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The Piano Works
of James Lee III

The Composer
James Lee III, born 1975 in St. Joseph, Michigan cites as his major
composition teachers Michael Daugherty, William Bolcom, Bright
Sheng, Betsy Jolas, Susan Botti, Erik Santos and James Aikman.
As a composition fellow at the Tanglewood Music Center in the
summer of 2002, he added Osvaldo Golijov, Michael Gandolfi,
Steven Mackey and Kaija Saariaho to his roster of teachers, and
studied conducting with Stefan Asbury.
In 2006, Maestro Leonard Slatkin began to champion Dr. Lee’s
work. He premiered Beyond Rivers of Vision in Washington D.C. at the
Kennedy Center with the National Symphony Orchestra. During his
inaugural concerts as the new music director of the Detroit Symphony
Orchestra, Mr. Slatkin premiered A Different Soldier’s Tale with the orchestra in Detroit. The National
Symphony, Baltimore Symphony, Philadelphia Orchestra, Detroit Symphony, Memphis Symphony,
Cincinnati, Grand Rapids, Akron, and Indianapolis Symphony have performed James Lee III’s works.
James Lee III also came to the attention of the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra and they commissioned him to compose a work about the life of Harriet Tubman. The work is called Chuphshah!
Harriet’s Drive to Canaan. He was also named the third winner of the annual Sphinx Commissioning
Consortium. He composed a new work called Sukkot Through Orion’s Nebula that was premiered by
Michael Tilson Thomas and the New World Symphony Orchestra in Miami Beach, Florida.
Dr. Lee has also collaborated with the Ritz Chamber Players who gave the world premiere of
his Night Visions of Kippur (piano quintet) at the University of Washington Meany Hall in Seattle.
His newest work for band, Ancient Words, Current Realities! was premiered by the St. Olaf Band at
the College Band Directors National Association Conference in Greensboro, North Carolina. Dr. Lee’s

collaboration with pianist Dr. Rochelle Sennet resulted in the premiere of his Piano Sonata No. 2 “The
Remnant” at the University of Illinois, which also appears on this recording.
Dr. Lee also has ties to Brazil and his work for chorus and orchestra, A Revelação Através do
Santuário (The Revelation Through the Sanctuary) was premiered by Jetro Oliveira and the choir of
the Adventist University of São Paulo in Engenheiro Coelho and Americana, São Paulo, Brazil in
September 2013. Later that same year, mezzo soprano Denyce Graves and the Sphinx Virtuosi
premiered James Lee III’s arrangement of “Ev’ry Time I Feel the Spirit.” Dr. Lee is an Associate
Professor at Morgan State University in Baltimore, Maryland.

The Music
Piano Sonata No. 1 was composed during the summer and autumn of 2002. I started composing this
work as during part of my time as a composition fellow at the Tanglewood Music Center. This work is
cast into three movements and it follows a traditional structure of a first movement in sonata form,
a slow movement in the middle, and a rondo for the last movement. This particular sonata has no
external program, but is inspired by my interest of fast, forward moving rhythms. Movement two is
designed to be a wistful dreamlike rest between two very energetic movements.
I intended that Souls of Alkebulan would be a set of piano pieces that would display imagined
African rhythms and memories from Africa’s past. Alkebulan is the indigenous name for the continent
of Africa. It has been known to mean “Cradle of Civilization,” “Land of the Blacks,” and “Mother of
Mankind.” The first piece Vitality of Kemet evokes the wonderful civilization of ancient Egypt. This
particular piece has a variety of rhythmic motives that are a musical commentary on some of ancient
Egypt’s brilliant civilization. The second piece, Memories of Axum references the ancient empire of
Axum in northern Ethiopia. It was also an important trading nation. The quintal chords that are set

with pleasant minor second dissonances are a salute to this kingdom of the ancient world. Heart of
Kalimba utilizes a melodic and rhythmic motive that one might hear played on a kalimba (thumb piano).
These melodies eventually grow into very expressive passages of material that sing in celebration of
everyday life. The opening measures of Lost Treasures are based off of the Ethiopian Ambassel scale,
which is a type of hexatonic scale construct. This particular piece is a sort of lamentation that
reflects on the various jewels and other valuable gems, and human beings (slaves) that were taken
from Africa over the past few centuries. The final piece of this set, Warrior Dance, celebrates the
storytelling of tribal leaders and others. These stories often are reenactments of various important
historical events. Warrior Dance is also a commentary on musical rituals associated with victory
celebrations of a defeat of an enemy or a successful hunt. This piece also alludes to cross rhythms
characteristic of much of African music. Various passages also evoke a virtuoso mbira player. This
work is the sum of some of my latest interests in non-musical materials as sources of inspiration.
Souls of Alkebulan is dedicated to my wife Adnéia Alves Lee.
Fantasía Rítmica was composed in 2003. As the title suggests, this is a fantasy-like work
designed to explore various rhythms perhaps of Latin American origin. I have only suggested some
Latin American rhythms without quoting or incorporating any one style. There is a hint of jazz in
some of the harmonies. This is coupled with passages of an improvisatory nature. As Fantasía
Rítmica continues, there is a gentle hint of the Tango. This rhythmic fantasy continues to develop
its primary motive until a fiesta of a particularly wild nature ends with a playful, yet forceful coda.
Piano Sonata No. 2 was composed in 2011 for the pianist Rochelle Sennet to be premiered at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. This sonata is inspired by the following verse.
And the dragon was wroth with the woman, and went to make war with the remnant of her seed,
which keep the commandments of God, and have the testimony of Jesus Christ.
—Revelation 12:17

I have a deep interest in the visions of the biblical books of Daniel and Revelation. This work comes
as part of an over-arching design for my latest works. I am also influenced by the evocative music
of Charles Ives and Olivier Messiaen. My piano sonata is structured in four movements. The first
movement is in sonata form and contains a musical commentary on the career of the dragon and his
earthly representatives as they persecute the women mentioned in Revelation 12. There are shifts
between aggressive tones and melodies evoking humility. The second movement conveys melodies of
longing and sadness experienced by a religious movement that began in the nineteenth century. By
contrast, the third movement contains areas of tonal ambiguity and the use of “deceptive cadences.”
I have also composed a 12-tone serial melody to evoke the idea of the celestial woman with a crown
of 12 stars on her head. The dragon, which is also the fallen angel, transforms himself into an angel
of light. He deceives many to believe that he is the Messiah. The melodies and harmonies eventually
go through a series of metamorphoses until his true character is revealed. There is a false perception
of C major throughout various passages of the movement, but the movement eventually ends with an
E-flat minor triad. The last movement is in rondo form with a coda. There are rhapsodic-like episodes
with forward driving rhythms inspired by Alberto Ginastera.
—James Lee III

The Performer
Dr. Rochelle Sennet, Assistant Professor of Piano at
the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, has
established herself as a well-known performer, teacher,
and scholar. She received the Bachelor of Music degree
from San Francisco Conservatory of Music, the Master of
Music degree from the University of Michigan, an Artist
Diploma from Texas Christian University, and the Doctor
of Musical Arts degree from University of Illinois, all in
piano performance. Her recital programs showcase her
versatility at the keyboard, with frequent performances of works by J.S. Bach, Beethoven, and African
American composers such as H. Leslie Adams, Adolphus Hailstork, James Lee III, and Pulitzer Prize
winning composer George Walker.
She has given performances throughout the United States, and is in demand as a teacher,
guest artist, and clinician. Her recording of George Walker’s Piano Concerto was released on the
Albany Records label, and she was the first pianist to record this difficult work since Natalie
Hinderas in 1976. Robert Schulslaper of Fanfare Magazine described her performance of Walker’s
concerto: “Rochelle Sennet plays the concerto…with supreme confidence.” She is also featured on
this recording, performing on Walker’s triple concerto, Da Camera. George Walker himself praised
her performance of his music. She also recorded 18th century composer Leopold Kozeluch’s second
piano concerto and three harpsichord sonatas for four-hands with the Classical Chamber Players,
which was released on the Mark Records label. As a dedicated chamber musician, other appearances
include solo and chamber music recitals in Ohio, Illinois, Michigan, and Nizhny Novgorod (Russia).

Dr. Sennet has also won numerous competitions. She was co-winner for the Krannert Center
Debut Artist Competition and a national finalist for the 2002 MTNA Collegiate piano competition. She
has also performed John Corigliano’s Piano Concerto with the University Philharmonia Orchestra in
Michigan, Beethoven’s Concerto No. 2 with the Sewanee Festival Orchestra in Tennessee, the Barber
Piano Concerto with the San Francisco Conservatory of Music Orchestra, and Beethoven’s Concerto
No. 1 with the Lamar University Chamber Orchestra in Texas.
She is an active member of Music Teachers National Association, College Music Society, the
Center for Black Music Research, and Society for American Music, and Phi Kappa Phi honor society.
She serves as Co-President of Champaign-Urbana Music Teachers Association, and East District
Chair of the Illinois State Music Teachers Association music competitions. Dr. Sennet’s previous
teachers include Ian Hobson, Tamas Ungar, Logan Skelton, Mack McCray, John Paul, Hugh E.
Thompson, Sr., and Hazel Ruben.

		 Piano Sonata No. 1
1 First movement [8:12]
2 Second movement [4:27]
3 Third movement [4:29]

		 Souls of Alkebulan
4 Vitality of Kemet [4:06]
5 Memories of Axum [5:18]
6 Heart of Kalimba [3:55]
7 Lost Treasures [5:03]
8 Warrior Dance [3:07]
9 Fantasía Rítmica [7:26]

		 Piano Sonata No. 2
		 “The Remnant”
10 Allegro [8:45]
11 Solennemente [4:01]
12 Raggiante [6:38]
13 Vivace [5:10]
Total Time = 70:39
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