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Composer, concert presenter, educator, and arts administrator, Theodore Wiprud 
has played many important roles in American musical life since the 1980s. His ongoing work with  
musicians, students, and communities – currently as Director of Education at the New York Philharmonic 
and host of the Philharmonic’s Young People’s Concerts – corresponds with music described as “rewarding 
to perform,” “warmly received by audiences,” and “destined to set a high standard.”
 Theodore Wiprud was born in 1958 in Washington, DC. He was studying biochemistry at Harvard 
in 1980 when a chance encounter with the music of David Del Tredici altered his life plans. He went on 
to study with Del Tredici first at Boston University (earning a master’s degree) and then privately. After 
establishing the music department at Walnut Hill School in Massachusetts, Mr. Wiprud embarked on a 
year’s sojourn in England, studying with Robin Holloway as a Visiting Scholar at St. Edmund’s College, 
Cambridge. It was there that he encountered Dante’s The Divine Comedy, which inspired his breakthrough 
piece, String Quartet No. 1, “Refining Fire” and later his orchestral score Hosannas of the Second Heaven.
Wiprud spent the summer of 1990 at the Aspen Festival working with Bernard Rands and Jacob 
Druckman. He settled in New York working for Meet The Composer, under the mentorship of John 
Duffy, which enabled him to support the work of composers across the country. During this period he 
composed his blues-based A Georgia Song on the poem by Maya Angelou and his large-scale Saxophone 
Quartet, co-commissioned by the MATA new music festival in its inaugural season.
 His more recent works include American Journal, setting Robert Hayden’s great poem for baritone 
and string quartet; Grail for string orchestra; a violin concerto for soloist Ittai Shapira, reflecting on the 
legacy of Hurricane Katrina; and his first opera, My Last Duchess. 

t h e  m u s i c
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Theodore Wiprud came of age as a composer as the rigorous precepts of both serialism and classic mini-
malism yielded to a flowering of musical plurality. His works characteristically employ a freely tonal 
approach to harmony, convey specific emotional climates, and often reflect aspects of spiritual experience. 
Nonetheless, the four pieces on this recording sound quite different from one another. “I approach each 
project as a fresh conception,” he says, “and one piece doesn’t typically carry on from an earlier one. 
Each has it own reason for being.” His works reveal a particular interest in structural possibilities that 



The image of a spinning soul bursting with light and music, drawing 
sparks into his vortex, proved fertile material for my imagination. 
In the music, I alternate distinct musical ideas in the terza rima pat-
tern, sometimes as jarring juxtapositions, sometimes in a seamless 
flow. Through the opening swirls, a rhythmic motive derived from 
the word hosanna emerges, and soon a long-breathed melody, in 
chant-like whole steps, intones the rhythms of the three-line Latin 
hymn, one of two Gregorian hymn tunes I use that are specifically 
mentioned by Dante. The music proceeds through moods now 
graceful, now athletic; and as the hymn returns, the whole mass  
of swirling sound ascends, recedes, and vanishes.

Wiprud’s String Quartet No. 1, Refining Fire takes as its starting point Cantos XXV-XXVII of Purgatorio. 
Again Wiprud employs the terza rima scheme to achieve effects that, as he puts it, range from “a confusion 
of cross-cutting to an easy conversational back-and-forth.” He explains:

This quartet has three main sections, following the narrative: Dante 
(in the position of the listener) encounters a wall of flame forcing 
him toward the edge of a miles-high precipice; all is confusion; he 
becomes aware of souls passing through the flame, and eventually 
of the hymn they sing. In the middle section, the souls of the lustful 
who have repented are personified as the great love poets. They 
converse with Dante in their various inflections and meters. In the 
final section, Dante realizes that he must pass through the flame 
himself to reach his beloved Beatrice. In terror, he makes his  
way through and is transformed. He hears ever more clearly the 
hymn sung by an angel on the far side, welcoming him to the gates 
of Paradise. I have used two Gregorian hymn tunes specifically 
mentioned by Dante—the first as the climax of the first section, 
and the second as the angel’s song.”

The other works on this disc are not Dante-derived, but rather reflect the composer’s responses to cross-
cultural inspiration. When the tenor Darryl Taylor asked Wiprud to set poetry of Maya Angelou for him, the 
composer worried, “How can a white composer offer an authentic musical response to African-American 
poetry rooted in a history of striving against oppression?” Wiprud continues: “Taylor responded that any 
composer can and should bring an individual response to any poetry they find moving. I was moved and 

are more frequently encountered in poetry than in music. The rhapsodic outpouring of A Georgia Song is 
essentially mandated by the poem it sets—a reasonable expectation for vocal works—but Wiprud some-
times impresses poetic forms on his strictly instrumental music, too. For example, the interlocking terza 
rima pattern, famously used by Dante, exerts its influence over two of the pieces presented here, perhaps 
evoking also the “chains” structure championed by Lutosławski, whose music Wiprud admires deeply. 
 Dante towers imposingly at the summit of literary achievement, but his overwhelming presence seems 
to have intimidated many composers. Liszt and Tchaikovsky created enduring musical classics inspired by 
The Divine Comedy, and Puccini pondered using it as the basis for an (unrealized) operatic triptych, but the 
roster is surprisingly short given the richness of the source. Wiprud became consumed with Dante while 
studying composition with Robin Holloway as a Visiting Scholar at St. Edmund’s College, Cambridge. 
This CD includes two of the several Dante-inspired works that resulted from this immersion, Wiprud’s 
symphonic Hosannas of the Second Heaven (germinated from a passage from Dante’s Paradiso) and his String 
Quartet No. 1, Refining Fire (reflecting a vision from Purgatorio).
 In both cases Dante’s imagery suggests the works’ expressive terrain, but the poetry also pervades 
these compositions at a deeper level. Their basic musical unrolling follows the terza rima verse pattern 
used in the Divine Comedy: aba, bcb, cdc, and so on until, at the poem’s conclusion, Dante finally find his 
desire and his will aligning towards “the Love which moves the sun and the other stars.” Hosannas of the 
Second Heaven was specifically inspired by a passage from Canto VIII of Paradiso: 

“Hosanna sanctus Deus sabaoth,
Superi lustrans claritae tua,
Felices ignes malacoth!”

Thus as he sang, I saw that substance pure,
Twin-lustered with his two-fold luminance,
Revolve to his own music, whose allure

Drew with himself the rest into the dance,
And, like to sparks which quickly fly away,
Suddenly distance hid them from my glance.
 
Dante, Paradiso, Canto VII: 1-9 (trans. Dorothy L. Sayers)

“Dante’s conception is a place of profound joy,” observes Wiprud, “but also resounding music, great 
energy, and very physical imagery.” This passage refers to Justinian, a sixth-century Christian Roman 
emperor of Constantinople, a man of action. Wiprud explains:



A Georgia Song

We swallow the odors of Southern cities,
Fat back boiled to submission,
Tender evening poignancies of 
Magnolia and the great green
Smell of fresh sweat.
In Southern fields,
The sound of distant
Feet running, or dancing,
And the liquid notes of 
Sorrow songs,
Waltzes, screams, and 
French quadrilles float over 
The loam of Georgia.

Sing me to sleep, Savannah.

Clocks run down in Tara’s halls and dusty
Flags droop their unbearable 
Sadness.

Remember our days, Susannah.

Oh, the blood-red clay,
Wet still with ancient 
Wrongs, and Abenaa
Singing her Creole airs to Macon.
We long, dazed, for winter evenings
And a whitened moon,
And the snap of controllable fires.

Cry for our souls, Augusta.

We need a wind to strike 
Sharply, as the thought of love
Betrayed can stop the heart.
An absence of tactile
Romance, no lips offering
Succulence, nor eyes
Rolling, disconnected from
A Sambo face.

Dare us new dreams, Columbus.

A cool new moon, a
Winter’s night, calm blood,
Sluggish, moving only
Out of habit, we need
Peace.

Oh Atlanta, oh deep, and
Once lost city,

Chant for us a new song. A song
Of Southern peace.

Maya Angelou (b.1928)
© 1983 Maya Angelou
All rights reserved.  
Used by permission.

challenged by his conviction, and soon completed A Georgia Song, a setting of Maya Angelou’s poem of the 
same name, for tenor with soprano saxophone and piano.” He continues:

Maya Angelou’s deeply ambivalent paean to the American South 
invokes the names of Georgia cities and towns, with warm associa-
tions of home as well as blood-chilling recollections of cruelty.  
This extended song was the first work I composed on returning 
from a year in England, where I marinated in all things European. 
It was in A Georgia Song that I declared my allegiance to the whole 
panoply of American musics, and influences on this work range 
accordingly from Charles Ives to Robert Johnson. 

As an ensemble, the saxophone quartet enjoys neither the long tradition nor the widespread devoted 
audience of the string quartet. But Wiprud finds that the two have much in common. “For some time I 
considered writing for saxophone quartet” he says, “because it is the only wind group really comparable 
to the string quartet in homogeneity and expressive range; to me, it is the American answer to the string 
quartet.” He continues:

Among other things, my Saxophone Quartet emerged as a study  
of the whole step, the most basic melodic interval, which in  
different contexts can mean many different things. The whole step 
is the opening gesture of the first movement, marked Assertive; it is 
prominent in all of that movement’s melodic material, which ranges 
from stern motivic cells to gleeful dances to monumental chorales. 
The second movement is a scherzo with driving outer sections in  
5/4 meter. The inner section, which actually constitutes the work’s 
slow movement, is a ballad with recurring whole-step motion, 
inspired by several of John Coltrane’s compositions. In the repeat of 
the fast scherzo, the players have the opportunity to improvise over 
the ostinato bass line. The final movement picks up exactly where 
the first movement left off, developing the first movement’s coda 
into a whirlwind of runs, punctuated by another whole-step melody 
and by brisk, rising chorales.

—Notes by James M. Keller

James M. Keller, the Program Annotator of the New York Philharmonic and the San Francisco 
Symphony, is the author of Chamber Music: A Listener’s Guide (Oxford University Press).



and Michael Jackson; and jazz greats like Donald 
Byrd, Hank Jones, Phil Woods, Tony Bennett, 
and Maria Schneider. Currently assistant profes-
sor of jazz studies at the University of Toronto, 
Mr. Ries has released seven CDs as a leader. 

Juilliard-trained pianist Maria Thompson 
Corley has appeared on radio, television, 
and concert stages throughout North America  
and Europe. Her recordings include Dreamer: 
A Portrait of Langston Hughes, on the Naxos label; 
Twelve Etudes for Solo Piano, with music by Leslie 
Adams; Soulscapes, a recording of solo piano 
music by African American women, on Albany; 
and Of the Father’s Love Begotten, a collection of 
Christmas music. 

Five Letter Four came to New York from 
Virginia and Maryland in the fall of 2008 for three 
intense days of rehearsals culminating in a four-
hour studio session of unbridled playing for this 
recording. The quartet members have known 
each other and played together for many years in 
the past, but never in this formation. Wayne 
Tice (soprano) is the principal saxophonist in the 
West Point Band. He was the first saxophone 
soloist to perform with the People’s Liberation 
Army Band, Beijing. Mr. Tice holds degrees from 
Old Dominion University and the University of 
Massachusetts, Amherst. James McCain (alto), 
a member of the West Point Band from 2005-
2008, has performed with the New York 

Philharmonic, the Baltimore Symphony 
Orchestra, and the Long Island Symphonic  
Wind Ensemble. He studied at the Peabody 
Conservatory and the University of Michigan  
with Gary Louie and Don Sinta. David Pope 
(tenor), with degrees from University of 
Massachusett, Amherst, and Eastman School of 
Music, authors a regular column in Saxophone 
Journal and has publications with Hal Leonard, 
Dorn Publications, and Ex Tempore. He is 
Associate Professor of Saxophone at James 
Madison University in Virginia. Brian Sacawa 
(baritone) has a career ranging from the concert 
hall to club settings and including premieres of 
more than 50 new works by both established  
and emerging composers. Mr. Sacawa is the 
Executive Director of Mobtown Modern,  
a new music series at the Contemporary  
Museum in Baltimore, and author of the blog 
“Sounds Like Now.”

The Bohuslav Martinuo Philharmonic 
Orchestra, established in Zlín, Czech Republic, 
in 1945, has been led by principal conductor 
Stanislav Vavrínek since 2008. With a repertoire 
ranging from major symphonic works to jazz and 
popular music, the orchestra gives concerts in 
Zlín as well as touring in the Czech Republic and 
abroad. Its performances can be heard on many 
labels, including Albany, Naxos, and Centaur. 

Kirk Trevor has been Music Director of the 
Indianapolis Chamber Orchestra since 1988 and 
the Missouri Symphony since 2000. Born and 
educated in England, Trevor trained in cello and 
was a conducting student of the late Sir Adrian 
Boult. He became Resident Conductor with the 
Dallas Symphony in 1982 and won the Leonard 
Bernstein Conducting Competition in 1990.  
Mr. Trevor was from 1995 to 1999 Chief 
Conductor of the Bohuslav Martinuo Philharmonic 
Orchestra. Since 2000 he has made over 50 
albums of new American music with the Slovak 
Radio Symphony Orchestra in Bratislava. 

The Ciompi Quartet, founded in 1965, is 
Duke University’s Quartet in Residence, where  
it plays a leading role in the cultural life of the 
University. In a career that includes hundreds of 
concerts and spans five continents, the Quartet 
has developed a reputation for performances of 
intelligence and sophistication, with emphasis  
on each player’s individual voice. Close ties  

to numerous composers continue to produce 
important contributions to the repertoire,  
with recordings of works by Paul Schoenfield, 
Stephen Jaffe, Scott Lindroth, and Mark Kuss, 
among others.

Darryl Taylor has sung in concert halls across 
the United States and Europe. His recordings, 
Love Rejoices: Songs of H. Leslie Adams (Albany 
Records), and Dreamer: A Portrait of Langston 
Hughes (Naxos Records, American Classics Series) 
have received lavish acclaim. In 2006 he released 
three CDs, Poetry Preludes: Music of Richard 
Thompson and Fields of Wonder: Songs of Robert 
Owens, both on Videmus/Albany Records, and 
Louis Moreau Gottschalk: Complete Orchestral Works 
and Escénas Campestres Cubanas with the Grammy-
nominated Hot Springs Festival Orchestra (Naxos 
Records, American Classics Series). It was also  
a year of transition for Taylor from tenor to 
countertenor. A native of Detroit, Michigan, 
Darryl Taylor holds degrees from the University 
of Southern California and the University of 
Michigan. Dr. Taylor is on the music faculty  
of the University of California, Irvine.

Saxophonist, composer, arranger, and producer 
Tim Ries received degrees from both The 
University of North Texas (BM) and The 
University of Michigan (MM). His performing 
and recording credits include icons like The 
Rolling Stones, Stevie Wonder, Paul Simon,  
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f i r e  i n  h e a v e n  a n d  e a r t h  z music of theodore wiprud

	 1	 Hosannas of the Second Heaven	[6:06]
	 	 Bohuslav	Martinu	Philharmonic	|	Kirk	trevor,	conductor

	 2	 String	Quartet	No.	1,	Refining Fire	[10:17]
	 	 Ciompi	Quartet

	 3	 A Georgia Song	[14:14]
	 	 Darryl	taylor,	tenor
	 	 tim	ries,	soprano	saxophone
	 	 Maria	Corley,	piano

	 	 Saxophone	Quartet
	 4	 Assertive	[11:04]
	 5	 Punchy;	Gentle	swing	time	[8:24]
	 6	 Brisk	[4:43]

	 	 Five	Letter	Four

	 	 Total	Time	=	54:50
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