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From the Diamond Grid 
Conundrum—soprano Mary Elizabeth Southworth, flutist Danielle Hundley, clarinetist Marianne 

Breneman, and pianist Philip Amalong—was formed in 2005. The group’s name suggests, among 

other things, both their unusual ensemble and also their openness, in fact their need, to experiment 

with adventurous programming. Deciding what to play is always a “puzzle” for Conundrum. For adding 

a flute and clarinet to the standard singer-and-piano pairing changes things in ways both obvious and 

subtle. There’s more color, more variety, more dynamic range, certainly; but there’s also a different 

character to the performances. What was once a recital of accompanied songs becomes a program of 

chamber music. The dramatic possibilities are larger, the interaction among musicians more complex, 

the event more of an occasion. Yet the group is still small enough to retain a precious intimacy between 

performers and audience; the music remains “up close and personal.” And adding winds (as opposed 

to, say, strings or percussion) has a special advantage: they blend better with voice for the simple 

reason that the sound of wind instruments, like the act of singing, is created by the performers’ 

breath—the life force itself directly producing the music. 

 Still, there remains the problem of repertoire. Compositions for soprano, flute, clarinet, and piano 

are rare indeed. The group knew from the beginning they would have to search for suitable pieces to 

perform, and soon decided to commission music specifically written for their concerts. After almost a 

decade of delighting audiences with their discoveries and commissions, they decided to gather some 

of the best of them on a CD. The result is From the Diamond Grid: first recordings of seven new works 

written or re-scored for the group, along with one old favorite modified for it.



 Froelich’s Hailstones embeds in its four movements a variety of well-known quotations from eight 
20th Century American presidents. These are selected and given musical shape, in the composer’s 
words, “to neither embrace nor ridicule the presidents in question, but rather celebrate the awesome 
power and inevitable buffoonery associated with the modern office of the president.” Accordingly, 
Hailstones encompasses political authority on many levels ranging from noble patriotism to rhetorical 
manipulation and crass guile. Thus Harry Truman’s quip about presidential responsibility is given 
an (at-first comic) ragtime treatment that, as it becomes exaggerated both musically and verbally, 
suggests the “heat” that this blunt, plain-spoken man had to endure in making his grim decision to 
drop the atomic bomb on a civilian population. “T. Roosevelt” subjects TR’s famous mantra to slow, 
melismatic elaborations that reach a not-at-all “soft” climax, reminding us of the unspoken “big 
stick” that completes his admonition. “Scherzo” serves up an aggressive and insistent mix, over a 
funky ostinato, of memorable boasts and denials from Nixon, Reagan, Clinton, and the two Bushes. 
Finally, in the emotional high-point of Froelich’s work, “Kennedy” offers a moving, elegiac setting of 
JFK’s famous call for sacrifice that he himself answered with his own life. 

Mark Carlson’s nearly 100 works, many of them commissions, include art songs, chamber music, 
choral music, concertos and other large ensemble works, and songs for musical theater. His music has 
appeared on twelve CDs, one of them, The Hall of Mirrors, a winner of the Chamber Music America/
WQXR Record Awards for 2001. He teaches music theory and composition at UCLA and is the Founder 
and Artistic Director of the Los Angeles chamber music ensemble Pacific Serenades, and he recently 
retired as a flutist after a lifetime of performing primarily chamber music, much of it written for him. 
Cuando yo muero (“When I Die”) is the third of a set of four songs, Cuatro Sonetos de Amor, on sonnets 
by Pablo Neruda, written in 1998 for soprano Kathleen Roland and pianist Bruce Olstad. All of the 
songs concern the enduring power of love between two people, this one explaining why the poet wants 
his beloved to live on, “flourishing, full-flowered,” after his death. Marked “like a prayer,” the song has 

The Composers and Their Music
Eric D. Sharp is a composer, conductor, and performer who grew up in Lakewood, California. He’s written 
for a wide variety of ensembles including music for concert band, orchestra, chamber ensemble, 
percussion ensemble, choir, solo voice, and electronic media. His interest in unusual ensembles 
accompanying singers is manifest in The Ocean, which he wrote in 2007 for singer, vibraphone, and 
piano, and later adapted for Conundrum. In this piece Sharp evokes the at-first soothing, then more driving 
rhythms of the waves with a recurring ostinato of constant notes grouped in a pattern of 3 + 3 + 2. 
The text, a poem by Laura St. Martin, personifies the sea as a seductive woman, as in Botticelli’s 
painting of The Birth of Venus. In this case woman is simultaneously goddess and the ocean itself, at 
once “strange midnight lover” and natural force “raising great foam-ringed arms to a steel sky, licking 
the rocks passionately only to retreat into swirling indecision.” Sharp’s gamelan-like rhythms, lithe and 
fluid, under and over his long-spanned vocal line, suggest both the human and the super-human 
allure of this vast, powerful, mysterious, seductive element that encircles our world. (Full text of this 
and all the other works on this disc can be found on Conundrum’s Web site, conundrummusic.com.) 

Recognized by awards for his compositions from ASCAP, the National Association of Composers/USA, 
the California Association of Professional Music Teachers, the Percussive Arts Society, the New York 
Youth Symphony, and the Society of Composers, Inc., Kenneth Froelich has had his music performed 
by the Indianapolis Symphony, the American Composers Orchestra, Duo46, the University of New Mexico 
Percussion Ensemble, the Fresno State Wind Ensemble, the University of Southern California Symphony 
Orchestra, the California EAR Unit, the Indiana University New Music Ensemble, and the Orpheus 
Ensemble of Fresno. Clockwork Automata, his duo for saxophone and guitar, is available on the Centaur 
label performed by saxophonist Alan Durst (a recording that also includes a duo by another contributor 
to Conundrum’s program, Mark Carlson). 



Rachel DeVore Fogarty’s critically acclaimed and awarded works have been commissioned or 
performed by ensembles in the U.S. and internationally. She’s won the 2012 Festival Singers of Atlanta 
Choral Competition, the Namaste Women’s Choir 2011 Choral Competition, the 2013 Six Degree 
Singers Young Composers Competition, and a competition for youth choral music for a festival in 
St. Petersburg, Russia, among others. In April 2013, the Oak Ridge Symphony premiered Spoon River, 
Fogarty’s song cycle for soprano soloist with orchestra. To See a World is a setting of a section of William 
Blake’s poem Auguries of Innocence. With its eloquent but unadorned, hymn-like melody that soars above 
its tranquilly flowing minimalist accompaniment, To See a World affirms the harmonious balance of 
light and darkness, joy and woe, that, Blake tells us, pervades our divinely-ordered and ultimately 
“innocent” world. The vocal line reflects and enhances the natural flow of Blake’s poetry, with the flute 
and clarinet echoing the singer and adding interspersed lyrical phrases that connect the poet’s musings.

An award-winning composer whose music has been commissioned by many ensembles and performed 
in venues across the world, Jenni Brandon has had compositions recorded by the Yale Glee Club, 
Sistrum, the Musical Arts Woodwind Quintet, oboists Rebecca Henderson, Laura Medisky and Ryan 
Zwahlen, and flutist Jenni Olson, on labels including Delos, Albany, Centaur, and Longhorn. Her first 
self-produced CD Songs of California: Music for Winds and Piano was nominated for the 10th 
Independent Music Awards. Brandon is also active as a conductor and mezzo-soprano, having 
appeared in concert as a singer with the Boston Pops, Pacific Chorale, Los Angeles Philharmonic, and 
at the Hollywood Bowl. As a choral conductor she frequently makes guest appearances as well as 
leading The Concert Singers, the oldest independent choir in Los Angeles. Brandon’s Dog Tales arose 
as a collaboration among Conundrum, writer Bobbi J. Nicotera, and Jenni. Conundrum members are all 
avid dog lovers and wanted a work that told the stories of their beloved pets. The members of 
Conundrum provided Jenni with descriptions, pictures, and anecdotes about their four-legged friends. 
Jenni passed these on to her poet/writer friend Nicotera who then wrote the text for this work, capturing 
the dogs in words (some from the point of view of the dogs, and some from the humans), while also illuminating 

an aria-like intensity that conveys both yearning urgency and calm exaltation in its exquisitely-shaped 
phrases. Carlson made this arrangement, adding flute and clarinet, at the request of Conundrum, who 
have performed other works by Carlson in their concerts. 

Currently Assistant Professor of Music Theory and Composition at Northern Kentucky University, Eric 
Knechtges has received awards and recognition in the Doc Severinsen International Composition 
Competition, the Frederick Fennell Competition, the National Bandmaster’s Association Young 
Composers Mentor Project, the NACUSA Young Composer’s Competition, the San Francisco Choral 
Artist’s New Voices Composition Competition, and the “Juan Bautista Comes” Choral Competition. 
Knechtges is also one of 18 featured composers in the fourth edition of Composers on Composing for 
Band series edited by Mark Camphouse. Knechtges’ contribution to Conundrum’s program is Simon, a 
theatrically-charged, extravagant, riveting 12-minute chamber drama (on a text by Bryan Borland) 
mourning an early victim of AIDS whose value as a human being was brutally despoiled by the 
gruesome practice current at the epidemic’s beginning of cremating and burying its victims in a 
HazMat bag, “forever separate” from the earth—as if their very ashes were toxic waste. The outraged 
protagonist proclaims his fierce resolution to recognize and memorialize Simon’s humanity by giving 
him the dignified burial denied him at the end of his life. Knechtges uses a huge variety of playing and 
singing/speaking techniques, textures, degrees of complexity, dynamic range, tessitura, and harmonic 
idioms in this brilliantly and inventively scored composition, exploiting such resources as microtonal 
pitches, aleatoric spatterings, tremolos and rapid figurations, overtones, percussive and breathy 
agglomerations of pitchless noises, text declaimed and intoned as well as sung, furious roulades that 
explode then subside into long-held resonances—and, in strongest possible contrast, a tenderly 
questioning melodic figure that subsides, near the work’s end, into a simple, spare, hauntingly 
beautiful chorale. Everything works together to vividly portray the wide arc of emotions from the work’s 
disturbed and harshly dissonant opening to its final moments of serene consolation and repose. 



Mark Louis Lehman is a former English instructor (at the University of Cincinnati), a long-time music 
reviewer for The American Record Guide, and music editor of The Absolute Sound. Though without 
formal musical training, he’s written a fair amount of chamber music over the years. Previously 
recorded works include Pilgrim Songs (on Enharmonic Records) as well as Three Souvenirs for Flute 
and Piano and Toccatina for Piano, both on the Albany label. His literary efforts include a short novel, 
Mocky’s Revinge, published in 2006. Conundrum (with lyrics by the composer) explores the puzzles 
that arise when the boundary between self and other is blurred by love and likeness. Are a mother and 
her unborn child, identical twins, lovers lost in fervent passion, a boy and his shadow—are they 
separate or do they partake of a single identity that encompasses both? With its many permutations 
and echoes (both verbal and musical), these are the unanswered questions posed by this evocative 
and enigmatic composition written for the ensemble from which it takes its name. 

The great Russian composer Igor Stravinsky wrote his Pastorale in 1907. This tiny charmer was 
originally for soprano and piano but later re-cast (by the composer) in several different arrangements. 
There’s no text: the singer’s part is pure vocalise—sung melody without words. In Conundrum’s newly-
rescored version its dulcet, lilting, folk-style tune is accompanied by delicately ornamented filigree 
in the flute and clarinet over a repeated pattern of bouncy staccatos in the piano, nicely evoking the 
stylized shepherd’s dance whence the work takes its title. 

— notes by Mark L. LehMan

the more universal theme of the relationships between people and animals in the world around us. At 
once sweet, funny, and touching, these pieces are a testament to the enduring love for, and from, 
man’s best friend. All four members of Conundrum have singing and speaking parts besides their 
normal ensemble duties. Dog Tales opens with “We Live to Run,” a gentle, expansive aubade depicting 
dog and woman out on their morning run. “Thirteen Ways of Looking at Mona,” cast in two sections, is 
tuneful, outdoorsy, and Coplandesque, pondering the many meanings and emotions aroused by this faithful 
and protective companion, whose master—and perhaps also Mona herself—wonders “Was I the 
rescuer or the rescued?” In “This Is a Good Place” a stray also finds a home—“a good place”—to be 
safe, to be loved, and to give love. “Dig” is jazzy and jaunty, its canine intent on activity meant to assure 
the return of her family. And finally “Ode to a Golden Retriever” sings a slow love-song to a dear friend. 
 Our pets are innocents, children who never grow up, with whom we share a special closeness, freely 
giving unconditional loyalty and love; yet we must bid them farewell too soon, much too soon. And so 
despite the work’s many spirited melodies, much-varied activity, and sunny air of contentment, there’s 
a wistful and elegiac undertone that comes out in the slower, more introspective moments, as in the 
quiet beginning of “This Is a Good Place” and the golden sunset that concludes “Ode to a Golden 
Retriever.” Dog Tales is thus a work of both celebration and valediction. 



www.conundrummusic.com
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   Mary Elizabeth Southworth, soprano

   Danielle Hundley, flute

   Marianne Breneman, clarinet

   Philip Amalong, piano

   Eric D. Sharp
 1  The Ocean  [3:26]

   Kenneth D. Froelich
   Hailstones
 2 I. Truman  [2:30]
 3 II. T. Roosevelt  [2:43]
 4 III. Scherzo  [2:16]
 5 IV. Kennedy  [3:57]

   Mark Carlson
 6  Cuando yo muero  [4:29]
   
   Eric Knechtges
 7  Simon  [11:03]

   Rachel DeVore Fogarty
 8  To See a World  [3:11]

   Jenni Brandon
   Dog Tales
 9 I. We Live to Run  [3:36]
 10 II. Thirteen Ways of Looking at Mona
   (Short Vignettes in two parts); Part I  [4:22]
 11 III. Dig (Chloe)  [1:48]
 12 IV. Thirteen Ways of Looking at Mona; Part II  [3:31]
 13 V. This is a Good Place  [3:05]
 14 VI. Ode to a Golden Retriever  [3:55]

   Mark Louis Lehman
 15  Conundrum  [5:36]

   Igor Stravinsky (arr. Quinto Maganini)
 16  Pastorale  [2:02]

   Total Time = 61:40
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