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Also, critics and musicologists haven’t known how to categorize Wilder’s music because his work 
doesn’t fit clearly into any single category, so they refrained from discussing him at all. Wilder 
created his classical chamber music with elements of musical theatre, song, and jazz. The classical 
world thought he had too much jazz to be classical, and the jazz world thought there was too much 
classical. 

Besides his chamber music, art songs, jazz, and solo piano pieces, Wilder composed operas, 
musicals, film scores, choral pieces, and large ensemble works that include his Child’s Introduction to 
the Orchestra. He also wrote witty movements and lighthearted works, and critics failed to recognize 
the craftsmanship in his work, passing them off as trite or mere entertainment.

Alec Wilder never tried to be fashionable or to please the critics. He just went his own way, ignoring 
changing compositional trends and rejecting almost all commissions. He composed because he 
“had to,” as he once told me, because something fascinated him. Upon hearing a group of flutists 
perform several of his chamber works, Wilder remarked that he’d written dozens of other works that 
he had never heard performed.

Most of his chamber works were written specifically for friends and the instruments of performers he 
knew because he sensed that they would accept his craft. He felt safe with them. Their appreciation 
and encouragement inspired Wilder to compose additional works. Wilder even wrote music for the 
children of his friends. It was his friends in the profession who took it on themselves to foster and 
promote his cause, and that is the main reason for the public notice he did receive.

Wilder had very few friends in the orchestral world. As a result, one primarily hears his chamber 
music for winds and brass played on recitals in colleges and universities. Wilder enthusiasts have 
passed on their love for his suites and sonatas, duos, trios, quintets, and their passion for his oeuvre, 
to the next generation of students.

While his songs were recorded by singers like Peggy Lee, Mabel Mercer, Billie Holiday, Sarah 
Vaughan, Ella Fitzgerald, Crosby, Sinatra, and Bennett, there are dozens of other songs that are 
barely known.  Since his passing in 1980 at age 73, a wonderful thing has been happening as 

reflections on alec wilder

UNLIKE MUCH OF HIS OTHER CHAMBER MUSIC, ALEC WILDER’S SOLO PIANO WORKS ARE 
MINIATURES, DELICATELY BALANCED, AND SUCCINCT. More than half the pieces and movements 
are under a minute in length as Wilder chose brevity in his expression, making his musical points in 
concise and contrasting musical statements. Given the rich, grand repertory for solo piano, Wilder 
never presumed that he could add to the huge output of the grand masters. Instead, he created little 
gems that challenge the artistry of the performer. 

For more than 40 years, I’ve been involved with Wilder’s chamber works and songs—listening, per-
forming, arranging concerts—and I am continuously amazed and fascinated with the directions he 
explored as a composer. With each listening of the Sonata-Fantasy, the most in-depth work on this 
recording, there are revelations from the opening notes. Movements two and four have surprising 
hypnotic pauses, sudden ornamentation, and unexpected harmonies. Sandwiched between them, 
movement three has a bluesy opening that invites the listener in and becomes more contrapuntal 
with cunning arpeggios before the opening theme returns. 

Alec Wilder traveled many roads in his life and crossed paths with the world’s greatest musicians. 
The diverse short list includes soprano Eileen Farrell, popular singers Frank Sinatra and Tony Bennett, 
composer/conductor Gunther Schuller, the New York Woodwind and Brass Quintets, Eastman Wind 
Ensemble, jazz pianist Marian McPartland, guitarist Gene Bertoncini, and saxophonists Stan Getz 
and Gerry Mulligan. They all appreciated the rare and special qualities in Wilder’s work. Perhaps only 
the music of Gershwin and Bernstein crossed over and embraced as many genres and musical styles. 
This is what makes Wilder an American original. Nearly 70 years have passed since the recording of 
the first of Wilder’s unique Octets for woodwinds that included a jazz rhythm section of harpsichord, 
bass, and drums, yet his works continue to resonate with musicians today. 

Ironically, much of Wilder’s prodigious body of work remains to be discovered. There are several 
reasons for this. Foremost, Wilder did almost nothing to promote himself or his music. Having 
studied privately at Eastman but never formally enrolling, he refused to submit a single work to be 
considered for publication, partially for fear of rejection.



notes on the music

Alec Wilder (February 16, 1907 – December 
24, 1980) allowed his compositional instincts 
to venture into a distinctive musical language. 
Possessing a unique wealth of melodic inven-
tion, his themes vary from the extremely 
contrapuntal, twelve-tone theme of the first 
movement of Suite for Piano I to the simplistic 
statement of a folk tune presented in the last 
movement of the same suite. His employment 
of chromaticism allows for an intensity of 
melodic expression that also lends itself to har-
monic progressions that defy traditional analy-
sis. With his sense of tonal freedom, it is not 
uncommon to discover that the final cadence 
of a movement is in an entirely different key 
from the beginning of the same movement. 
 Wilder displays an eclectic approach to 
composition. For example, elements of jazz 
and popular song are juxtaposed with stricter 
canons or passacaglias. The third movement 
of the Sonata-Fantasy transforms the synco-
pated rhythms of an infectious jazz theme 
into a canonic version of the same theme. 
Experimentation in his compositions extends 
to exploration of the acoustical elements of the 
instrument as well. In the second movement 
of Suite for Piano I, Wilder wrote “play the 
entire piece with the damper pedal down” at 
the top of the score; and in the second move-
ment of Suite for Piano III, he indicated for 

the damper pedal to sustain certain low bass 
tones throughout the changing harmonies.
 When writing for the solo piano, Wilder 
grouped a collection of shorter compositions 
to form a larger musical set. Three distinct 
types of musical sets are apparent on this 
album. The first type consists of three sets of 
very short compositions that flow quickly from 
one musical thought to the next. These sets 
consist of Hardy Suite, Un Deuxième Essai, and 
Twelve Mosaics. Intended as teaching pieces, 
and subtitled “for piano students of all ages…
music for recreation, instruction, and recitals,” 
Twelve Mosaics features the shortest pieces on 
the album.
 The second set type consists of four suites 
for piano. The movements in these suites are 
longer and usually more involved composition-
ally than the three sets containing shorter piec-
es, and the piano pieces seem more randomly 
selected, lending less cohesion to the overall 
musical set. 
 In contrast to the other types of musical 
sets, the Sonata-Fantasy is conceived as a large 
four-movement work with clear relationships 
between the movements. For example, the 
theme for the second movement is foreshad-
owed in the middle of the first movement and 
the last movement brings back the primary 
theme of each movement in a cyclical manner.
 Whether with formal structures, harmonic 
progressions or melodic phrasing, Wilder is 

a new generation of singers is becoming aware of these songs and recording them. In time these 
unknown works may join the ranks of his hits from the 1940’s that are already part of the great 
American songbook. 

But what is it about Wilder’s music that is so compelling?  Gunther Schuller, one of this country’s 
greatest musicians and brilliant musical minds once told me that he felt Wilder “to be one of this 
country’s greatest melodists.” The man could write a memorable song. Even in his chamber music, 
melody is the focus of his expression. Some of his slow movements, with their beautiful and sinuous 
lines, are profoundly moving. The brief Mosaics, complete despite their brevity and design as teaching 
pieces, are shaped in a most compelling manner whether a waltz, dark and brooding, dramatic and 
bold, or the simplest melody like Mosaic No. 1.

There is a challenge when performing Alec’s chamber music. Most classical musicians are trained to 
play precisely what is on the page. That doesn’t work with Wilder’s music, and he knew it because he 
felt his notations were just clues to bringing his music to life. “Nothing happened,” he’d say, until the 
performers brought themselves into the music and allowed subtle nuances to unfold. I saw firsthand 
how thrilled and exhilarated he became when musicians managed to “kick open the door” and find 
the secrets and rewards on the other side. This was his greatest satisfaction. Performers needed to 
respond intuitively and interact with his music before it could be heard. Wilder believed that perform-
ers should receive 50 percent of the credit when performing his music. I’ve worked with more than 
100 composers and have rarely heard a similar comment.

The music on this CD, beautifully and elegantly performed and interpreted by pianist John Noel 
Roberts, marks the debut recording of many of Wilder’s solo piano works. They are a treat to hear.

—Reflections by Robert Levy, creator/host
Preservation of the Music and Life’s Work: Alec Wilder

alecwildermusicandlife.com 
June 2011



a composer who valued his intuitive instincts 
in the creative process more than studied or 
careful reason. This approach to composition 
lends a freedom of expression and imagination 
to his compositions that mark his style in a 
very intimate and personal manner. 
—John N. Roberts

the performer

John Noel Roberts is a consum-
mate pianist and teacher who 
has demonstrated his interpre-
tive skills, technical ability and 
his wide-ranging repertoire in 
solo and concerto performances 

in Australia, Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, 
Singapore, Thailand, India, Italy, Great Britain, 
Canada and the United States. 
 He has participated in A Winter Musical 
Feast, a chamber music festival in Perth, 
Australia; performed in Hibiki Hall in 
Kitakyshu, Japan; and presented recitals at 
L’auditorium Nuovo Montemezzi, Verona and 
the Teatro Olympico, Vicenze in Italy.
 Atlanta Audio Society’s reviews of his lat-
est Chopin and Brahms recordings state that 
“his Chopin third Sonata captures all the poet-
ry, the variety and the pure depth of feeling 
that the composer invested in this work” and 
 

 “Roberts’ strongly characterized performances 
strike just the right note. They are robust with-
out losing any of the vital details in the music. 
Roberts’ tone is firm, particularly in the open-
ing movements where Brahms derives maxi-
mum sonority from widely spaced chords,  
and he avoids any trace of self-conscious  
dramatics.” – New Classik Reviews
 Roberts is a graduate of the Eastman 
School of Music, where he was a student 
of Eugene List and Barry Snyder and was 
awarded the Performer’s Certificate in Piano. 
He continued his graduate studies at the Yale 
University School of Music, where he earned 
the Doctor of Musical Arts degree. At Yale, he 
studied with Claude Frank and Ward Davenny 
and won the Sprague Hall Competition.
 Formerly Artist in Residence and 
Head of Music at the Western Australian 
Conservatorium of Music of the Edith Cowan 
University, Roberts has also served on the 
faculties at Furman University, the University 
of North Carolina at Charlotte and Mercer 
University. Currently, he serves as Professor of 
Piano and Director of the School of Music at 
Stephen F. Austin State University.   
 John Noel Roberts can be heard on 
the ACA Digital Recording releases Frederic 
Chopin: Poetry at the Piano (CM20089); Quest: 
Piano Works by Sister Mary Elaine Gentemann 
(EM30009) and The Complete Piano Sonatas 
of Johannes Brahms (CM20099).
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