
Dana Ensemble to revisit Schoenberg’s
Private Performance Society and premiere
James Wilding work on May 2

by Daniel Hathaway

Having made its debut earlier this season with a
program of jazz arrangements by Dave Morgan
featuring vocalist Helen Welch, Youngstown State
University’s modular Dana Ensemble will turn to
a different type of arrangements for its second
outing at the Ford Family Theater at the DeYor
Center on Sunday, May 2 at 3:00 pm.

Organized by faculty cellist Kivie Cahn-Lipman,
the program will feature special reductions for
chamber ensemble of large orchestral works
presented by Arnold Schoenberg’s Society for
Private Musical Performance, a series of weekly
salon concerts the composer launched 100 years
ago in Vienna. His objective was to cultivate an
informed audience for new music and provide
adequate rehearsal time for presenting new works

without breaking the bank — hence the need for reduced orchestrations.

“I’ve known about these arrangements since I was a student at Oberlin,” Cahn-Lipman
said in a telephone conversation. “We did the reduction of Mahler’s Das Lied von der
Erde one semester. It blew me away that Schoenberg reduced a huge orchestra down to
15 or 16 players, and the arrangements we’re playing on Sunday are for even smaller
ensembles.”

Sunday’s program includes Debussy’s Prelude to the Afternoon of a Faun, Johann
Strauss Jr.’s Emperor Waltz, and Mahler’s Songs of a Wayfarer with faculty soprano
Misook Yun. “I was struck by the variety of pieces Schoenberg had arranged,”
Cahn-Lipman said, pointing specially to the Strauss work. “The society wasn’t limiting
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itself to the most modern music, but committed itself both to depth and breadth of
repertoire.”

Cahn-Lipman obtained instrumental parts from IMSLP, the Petrucci digital library, a
godsend for performing artists. “We’re actually playing the Emperor Waltz from what
may be Schoenberg’s original manuscript.”

The Ford Family Theater has imposed a limit of 125 attendees for the Sunday
performance, which provides an interesting parallel to Schoenberg’s organization, whose
membership fluctuated between 175 and 250. Other interesting features of the Vienna
meetings included the banning of the press, the announcement of programs only on the
evening of the performance (to prevent attendees from cherry-picking what pieces they
wanted to hear), and an interdiction against applause, because the programs were about
the music and not about the performers.

In addition to those Schoenberg arrangements, the program
will include a premiere by South African-born composer
Jamie Wilding, who serves on the faculty of the University
of Akron. Wilding said in a telephone conversation that the
idea for his new work, The Garden Had Fallen Still, came
to him in a dream.

“A few months ago, I dreamt that I was writing a
composition for various instruments that were spread out in
small groups — COVID era style — in a beautiful garden.
I woke up thinking the usual confident composer thing:
‘That was an amazing piece. I’ll just go and write it
down.’”

Things don’t work out like that. “All I could remember is
that the garden was there, which made me think of Yeats’

The Cap and Bells, kind of a symbolist dream poem I started setting when I was a
student. It begins, The jester walked in the garden: / The garden had fallen still.”

Wilding went on to say that his wife, Dana piano professor Caroline Oltmanns, had a
conversation with Cahn-Lipman a few days later in which they talked about putting
together the chamber ensemble for the May 2 concert and looking for an extra piece to
program. Oltmanns asked her husband, “Why don’t you write something?” Wilding
replied, “I just dreamt about it two nights ago, so I guess that’s what it’s going to be.”
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Wilding was struck by how well his dream poem fit the circumstances. “A variety of
musicians spread out all over the stage in a medium-sized hall sounds like the image of
that garden.”

The composer will conduct his new work, something that wasn’t originally in the plans.
“I realized at the first rehearsal — while sitting quietly in the house as composers are
supposed to do — that I had put way too many tempo changes in the score. Eventually
they asked me to conduct.” Ironically, the Viennese works were originally scheduled to
be conducted, but due to a faculty retirement, the ensemble decided to play them as
chamber music.

One detail of instrumentation has been difficult to resolve. The Viennese pieces call for
strings, flute, oboe, clarinet, horn, trombone, tuba, percussion, guitar, piano, and
harmonium — the European variety rather than the reed organs Americans are used to.

Cahn-Lipman is using a synthesizer with a European harmonium patch. Alas, that robs
Wilding of one special effect he had planned. “I had built in the sound of pumping air
before the tone begins.” As a tradeoff, Wilding, who has built a small collection of
African instruments, has written a part for the mbira, which Oltmanns will play in
alternation with the piano. “I had to figure out how to amplify it, so I came up with a
cute little mic that clips on that’s connected to a big speaker.”

Both Cahn-Lipman and Wilding are thrilled that Sunday’s performance will include an
audience. “It makes me feel like we’re coming to the end of this pandemic,”
Cahn-Lipman said.
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