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4 Flutes
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1. A conductor and/or click-track is recommended to ensure rhythmic
coordination. In live performance one solo piccolo and one solo violin may
perform any part of their choice backed by prerecorded tracks of the
remaining parts.

2. Tempi are approximate; relationships between tempi are exact. The last
movement (102-end) should be as fast as possible.

3. Amplification of Symphony for Ammi Phillips is possible but not required.
If the piece is amplified all instruments should be amplified and mixed
together.

4. Dynamics are absolute: a piano in a piccolo is the same as a piano in a
violin. Throughout the symphony instruments are often marked at different
relative levels; this is a musical device and should be emphasized.

5. Glissandos begin immediately and last the duration of the note written. The
piccolos always glissando by rolling the instrument so the mouthpiece moves
in relation to the embouchure. This generally produces a half-step glissando
downwards; to glissando upwards finger the upper note and roll into it from
below. Since as smooth a bend as possible is desired, keyed glissandos are
discouraged. Violins pluck only the first note of a pizzicato glissando.

6. The markings W and 1/2 indicate trills to one whole step above the note
written and one half step above the note written, respectively, and remain in

effect for one numbered section.
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Not really a symphony. It was supposed to be but now it’s not, unless you are Stravinsky,
who called all sorts of things symphonies that were not really symphonies. I am not

Stravinsky, but that was the title even before I began composing, so there you go.

Anyway, for a while I had wanted to write a piece with groups of high instruments—
piccolos, oboes, trumpets, violins—but it was not until I visited the late, lamented
American Folk Art Museum to do some research on Henry Darger for my composition In
the Realms of the Unreal that I found my inspiration. At the museum was an exhibit
pairing Mark Rothko with the mid-nineteenth century peripatetic portraitist Ammi
Phillips, the logic behind the exhibition being that both were magicians of light and color.
It was no idle boast; I wasn’t prepared to see Rothko blown away by this painter previously

unknown to me.

Phillips was an absolute master, his brilliant paintings practically exploding off the wall
straight into your retinas. His broad swaths of pigment seem to prefigure Matisse, and
those strange but convincing faces do not so much represent the sitters as suggest their
presence. One extraordinary painting features a young boy under a walnut tree, the scene
set at night and positively glowing with an inner luminescence. Unfortunately, these
works cannot really be appreciated in reproduction; like Van Gogh, they must be

experienced firsthand to reveal their power.

On my way home I knew I was going to make a composition about Phillips’s work, and I
knew it would be for piccolos and violins, whose bright timbres would hopefully glow as
brightly as the paintings. Initially I intended the movements to follow classical
symphonic form, but the patterned musical material I had in mind suggested the
symmetrical variation form with which I had been working for most of the previous year.
At the time immersed in choral music of the fourteenth through sixteenth centuries, I
chose four of each instrument to follow a series of tetrachordal harmonies gradually
unfolding over the course of the work while moving (mostly) according to strict

Palestrinian rules of counterpoint.

Symphony for Ammi Phillips is divided into five continous movements: the first and fifth
are energetic and feature short, fast figures, while the central third movement is slow. The
inner second and fourth movements explore harmonies inspired by spectral harmonies
and the sound of organs, while over the course of the work glissandos and saturated

sounds such as trills and tremolos come to dominate the textures.
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