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William Grant Still (1895-1978): Wood Notes - Symphony No. 2 ‘Song of a New Race’

Symphony No. 3 ‘The Sunday Symphony’

The life and career of the African-American composer
William Grant Still qualifies as the quintessential
American “success story.” Often referred to as the
“dean of African-American composers,” Still was born
in Woodville, Mississippi on May 11, 1895, to a family
of Negro, Indian, Spanish, Irish and Scotch blood.
Still’s father, the town bandmaster, died when William
was three, precipitating a move to Little Rock,
Arkansas, where Still’s mother was a teacher. There
Still had his first musical experience, studying the
violin. At his mother’s urging he began medical studies
but dropped out as music exerted a stronger pull. Music
study at Oberlin was interrupted by naval service in
World War I. After the war, Still moved to New York,
where he worked as an arranger for several popular
performers including W.C. Handy (composer of the
immortal St. Louis Blues) and Artie Shaw, whose hit,
Frenesi, he orchestrated. Still gained immeasurable
experience playing the oboe in Broadway pit orchestras
while studying composition with the conservative
George Chadwick and the ultra-modernist Edgar
Varese. Still arrived in New York at the perfect time,
actively participating in the cultural awakening of
African-Americans in the 1920s known as the “Harlem
Renaissance”. His attention turned to classical
composition for good in the late 1920s. A move to Los
Angeles in 1930 to arrange for Paul Whiteman
expanded his horizons into film and radio, initiating his
compositional maturity and most prolific period. That
same year saw the creation of his Symphony No. 1
‘Afro-American,” which established and sustained his
reputation, remaining his most popular and frequently
recorded work.

Like many African-Americans of his generation,
Still achieved many ‘firsts’: first African-American to
have a symphony performed by a major symphony
orchestra (1935, New York Philharmonic, Afro-
American); first to conduct a major orchestra (1936,
Los Angeles Philharmonic); first to conduct an
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orchestra in the Deep South (1955, New Orleans
Philharmonic); first to have an opera produced by a
major company (1949, Troubled Island, New York City
Opera), and first to have an opera broadcast on
television (posthumously in 1981, A Bayou Legend,
PBS). Still received many honors including the
Guggenheim fellowship, honorary doctorates from
Oberlin among others, and the key to his home state in
1975. He died in Los Angeles on December 3, 1978.

Still’s most distinctive works are nationalistic,
using African-American forms such as the blues,
spirituals, and jazz in addition to other ethnic American
musics. After an early flirtation with avant-garde
techniques, Still returned to a neo-romantic idiom with
lyrical melody and traditional harmony. His work
retains a freshness with immediate appeal. Still, a
deeply spiritual man, inscribed each of his works to
God, “the source of all inspiration.”

The orchestral suite Wood Notes (receiving its
world premiere recording here) was originally cast in
five movements but the publisher chose to delete the
final movement, creating the four-movement version
recorded here. The work takes its inspiration from the
American Southern poet J. Mitchell Pilcher. The four
movements are entitled: 1. Singing River (Moderately
slow), II. Autumn Night (Lightly), III. Moon Dusk
(Slowly and expressively), and IV. Whippoorwill’s
Shoes (Humorously). The premiere by the eminent
conductor Arthur Rodzifiski and the Chicago
Symphony took place on April 22, 1948. Contemporary
reviewers took note of the work’s “pleasantness” and
“personality”. Wood Notes is dedicated to one of Still’s
Oberlin instructors, F.J. Lehmann. It is scored for full or
reduced orchestra. The “Dvordkian” colors (use of the
woodwind choir with pentatonic melodic figures)
reinforce and enhance the pastoral mood, along with
Still’s impressionistic textures.

In the early 1920s, Still envisioned a trilogy of
works depicting the African-American experience: the
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symphonic poem Africa representing their roots, the
Symphony No. 1 ‘Afro-American’ (life in America to
emancipation) (both works recorded on Naxos
8.559174), and the Symphony No. 2 in G Minor ‘Song
of a New Race’ (a vision of an integrated society).
Leopold Stokowski and the Philadelphia Orchestra
premiered the Symphony No. 2 on December 10, 1937
to rapturous reviews. Contemporary reviewers found it
“of absorbing interest, unmistakably racial in thematic
materials and rhythms, and triumphantly articulate in
expressions of moods, ranging from the exuberance of
jazz to brooding wistfulness.” Still’s typically luminous
string writing is, throughout the work, very moving.
The first movement begins with an introduction
with chiming celesta over string and wind (including
cup-muted trumpets) presenting a pentatonic melody
(pastoral in mood) leading to the woodwind introducing
the main theme, which grows out of the introduction
almost imperceptibly. Throughout the symphony at
climactic moments, Still uses the brass to punctuate in
the “call and response” fashion of the African-
American church and the Negro spiritual. The
movement builds to a proud, determined ending in the
minor. The second movement’s main theme is
distinctive and memorable as it glides up the G major
scale to the leading tone (F#) with an air of nostalgia. In
his orchestration in general, Still prefers to use the
orchestral choirs (strings, woodwinds, brass,
percussion) in alternation, much like his contemporary
Roy Harris. So when solo instruments (oboe and violin)
are used here, the effect is all the more telling. The
middle section is much faster and animated before the
main theme returns in all its lushness in the original
tempo. Sudden rapid music interrupts a potential soft
resolution of this movement, leading without a break
into the third movement. This scherzo in cakewalk
rhythm employs the “Scottish snap” rhythm which
becomes a jazzy “doo-wa” inflection later when
developed. The strutting, energetic rhythm reflects
Still’s great skill in writing balletic music. Muted
trumpets anticipate the main theme of the finale before
the English horn introduces it in full. The music builds
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to an impressive, decisive peroration in g minor. The
deep, non-aggressive but assertive, relentless drive
throughout this movement (and much of Still’s music)
may perhaps be a musical metaphor of the slow but
inexorably steady progress of all Americans (but
especially African-Americans) toward true racial
freedom and equality.

The Symphony No. 3 ‘The Sunday Symphony’ is the
only one of the five Still symphonies never performed
in his lifetime. It was premiered by Carlton Woods and
the North Arkansas Symphony on February 12, 1984
and is dedicated to Still’s fellow composer and friend
Christian Dupriez. This symphony was written to
replace the original Symphony No. 3 which was revised
in 1958 as the Symphony No. 5 ‘Western Hemisphere’.

The Third Symphony expresses the spiritual “day in
the life” of a devout worshipper. Each movement has a
descriptive title. The first movement, Awakening
(Moderately fast), begins with a bold proclamation or
call to order in the brass leading to the main body of the
movement, in which short motives are actively
developed throughout the orchestra with percussion
punctuation in “call and response” fashion. Especially
colorful woodwind writing enhances and offsets the
forceful pentatonic themes. Movement II, Prayer (Very
slow): Like a minister’s “call to prayer”, the English
horn intones the mournful theme reminiscent of Negro
“spirituals” as the flute responds. Lowered “blues”
thirds and sevenths in the melody and harmony reveal
the connective influences between “sacred” and
“secular” in African-American music. Movement III,
Relaxation (Gaily): This delicate and playful scherzo
makes use of rapid staccato “chattering” in the winds
deftly enhanced by a prominent tambourine (a common
instrument in the African-American church used here
much more delicately by Still). Some of the modal
brass harmonies in the center of the movement even
reflect back to Monteverdi’s Orfeo before returning to
the present. Movement IV, Day’s End and a New
Beginning (Resolutely): The introduction sternly moves
forward with repeated notes, then strings provide the
principal lyrical theme with oboe accompaniment. Solo
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horn interjects motives of the introduction like an
encouraging congregation. When the introductory
theme returns in full force, it inexorably progresses to
an affirmative, decisive ending in the minor.

Leopold Stokowski called William Grant Still “one
of our greatest American composers”. As more of Still’s

Fort Smith Symphony

works are recorded and performed, it has naturally led to
a reevaluation and rehabilitation of William Grant Still
and his body of work that bodes well for his greater
appreciation now and in the near future.

David Ciucevich, Jr.

Photo: Steven Jones

Founded in 1923, the Fort Smith Symphony is the oldest orchestra in the state of Arkansas. The orchestra is a per
service professional ensemble drawn from musicians throughout the region. The orchestra performs classics, pops
and educational concerts in the Arkansas Best Corporation Performing Arts Center in Fort Smith. Committed to
education, the orchestra presents numerous educational programmes including a composer in residence programme,
ensembles and guest artists in the schools and “Earquake!™  multi-media concerts for school children.
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John Jeter
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John Jeter (“Jetter”) has been the music director and conductor of the Fort Smith
Symphony since 1997. He is also the recipient of the 2002 Helen M. Thompson Award
presented by the American Symphony Orchestra League. This award is given to one
outstanding ‘early career’ music director in the United States every two years. It is one of
the few awards given to conductors in America. He is the recipient of the Mayor’s
Achievement Award for his services to the City of Fort Smith. John Jeter has guest
conducted numerous orchestras including the Springfield Symphony, Indianapolis
Symphony Orchestra, Oklahoma City Philharmonic, Arkansas Symphony Orchestra,
North Arkansas Symphony Orchestra, Charleston Symphony, Gulf Coast Symphony and
Tllinois Chamber Symphony among many others. He co-hosts two radio programmes and
is involved in many radio and television projects concerning classical music. He received
his formal education at the University of Hartford’s Hartt School of Music and Butler
University’s Jordan College of Fine Arts.
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Wood Notes (1947)* 16:32
[ I. Singing River (Moderately slow) 6:46
(2] II. Autumn Night (Lightly) 2:49

[3] III. Moon Dusk (Slowly and expressively) 4:27
[4] IV. Whippoorwill’s Shoes (Humorously) 2:30

Symphony No. 2 in G minor

‘Song of a New Race’ (1937) 27:05
5] L. Slowly 8:56
6] II. Slowly 7:19
II1. Moderately fast 3:37
IV. Moderately slow 7:13

Symphony No. 3
‘The Sunday Symphony’ (1958) 18:01

9] I. Awakening (Moderately fast) 3:48
II. Prayer (Very slow) 6:34
II1. Relaxation (Gaily) 2:30
IV. Day’s End and a New

Beginning (Resolutely) 5:09

*WORLD PREMIERE RECORDING

Fort Smith Symphony ¢ John Jeter

Recorded on 17th and 18th April, 2011, at Arkansas Best
Corporation Performing Arts Center, Fort Smith, Arkansas, USA
Produced and engineered by Tim Handley

Publishers: Southern Music Publishing (tracks 1-4);

Carl Fischer Music (tracks 5-12)

Booklet notes: David Ciucevich, Jr.

Cover: Mill Cove Lake by N. Currier (1813-88) and J.M. Ives
(1824-95) (Yale University Art Gallery, New Haven, CT, USA /
The Bridgeman Art Library)

AMERICAN CLASSICS

The life and career of the African-
American composer William Grant
Still qualifies as the quintessential
American ‘success story.” Often
referred to as the ‘dean of African-
American composers,’ Still rose from
humble beginnings to work as an
arranger while studying composition
with Chadwick and Varese. Still
embraced the blues, spirituals, jazz,
and other ethnic American musics
within classical forms. Wood Notes
musically depicts Still’s love of
nature. Symphony No. 2, the last
of a trilogy of works depicting
the African-American experience,
presents the vision of an integrated
American society, while Symphony
No. 3 describes a spiritual ‘day in the
life’ of a devout worshipper. This disc
completes the Naxos cycle of William
Grant Still’s Symphonies.
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