 
speaks, including the work’s beginning, involve a move over a short time span from an 

the Performers
American conductor Jeffrey Milarsky is 
highly acclaimed worldwide for his impec-
cable musicianship, exhilarating presence 
and innovative programming. His wide 
ranging repertoire, which spans from Bach 
to Xenakis, has brought him to lead such 
accomplished groups as the American 
Composers Orchestra, MET Chamber 
Ensemble, The Los Angeles Philharmonic, 
The Milwaukee Symphony, Chamber 
Music Society of Lincoln Center, New 
York New Music Ensemble, Manhattan 
Sinfonietta, Speculum Musicae, Cygnus 
Ensemble, Fromm Players at Harvard 
University, and the New York Philharmonic 
chamber music series. In the United 
States and abroad, he has premiered and 
recorded works by groundbreaking con-
temporary composers, including Charles 
Wuorinen, Fred Lerdahl, Milton Babbitt, 
Elliott Carter, Gerard Grisey, Jonathan 

Dawe, Tristan Murail, Ralph Shapey,  
Luigi Nono, Mario Davidovsky and 
Wolfgang Rihm. 
 Mr. Milarsky is Senior Lecturer in 
Music at Columbia University, where he is 
the Music Director and Conductor of the 
Columbia University Orchestra. In addi-
tion, he is on the faculty of The Manhattan 
School of Music as Artistic Director and 
Conductor of the Percussion Ensemble as 
well as the Music Director of AXIOM, The 
Juilliard School’s critically acclaimed con-
temporary music ensemble. In September 
of 2008 he was named to the conducting 
faculty of the Juilliard School. 

Pianist Stephen Gosling enjoys a varied 
career as soloist and chamber musician 
with a particular focus on the music of our 
time. He is currently a member of the New 
York New Music Ensemble, American 
Modern Ensemble, and Ne(x)tworks. He 
is additionally a frequent guest of many 
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other groups, including the New York 
Philharmonic, Orpheus, the Chamber 
Music Society of Lincoln Center, Bang on a 
Can, and Absolute Ensemble. His work has 
garnered consistent critical acclaim, and 
he was profiled by The New York Times 
in October of 2005. Gosling earned his 
bachelor’s, master’s and Doctoral degrees 
at The Juilliard School, during which time 
he was awarded the Mennin Prize for 
Outstanding Excellence and Leadership 
in Music and the Sony Elevated Standards 
Fellowship. Gosling has collaborated with 
John Adams, Milton Babbitt, Elliott Carter, 
Steve Reich, John Zorn, Pierre Boulez, 
James Dillon, Brian Ferneyhough, Oliver 
knussen, and Marc-Anthony Turnage.

Described by The New York Times as 
“the picture of ensemble virtuosity,” the 
Manhattan Sinfonietta is an ensemble 
of virtuoso performers specializing in 
the performance of contemporary music. 
Under the baton of conductor and music 
director Jeffrey Milarsky, the Manhattan 
Sinfonietta has been committed to innova-
tive programming and masterful interpre-
tations.

The JACK Quartet has performed to criti-
cal acclaim in Europe and throughout the 
United States. It electrifies audiences with 
its “explosive virtuosity” (Boston Globe) 

and “viscerally exciting performances” 
(New York Times). The Washington Post 
commented, “The string quartet may be 
a 250-year-old contraption, but young, 
brilliant groups like the JACk Quartet are 
keeping it thrillingly vital.” The quartet’s 
recording of Xenakis’ complete string 
quartets appeared on “Best Of” lists from 
the Los Angeles Times, Boston Globe, New 
Yorker, NPR, and as “one of 2009’s most 
impressive recordings” from Time Out 
New York. The members of JACk are vio-
linists Christopher Otto and Ari Streisfeld, 
violist John Pickford Richards, and cellist 
kevin McFarland.

Composer Hayes Biggs, who provided 
the notes for this recording, has been 
awarded fellowships, residencies and 
commissions from the Composers 
Conference and Chamber Music Center 
at Wellesley, the Tanglewood Music 
Center, Yaddo, the MacDowell Colony, 
the John Simon Guggenheim Memorial 
Foundation, the Fromm Foundation at 
Harvard, the American Composers Forum 
and the Jerome Foundation. The Avalon 
String Quartet recently recorded his String 
Quartet: O Sapientia/Steal Away (2004) for 
Albany Records (TROY 1160). Since 1992 
Biggs has been a member of the faculty at 
the Manhattan School of Music. 
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  GeorGe edwards

 1 The Isle is Full of Noises [13:16]
  Manhattan Sinfonietta
  Jeffrey Milarsky, conductor

 2 Suave Mari Magno [11:55]
  Stephen Gosling, piano

  String Quartet No. 2 [22:25]
 3 I [10:21]
 4 II [11:56]
  Jack Quartet

 5 Czeched Swing [13:19]
  Stephen Gosling, piano

 6 Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano [10:37]
  Patrick Pridemore, French horn
  Aaron Boyd, violin
  Stephen Gosling, piano

  total time = 71:49
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