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looking boy, followed by an affectionate gray cat. As I passed down the gloomy hall 
I happened to look up and the high ceiling was a mass of large curls of flaking paint. 
Then I was in a room, equally gloomy, where two more young people sat in front of 
their music stands, one a bearded boy and the other a thin intense girl. They were 
the bassoonist and clarinetist…
 They played. They played exquisitely. They played not only musically but with 
conscience. They played as if that was the whole point of living. I nearly wept…Sure, 
they’ll be dust, all three of those inspired children. Sure, there’ll be no pyramid built 
in memory of them! But not even the devil could deny what took place in that room 
though the belief, the faith, the conviction permeating it would have driven him back 
to hell! Forgive the melodrama, but I was in a Presence. Such ineffable moments 
defy and shout with glorious laughter at mortality and the waiting worm. Skin of our 
teeth, yes, but the miracle is still all around us.”

“Dear Next Reader, The person writing this is so far over the seesaw of life or death 
that he finds his life’s failure worse than he believed possible, yet better than the 
lives of most successful, even eminent people. The loathing of Wagner and the 
profound love of Poulenc, a moment as opposed to an hour, one tear rather than a 
tantrum… These are what life was a couple of hours out of 73 years. The saddest of 
final breathing is not that the person died but that no one could ever know what his 
life had been. That, my next reader, is why art is profoundly godlike. It’s the best of 
the lives of the dead who otherwise would have been silent or wholly unknown.”

—Alec Wilder Letters I Never Mailed (University of Rochester Press)

Quotes from Alec Wilder
“I’m not interested in reflecting the world I live in: my concern is to transmute the 
very best of myself into disciplined, loving, and if possible, witty and civilized sound. 
I am interested in only those manifestations of art which, in my estimation, emerge 
from a profound need to create and an absolute insistence upon a professional point 
of view. Those who turn to music in order to make money and achieve notoriety are 
as contemptible as old ladies purse snatchers and about as much a part of creation. 
The supermarket Wagners who hornswaggle the public into accepting their mon-
goloid creations are as grotesque as the illiterate “philosophers” and “sociological 
prophets” who whine in assonant rhymes and rummage sale melodies of the sins of 
the establishment.”

“I work almost wholly intuitively. I have a few little technical things I use, but I believe 
that technique is a composer’s secret, any composer who talks about technique is 
simply offering a substitute for content. I have an innate sense of order, balance, 
and shape. I know most of the rules of counterpoint, although I never studied theory. 
When I start a piece, I try to find a melodic idea that I consider seminal, that I think 
will hold up. Then I find secondary themes as I move along. I will play the parts I’ve 
written very slowly and I’ll work as hard on eight sixteenth notes trying to get that 
right balance and flow and feeling, as I will on an entire piece.”

“I visited a group on the Upper West Side which was about to perform a trio I had 
written for clarinet, bassoon and piano…The small apartment was run-down, the 
halls looked as if the building had once been used for some unmentionable purpose, 
so much so that when I had trouble finding the right door I sensed the echoes of 
evil. Then I found the door, pressed the bell and it was opened by a young innocent-



composed exclusively for friends. “I prefer to write for friends. After all, it adds a 
dimension to friendship if I respect a man’s playing and he in turn respects my  
composing sufficiently to ask for a piece” he wrote.
 Wilder’s music is essentially triadic, and he frequently employs seventh,  
ninth and eleventh chords as well as added seconds and sixths. This harmonic 
aspect is above all others the element which gives his music its distinct pop flavor. 
The presence of syncopation, the addition of blue notes, and an occasional  
implication of boogie-woogie add to the pop flavor. 
 Canonic and fugal procedures are pervasive and among Wilder’s most favored 
compositional techniques. Although his works are not atonal, occasionally the tonal 
orientation is blurred or difficult to detect because of the great amount of chromati-
cism which permeates his works. Wilder employs scales which are unpredictable 
combinations of whole and half steps. He uses no key signatures, and frequently 
ends movements a half or whole step away from the original tonal center. His  
modulations and chord progressions are, for the most part, unconventional. 
Occasionally, he uses a circle of fifths progression, but it is more the rule for him to 
have chromatically shifting harmonies and free movement between sharps and flats.
 Most of Wilder’s compositions are derived from short themes and motivic  
fragments which are repeated in a variety of ways throughout his pieces. Oftentimes, 
the same fragment will combine to form a phrase. The repetitions may be sequential,  
augmented, diminished, embellished, slightly altered or exactly the same. The key 
relationships are often non-functional. Melodies are often repeated, whole or in part, 
with a different harmonic accompaniment.
 Wilder uses changing meters very effectively and asymmetrical meters a great 
deal. Occasionally a theme which is stated in one meter, such as 4/4, will later occur 
in exactly the same form, only in 2/4. There is a good deal of broken-chord accom-
paniment with melody, and many long sections occur where both hands are moving 
steadily along with the same rhythms. Irregular phrase lengths, along with augmen-
tation and diminution of motives, are also very common.

Thoughts on Alec Wilder
Until he was about 16 years old, Alec Wilder (1907-1980) planned to become a poet 
and a writer. It was then that he managed to arrange, through some relatives, a rather 
extended stay in Europe. While he was in Italy, he felt a rather mysterious and roman-
tic calling toward music. “How am I going to be a writer of words when everything in 
this country is music?” he reflected. While in Italy, he was influenced and inspired by 
the live performances of such pieces as Debussy’s Afternoon of a Faun. Debussy and 
Ravel were later to become two of his favorite composers.
 The extent of Alec Wilder’s formal education was limited to a few years of study 
at the Eastman School of Music. Even then, he felt confined by rules and felt his 
creative urge stifled by the continual need to please his teachers and stay within the 
confines of their musical expectations. It was during this period, however, that he 
developed a great reverence for Bach and a love of counterpoint which manifests 
itself throughout his compositions. 
 With the help of some influential musical acquaintances, Wilder entered the 
world of popular music in the late 1920’s. He began to compose popular songs. It 
was a natural outlet for someone who had the instinct of a poet, and composing 
songs enabled him to combine the two disciplines. Eventually, Bing Crosby and a 
host of famous pop singers sang and recorded many of Wilder’s tunes. For the next 
twenty years, he made a living composing and arranging songs and other various 
instrumental pieces for bands, shows, films and theatre. 
 The transition of Alec Wilder from a popular composer-arranger to that of a 
serious composer of complex music was, needless to say, a gradual one. The need 
for money necessitated an open attitude concerning the jobs he had to take and 
the type of music he wrote. But his heart was in serious music, especially chamber 
music for various combinations of instruments. By the 1950’s, Wilder’s output  
was almost entirely concert music. During the last twenty-five years of his life, he 



The Music
It is the supreme love of memorable seminal melodic ideas placed in contrapuntal 
settings and immersed in warm harmonies inspired from popular, blues, and jazz 
genres that characterizes the piano pieces of Alec Wilder. Wilder is interested in cre-
ating succinct musical thoughts that are impressionable and sincere. His short piano 
works are most often conceived in ternary, binary or rondo forms, and sets of these 
smaller pieces are combined in suites to create a larger musical form.
 The Piano Series, the Piano Suite V, and the Piano Suite VI represent the realm 
of concert piano compositions by Alec Wilder. The Piano Series consists of interme-
diate-level compositions with intriguing melodic, harmonic, and tonal gestures for 
the perceptive listener. According to Catalog No. 2, Margun Music Incorporated, 
Suite V (W 190) includes thirteen pieces (Piano Pieces 13 – 26) and Suite VI (W 
191) consists of six pieces (Piano Pieces 27-34). Piano pieces in these suites have 
been rearranged on this recording for aesthetic purposes. While Wilder predomi-
nately did not indicate titles or tempos for his suite movements, he did designate the 
following: Piano Piece No. 13, Allegro; No. 26, Like a Chorale; No. 22, Molto rubato; 
No. 15, Andante; No. 17, Lullaby, and No. 34, Intensely and always legato.
 Alec Wilder was interested in French composers at an early age, and various 
suite movements, such as Suite V (Piano Piece No. 24) and Suite V (Piano Piece 
No. 23), demonstrate this influence. Wilder displays a wide palette of scale timbres 
from traditional, whole tone, chromatic, octatonic, to altered blues scale tones. 
Melodic contours and transformations are less predictable, and tonal implications 
are extremely flexible; a movement may begin and end in different keys. Seminal 
melodic motives unify the short compositions and reveal the expressive beauty that 
is the essence of Wilder.

 The piano works are, as a whole, quite idiomatic, in spite of the fact that Wilder 
did not play well himself. He did very little composing at the piano, but used it to 
check sounds now and then. Even in the most contrapuntally conceived pieces, 
there are lush, thick textures created through the use of octaves, utilizing the wide 
range of the piano and the pedal.
 The style of the popular song world and the jazz world was inherent in Wilder’s 
writing, and he brought this element to his concert music in much the same way 
Gershwin fused jazz elements with classical idioms. It was this combination of the 
jazz and classical elements that made it difficult for Wilder to fit in clearly with either 
style. He was too classical for the pop world and too popular for the legitimate  
classical world. Alec Wilder cannot be considered an innovative composer by most 
standards. It is the merging, however, of various influences and styles that makes  
his sound unique among his contemporaries.

—Jean Elizabeth Roberts, Excerpts DMA, University of Texas



Lyrics for Blackberry Winter
Words and Music by Alec Wilder and Loonis McGlohon

Blackberry winter comes without a warning 
just when you think that spring’s around to stay
so you wake up on a cold rainy morning 
and wonder what on earth became of May.

Blackberry winter only lasts a few days,
just long enough to get you feeling sad
when you think of all the love that you wasted
on someone whom you never really had.

I’ll never get over losing you 
but I’ve had to learn that life goes on
and the memories grow dim like a half-forgotten song,
‘til a blackberry winter reminds me you are gone

and I get so lonely, most of all in springtime
I wish I could enjoy the first of May
but I know it means that blackberry winter
is not too far away.

*Blackberry Winter is a sudden “cool spell” in the south coming around the first of 
June, after the blackberry briars blossom. This unexpected and short “winter” lasts 
but a few days, and warm weather returns to stay.

 Displaying Wilder’s love of counterpoint, compositions are markedly contra-
puntal in texture and often reveal complex harmonies emerging from intensely chro-
matic melodic lines. Some suite movements are actual fughettas displaying subjects 
that repeat a dozen times within the course of the short compositions, such as Suite 
V (Piano Piece No. 21) and Suite V (Piano Piece No. 25). While most movements are 
contrapuntally conceived, some suite pieces display melodies inspired by harmonic 
progressions, such as Suite V (Piano Piece No. 22). 
 The piano jazz pieces are immersed in the harmonies, scales, and rhythms of 
the jazz and blues idioms. Prevalent are jazz stacked chords and added-note har-
monies. These compositions are performed in their original settings by Alec Wilder. 
Many of these compositions were written for Marian McPartland who improvised 
extensively on the themes and progressions. Inspired by this tradition of jazz impro-
visation, Inner Circle has been arranged by Jason Noel Roberts.
 Except for Jazz Waltz for a Friend, the four waltzes presented are traditional 
in tonality and form. It is the innate sensitive melodic phrasings that make these 
pieces worthy of performing. Wilder deeply valued his friendships in life and most 
of the waltzes are dedicated “To Charlotte” who was most likely Charlotte Allen of 
Rochester, New York. Jazz Waltz for a Friend is dedicated to Marian McPartland.
 Included on this album are several pieces composed in the genres of music for 
film, theatre, or musical shows. The album title piece, Pas Seul, could be included in 
this group. Pas Seul may be defined as “dancing alone.” Mort the Pianoforte is the 
instrumental composition written to represent the piano as a member of the orches-
tra in Alec Wilder’s A Child’s Introduction to the Orchestra and parodies the virtuosity 
of the romantic piano concerto.

—John Noel Roberts



The Performer
John Noel Roberts has demonstrated his interpretive skills, technical ability and 
his wide-ranging piano repertoire in solo and concerto performances in Australia, 
Hong Kong, Taiwan, Malaysia, Singapore, Thailand, India, Italy, Great Britain, Japan, 
Canada and the United States. Highlights of his career have been recitals in Carnegie 
Weill Recital Hall, NYC, Teatro Olympico, Vicenze, and National Concert Hall, Taipei. 
 Atlanta Audio Society’s reviews of his Chopin and Brahms ACA recordings state 
that “his Chopin Third Sonata captures all the poetry, the variety and the pure depth 
of feeling that the composer invested in this work” and “Roberts’ strongly character-
ized performances strike just the right note. They are robust without losing any of the 
vital details in the music of Brahms.” Albany Records has released a compact disc of 
Roberts performing the predominately unpublished piano works of Alec Wilder titled 
“Alec Wilder, Music for the Piano” (CD TROY 1294).
 Roberts pursued undergraduate studies at the Eastman School of Music of the 
University of Rochester, where he was a student of Eugene List and Barry Snyder 
and was awarded the Performer’s Certificate in Piano. He continued graduate stud-
ies at the Yale University School of Music, where he earned the Doctor of Musical 
Arts degree. At Yale, he studied with Claude Frank and Ward Davenny and won the 
Sprague Hall Competition. Precollege piano studies were in the preparatory music 
program at Our Lady of the Lake University with Sister Mary Elaine Gentemann, 
C.D.P. He is a member of Phi Kappa Phi and Pi Kappa Lambda honorary societies 
and is a Steinway Artist. 
 Formerly Artist in Residence and Head of Music at the Western Australian 
Conservatorium of Music of the Edith Cowan University, Roberts has also served 
on the music faculties at Furman University South Carolina, the University of North 
Carolina at Charlotte, Mercer University Georgia, Stephen F. Austin State University 
Texas, and Concordia College Minnesota. Roberts currently serves on the piano  
faculty at Our Lady of the Lake University in San Antonio.
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   Alec Wilder
 1  Pas Seul [1:35]

   Suite for Piano V
 2  I. Piano Piece No. 19 [1:26]
 3  II. Piano Piece No. 24 [2:12]
 4  III. Piano Piece No. 13 [1:28]
 5  IV. Piano Piece No. 26 [1:33]
 6  V. Piano Piece No. 16 [2:02]
 7  VI. Piano Piece No. 23 [1:21]
 8  VII. Piano Piece No. 14 [1:48]

   Piano Series
 9  Movement A [:48]
 10  Movement B [1:14]
 11  Movement C [:45]
 12  Movement D [:56]

   Suite for Piano V 
 13 VIII. Piano Piece No. 22 [1:55]
 14 IX. Piano Piece No. 15 [2:35]
 15 X. Piano Piece No. 17 [1:22]
 16 XI. Piano Piece No. 25 [:46]
 17 XII. Piano Piece No. 20 [2:48]
 18 XIII. Piano Piece No. 21 [1:53]

 19  Castle Promenade [1:03] 
 
 

 

   A Child’s Introduction to the Orchestra
 20  Mort the Pianoforte [1:08]

 21  Romantic Waltz [:37]
 22  Jolly Waltz [:44]
 23  Jazz Waltz for a Friend [1:36]
 24  Theme Number Four [1:05]
 25  Her First Party Dress [2:54]

   Suite for Piano VI
 26 I. Piano Piece No. 34 [1:24]
 27 II. Piano Piece No. 28 [1:52]
 28 III. Piano Piece No. 29 [1:11]
 29 IV. Piano Piece No. 27 [:48]
 30 V. Piano Piece No. 33 [1:29]
 31 VI. Piano Piece No. 32 [:51]

 32  Lullaby for a Lady [2:10]
 33  Why?  [1:22]
 34  The Walkaway [1:47]
 35  Inner Circle [3:16]
 36  Homework, Lil Darlin’ Tempo [1:39]
 37  Where Are All the Good Companions? [2:22]

 38  Blackberry Winter [2:52]

  John Noel Roberts, piano

  Total Time = 61:35
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