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THE  MUS IC
Gunther Schuller (1925-2015)
How can one sum up the career of this incredibly creative individual? Schuller was 
a world-renowned performer, conductor, scholar, and educator. A prodigy, he was 
appointed principal horn of the Cincinnati Symphony at age sixteen. Soon after, 
he joined The Metropolitan Opera Orchestra. After leaving the MET, he conducted 
orchestras around the world and authored a seminal history of jazz. His teaching 
credentials include the Manhattan School of Music and Yale University. Schuller 
served as director of the Tanglewood Music Center and as President of the New 
England Conservatory. His interests straddled the worlds of jazz and classical 
music and he was a central figure in “Third Stream” music, a term he coined for 
the marriage between the two. 

GRAMERCY  TR IO
The Gramercy Trio (Sharan Leventhal, violin; Jonathan Miller, cello; Randall 
Hodgkinson, piano) tours the country presenting concerts and residencies, with 
programs that include standard repertoire and new works. Commissioned compos-
ers include Gunther Schuller, Scott Wheeler, Lee Hyla, Simon Bainbridge, Sonia 
Possetti, Nicholas Underhill, Matthew Aucoin and Fred Hersch. The New York 
Times has called their performances “distinctive and memorable... beautifully 
wrought and sensitively balanced” (Allan Kozinn), giving “the refreshing impres-
sion that everything they were doing was fun and worth hearing” (Anne Midgette). 
Jeremy Eichler of The Boston Globe called their project “‘Where Sound and Motion 
Meet” “ingenious [with a] kinesthetic energy and zest... [T]he positive feedback 
loop between music and dance [was] the animating idea of a delightful evening.” 
The trio has received grants from Chamber Music America, the Aaron Copland 
Fund for Music Recording, and the American Composers Forum. Gramercy can be 
heard on the Newport Classic, Naxos, Parma and Albany recording labels.
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The Piano Trio (2005) consists of two contrasting movements, the first is roughly in 
sonata allegro form, the second is a Theme and Variations.

My use of sonata form, an 18th century development, grew organically, rather 
than as a deliberate attempt to imitate the past.

The first movement begins with macabre pizzicatos in the strings and sinister 
chords in the piano. The intervals of major and minor sixths dominate the harmonic 
language. The melodic fragments continue in the violin and cello, while the piano 
sets a syncopated bass melody against them. Chords in the piano punctuate the 
rhythm. The strings adopt a more melodic texture. The second theme emerges in 
the violin, an offbeat waltz set against downward rolled chords in the piano. The 

Schuller’s interest in the music of the second Viennese School led to his exploration 
of the twelve-tone method. In an interview with composer Ethan Iverson, Schuller 
said, “In 1976, I wrote my first violin concerto, with a row... so rich in feeding me, 
that I said to myself, ‘Why do I have to throw this away?’... So since 1976, I have 
now used this same row in every piece for the last—well, for all those years, and it 
must be something like 30 or 40 compositions [including Piano Trio No. 3].” 

Schuller’s advocacy of other composers and performers through publishing, perfor-
mance, recording, teaching and administration is legendary. We owe him a deep 
debt of gratitude for his mentorship. 

—Sharan Leventhal

Nicholas Underhill (b. 1953) studied composition at Amherst College and the 
New England Conservatory of Music. His teachers include Lewis Spratlan, William 
Thomas McKinley, Donald Wheelock and James McElwaine. He has received com-
missions from the Cleveland Orchestra, Gramercy Trio, the Ohio Music Teachers 
Association, The Fortnightly Musical Club, The Cleveland Flute Society, the No 
Exit ensemble, and individual members of the Cleveland Orchestra. Underhill has 
received critical acclaim for his solo piano album, Light and Sirius and for his 
Piano Trio #No. 1. Piano Trio No. 2 was also premiered by Gramercy Trio in  
June of 2008 on the Bargemusic series in Brooklyn, New York. 

Piano Trio No. 1 (2005)
The Piano Trio No. 1 comes out of a long, if intermittent, association with Randy 
Hodgkinson. We were students together at NEC. Many years later I wrote a piano 
sonata, which Randy performed at a concert in Cleveland. I later sent him the trio, 
and to my delight, the Gramercy Trio decided to perform it.
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Variations 6 and 7 form a scherzando pair, with Variation 7 evoking a Chopin 
Mazurka. The reflective Variation 8 is subtitled “The Frozen Waves.” While the 
lake appears still on the surface, one can imagine the silent life beneath its surface. 
I also imagined my father’s restless consciousness beneath the ice shards.

The somber mood of this variation is broken by the beginning of the lively fugato 
in the cello. Here is a resurrection of sorts. There are two expositions in this fugal 
section. In the first there is a theme and a traditional countersubject; in the second 
exposition, the countersubject begins at a different point in the theme, creating an 
entirely new counterpoint. 

The fugato erupts into chordal sections, with the instruments simultaneously playing 
the same texture. As it progresses, the wistful melody from Variation 8 is ridiculed 
in ugly minor ninths against repeated notes in the accompaniment.

This motion dissipates, leading to a return of the theme in installments. As one 
phrase of the theme recurs, it is followed by an interjection from one of the other 
instruments. Finally, the movement is allowed to end, with a sigh from the cello 

— Nicholas Underhill 

cello then takes up the second theme, as the piano elaborates. The exposition  
culminates in a subdued codetta, characterized by falling chromatic lines.

The middle section, traditionally called the “Development,” is marked by question-
ing gestures and stop-start motion. Bursts of energy appear and fade away.

In the last section, the opening theme reappears then evolves into a min-fugato. 
Out of this, the second waltz-like theme returns. This time, the piano also takes  
the melody. The movement ends with a longer version of the codetta.

The second movement, Theme and Variations, is really two movements (slow,  
then fast) rolled into one. The ninth variation is a lengthy fugato. It is followed by 
the return of the theme in fits and starts, adorned with mini-cadenzas. 

The wistful initial theme is a remembrance of my father as it wanders between e 
minor and e-major. Whereas in the first movement major and minor sixths frame 
the harmonic language, in the second movement features their inversions. 

The movement contains numerous symbolic references to winter, to walks along 
Lake Erie and to my father. In the first variation, the E tonality occasionally shifts a 
half step higher. These momentary transpositions symbolize the refracted images  
of the lake as seen through the old windows in our house. 

Variation 2 is a Brahmsian gift to the cello. Variation 3 has a violin obligato, 
somewhat Baroque in character. Variation 4 is romantic and is dominated by the 
piano. Variation 5 is a fluttery free-for-all, with wispy figurations in all instruments. 
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Piano Trio (2014)
Inexperience can be a liberating force, if a dangerous one. Practical wisdom, sure-
handedness, know-how, can only come with lived experience; in the life of a com-
poser, this takes the form of hearing, again and again, one’s music rehearsed and 
performed, and reacting to those sometimes-traumatic experiences by crafting one’s 
music with greater canniness and care. For example, the experience of hearing a 
horn section suffer and sweat through a very high, very soft passage might teach a 
composer not to ask a horn section to play quite that soft, quite that high.

But there’s something to be said for the risks one takes before one knows better. 
(Berlioz’s assessment of the masterful but stuffy Saint-Saëns was that “he lacks inex-
perience.”) My piano trio was the first “grown-up” commission I ever received; the 
cellist Jonathan Miller heard some of my music shortly after I graduated college, 
and generously invited me to compose a substantial piece for the Gramercy Trio. 
I was thrilled at the prospect of writing a piece for these expert musicians, and my 
trio is full of the energy and ambition of a composer writing a first essay in a given 
medium. It’s a sprawling, demanding piece, practically a symphony for piano trio.

Well, not quite a symphony: the piece was inspired in part by the challenges 
particular to the piano trio, which I find a dynamic and challenging configuration 
to compose for. The voices do not blend into a seamless whole, as they do in, for 
example, a string quartet. The piano’s timbre contrasts starkly with the strings, and 
though the violin and cello come from the same instrumental family, they differ 
significantly in their range and timbre; unlike in a string quartet, there is no viola to 
serve as a timbral bridge. Each voice is highly individual: one often has the sense 
that the three voices sit at odd angles to one another, competing, negotiating,  
striving for unity, refracting light through one another.

Matthew Aucoin (b. 1990) is an American composer, conductor, pianist, 
and writer best known for his operas. Aucoin has received commissions from the 
Gramercy Trio, Metropolitan Opera, Carnegie Hall, Lyric Opera of Chicago, the 
American Repertory Theater, the Peabody Essex Museum, Harvard University and 
NPR’s This American Life. He was appointed as Los Angeles Opera’s first-ever 
Artist-in-Residence in 2016. He is a 2018 MacArthur Fellow. He served as an 
Assistant Conductor at the Metropolitan Opera. Between 2013 and 2015, Aucoin 
was the Solti Conducting Apprentice at the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.
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In my trio, I aim to use this quality to the piece’s advantage. The first and last 
movements serve as bookends; the three inner movements are mini-concertos for 
each musician in turn (the violin is the star in the second movement, the cello in the 
third, and the piano in the fourth). In the first movement, the three individual voices 
struggle to speak with unity; each one seems to be floating in a kind of unstable 
ether. By the time we reach the fifth and final movement, the trio has become a 
unit. There is a curious process of growth throughout the piece; by the fourth  
movement, there is a sense that the violin and cello are supporting, cradling,  
the piano part; a new kind of balance is achieved by the movement’s end.

I’m very grateful to the members of the Gramercy Trio for being so game, so  
willing to attempt the many feats of technical prowess that this piece requires,  
and for their beautiful work on this world-premiere recording.

— Matthew Aucoin
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  Gunther Schuller (1925-2015)
  Piano Trio No. 3 (2012)
 1 Tempo moderato [4:17]
 2 Largo [4:59]
 3 Allegro vivace [5:01]

  Nicholas Underhill (b. 1953)
  Piano Trio No. 1 (2005)
 4 Allegro [6:31]
 5 Theme and Variations [14:03]

  Matthew Aucoin (b. 1990)
  Piano Trio No. 1 (2015)
 6 overture: lines do not meet [2:49]
 7 first hunt and loss [6:29]
 8 meditation/scherzo/meditation [8:04]
 9 recitative: permission [9:47]
 10 swerve/together [4:32]
  
  Gramercy Trio
  Sharan Leventhal, violin | Jonathan Miller, cello  
  Randall Hodgkinson, piaino

  Total Time = 66:36
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