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AMERICAN MUSIC SERIES 167a
Elizabeth Vercoe
with Janice Fournier

Concord, Massachusetts
March 4, 1985

F. [This is Jan] Fournier and I'm talking today with Elizabeth
Vercoe at her home in Concord, Massachusetts. And she was

just telling me about a piece that she was inspired to write.

Go ahead Elizabeth.

V. O0.K. I wrote a ﬁ%}ce called Fersona for solo piano. It

was a commissioned work for Vivian Taylor, who was doing a project
of women's music for the First International Congress on Women

in Music that was in New York several years ago. And a friend

of mine had done a dissertation on Louise Nevelson and I was

down visiting her and had read an article that she wroté, a kind
of psycho-biography only a much shorter work than a biography,
about Nevelson. And at the time, coincidentally, there was a
retrospective show at the Whitney Museum of Nevelson's work,

and I went to the museum to see it and it just so happened that
the weekday that I chose to go,there was no one else in the
exhibition, and I walked around the exhibition all alone in this
gquite atmospheric display &E--some of the rooms were all black
wikh~-with light that simulated moonlight, for example, and then
there was an all-white room and an all-gold room, and then her
final work which i%--was on show at this particular exhibition, Zud

)
is called Mrs. N's palace, and it's like a--it's really like a

tomb that you walk into--a last place with all her favorite
things in it. 1It's sort of like that, and one is asked to

remove shoes and to walk barefoot th:ough this rather small
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space but intricately decorated. I found it an extremely moving
experience, especially being alone like that--and I was working
on the piece already but seeing that exhibition and reading the
article about Nevelson, and also seeing a work of hers entitled

S <
First Personage in which my-égignd felt that she herself had had a

very pivotal expefience in mounting another exhibition and then
being very, very exhausted and tired, and seeing this work when
she was tired, and seeing it seem to move, and suddenly all kinds
of personal things, evidently came up for her and she began,
suddenly, to do what is now her trademark kind of work, that is,
work that's enclosed in boxes as though trying to contain
something. And I felt tﬁfiﬂin my piece--I was quoting composers
a

from other eras whose workAhad a very particular and subjective
meaning, not as an artist so much but a very personal meaning

for me--and I felt that this work was maybe doing that kind of
thing for me, that as I was searching for my voice as an artist
and my means of expressing personal things that I felt a contact
with her and her work, which was really quite inspiring to me.

F. What composers were you influenced by in this--in the writing
of this?
~

[background noise]

V. Can we stop just a second?

[pause in tape]

V. O.K. You were asking me what composers maybe I was influenced
byyand I always find that an extremely difficult question to
answer. I think it's much easier for somebody else to listen to

my music and see what they think, because I think today composers

study music from the middle ages right on up to the present and

N
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there is bound to be some kind of spillover into their own work
from all of this, and it's hard to pinpoint it. In Persona I quoted
the work of Vivaldi but for a special reason not so much for an
artistic reason, but for the reason that I had played this
particular violin concerto myself as a young person and my daughter
was then playing it and I felt this very personal conection. There

is a guotation from the Beethoven Violin Concerto, there's a

quotation from the Mozart G Minor Symphony, and there's a quotation

that comes back several times from a work of my husband's that I
performed when I first met him, also a quotation from an earlier
piano piece of my own, so that in a way they were not so much
musical influences as other kinds of influences. Musically, I--
I can't even begin to answer that gquestion. I don't even know
how to answer that question. I don't know myself. I can't
even say who my favorite composers are. I find it very difficult.
I think, perhaps, I have a rather catholic taste.
F. Uh-huh. I was interested to hear your--saying that you had
quoted a piece of your husband's. I was wondering how it is
being married to a composer, someone who shares your vocation.
Do you find that you influence each other?
\V. I think we share a common aesthetic to a fairly large degree.
For example, it's highly likely that in going to a concert of
all-contemporary music that Barry and I would come out of the
concert comparing notes and find that we had generally liked
the same pieces. And I think that we have a great respect for
~each others work. I don't see musical influences back and forth.
Also we find that we are each, well, in a sense, partic--well not
specialists exactly but--well he is iﬁ electronic music, but I'm

also very interested in promoting women's music in various ways;,

~
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and so we have our own particular interest&?hat means that we are
going off on--in separate directions to some extent.
F. Let's talk a little bit about your interest in promoting
women's music, and how exactly you're doing this.
V. I became interested in this quite a while back actually, when
the International League of Women Composers was first founded by
Nancy Van de Vate. I joined early on and I also joined American
Women Composers when--early on when that was founded in 1976. 1In
more recent years not only have I been involved myself in--as a

member of the organizations, but I've also been board member and

chair and that kind of--taken that kind of responsibility in the
organizations, helped with finding articles for the newsletters and
putting together concerts. I ran the--what they call the\géarch
forfnew’éusic, which is a competition for student composers,for

the League of Women Composers for several years. At the moment

I'm chair of the Massachusetts chapter of American Women Composers
and this small local chapter has already done a national conference
at Tufts University and during my chairmanship we're planning to

do a festival of women's music at Boston University including two
orchestra concerts, two of Boston's major performing contemporary
ensembles giving concerts, a dance concert, and we're hoping--we
have applied for funds at least—to commission a new dance work

and also a new musical piece. Both on the conference and on this
festival we have had children performing women's music, which

~we think is a very good way to, perhaps, bring future audiences

to women's music, to get kids to start playing music by women and

realize that there are lots. of women writing music. And this

N
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time instead of just having solo performers, we're inviting &
children's chorus to perform women's choral music.

F. Oh, that's exciting.

V. So there will be a panel discussion, things like that as well
but I think it sounds like a--quite an interesting program. There
will be a number of premieres and--as well as older music being
played, by Clara Schumann, Alma Mahler, such composers.

F. Will any of your works be--be performed?

V. I don't know just yet. The programs are not fully decided

at this--at this point. I expect there'll probably be something.
F. Yes. Were you involved in the conferences that were held at
the University of Michigan on Women's Music.

V. Yes indeed. The first one, Opus One I think they called it,
yes I had a piece performed. The second one, I was somewhat more
actively involved. I came over from Paris--in fact we were

living in Paris at the time. I came back for the conference and
on that one someone whom I had met at the first conference,

performed a piece of mine called Irreveries from Sappho and

also I wrote a piece for the occasion for a harpist by the name
of Susan Allen. [phone rings] Maybe I should get that.

[pause in tape]

F. I think we were talking about‘Michigan and--

V. Oh, yes. Oh yes, so I wrote a piece called Pargdia that was

based on the Monteverdi madrigal called Lasciatemi morire and

that piece then was premiered at the conference and she's
played it since then as well on the Piccolo Spoleto Festival, for
example, which is nice.

F. You have often in your work chosen texts by women writers--
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Ve That's right.
F. --to set to music. Is it something you feel very strongly
about, giving voice in music to women's thoughts and--
V. Exactly. Exactly. 1I--I didn't start out intending to do
that and rather ﬁound myself doing that. It seemed to be
something that was less intentional than just natural, that just
evolved all by itself. For example, with Herstory I which is a
song cycle for piano, vibraphone and soprano, I spent a great
deal of time collecting poetry that I liked, going to the
library, reading through volumes and volumes of poetry, and--and
copying out the things that I liked. And it wasn't until I had
gotten my various assorted pages collected together that I realized
that the bulk of them were by women and futhermore, that most of them
had to do with women expressing something about their lives as
women, referring to their children, their spouses, or their lovers,
or to their relationship to themselves as growing older, their
views of life that seem to reflect a women's point of view more
than a man's point of view. And that was very interesting to me.
I continuegA;Ere consciously but again not totally consciously
with Herstory II which is based on Japanese poetry from the
eighth to the twelveth century by Japanese women poets, translated
by Kenneth Rexroth. And initially I had given the book of
poetry to my husband as a gift and he had set one of the poems
in the book as a birthday present for me, and then he had contin--
he had expected to round out a cycle and finish(@hich he never
dis. And I loved the book so much that I went ahd was reading
it and looking at it and finally deci@ed~—I thought I would

do a cycle based on poetry from the book. Well again, when I
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copied out the poems I liked, I found that_surprise, surprise—
many of them, most of them)were by women and in this case they
turned out to be what you might loosely call love poems--and I
say loosely because they are not full--all uniformly full of
admiration. Some of them reflect fear, some of them reflect
amusement, some of them reflect anger. There's--there are
thirteen different ways of looking at the subject but again
from a women's point of view.

F. Yes.

V. And--I found that an interesting experience to--to work with
it--more than an interesting--a very moving experience to work
with those--those poems and those different voices from the past.

They seemed absolutely up to date.

F. And contemporary. Yes.
V. Yes.
F. Yes, your range, going from Sappho up to contemporary women

poets, and yet there's certainly a thread that--that--
V. Well, the Sappho picks up the same thread. These three--three
little poems, written so many hundreds of years ago but in a
. translation by Mary Barnard that is completely contemporary
language, and I think?ﬁhat qﬁ the skill of the--the translator,
who is a true poet herselfwmakes it work in English. If you're
wanting people to really understand the text and you want to
write in the language of your audience then it has to be in
English but--but those voices from the past and other countries
- and so on are so fascinating. And again, the more things change
the more they stay the same.

F. Yeah. They have something to say to us.
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V. Absolutely.

Yes. What do you feel is the status of the--the woman

")

composer today in our own country? Has it--have you seen an
evolution since you started writing? Are there many more women
who are writing and getting performed?

V. I think so. I think that there has been enormous change

even in just the last six or eight years.

F. Uh-huh. ‘

V. I don't think it's just my own development but I think that
beyond that there are more women going through the music schools
in composition. There are beginning to be women conductors.

There are beginning to be women in fields that have not heretofore
had lots of women in them.

F. Yes.

V. I was--initially at the University of Michigan in the sixties=— =
I was usually the only woman around in the composition department,
and people made comments about that, and I remember Persichetti
coming to the seminar and saying something to me, "Oh, I'd like to
hear something by the woman composer." and his wife upbraiding

him and saying,"She's not a woman composer. She's a composer."

F. Yeah. Who Jjust happens to be.

V. Yes—-

F. Yes.

V. --but--but the novelty is beginning to wear off. I think

that there's not so much focus on the fact that--oh my goodness
this is just--this is a woman who's writing music but really an
expectation that women are writing and that their music should

and deserve--their music deserves performance . And I think it
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s beginning. I think the-=ghe fact that Ellen Zwilich won a
Sulitzer Prize is-~dzs a major accomplishment for all women in a
certain sense. I know that she thinks of herself as a composer
but she, interestingly enough, belongs to the two major women
composers organizations, so she feels part of that as well.
F. In terms of programming do you feel that works by women
composers should somehow be performed separately or would you
rather see an integration with all kinds of music.
V. I guess I like to see it in lots of contexts, and I'm not
sure, exactly, where the best place is. Maybe there isn't a best
place. It-=g's interesting to me to contemplate the possibility
that women have something different to say and I think we're
more likely to notice that if we hear a lot of women's work
all together, as we might on a conference or a festival, or
something like that. More likely there will be the occasional
work that speaks particularly of or to women and, in general,
women's work will just join the variety of-==f men's work and not
stand out in that particular way. So I-& really like myself
to see it in both contexts.
_F. Yes.
V. I very much, in general, like to hear contemporary music
programmed with traditional music.
F. Yes. I was going to ask you about that old versus new.
V. Yes, so that whether it's a man's or a woman's work performed
on a program, it stands out and--and gets special attention if
it's the only new work. Much more than if there are a whole
series of new works--

F. Yes.

~
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V. —=—-Oon a program.
F. Yes. What about your composing techniques? Maybe you could
just explain a little bit how you compose. Do you hear a piece
entirely before you begin to write, or is it more a process of
working it out, reworking, trial and error?
V. I once had a lovely experience of waking up one morning and
having a piece in my mind that I had never thought of, and the
beginning of it from--almost like from a dream or something, but,
in general that sort of thing doesn't happen. Often there is
some germinal idea, whether it's musical or extra-musical. I have
a piece thotewmas—-that is based on bird calls, for example, that
I transcribed literally from listening to either recordings or
live birds or remembering experiences of birds in the wilderness
and that sort of thing. And it was that idea and the rhythmic
aspects of the calls as well as the melodic that got me started
on the piece, but I had very little sense of the actual content
that was likely to transpire, or the length, or anything like
that--and of course I initially had to decide the instrumentation
and so on, which was flute and percussion in that case, but in
~general I think th®se=-for me there's some idea--some central
idea, and then I always work at the piano, for example. A lot of
composers don't)but I always work at the piano. I==f--my own
training is mostly as a pianist, practical training that is, and
SO I feel very comfortable doing that and I like hearing

immediately what I'm doing.

- F. Uh-huh.

V. I like improvizing as I work, trying things out. I work

extremely slowly. I don't produce a whole lot of work every
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.#2I Taybe one or two pieces, maybe only one if it's a really
Tz2I:<r piece, and L@eads+——I wouldn't say I had--all my music in
t"e last ten years has one particular style, or one particular
ccmpositional technique. I have written using Hauer tropes
and twelve-tone technique and so on, though I don't do that
very much any more. FFE--when I write vocal music the text
determines an enormous amount of what happens structurally and
even the fine details of th%ngs. Like many other composers
today I have quoted other composers as I mentioned, in Persona
and in the Pargdia, the Monteverdi that I quoted exact--it was
4%~ literally a pargdy in the technical sense of that word, in
which trge-the texture, tEee—the madrigal--entire madrigal
texture is interwoven into my piece, so that there are moments
when you actually hear exactly what Monteverdi wrote. At times
that just comes out guite clearly and then moves away from that,
but every note in Monteverdi's piece is somehow incorporated into
mine, though of course it sounds very different--
F. Uh-huh. Uh-huh.
V. --but there are times that it's really even recognizable,
which was not true in Persona in which I really carefully buried
the exact sound of the quotation in the texture of the piano part
though I was trying to capture the quality, the effect--certain
effect from that particular piece that I was quoting.
F. When did you first start composing?
V. I would say at the end of my senior year in college. I
took a course--there had been nothing--I went to Wellesley.
There was nothing offered that explored the creative side of

music at all, which I found rather disappointing, I had really

N
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2:z22ed and hoped that there would be more, both practical music
S the creative aspect of music, in the course structure and at
In2t time there was not. That's changed now. For example, when
2 studied the piano there it was always as an extracurricular
activity. It was never given credit. When I played recitals and
SO on, it was always considered a very nice thing to do but
irrelevant basically to the general--

F. Academic programming.

V. --the academic program, yes. That has changed also and it
was not until--I don't remember what they called it, an honors--
senior honors project, or special studies, or something of that
nature in which a group of us were allowed to take a course
ostensibly called instrumentation. It really wasn't that at all,
it was really compositioq)although we were invited to compose

for particular instrumental groups, and the teacher saw to it

that those groups actually came in and played our little things
that we were working on.

F. Uh-huh.

V. And that affected me in a way that none of the other courses
had, and although I was already planning to go to-=s graduate
school, and went off to the University of Michigan, I had planned
and did go off as a beginning graduate student in music theory
but within the first summer that I was there, I switched over
into composition. And I was in no way prepared to do a Master's
in composition. I had hardly written anything, but somehow I did
one in that first year am concluding with the required orchestra
piece for which I was also not really prepared. And then in the

intervening years--quite a long time really before I went to
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Boston University to do a doctorate--the real practical experience
that I should have had years before began to take place as I
began to write small pieces for voicef or for solo instruments,
or whatever--and then there was a period of about eight years

in which I wrote nothing at all.

F. Oh.
V. Again, before I did my doctorate. I was teaching, my children
were born. There was just really no time. And finally, after

teaching for a while, I felt that I needed to get back to-sto
where I had wanted to be and went back and did a DMA in composition
at Boston University, which was?very stimulating experience for
me and really got me back on track.
F. How does the--or did the teaching relate to your composing?
Did you find that it was not productive in terms of composing?
V. It depended. When I was teaching at Westminster Choir College
the teaching itself really was not related or did not help me
in any way, but the contacts with other musicians--being in a
school of music where there were many performers and so on was
very nice, because I found that people would be then interested
. in performing my music and that right away is stimulating for you
. "
to write more. People will ask for things or’éo you have this or
”do you have thag‘and so on, and had I stayed there I think that
I probably would've written for many of the faculty members
there. There were some very good performers--but when I
taught at Framingham State it—s3s=-it was not a good place for
. me at all. It was not a music school. There were not very
good music students studying there and it was really time for

me to go back and reorder priorities.

F. Yes. Yes. Had you thought of composing as a career when you
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were studying music as a child or did this come only much later?
V. Much later.

F. Much later. Had you thought of--of performing? Well, maybe
we can talk about your--your early musical training. You began
studying piano as a--as a child?

V. Yes. I started at five or so. 1I'd already had a little
instruction from my mother and studied--

F. Were your parents musical?

V. Yes, they were. My mother had a--they were not professional
musicians but they were quite serious about their music--very
serious amateurs I would say. My mother, a pianis?)and my father
had been a violinist--

F. Oh.

V. --and then took up cello when he retired and when I began
violin, so that we could have a family trio.

F. Oh, how wonderful.

V. And that was more or less successful, I suppose, but at
least everybody was playing something. My brother and I played

duets and things like that together--and a cousin, with whom I

_grew up, also played the piano, and we played sometimes together.

There was a lot of music around in the family. And I had some
very excellent teaching in Washington, D.C., a teacher who
believed in a good deal of repertoire, in recitals every month, and
in the National Piano Auditions mhdEsh--for which you have to
prepare a whole set program and so on. So I was used--by the

time I was in high school-I was used to performing and I also

was accustomed to preparing an entire_program in a year, just

on the basis of maybe an hour's practice a day. It was not--it
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was not strenuous. Nothing like the involvement that my own
daughter has in which she practices several hours a day and
she's in three orchestras and a string quartet and so on. It's
much more than I had, so that I think it was seen always by my
family as an avocation not as a vocation for me. So it was
quite a major decision for me to major in music in college.

F. How did your family react to that?

V. Well, they preferred it to philosophy. [laugh]

F. Equally useless.

V. I think so.

F. Oh, gosh. Your training then was first at Wellesley and then
you studied with Ross Lee Finney at the University of Michigan.
V. Yes, I did my Master's thesis with him.

F. And then you studied with Gardner Read at Boston University.
V. He was a very fine teacher--Ross Lee Finney was--was an
excellent teacher, particularly in the classroom--a very
stimulating person. I don't think he thought too highly of

the idea of women being composers. I think his ideas on that
have changed, because we've since discussed it, but at the time
he was not too keen on the notion. And I was told that it would
be very good for me to marry and settle down. Gardner Read was
gquite a different teacher. He, himself, works very intuitively
and I found that 4=ses--I responded to his criticism. He didn't
say very much but what he said was not only Jjust practical but
intuitively right. 1It--it struck a chord for me, and Kﬁréﬁt was
a very good teacher-student relationship, I think. Also he was
very good to me. He arranged that I—fI give a solo concert of

my music at the Brookline Library, which is a very nice place
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to give concerts, the year that I finished my degree--and has
generally been very helpful to me. He wrote the program notes
for a piece of mine that's coming out on Northeastern Records,

Herstory II, and seems very happy to do such things and has been

very supportive in that manner. He's retired now and I think
enjoys seeing what his students are doing and--
F. Yes.
V. That was a very nice experience. I also studied at

Hekeel
Boston University with Joyce MeckKesl and was very excited at the
notion of studying with a woman composer and thought that that
was going to be a very important thing for me. What I learned
from that experience was that it made no difference at all and
that I was actually very much more comfortable as a musician with
Gardner Read's approach, and that was I think an important
discovery for me.
F. Uh-huh.
V. In other words, you don't have to have a woman as a teacher

if you're a woman composer any more than a man needs to have a

man for a teacher.

. F. You also did writing of music programs for a radio station.

When was that, when you were in Michigan? Or was that after?

V. That was at the University of Michigan, yes.

F. While you were there, uh-huh. What exactly did you do, do
programming?

V. Yes. I was resposible for, oh, a third to a half of the
music programs that were on--a station like WBUR here, in Boston.
A university . ' station that was not student operated but

was a public relations station with paid staff and so on, and it
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was a way of having income for me at the time. It was a necessity
really, but it was a way to do something in my field while I
was a student. They allowed me, for example, to come in at seven
A.M. in order to get started on my work so that I could take off
time later in the day to go to classes, and so I worked rather
peculiar hours--but yes, I did certain programs, program notes
that would then be read on the air for live concerts, for faculty
recitals that were rebroadcast, there was a new music program that
was on on Saturday mornings, I believe, and then the usual fare,
the daily afternoon music program that went on from--I don't know,
one to five or something like that, and it was a matter of selecting
music that seemed to work together, pieces that worked together
and trying to say something sensible and illuminating about them
in not too long a space.

F. Was your husband a student at Michigan when you met him?

V. Yes.

F. You were both students there.

V. Yes, he was a doctoral student in composition at the same time.
F. And he's from New Zealand, is that correct?

V. He's from New Zealand, that's right. Yes.

F. And were you married at the end of your stay in Michigan or--

V. Yes, and then we went to--his first job was teaching at

Oberlin Conservatory and so we went there--

F. Uh-huh.

V. --after that, and then to the West Coast, and then to Princeton;
and then we came here to Boston.

F. I see. I had been listening to part of the interview that's

in our collection and--

N
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V. With my husband? e -
Allnd i
F. Yes, and he had talked Oberlin and then--he was sort of a
composer-in-residence in Seattle with the school system?
V. With the Ford Foundation Project that was in existence then--
F. Uh-huh.

V. --and it was--he was on a special project that involved five

different school systems.

F. I see. ‘
V. And so the great finale of his stay was to write a piece that
involved all-- all of those districts at the same time. And--that

was a nice experience for him. It made him write a lot of music.

F. And he is now at M.I.T., is that correct?
V. That's right. He's head of the Studio for Experimental Music.
F. I see. I wanted to ask you, too, about your experience at

the Cité Internationale des Arts. What is that exactly and what
did you do there?

V. Well, we were in Paris during two of the last--parts of the
last two years and initially we went over when Barry had a
Guggenheim to work at IRCAM at the Centre Pompidou.

»F. Oh, yes. Yes.

V. And at the time I thought, wel%)I will be abandoning all

my projects here in the U.S. and I really shouldn't go, and maybe
he should go'by himself and so on, but eventually we decided
that it would be a very good experience for the entire family.
F. And you brought your children?

V. And so the children went and went to French schools.

F. Oh, that must have been quite--

V. Which was a shock for them of course.
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F. Yes.
V. And through an artist friend of ours I was put into touch
with the Cité, which is é large building not too far from
Notre Dame in the Marais which is a very old section of the
city--
F. Yes, yes.
V. --which is a place for--for mostly young artists to live.
It provides studios which means a studio apartment--a studio
apartment which is also a studio space so that the musicians
may have a piano in that large room or the artist{will do their
actual work in that room. Occasionally a family will live there.
We had friends--a woman, who is a composer, and her filmmaker
husband and their young son lived in one of these one-room
studios, somehow or other. We did not live there but I worked
there every day and was able to rent . studio space--very
inexpensively. 1It's government supported, not Jjust the French
government but other countries, other nationalities, and there are
people from all over the world living and working there and they
are artists from all different disciplines: dancers, composers;,
performers. I suppose poets as well although I didn't meet any
of those, but a lot of visual artists: printmakers, and painters,
and sculptors and so on.
F. What an environment to be in.
V. It i% although everybody sort of goes into their own little
studios and--and works, but it's also a place, not only to work,
but a place to exhibit that work. There's a large exhibition
space in the building and there is also a small concert hall
which is a very lovely little hall--

F. For performances.
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V. --for performances, and each person who has a residency
there, which is limited to a maximum of two years, is invited
during that time to have one, either exhibition or concert. And
so I requested some time to do a program and in fact shared a
program. I--the musicians are not allowed to give a whole program
by themselves. They have to share one, but it works out very
well. I shared one with a Hungarian pianist, a young man who was
studying in Paris for a couple of years, and we put together a
rather interesting program of o0ld music and new music wirsslEthe--
which was a lovely experience. His French wasn't very fluent nor
was mine and we had no other language in common so we had to
manage all of our--our efforts in French but we managed to fill
up the concert hall and the audience seemed to be very enthusiastic,
{énd I was also invited to havesperformance of a piece at IRCAM a
few days later, j:gdece that was performed at the Cité concert,
i;o Persona was performed at IRCAM thenfén March about a year ago.
I also had a piece done on the French radio while I was there.
It was simply a--a broadcast of a recording of my piano Fantasy
but since then I understand that the French radio has agreed to

_do my Herstory II which means that they will do a live performance

of the piece, and since it's about a twenty-minute piece)I'm

very pleased about that because that's a major commitment. I'm
also planning to go back to France this summer with my family.
'I%rough the pianist who performed on my concert at the Citéj

I've been invited to do a recording in Belgium of my work, and

so she and I will begin to make the arrangements for that and make
the plans for doing that recording. She will record Persona and
most likely perform in a new piano trio of mine as well)and the

rest of the recording i=e&-has yet to be determined.



-~

167a -21-
F. Uh-huh. Well that's an exciting prospect.
V. That's right, and so I feel as though that year--it was a
year altogether, we spent seven months the first year and six
months~—five months the second year--was very expanding. I feel
much less parochial, much less tied to just New England or just
the United States, and I think it's--it's been a very important
experience for me. I very much like having contact with other
artists and other disciplinesr I like having contact with other
artists in other countries, going to concerts of music in other
countries and hearing what kinds of things are being done there.
Often you go in and it seems very strange and you don't like
anything you hear, perhaps, but nonetheless it's--it's interesting.
It's interesting to see the reactions of French audiences. They
seem to be very much more vocal, and express their approval and
disapproval much more openly. I come back here and find
everybody awfully polite--
F. Uh-huh.
V. --with perhaps less obvious enthusiasm as well as less obvious
disapproval. And that was kind of nice to see. People felt
strongly about what they were hearing.
F. What is the musical climate like in Boston right now?
V. I think about every other person 1is a composer here. There
are many, many composers. There are quite a few women composers.
There are an awful lot of performers interested in doing
contemporary music. There are a number of very good contemporary
music groups-Alea III, the Boston Musica Viva, Dinosaur Annex
and Collage+ and those groups have regular concert seasons and
perform new music all the time. Also the Pro Arte Orchestra

~

generally puts on one new piece on every program. So I think
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there's a lot of activity. Alsthhere';Lall kind of things going
on with solo recitalists and that sort of thing. A certain
amount of new music on our three good.music stations, and a little
bit of attention on the television but not very much, just

whatever the Boston Symphony is doing.

F. Uh-huh. 1Is John Harbison back at M.I.T. this year?
V. Yes. Yes.
F. He is. I guess he was in Pittsburgh for--for a while as

composer in residence but--but he's back. Vivian had interviewed
him not too long ago.

V. I knew him in college actually when I was at Wellesley.

F. Oh really.

V. He was at Harvard at the same time.

F. Oh. So he--both he and your husband then are on the same
faculty.

V. That's right.

F. Yeah. Yeah. He had a--what I thought was kind of an
interesting definition for composing, learning to distinguish
between a live idea and a dead idea and seeing where something
would go or if it would and distinguishing that and the one that
‘had no possibilities. Would you agree with that?

V. I'm thinking it over. I:don't know if I would characterize
what I do as that but I suppoée that is the process.

F. Uh-huh.

V. That you find what works and what doesn't, and what leads
you somewhere and what doesn't--or what's stimulating and what
isn't.

F. It's interesting to hear different composers describe the
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process. I was recently watching a video tape that we have of
Leo Ornstein and he describes just hearing, you know, complete
pieces of music and then having to write it down quickly. It
just sounded like, I guess, the kind of inspiration that laymen
always think that_musicians or composers are struck by. I know
it doesn't always happen that way but I guess that sometimes and
with some people--

V. I suppose so. For me it's more of an evolution.

F. 'Yeah. Yeah. I'm sure that's the way it is for most.

V. There's a point at which you know that it's right.

F. Yes.

V. And there sometimes is a time when you feel as though you've
made a discovery--

F. Uh-huh.

V. --when something special does happen, and you're absolutely
delighted and have no idea where it came from, but for me, no,

I don't hear a whole piece in my mind.

F. Uh-huh. Do you write for specific performers?

V. Quite often.

\F. Yes.

V. I mentioned that I did Persona for a particular pianist. I

also did the piano Fantasy for a very fine pianist, Evelyn
Zuckerman, who was the pianist for the Boston Musica Viva and also
one of the pianists for the Boston Symphony at the time.

F. Uh-huh. Do you write towards their talent or their particular--

V. I think so, yes. I don't know whether I'm always--whether

my notion of what they do is necessarily what their notion is

of what they do. I found, for example, that Vivian Taylor
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actually preferred the piano Fantasy to the piece that I wrote
for her, which I found very curious because I found--I thought
that I was writing a piece that capitalized on her fascination
with sound and her interest in --in various kinds of sounds that
can be made by the instrument. And in fact in a piece that did
that she was less interested than in a piece that was much more
of a technical working out, and I was very surprised. I didn't
guite understand that. I found other pianists responding to the
piece. I don't know why that is. When I wrote for harpist,
Susan Allen, however, I think it was--since it was my first
piece for the harp-it was rather more for the particular
interesting sounds that I thought the instrument--those sonoric
possibilities rather than for her particular technique.

F. Uh-huh.

V. She has a great variety of technique but she also 1is very
open to new ideas and different kinds of things. So I did not
feel--it was her as a musician rather than a particular quality
about her that I was writing for. I have a new commission, that
I'm beginning to think about now, for another vocal work. The
commission is coming from @ university in Tennesee and mezzo-soprano,

who has just recorded my Irreveries from Sappho and she wants

another vocal work for voice and piano and would like it to be
a particular duration, about fifteen minutes, and .so or--I'm thinking
again--now of texts and what the nature--

[End of Side a]
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[Beginning of Side B]
F. --to focus on what you want to do or do you find that limiting
in any way? For instance, you said you have a--a time frame, say
fifteen minutes, does that constrict you in any way or does it
help you to--to know what you want to do?
V. I had been wanting to do another vocal work.
F. Uh-huh.
V. It's been a while since I have and it's something I like to
do a lot. I feel very drawn to working with words and music, so
that it really opens up the possibilities rather than closing off
others. I think certain kinds of commissions might close off
the possibilities for you. For example, I was commissioned by
Wellesley to do a fanfare for the inauguration of their president
a few years ago and they specified that it should be a brass
fanfare of one and a half minutes length, and that was such a
rigid guideline that I--I initially was rather put off although
in the end it was--it was rather interesting to do it but it was
quite hard. A minute and a half is such a limitation that you--
you have to have a very specific idea in order to accomplish
anything at all in that--that small amount of time. So I found
that rather difficult but the--I'm not particularly concerned
about the fifteen minute vocal piece. First of all, I don't
think that the time limit is terribly rigid and I can go a
little bit either way, and secondly, I'm so drawn to the project
anyway. [background noise and pause in tape]
F. Elizabeth, you are currently the music critic for the Concord
Journal?

V. I was for about three years. I'm no longer writing for them,

N
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at least not regularly.
F. I see.
V. For a while I volunteered my services--I was paid for it, but

volunteered to do the job because something needed to be done.

We have a lot of activity for a town our size, musically, and it
wasn't being given very much attention and not very serious
attention when it was given any. And so I like to write about
music and thought that maybe that would be a service I could
render to my community. So I did that for a few years and it was--
it was really a nice experience to follow the three major musical
groups in our town: the orchestra, which is a very fine orchestra
conducted by the--by Richard Pittman who is conductor of the
Boston Musica Viva which does all new music, to follow the Concord
Chorus, and then also to follow the Symphonic Band. There are
other groups that come in from time to time but those are the three
major groups--and to follow their concert series for a few years
and watch their development and so on, it was a nice experience,
but I also found that after having done it for a while;I felt

I was getting a bit stale, that it was not easy to look at those
same groups year after year and have something fresh to say. It
was nice to see, for example, Pittman putting new music on his
programs on a regular basis and the audience tolerating the
situation pretty well. I think he was--he was really broadening
the audience for new music by doing that and educating his
orchestra as well. That's not an easy thing)to get amateurs

or semi-professionals to do new music)and he has done that very
well and has also commissioned works for the orchestra. The

band has also commissioned works and the chorus, during the time
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that I was reviewing them, was also beginning to commission,; so
that there was a lot that was happening here that had some
relevance to me as a composer too. I was hearing works by other
living composers and so on. It wasn't totally"music by dead
people?as my husband calls it.

F. Do you have ény input at all into the music curriculum of
the local school system?

V. I had very little contact with the schools in a musical way.
I complained for a while about the low level of regard given to
music}and as I.found that there was so much musical activity

for children in the Boston area outside of the schools I began
to feel that serious musical activity was really just never
going to be happening in the schools. There was too much outside
already for the schools to feel that it was a very important part
of their activities.

F. And both of your children are studying music?

V. Yes, my daughter's studied violin for a long time now and
my son is studying piano.

[Pause in Tape]

F. Elizabeth, will you describe the work of Arsis Press.

V. Yes. Arsis Press was founded by Clara Lyle Boone about

ten years ago in Washington D.C. at the point of her retirement
from teaching. She herself is a composer and had lived through
many years of struggle to get her own work performed, and
published and available to the public in general, and she

vowed that she was going to see to it that the next generation

of women composers didn't suffer through the same difficulties

that she did--and founded a press that's devoted primarily, but
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nct exclusively, to the publication of women's music. She has
cubiished a great deal of--about fifty works I would say at this
coint including choral works--small choral works, art songs, small
chamber ensemble works, trios, that kind of thing, solo instrumental
works, violin, piano, and so forth by maybe a dozen or so composers.

She's published five or six of my pieces including Herstory II,

the Fantasy for Piano; Sonoria for Cello was just about to come

out. She's published Irreveries from Sappho in the solo vocal

version and she is going to be publishing the choral version of
that as well and--the point at which she accepted the first three

works of mine, that she wanted to publish, the Fantasy, a Duo

for Violin and Cello and Three Studies for Piano, was a really

pivotal one for me. I was only the second composer that she

elected to publish and she has continued to both encourage me and

to choose the works that I find are generally the most important

of my music that she has decided to put out and her choices have
been very important to me. The fact that she is very devoted

to women's music is important to me and the fact that at least

two of the pieces of mine that she's published have been the two
vocal works setting texts by women. She is a source of encouragement
\not only to all the women that she publishes but, I think, represents
a possibility for that many more women as well because everybody
knows that there is that press there that may publish their work--
and it's a press that will publish)definitely)women's music for

some time. It's been, I think, marginally successful financially.
She has managed to keep going for ten years(;hich is no small
achievement for a business of that sort))and I think now that she

0
has a distributﬁr who is attempting to make things more successful
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:-2 more business-like and so on, she will probably flourish to

greater degree and I think she's beginning to get a certain

f

amount of notice in the press. I know that she was interviewed

for National Public Radio for All Things Considered a year or so
ago and they performed one or two pieces that she has published,
short little things, so that people are beginning to notice--but
what she represents is something that is unique, as far as I know,
in the United States. I know that there are other kinds of things
in poetry and that kind of thing but in music I don't think there
is anything else of that sort at all. There is one recording
company, Leonarda Records, that pub--records women's music but
there is no other press that I know of.

F. Well, that is encouraging. I'm glad you remembered to include
that and I want to thank you, Elizabeth, for this interview. Ycu've
been most generous in sharing your thoughts and ideas.

V. Thank you.

[End of Side b]

/-/ . . .
Signature ‘::n/é/ad;«i(/ Lrese .. N0)12/87



