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one apparently unrelated event after another with constant changes of key and tempo and texture 
and mood. Just when we think the whole piece is one long arrow, the opening theme returns and the 
circle is suddenly closed.

When we perceive time as a circle, life is no longer a series of individual events, strung together more 
or less loosely in the chronological passage of time, but instead events, passages, and meanings 
that return upon themselves. Every birth is a new beginning that emerges from death; every death has 
its counterpoint in birth. This is no sentimental posture. We understand that the life cycle proceeds 
not only from the dead of winter to the promise of re-birth in spring; in the vitality of spring is inherent 
the barrenness of winter. The certainty and rightness of death is as important, as necessary, and in 
its way as miraculous as the glory of birth and re-birth. In music, ternary form (A-B-A) is a closed 
form, it returns upon itself by beginning and ending with the same material, implying closure. And 
the moment when A returns can be a moment of exquisite solace. Listen for that moment (and how 
differently it is paced) in Mozart’s Minuet, in Chopin’s Prelude no.15, in Schubert’s Andante from  
the A major Sonata. 

Straight line or circle? “Time,” as W. H. Auden once wrote, “will say nothing but I told you so.” And in 
the meantime the clock ticks on.

Listen to Yehudi Wyner’s Sixty Points of Light. Do you hear the clock ticking? Or does the non-tonal 
harmony put you off from hearing anything else and not allow you to understand? Don’t forget: the 
surface of the music — in this case the fact of its non-tonality — is never its meaning. Listen to 
this piece again, and again. If you need to make things a little easier, try Chopin’s Prelude no.15.  
Do you hear the clock ticking here? Or does the elegant beauty of the melody put you off from hearing 
anything else and not allow you to understand? Don’t forget: the surface of the music — in this case 
the fact of its well-known and immediately accessible melody — is never its meaning. There is a 
ticking clock; and, as the great French pianist Alfred Cortot said of this piece, “Death is there, in the 
shadows.” It emerges from the shadows in the tragic middle section by that simple reiteration of the 
beat that is a symbol of the ticking clock, and the ticking clock is a reminder of approaching death. 
It isn’t morbid because we began with that exquisite melody which comes back at the end. All melody 

REFLECTIONS ON TRUTH, TIME AND MUSIC 
Time is one of the primary concepts by which we try to make sense of the human condition. It’s an 
infuriatingly difficult concept; for centuries it has stumped philosophers and scientists alike. Most 
of us feel that the truth about time resides in our clocks and our calendars. Their measurements 
give us a way of dealing with the passage of time, which would otherwise be terrifyingly elusive. We 
complain incessantly about clocks and calendars and how they rule our lives, all the while admitting 
that we cannot live without them. But they are not soul-destroying in and of themselves. If we allow 
them to impoverish our souls, it is because in accepting their apparently unquestionable reality 
we give them the power of truth. Some of us know to seek the truth elsewhere. If genuine and deep 
truths about time truly lie elsewhere, human beings must surely have symbols for them. I believe 
music is one of the most powerful of those symbols. 

To start with, let’s accept a truth about time that flies in the face of all clock/calendar reality: time 
simply refuses to pass always at the same rate. We know that there are minutes that pass so slowly 
they appear to be hours, that hours can pass so quickly that they seem like minutes. Music symbolizes 
this with natural ease. Never does measurable time seem more irrelevant than when we listen to a 
piece of music, most especially one we know and love deeply. The shortest of pieces on these CDs 
lasts 15 seconds, the longest 13 minutes, but any of them may encapsulate for us an eternity filled 
with deepest meaning. 

Beyond facts of chronology, human beings have metaphors for time. When we describe the passage 
of time as an arrow, we perceive life as a straight line that leads simply and inevitably from birth 
to death. Musically speaking, binary form (the straightforward, open-ended form of A, then B) is 
the arrow in its simplest form. One thing, then another; life as a series of apparently disconnected 
events. At its most positive, this is a happy-go-lucky attitude. At its most negative it is pessimistic, 
rooted in the sense that life is random and unpredictable and therefore anxiety-provoking. Listen 
to John McDonald’s Mere Mort: an aggressive and stark A section filled with anxiety, followed by a 
much tenderer, but infinitely sad B section. Listen to Mozart’s D minor Fantasy for a melancholy, 
moody A section followed by a tenderly humorous B section. Then listen to Mozart’s C minor Fantasy: 
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all questioned it, as did Einstein: “People like us, who believe in physics, know that the distinction 
between past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.” 

Sartre has his own particular answer to this vexation: “The only possible method by which to study 
temporality is to approach it as a totality which dominates its secondary structures and which confers 
on them their meaning.” Time as an indivisible totality? The poet T.S. Eliot agrees:

Time present and time past 
Are both perhaps present in time future 
And time future contained in time past.

Where are the human symbols for this ideal of the totality of time? Music exists in the dimension of 
time, and is one of the deepest and most genuine expressions of the unity of time. When I begin to 
play any piece, I must know where it will lead. When I am in the middle of it, I must understand how 
it got there and begin to feel the conclusion coming. When I play the final measures, I have to strive 
to grasp the whole movement in its totality, and make its ending feel nothing less than inevitable. 
In order to be able to achieve this level of understanding, whether as performers or as listeners, 
we have to get to know a piece of music inside and out. The better we get to know it (and this can 
happen intuitively, without need for any esoteric theoretical knowledge), the deeper the satisfaction 
we derive from the sense of wholeness. Whatever surface beauty the music may have, its beauty is 
deeply enriched by this satisfaction. A deep satisfaction that “real” life in its unpredictability, its 
unforeseeable coincidences, its apparent randomness, is only sporadically able to provide for us. 
Listen to those pieces on these CDs that speak most directly to you, listen to them again and again, 
and I hope that you will find, again and again, moments of that deep satisfaction. 

If you are looking for more detailed descriptions of each of the 38 pieces on this album, please visit 
my website, www.thomasstumpf.com.

—Thomas sTumpf

is human song, and the truth that we can let our spirits soar above the inexorable passage of time is 
one of the things that saves us. That at least is one of my truths, both about music and about time 
and most importantly about the human spirit.

Do you think I am inventing these meanings? Then listen to Chopin’s Prelude no.17. Do you hear 
the tolling of the bell in the final minutes? A student of Chopin’s wrote that Chopin “always struck 
that note in the same way and with the same strength, because of the meaning he attached to it. 
He accentuated that bass note — he proclaimed it, because the idea of that prelude is based on 
the sound of an old clock in the castle... Chopin always insisted the bass note should be struck with 
the same strength — no diminuendo, because the clock knows no diminuendo.” The clock knows no 
diminuendo. Perhaps only a musician could put it exactly that way, but it’s a thought that places 
itself with astonishing precision at the intersection of time and truth and music.

If you want to hear more tolling of bells (another deep and dark symbol of time and, more specifically, 
mortality) listen to Debussy’s La cathédrale engloutie, and to Enescu’s Carillon-Nocturne. 

Listen now to the Moment musical by Schubert. Do you hear the clock ticking? If you think it is not 
ticking because you can’t always hear it, listen again. The beat in music of all cultures, like the ticking 
clock in our perception of time, never disappears: audible or inaudible, “square” or syncopated, it’s 
always there. Furthermore, the ticking of the clock, the beat in music, are almost always metaphors 
for the human heartbeat. So long as we’re alive, the heartbeat is always there too. Listen for the  
life-affirming and vibrant heartbeat in Beethoven’s crazily short Bagatelle op.119 no.10, or in Bartok’s 
only slightly longer Bagatelle op.6 no.2. But listen also to Yehudi Wyner’s Delirium breve. The title 
may explain why this piece is as close to clocklessness as music can become. And yet a delirious 
heart is beating here too. 

There’s another important and apparently inescapable way that we get a grasp on time: the division 
of time into past, present, and future. Now surely this is truth as well as fact, since our spirit feels it 
as much as our intellect knows it. This may fly in the face of all common sense, but it turns out that 
in reality the tripartite theory of time is very elusive indeed. Philosophers from Augustine to Sartre have 
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U.S. as well as in Russia and Germany. He won the Kahn Award for his music theater project Dark 
Lady, one section of which was recorded by Joan Heller for the Albany label. Choral works of his have 
been performed in New York City by the Pharos Music Project and by C4, by the Women’s Chorale of 
Oberlin College, and in Boston by the Master Singers and by Triad: Boston Choral Collective. Song 
cycles of his have been performed by counter-tenor Timothy Parsons, sopranos Joan Heller, Jean 
Danton, Pamela Murray, and Lucy Dhegrae, among others. Most recently cellist Emmanuel Feldman 
and bassist Pascale Delache-Feldman, with John McDonald and Stumpf at the piano, premiered a 
new chamber work of his at Tufts University.

He was co-founder and Artistic Director of Prism Opera, for which he conducted and directed Britten’s 
Turn of the Screw and Rape of Lucretia, Holst’s Savitri, Vaughan-Williams’ Riders to the Sea, and 
Mozart’s La Clemenza di Tito (in his own adaptation and translation). For 21 years he was Director 
of Music at Follen Church (Unitarian-Universalist) in Lexington Massachusetts, where he conducted 
choral repertoire ranging from Bach’s Magnificat to the Mozart and Fauré Requiems to the Sacred 
Concerts of Duke Ellington. His experience at Follen led to his first book: a collection of essays entitled  
A Sounding Mirror: Courage and Music in Our Time, published by Higganum Hill Books in 2005.

Stumpf has a distinguished career as teacher and lecturer. He has taught at the New England 
Conservatory, Boston University (where he was Chair of the Collaborative Piano Department) and 
UMassLowell (where he was Head of the Keyboard Area). He is presently on the faculty of Tufts 
University as piano teacher, chamber music coach, Co-Director of the Opera Ensemble, and staff 
pianist. He has given master-classes at many colleges and conservatories in the U.S. He has also 
been a regular guest recitalist and teacher at the Musikschule in Mannheim, Germany; he has 
taught summer courses in chamber music at the Montanea Festival in Switzerland and in art song 
at the Akademie Schloss Henfenfeld outside Nürnberg, Germany. With Joan Heller he co-taught 
master-classes for singers and pianists at the Gnessin Institute in Moscow and the Rimsky-Korsakov 
Conservatory in St. Petersburg. (www.thomasstumpf.com)

THE PERFORMER
Thomas Stumpf was born in 1950 in Shanghai, grew up in Hong Kong, studied at the Mozarteum in 
Salzburg, lived in London, came to the New England Conservatory of Music first as student, then as 
teacher, and has become one of Boston’s best-known and most versatile musicians. N.E.C. honored 
him in 2012 with an Outstanding Alumni Award.

His career as a solo and collaborative pianist has spanned four continents, and he is featured on 
seven CDs. His repertoire ranges from Mozart (whose complete piano works he performed at Boston 
University in a series of nine recitals) to contemporary composers (he has given the world premiere 
of many solo and ensemble works). He has performed with the Hong Kong Philharmonic, the Boston 

Pops Orchestra under Arthur 
Fiedler, Alea III under Theodore 
Antoniou, and numerous other 
ensembles. His colleagues 
onstage have included sing-
ers Edith Mathis, Rita Streich, 
D’Anna Fortunato, Joan Heller 
and Jayne West, flutists 
Claude Monteux and Robert 
Stallman, clarinetists Richard 
Stoltzman and Jack Brymer, 
violinists Yuri Mazurkevich and 
Arturo Delmoni, violists Walter 
Trampler and Michael Zaretzky, 
and cellists Emmanuel Feldman 
and Leslie Parnas.

His compositions have appeared 
on programs throughout the 
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Recently described as “the New England master of the short piece” in a recording review, John McDonald 
is a composer who tries to play the piano and a pianist who tries to compose. He is Professor of Music 
at Tufts University, where he has served both as Music Department Chair and Director of Graduate 
Music Studies. He teaches composition, theory, and performance at Tufts. His output concentrates on 
vocal, chamber, and solo instrumental works, and includes interdisciplinary experiments. He received 
the 2009 Lillian and Joseph Leibner Award for Distinguished Teaching and Advising from Tufts 
University, and was named the 2007 MTNA-Shepherd Distinguished Composer of the Year by the 
Music Teachers National Association.

He is the pianist of The Mockingbird Trio and The Turina Trio, and has collaborated throughout his 
composing and performing life with singers and instrumentalists, most notably soprano Karol Bennett. 

John has recorded widely (on the Albany, BMOP Sound, Bridge, Hungaroton, and New World labels,  
to name a few) as both composer and pianist, and has recently completed a number of commissions, 
including a suite for A Far Cry, Boston’s conductorless string orchestra. His most recent recording is 
Cadenza!, an album of clarinet or basset horn music with piano; Ray Jackendoff is the soloist, featuring 
music by Berger, Carter, Copland, McDonald, and Yehudi Wyner (Albany Records; TROY1598). On 
sabbatical from Tufts in 2015-2016, he is currently completing a biography project on composer  
T. J. Anderson. McDonald will serve as the Joseph E. and Grace W. Valentine Visiting Professor of 
Music at Amherst College in 2016-2017. (www.johndmcdonaldmusic.com)

THE LIVING COMPOSERS (in alphabetical order)

Hayes Biggs, born in Huntsville, Alabama and raised in Helena, Arkansas, has taught at the Manhattan 
School of Music since 1992. His awards include a Guggenheim Fellowship, a residency at Copland 
House and a Fromm Foundation Commission. Recent works include Inquieto (attraverso il rumore)  
for violin and piano, for Rolf Schulte and Stephen Gosling; Fortunes Pantoum for Mixed Chorus, 
Finger Snapping, Vibra-Slap and Chinese Opera Gong, and The Caged Skylark, both composed for  
C4; Psalms, Hymns & Spiritual Songs, for soprano Susan Narucki and pianist Christopher Oldfather; 
Three Hymn Tune Preludes, commissioned by organist Gail Archer; and The Trill Is Gone, for solo  
tenor saxophone. Current projects include Reveries. Passions, a quartet for piano and strings.  
His String Quartet: O Sapientia/Steal Away, recorded by the Avalon String Quartet, is available  
on Albany Records, and he is at work on an album consisting entirely of his music for PARMA 
Recordings, LLC. (www.hayesbiggs.com)

Gregory W. Brown lives and works in Western Massachusetts. His works for the vocal ensemble  
New York Polyphony have been heard on American Public Media’s Performance Today, BBC Radio, 
Minnesota Public Radio, Kansas Public Radio, and Danish National Radio; his Missa Charles 
Darwin received its European debut in March 2013 at the Dinosaur Hall of Berlin’s Museum für 
Naturkunde. His works have been performed across the United States and Europe — most notably 
at Cadogan Hall in London, and at the Kleine Zaal of the Concertgebouw in Amsterdam. Brown’s 
2015 CD — Moonstrung Air — was Q2’s Album of the Week for Feb 16th: “[Brown’s] command  
of transcendent sound is constant” and Gapplegate Classical-Modern Review remarked: “The  
performances are exemplary, the sound excellent and the compositions show us that Gregory  
W. Brown takes to vocal writing as a natural. The music has eloquence, verve and old-in-new 
panache. I find the music uniformly delightful.” (www.gregorywbrown.com)
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Rebecca Sacks is a Boston-based composer who recently completed an M.F.A. in composition and 
theory from Brandeis University, where she studied with Eric Chasalow, Martin Boykan, Yu-Hui Chang, 
and Melinda Wagner. She graduated from Tufts University in 2006 with a B.A. in Music; there she 
studied composition with John McDonald and West African music with David Locke. Her compositions 
have been performed by the Talea Ensemble, the Talujon Percussion Group, the University of Alabama’s 
Percussion Ensemble, the Tufts University Chamber Singers and the Tufts University Chorale (under 
Andrew Clark, the Mocking bird Trio, and the Cantata Singers of Elmira, New York. She currently sings 
with Chorus Pro Musica, and plays jazz piano in a band directed by Dan Fox. Aside from her music, 
Rebecca has practiced mindfulness meditation since 2001, and is the founder and co-facilitator of a 
meditation group for young adults that she began in 2007. (www.rebeccasacks.com)

Pulitzer Prize-winning composer Yehudi Wyner has created a diverse body of more than 100 works for 
orchestra, chamber ensemble, chorus, solo performers, theater and liturgical services. He has received 
commissions from Carnegie Hall, the Boston Symphony, BBC Philharmonic, Library of Congress, Ford 
Foundation, Koussevitzky Foundation, National Endowment of the Arts, Fromm Foundation, and the 
Santa Fe Chamber Music Festival. His awards include the 2006 Pulitzer Prize for his Piano Concerto 
“Chiavi in mano,” two Guggenheim Fellowships, a 2005 Grammy Award for “The Mirror,” and the 
Elise Stoeger Award from the Lincoln Chamber Music Society for his lifetime contribution to chamber 
music. He is currently serving as President of the American Academy of Arts and Letters.

He has taught at Harvard, Yale, Cornell, and Brandeis, among other universities, and has been 
composer-in-residence at many institutions including the American Academy in Rome. In addition 
to composing and teaching, Yehudi Wyner has performed as solo pianist and chamber musician, 
directed two opera companies, and conducted numerous ensembles in a wide range of repertory. 
Keyboard artist of the Bach Aria Group since 1967, he has played and conducted many of the Bach 
cantatas, concertos, and motets.

Recordings of his music are on Naxos, Bridge, New World, Albany, Pro Arte, and Columbia Records. 
(www.yehudiwyner.com)
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 15 V pláči (In Tears) (1911) [2:52]
  Thomas Stumpf
 16 The Spirit and the Dust (2014) [8:49]
  Franz Schubert
 17 Andante from the Sonata  
  in A major D.664 (1819) [5:56]
  Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart
 18 Minuet in D major K.355/576b (1789-90?) [4:21]
  John McDonald
 19 Temp, op.541 no.94 (2014) [3:43]

  Total Time CD 1 = 79:05

  Rebecca Sacks
 1 One at a Time (2015) [8:46]
  Scott Joplin
 2 Solace (1909) [5:56]
  Bela Bartók
 3 Bagatelle op.6 no.2 (1908) [0:51]
 4 Bagatelle op.6 no.3 (1908) [0:45]
 5 Bagatelle op.6 no.6 (1908) [1:54]
  Frédéric Chopin
 6 Prelude op.28 no.9 (1838) [1:36]
 7 Prelude op.28 no.14 (1838) [0:31]
  Yehudi Wyner
 8 Delirium breve (1991) [1:18]
  Leos Janáček
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