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GOD F R E Y W I N HA M: S O N ATA F O R O R CHES TRA &
COM P O S I T I O N F OR O R CHES TR A
The Sonata for Orchestra is a large, unfinished tonal work that Godfrey Winham
was working on just before he passed away in 1975. It was to have been a large
orchestral work in three movements. He completed the first two movements but
the third movement, which would have been a compilation of the first two and the
longest movement, had only the first 57 measures completed when Godfrey died
of cancer at the age of 40.
After Godfrey died, I typed up all of his notebooks, which contained music
analysis and theoretical writings on classical and contemporary music, which are
stored at the Firestone Library at Princeton University and remain unpublished.1
I’ve included Godfrey’s notes on the first movement, written in his own handwriting,
which explains how the first movement has a basic chord of FDA, a 6/3 chord with
D as tonic, which, however, only appears in the middle voice. He handles tonality
in an interesting way, the hochstimme is buried in the middle; you always hear it in
the middle of the music.
Sonata for Orchestra has only been played twice, first in Poland, conducted
by Joel Suben; then, in 2011, at the Richard B. Fisher Center at Bard College,
by the American Symphony Orchestra conducted by Leon Botstein. The present
recording was done by the Orchestra of the West conducted once again by
Maestro Suben.
The second orchestral piece on this CD is called Composition for Orchestra. In
1953, Winham met Milton Babbitt at the Salzburg Music Festival. Babbitt convinced
him to come to Princeton University to study with Roger Sessions. Sessions, whose
work is also on this CD, was Winham’s teacher at Princeton and Winham was the
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first student to receive the doctorate in composition in a brand new program instituted by Sessions and Babbitt in 1963. Composition for Orchestra was the musical
example of his thesis, titled Composition with Arrays, published in Perspectives of
New Music (vol. 9, no. 1, autumn/winter 1970). However, the orchestral piece was
only performed once by the Princeton Symphony. Therefore, I wanted to include it
on this CD because it has only been heard publicly one time.
Godfrey was always playing tonal music at the piano, especially the music
of Bach. One Christmas our children asked their father to write a piece on Jingle
Bells. This enticed Godfrey, which resulted in a huge set of tonal piano variations
called Variations on a theme by James Pierpont. He was also a pioneer of computer
music and composed in more advanced styles. Composition for Orchestra is an
example of the latter; it is not tonal.
Godfrey was interested in game theory, a master of chess and bridge, which was
not unrelated to how he approached music. A close friend of Godfrey’s, composer
Ben Boritz wrote in his notes on The Music of Godfrey Winham, published by
Albany Records in 2013:
…Winham wrote that any musical sound, any
musical configuration could be the output of any musical
system, that it was the trajectories of sounds and configuration, the specific paths of consecution and evolution within a
music that were the markers of each particular approach to
the methodology of musical composition. “Tonal,” “Atonal,”
“Twelve-tone,” [Winham] said, were at best convenient markers for understanding and/or listening … ; any system of composition could generate any musical quality, but what made a
music particular was how the thought that underlay its making
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engendered particular successions and associations, making
particular sense by how they unfolded forward, or arose from
their antecedents.
Godfrey and I met his first year at Princeton, at Milton Babbitt’s apartment. He
was sitting, talking to Milton, who was on the same boat coming back from the
Salzburg Music Festival. The Babbitts had stopped in London to meet Godfrey’s
family to convince them to let him come to Princeton and pursue his studies with
Roger Sessions. I asked Milton’s wife, Sylvia, who that attractive man was talking
to Milton. I recall seeing him speaking about his music at Martha Graham’s, wearing his Locke hat and a tan cashmere scarf. I was sitting in the audience, between
composer Leonard Rosenman and James Dean, who was studying piano with
Rosenman before he became a famous actor. Later, when I divorced, Godfrey and
I were married and had two children, Baird and Christopher. To me, the Sonata for
Orchestra is the most beautiful thing Godfrey ever wrote. It is my hope that it will
be played many times in the future.
—Bethany Winham
(dictated to and edited by Amy Zion, Maizeland, February 16, 2020)

“To me, the Sonata for Orchestra is the
most beautiful thing Godfrey ever wrote.
It is my hope that it will be played many
times in the future.”
—Bethany Winham

1Excerpts were published in: The Music Theory of Godfrey Winham by Leslie David Blasius
published by Princeton Press in 1997.
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J OE L S U B E N

ROG ER SESSIONS: P IAN O CO N CE R T O

Since 1981 Joel Eric Suben has led first performances and commercial recordings
of some 500 works by American and European composers, among them Pulitzer
Prize winners Roger Sessions and Leslie Bassett. Suben’s guest conducting credits include the Warsaw Philharmonic (1998 Warsaw Autumn Festival), National
Polish Radio Symphony (archival recordings of works by Karol Rathaus and Jerzy
Fitelberg and a dozen commercial discs of American music), Seattle Symphony,
American Symphony (children’s concerts in New York City schools), Slovak Radio
Symphony (another dozen CD releases), Moravian Philharmonic (yet another
dozen CD releases). Suben’s work appears on the Naxos/Marco Polo, Albany,
New World, Centaur, CRI, and Parnassus labels as well as on a handful of smaller
labels; his recordings are heard frequently in major radio broadcasts worldwide.
While still a student, Suben led the first Boston performances of Darius Milhaud’s
Service Sacré with members of the Opera Orchestra of Boston. As a finalist in
the Hans Haring Conducting Competition held by the Austrian Radio, Suben was
called back three times by the jury to prepare a performance of Anton Webern’s
Six Pieces for Orchestra, op. 6. After conducting studies with Witold Rowicki,
Otmar Suitner, Sergiu Celibidache, and Jacques-Louis Monod, Suben embarked
on a career focused mainly on contemporary works while regularly performing the
standard orchestral repertoire. Reviewing Suben’s work on a recent release of the
Haydn Cello Concertos with Robert deMaine and the Moravian Philharmonic, Le
Parnasse Musical wrote: “. . . an accompaniment approaching the ideal.”

The published catalogue of Roger Sessions (1896-1985) consists of a little over 40
works. It is relatively small, yet powerful. In a compositional career which spanned
nearly sixty years, Sessions wrote nine symphonies, three piano sonatas, two
string quartets, two operas, and more. His magnum opus Montezuma is a major
opera with philosophical relevance for our times. His third piano sonata is one of
the most imposing pieces ever written for the instrument. And his cantata, When
Lilacs Last in the Dooryard Bloom’d is perhaps one of the great lyrical works of the
twentieth century. The Concerto for Piano and Orchestra, one of three concertos
Sessions wrote, stands just about at the middle of his output. It exemplifies the
qualities which have made Sessions one of America’s foremost composers:
rhythmic vitality, orchestral brilliance, dramatic power, and great melodic beauty.
Roger Sessions was born in New York City in 1896, of a family with old New
England roots. He spent the bulk of his childhood at the family’s ancestral home
in Hadley, Massachusetts. Sessions possessed extraordinary intellectual gifts.
He entered Harvard University at the age of 14, and graduated four years later,
at age 18. During these remarkable college years he wrote numerous articles for
the Harvard Musical Review, the start of his decades-long productivity as a writer
on music.
His degree at Harvard was followed by study at Yale with Horatio Parker (previously the teacher of Charles Ives) and with Ernst Bloch. At age 20 he began what
would become a lustrous teaching career, winning his first job at Smith College.
The Black Maskers, one of Sessions’ most often-heard works, was composed for
a performance at Smith College.
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In 1925 Sessions began a European sojourn of eight years. He received two
Guggenheim fellowships, a Prix de Rome and in 1931 a Carnegie Corporation
grant. Sessions and his wife Barbara lived primarily in Florence and Rome, during
which time he co-founded the legendary Copland-Sesions new music concerts in
New York. In 1931 they moved to Berlin, where Sessions saw first-hand the rise of
the Nazis and met some of the luminaries of his era.
Sessions returned from Europe in 1933. In 1936 he took up a post at
Princeton University, beginning a continuous teaching career of nearly 50 years.
During his years at Princeton his reputation as a composer began to develop,
and there were more performances of his works. In 1945 Sessions moved to the
University of California, Berkeley, where he remained for eight years. This, almost
his fiftieth year, marked the beginning of a veritable explosion of compositional
creation. The bulk of Sessions’ music was written between the ages of 50 and 75.
In 1953 Sessions returned to Princeton University. He was by now widely
esteemed as a teacher of composition who knew how to free the individuality
of each student and build compositional technique, without imposing his own
style. Sessions’ students included some of America’s most important younger
composers. He continued to teach, travel, and compose intensively. In 1965, after
his “retirement” from teaching, Sessions took up an appointment at the Juilliard
School, which he maintained, on an increasingly part-time basis, until 1983, well
past his 80th birthday.
Sessions’ valedictory Concerto for Orchestra, his last completed work, was
commissioned by the Boston Symphony Orchestra. It was composed and premiered in 1981. Shortly after the premiere, Sessions, for this piece, was awarded
the Pulitzer Prize.
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Context of the Piano Concerto
Sessions composed much of his major music beginning with his move to the
University of California, Berkeley in 1945, and continuing up to the early 1970s. It
was during those years that, developing out of his early freely tonal language, his
style evolved through increasing dissonance to embracing the essentials of the
12-tone system. This acceptance of a compositional approach of which he had
once been deeply suspicious, seeing it as mechanistic, occurred incrementally.
The 1942 Duo for Violin and Piano had already evolved his language into substantial dissonance, partly without key signatures. The Piano Sonata #2 of 1946
(Salwen’s recording of this work, and of all of Sessions’ music for solo piano, was
previously released on Albany) is strongly dissonant and the first of Sessions’
works to use no key signatures throughout. In a 1952 letter, Sessions wrote about
the piano sonata:
The Sonata itself is not based on the 12-tone system, though
adepts of the system [Milton Babbitt] have remarked…that
it is really very close to it. The work that I have written since
then, especially my Second Quartet, is still closer. I have now
arrived at the point where I feel that in all likelihood I shall
some time go the whole way; but I am very glad that this
evolution has been gradual and genuinely subconscious and
absolutely undogmatic. [Quoted in Roger Sessions and his
Music by Andrea Olmstead, UMI Press, 1985, p. 82]
Sessions went “the whole way” in his Sonata for Violin written in the year following
this letter. There a 12-tone row is presented boldly at the opening. The first seven
notes rise by expanding intervals from a soft open G at the bottom, almost four
octaves to the highest E on the violin: a sustained forte note with a fermata. The
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following five notes are piano, dropping away from this peak and completing the
row. However, Sessions also signaled that he was, as quoted above, “undogmatic.” Just a few measures later, he presents the row at the R-0 level but repeats
tones in the course of that and also varies the order slightly. He does this as well in
the P-0 iteration which follows, and peaks the line on E-flat instead of E. Sessions
believed deeply in the ear of the composer. Applying his own flexible approach,
he used the 12-tone system for the rest of his creative career.
The Idyll of Theocritus followed the violin sonata, and the next year Sessions
wrote his piano concerto. It was commissioned by The Juilliard School for the
fiftieth anniversary of its founding in 1905. The dedicatee was Artur Schnabel, a
pianist whom Sessions had known and greatly respected, and who had died in
1951. The piece was premiered by the pianist Beveridge Webster, a distinguished
exponent of contemporary music who had performed Sessions’ two then-written
piano sonatas and had been a student of Schnabel. Jean Morel conducted.
(Sessions and Webster were teaching at Juilliard when this writer entered college
there, and Morel had just retired).
Piano Concerto
The piano concerto is one of just three concertos Sessions wrote. The still-tonal
Concerto for Violin and Orchestra was completed in 1935 and is one of Sessions’
first major works; The Concerto for Violin, Violoncello, and Orchestra was finished
in 1971. The piano concerto falls in between, almost at the mid-point of the most
fertile years of Sessions’ compositional career. The piece was finished in the early
days of 1956 and premiered a month later.
Sessions respected the legacy forms of Beethoven and his successors. The
piece is in a traditional fast-slow-fast layout. The first movement, a sonata-allegro
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design, is the most complex, the second is lyrical, and the third is energetic and
rollicking.
The work begins evocatively, with a rocking figure; oscillations of this kind
are familiar in much of Sessions’ music. Here it is soft and gentle, melodic. The
opening figure immediately presents the key intervals of the piece. The first chord
is an open 7th, and the second chord is its inversion, the 2nd. The interval between
the top notes of the two hands moving in parallel is a 4th. The 4th is immediately
taken up by the orchestra, and a 12-tone row – with ample pitch repetition in the
piano – is unfolded. Typically, Sessions doesn’t make the row the central event.
Here, A-flat, the 10th pitch in the ordering, is heard imperceptibly in the piano
accompaniment to the clarinet melody. The 13th distinct pitch and the peak of the
melodic phrase is F#, the third pitch in the initial ordering. The first hexachord is
then reordered in the melody line of the continuing phrase. The oscillating figure
continues in the piano while the low instruments of the orchestra contribute quiet
counterpoint. Along with the beauty and textural richness of the three layers of
sound, Sessions’ freedom with the 12-tone principle is in immediate evidence.
The piece unfolds Schoenberg’s – but one could also say Beethoven’s or
Brahms’ – principle of building a work from an initial germ idea. The 2nd, 4th, 5th,
7th, and 9th – intervals and their inversions – are the constructive elements. The
3rd, 6th and octave – most of the triadic intervals – are heard much less, especially
in the leading material.
After an energetic buildup, the row proper is presented by the piano at 1:04.
It is jagged and dramatic, and consists almost entirely of the constructive intervals
mentioned above. The answering piano phrase is almost – but not quite – the
inversion of the first statement. The following piano phrase is the retrograde of
the first, however it is incomplete. It leads to a powerful rhythmic climax, vintage
Sessions.
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The second theme begins at 2:16 and is opposite from the initial row statement. It consists initially of soft conjunct melodic movement, broadening out into
larger intervals which carry great expressivity, so typical of Sessions’ arching
melodic lines. The development, which begins at 3:57, explores the basic intervals
in tense rhythmic treatment, something which is taken up again in the brief coda
to the movement.
The transition to the second movement, from 7:18, is a wonderful stroke. The
piano settles on to a single E, and from there, in shifting colors, a succession of
ten instruments take over from one another on this single note. This gentle shifting
leads without break to the piano entrance, an oscillating figure accompanying the
melody, such as began the first movement, but moving more slowly. The second
movement is all lush Sessions lyricism. The piano leads with long, sinuous, wideranging lines which once again highlight Sessions’ songlike melodic expressivity.
The second orchestral episode moves a bit more quickly and leads to the dramatic
third statement of the piano and the climax of the movement. Sessions’ sense of
design, creating cohesion in the large shape of a piece, is palpable here.
The sustained recapitulation and coda of the movement (from 12:54), with
spare instrumentation which fits on a single page of notation, form a passage
of evocation and mystery. It sinks to subterranean depths between piano and
hushed trombones. Then it rises to a climax, bringing in the rhythmic energy of
the third movement, again without pause. The concerto moves in what seems like
a single unbroken gesture.
The third movement, the shortest of the three, is muscular and rhythmic, but
also entertaining. It has passages of a lighter touch and a bouncy short-short-long
figure as its primary motive. The interval from bottom to top of two statements
of this often-rising figure is typically a 7th, preserving that interval as a leading
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material element. Here and there though, a momentary diatonicism creeps in,
perhaps helping lend a lighter quality to this movement. A short, propulsive piano
cadenza, the only one in the concerto, leads to a rhythmic accumulation which
ends the piece on a vigorous C chord. It isn’t major or minor, but an open C-G-C,
perhaps by chance the same chord, which ends Sessions’ second piano sonata
of ten years before.
This concerto, filled with dynamism and melodic expressivity, deserves to be
a staple of the repertory. It is the hope of the performers here that this recording
will help bring that about for listeners, pianists, and orchestras, for whom its beauty
and energy may commend the piece to hearing and playing over and over again.
—Barry Salwen

B ARRY D AV ID SALWEN
Barry David Salwen is an international concert pianist, giving performances and
master classes in the U.S., Europe, Israel, and Asia. He gave two weeks of master classes at the Shanghai Conservatory in China, among many other places.
As the recipient of a prestigious Fulbright Scholars Grant, he gave a semester’s
seminar at the Music Conservatory in Freiburg, Germany, one of the leading music
institutions in the country. Salwen is a long-time professor and the piano coordinator at the University of North Carolina Wilmington. He created the annual Piano
Day, which is attended by students from all over the region. Among his ten CDs is
the first recording of the complete solo piano music of Sessions, a major body of
music. The recording was published on Koch International and later reissued on
Albany. He is the only artist to record all of these works.

5/19/20 2:28 PM

AC K NOWLED G MENTS
Sonata for Orchestra & Composition for Orchestra
Sound Engineering: Dmitriy and Aleksander Lipay

“This concerto, filled with dynamism and
melodic expressivity, deserves to be a
staple of the repertory.”
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—Barry David Salwen
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Location: Concert Hall of Polish Radio National Symphony, Katowice, Poland
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Thanks and appreciation to the Roger Sessions Society, which partially funded
the recording of the concerto. Thanks as well to the Sessions Society donors
who generously helped to support the project. Support for this recording was
provided in part by Bethany Winham.
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