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professionally in pieces written using completely twelve-tone techniques, one of 
which is the Trio (1960) for flute, oboe and piano included in this recording. 
 Musgrave spent the majority of her time during 1964 and 1965 on the  
opera The Decision, and in the process expanded the scope of her dramatic  
and expressive writing. By this point in her career, Musgrave had moved away from 
the structures of serialism to a freer, but still densely chromatic, style. The skills she 
gained from her first major operatic work were an important aspect of her develop-
ment and eventual reputation as a master of drama and conflict. She also made 
a concerted effort to apply the character development of opera to instrumental 
genres, which resulted in many large scale works with orchestra. Both Impromptu 
No. 1 (1967) and Impromptu No. 2 (1970), included on this recording, are from  
this time period, as she moved towards what she termed the “dramatic-abstract.”  
The Impromptus are highly expressive, with sections unmetered and free for the 
performers to interpret with guidance. 
 While exploring the dramatic-abstract in instrumental music, Musgrave did not 
cease composition of opera. In the 1970s, she produced a number of major oper-
atic works, including The Voice of Ariadne, Mary, Queen of Scotts, and A Christmas 
Carol. The Voice of Ariadne was significant both as a work of theater, and also 
as an important point in Musgrave’s newly developing relationship with electronic 
music. Before Ariadne, she had begun to introduce pre-recorded music into a few 
works, including sound effects for her ballet Beauty and the Beast, and accompany-
ing parts for Soliloquy for guitar and tape (1969) and From One to Another I for viola 
and tape (1970). Orfeo I (1975), for flute, and Soliloquy (1969), for guitar, both use 
prerecorded sounds of the instrument in the taped accompaniment. The matching 
timbres of the live and prerecorded parts of the piece add to the dramatic and  
conversational nature of the works. 

The Music
Scottish-American composer Thea Musgrave (b. 1928) grew up in Edinburgh, 
Scotland, but has lived in the United States since the early 1970s. 

She is renowned for her ability to create dramatic, expressive 
music for any musical medium, from solo works and a huge  
output of varied chamber music, to the large scale concertos  
and operas with which she made her mark. 

In 2020, even while still living, she has had a significant number of disserta-
tions written on her music (including my own). Her pieces have been performed 
throughout the Western world, her engaging music popular through much of her 
own lifetime. Many of her works have been the result of major commissions, and 
have quickly become standard repertoire for their forces. Her list of awards and 
honors is long, but includes two Guggenheim Fellowships, The Queen’s Medal for 
Music, and the Ivors Classical Music Award 2018.
 Musgrave’s early teachers included Mary Grierson and Hans Gál, and she 
later attended the Conservatoire in Paris and spent four years studying with Nadia 
Boulanger, who influenced many major modern composers. Following her return to 
Great Britain, Musgrave began to build a record of success with a series of com-
missions from different types of organizations, from schools, ballet companies, and 
music festivals, to the BBC. As her composition progressed from the 1950s into the 
early 1960s, her music became increasingly atonal. Her experiences at Tanglewood 
in the summer of 1958 were formative; here, she had the opportunity to meet Aaron 
Copland and Milton Babbitt, among others. The decade for Musgrave culminated 
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Dawn (2012)
This short unaccompanied work was written as a birthday present from the  
composer to British oboist Nicholas Daniel, a long-time friend who has played  
and recorded her music over many years. Dawn feels different to the player in  
comparison to the older works included on the album for a simple reason –  
the oboe has progressed since 1970. Musgrave took these changes into account  
and wrote for an expanded range, the full range of the modern instrument.  
Her adaptation to the changing instrument means that her twenty-first century  
pieces help move the repertoire for the oboe forward.

Threnody (1997, rev. 2003)
Threnody was written to commemorate the early passing of clarinetist Roger 
Fallows and focuses on the emotion of loss. It draws upon the historical use of the 
medieval chant “Dies Irae,” which is immediately recognizable to many people, 
especially with background in the Catholic church, from its setting in the Requiem. 
It was originally written for either clarinet or English horn and piano. According to 
Musgrave, the woodwind player should be interpreted as the mourner, and through 
the three sections of the piece the protagonist progresses from a passionate 
expression of grief in a large space, perhaps a cathedral, to a period of anger, and 
eventually ends with peace or acceptance. The piece is written with some freedom 
for the performer through unmeasured sections, using arrows to coordinate the 
English horn and piano at key points. In each recording and performance of this 
piece, these sections are likely to be somewhat different. The free time sections 
alternate with strict metered sections that are much more agitated and rhythmic. 
The composer controls the end of the piece with a sense of slowing written through 
rhythmic augmentation, rather than leaving it up to the performers how to resolve. 

 Through the 1980s, Musgrave continued to write for solo instruments and 
taped accompaniment, including Niobe, for oboe and tape, written in 1987. In the 
same year she wrote her only work for an instrument with digital delay, Narcissus, 
for flute and digital delay. Musgrave transcribed the piece for clarinet and digital 
delay a year later. These are two of many works based on ancient Greek legends, 
the context of which provides a landscape for rich musical storytelling.
 Much of Musgrave’s output has been the result of commissions by individuals 
and organizations. Since 1990, commissions have served as the impetus for the 
majority of her works. From this album, commissioned pieces include Threnody 
(1997) and Night Windows (2007). With a major commissioning body such as the 
International Double Reed Society, a new work can gain traction into the musical 
community quickly. Musgrave continues to be a prolific composer exploring the 
many facets of the dramatic experience in her instrumental music as well as 
in opera. 

Impromptu No. 1 (1967)
Musgrave intended this short piece for flute and oboe to be light-hearted and 
expressive. She effectively uses each instrument idiomatically, within the context 
of challenging new music, and displays an understanding of what each instrument 
does well. Between the two instruments, unison pitches serve as moments of timbre 
exchange and also add the illusion of a third woodwind present. In addition to this 
variety of timbre and trading off melody and accompaniment, the composer also 
moves between strictly metric and free sections. This is perhaps the best known 
and highest quality work in the limited repertoire for flute and oboe alone, and sets 
the standard for how the instruments can be used not only separately but as a 
blended force.
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Niobe (1987)
When based on Greek mythology, the understanding of a work is best drawn from 
its story, as told here by the composer: “In Greek mythology, Niobe was the daugh-
ter of Tantalus and wife of Amphion, King of Thebes. She unwisely boasted to Leto 
about her many sons and daughters. Leto, who only had two children, Apollo and 
Artemis, was angered. As punishment Apollo slew all of Niobe’s sons and Artemis 
all her daughters. Out of pity for Niobe’s inconsolable grief, the Gods changed her 
into a rock, in which form she continued to weep. In this short work for solo oboe 
and tape, the solo oboe takes the part of Niobe bitterly lamenting her murdered 
children. The tape with the distant high voices and the slow tolling bells, and later 
gong, is intended to provide an evocative and descriptive accompaniment.” The 
piece is full of anguish, drama, and expressive effects. The electronics are difficult  
to coordinate, due to the era of the technology, but effective. Between the higher 
electronic voices and low gong in the tape, Musgrave produced a haunting  
backdrop for the oboe. The piece is written in strict meter throughout to keep the 
interplay between electronic part and oboe as prescribed. The tape part punctuates 
important notes in the melodic line and ties in motivically, while also introducing 
strong dissonances that create harmonic tension and resolution. The oboe part  
is relatively tonal and again uses the modern full range of the instrument.

Night Windows (2007)
For oboe and piano, Night Windows was commissioned by the International Double 
Reed Society, and immediately gained traction in the oboe community. It is also 
dedicated to Nicholas Daniel. Its virtuosic writing and length make it a difficult but 
rewarding piece, expressive in a more melodic way than the earlier works repre-
sented on this album. The composer writes, “Walking down a darkened street it’s 

Also a more recent composition, the piece is technically demanding, and Musgrave 
uses the expanded range of the instrument. This range is much larger than most 
listeners might think is possible for the English horn, because the instrument is used 
in its low and middle registers, helping to extend the oboe family lower. 

Impromptu No. 2 (1970)
For flute, oboe and clarinet, the Impromptu No. 2 starts with the concepts explored 
in Impromptu No. 1, but in a way that is significantly expanded, not only by add-
ing another instrument, but also much more quantity of material. Most of the piece 
is unmetered, with relative freedom to the voices and moments where the players 
must come together or trade off. It is the piece on the album that leaves the most up 
to the performers. As a note of interest, there is no full score available for purchase 
for the piece, but three individual parts, each of which includes a large amount of 
notated cues from another voice. Each player can only see a portion of one other 
person’s part at a time, helping create the spontaneity and lack of prescription that 
Musgrave desired, while also keeping the parts relatively coordinated. In some 
ways, this makes the piece intimidating for classically trained instrumentalists, but 
it is also freeing, knowing that the specifics of time are not fully prescribed. The 
timbral exchange concept used in Impromptu No. 1 is still present, and thematic 
material recurs. These recurrences might not be the same pitches, but involve simi-
lar rhythmic gestures and other expressive devices that restart sections and make it 
cohesive though it is chromatic and atonal. Large solo sections for each instrument 
with small interjections by the other two are the heart of the piece, with the intro-
ductory material returning to bring the work to a peaceful close. Despite the dense 
chromaticism and atonal setting, the piece is approachable and audience friendly.
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Some sections are unmetered but rhythmically coordinated, some are free, and one 
is extremely regular with meter indicated. Each section is punctuated by a chord 
reminiscent of the “turn the page” sound in a children’s audio story book. Even sixty 
years after its composition, the piece seems fresh and interesting, due to its careful 
construction and compositional strength.
 Throughout more than 70 years of composition, Thea Musgrave has 
 distinguished herself as an important composer of her era. She is one of the 
most well-known female composers of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries, 
and has made substantial contributions to the repertoire of many musical genres. 
Musgrave’s engaging and approachable works are likely to stay in the repertoire 
as it continues to develop, her writing an example of craft quality that will stand  
up to the test of time.

—Rebecca Johnson 

hard to resist looking in through lighted windows and catching a glimpse of other 
people’s lives. The imagination lingers…Night Windows is the title of a painting by 
Edward Hopper of a scene in one such lighted window. However the scenes in this 
work – though reflecting something of all the loneliness in so many of the Hopper 
paintings – are all imaginary: highly charged emotional moments.” Out of all of the 
works on the album, this is the most metrically straightforward. Because it does  
not include aleatoric material, it is technically demanding but still traditional in  
presentation, and players find it approachable. The piece is also difficult for pianists, 
but even so, it comes together in a more traditional fashion than many of the  
composer’s pieces. The dramatic narrative and expressive quality are intense,  
and maintain tension for a long period prior to resolution. Overall, the piece is 
compelling musically, substantive, and portrays deep emotion. Musgrave sets up 
prolonged anguish with only brief respites at the end of each movement, and closes 
the final movement free of total resolution, leaving the listener steeped in tension. 

Trio (1960)
The Trio, for flute, oboe and piano, was one of Musgrave’s first large-scale instru-
mental works. It is also one of her most strictly serial works, and uses a 12-tone 
row that includes many large and dissonant intervals. Voice leading and timbre, as 
well as dynamic markings, play important roles in creating continuity while working 
with this particular pitch material. The results are expressive, regardless of what 
pitches are being used at any one point. The composer worked hard to balance 
the three players as equal voices in the opening section, and this material returns 
four times with variation. In the alternating sections, the voices are used differently 
– as a solo or a pair that are effectively one instrument, and often conversationally. 
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Flutist Rebecca Johnson is the Assistant Professor of Flute at Eastern Illinois  
University, where she has taught since 2007, and is second flutist of the orchestra 
Sinfonia da Camera. She enjoys national prominence as performer and teacher 
through her work on numerous guest artist recital series, master classes, festivals 
and orchestras. Internationally, she has regularly performed and taught at the  
Convención Internacionál de las Flautistas in Quito, Ecuador, since 2009, and was  
a featured artist at the 2018 Festival Internacional de Flautistas in São Paulo, Brazil. 
 Dr. Johnson enjoys collaboration with friends and colleagues. 2019 included 
recital and conference performances with both percussionist Jamie V. Ryan and 
clarinetist Magie Smith. 2020 included recitals at several universities and conference 
performances as part of Trio Village. She served the National Flute Association as 
the Program Chair for the 2019 NFA convention and will become the organization’s 
Vice-President/President-Elect in November of 2020.
 Dr. Johnson was a Rotary International Ambassadorial Scholar to the Royal 
Northern College of Music in Manchester, England. She holds degrees from the 
University of Illinois (DMA), the University of Louisville (MM), the Royal Northern  
College of Music (PGDip, PPRNCM) and the University of Northern Iowa (BM). 

Equally at home in vocal and instrumental repertoire, Cara Chowning is in demand 
as a coach, music director and collaborative artist. She has performed extensively 
throughout the United States, South America, and Europe as duo partner, chamber 
musician and orchestral pianist. A frequent guest coach and conductor, Chowning 
serves as the Music Director and Pianist for the vocal series of the Bar Harbor 
Music Festival and is currently Assistant teaching Professor of Vocal Coaching at 
Ball State University. 

The Performers
Oboist Elizabeth Sullivan currently serves as Assistant Professor of Oboe and 
Musicianship at the University of North Carolina at Charlotte. She is active as a recit-
alist, orchestral musician and pedagogue with a strong commitment to engagement 
with local public schools and music educators. 
 Prior to joining the faculty at UNC Charlotte, Dr. Sullivan held teaching posi-
tions at Eastern Illinois University and Daytona State College. Her students have 
gone on to pursue music degrees at the undergraduate and graduate level at 
prominent music programs such as Florida State University, University of Florida, 
University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, Arizona State University and the 
Cincinnati Conservatory of Music. 
 Dr. Sullivan works to highlight the music of underrepresented composers, 
written for uncommon chamber ensembles, by presenting lectures and recitals at 
national and international conferences such as NACWPI, College Music Society, 
National Flute Association and Music By Women conferences. Many of these events 
include performances with Trio Village, which as an ensemble seeks to promote the 
music of women and the community that can be found within the musician’s world. 
 Dr. Sullivan holds a Doctor of Musical Arts degree and Master of Music degree 
from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, where she was the recipient 
of the Bill A. Nugent Fellowship, and a Bachelor of Music degree from Stetson 
University. Elizabeth’s primary teachers include John Dee, Dr. Ann Adams, Eric 
Olsson and Janet Mascaro.
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 Chowning holds a Bachelor of Music degree in Piano Performance from 
Northwestern University, a Master of Music in Collaborative Piano from the 
Cleveland Institute of Music and a Doctor of Musical Arts in Accompanying and 
Vocal Coaching from the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 

Jessica Lindsey has established herself as a dynamic performer and pedagogue, 
pursuing a career that is equally devoted to both spheres. Her 
reputation as a clarinetist in both chamber and orchestral set-
tings has seen her perform throughout the United States, and 
as far afield as China and New Zealand.  
 A genuine artist of today’s changing musical landscape, 
Dr. Lindsey is a founding member of the Spatial Forces Duo, a 
bass/clarinet duo with Christy Banks that has received acclaim 
for its energetic performances of electroacoustic music. Dr. 

Lindsey is committed to pushing the boundaries of the clarinet; by commissioning 
new repertoire, championing music by diverse composers, and showcasing works 
through conference/festival performances. In a recent review in Fanfare magazine 
David D. Canfield states, “Clarinetist Jessica Lindsey is clearly a master of her 
instrument, exhibiting wonderful dynamic shading and breath control.” A dedicated 
educator, Dr. Lindsey is currently Assistant Professor of Clarinet at UNC Charlotte, 
where she prides herself on creating new musical opportunities for her growing 
studio of clarinet students. Dr. Lindsey holds the Master of Music degree from the 
University of Nebraska-Lincoln and Doctorate of Musical Arts from the University of 
Colorado at Boulder. 

 Chowning has served on the faculties of the Cleveland Institute of Music, 
Simpson College, Oklahoma City University and the University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign. Former students and singers from her private coaching studio can be 
heard in young artist programs and opera houses such as the Metropolitan Opera, 
Merola, Union Avenue Opera, Minnesota Opera, San Francisco Opera and on 
cruise ships worldwide. Chowning is a frequent guest on recital series throughout 
the Midwest and Northeast Ohio and has been broadcast on Public Radio and 
Television. She has performed at the National Flute Association’s Convention, 
the International Horn Symposium and the International Double Reed Society 
Convention as competition pianist and recitalist and is Principal Keyboardist with  
the Champaign-Urbana Symphony Orchestra.
 Internationally, Chowning has served on the accompanying faculties of the 
American Institute of Music Studies in Graz, Austria and as collaborative pianist for 
ABRAF in Sāo Paulo, Brazil. She is a guest artist and teacher at the Mitad al Mundo 
Flute Festival in Quito, Ecuador the Teatro Bicentenial in San Juan, Argentina and 
has lectured and performed for Road Scholars and Uniworld cruises. 
 Chowning has prepared opera and musical theater productions at the pro-
fessional, young artist, and collegiate levels. She has served on the music staff of 
Cleveland Opera, Lyric Opera Cleveland, Opera Cleveland, the Canton Symphony 
Orchestra, Des Moines Metro Opera and the Lyric Opera of Kansas City. An avid 
supporter of outreach and arts education, Chowning worked with Cleveland Opera 
On Tour for four seasons preparing and performing music in the greater Cleveland 
community. Later, as Music Director of Opera Cleveland’s Great Works outreach 
Department, she created several new educational programs for performance in 
schools across Northeast Ohio.
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  Thea Musgrave
 1 Impromptu No. 1 [5:10]
   Rebecca Johnson, flute 

Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe

 2 Dawn [2:36]
  Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe

 3 Threnody [7:28]
   Elizabeth Sullivan, English horn 

Cara Chowning, piano

 4 Impromptu No. 2 [12:14]
   Rebecca Johnson, flute  

Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe  
Jessica Lindsey, clarinet

 5 Niobe [6:41]
  Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe

 6 Night Windows [13:21]
  Loneliness-Anger-Nostalgia-Despair-Franzy
   Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe  

Cara Chowning, piano

A Dramatic Journey:  
60 Years of Thea Musgrave’s Music for Oboe
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 7 Trio for Flute, Oboe and Piano [7:50]
   Rebecca Johnson, flute  

Elizabeth Sullivan, oboe  
Cara Chowning, piano

  Total Time = 55:26
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