
Composer, pianist, and musical theorist, Easley Blackwood’s career has been 
consistent only in its seeming contradictions and strong individuality. Blackwood is 
Professor Emeritus at the University of  Chicago, where he has taught since 1958. He 
received his musical training from such legendary figures as Olivier Messiaen, Paul 
Hindemith (at Yale, where Blackwood earned his Bachelor’s and Master’s degrees in 
1953 and 1954), and Nadia Boulanger.

The symphonies on this disc represent the two relatively “conservative” periods 
in Blackwood’s output: the 1950’s and 1980 to the present. (During the late 40’s 
and most of  the 60’s and 70’s Blackwood devoted his energies to radical, atonal 
compositions.) Blackwood’s more recent return to tonal composition, which has 
even produced some works set in considerably older musical syles, stems from his 
research into the tonal properties of  microtonal tunings and his decades-long study 
of  traditional harmony.
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Easley Blackwood (b. 1933)
SYMPHONY NO. 5, OP. 34 (26:12)

1 I. Allegro inquieto (8:04)
2 II. Molto adagio (10:58)
3 III. Allegro vivo (7:01)

Chicago Symphony Orchestra
James  DePreist, conductor

 

SYMPHONY NO. 1, OP. 3 (31:18)
4 I. Andante maestoso — Non troppo allegro ma con spirito (9:05)
5 II. Andante comodo (5:51)
6 III. Allegretto grotesco (5:22)
7 IV. Andante sostenuto (10:53)

Boston Symphony Orchestra
 Charles Munch, conductor  TT:  (57:46)

This recording is made possible in part by grants from The Aaron 
Copland Fund for Music and the National Endowment for the Arts.

DDD/ADD Absolutely Digital / Digitally Remastered CDR 90000 016 I wrote my Symphony No. 5 in Chica-
go, completing it in September, 1990. 
During the composition period, I was 
very busy as pianist playing mostly 
chamber music (traditional and mod-
ern) written for unusual instrumen-
tal combinations. I also became very 
much taken with solo piano works by 
the less-known modernists of the teens 
and twenties, Alfredo Casella and Kar-
ol Szymanowski in particular. [Prof. 
Blackwood’s recording of piano music 
of those composers can be found on 
Cedille Records CDR 90000 003.]

The Symphony No. 5 is in three move-
ments, and is clearly influenced by the 
stylistic diversity with which I was 
involved as a pianist. In fact, I origi-
nally conceived the work as the kind of 
symphony Sibelius might have written 
had he experimented with the modern-
ist techniques that attracted composers 
like Casella and Szymanowski. The 
first movement is a conventional sonata 
form movement beginning in a modal 
version of B minor, with occasional 
impressionistic interludes where the 
tonality is not clearly defined. Quiet 

minor thirds often accompany the 
movement’s various motives. At times, 
the thirds are static; at others, they un-
dulate slowly. About a minute in, the 
first trumpet introduces a five-note, 
chromatically descending fanfare — a 
motive which assumes greater signifi-
cance as the movement progresses.

The second section is more convention-
ally tonal and features an expansive 
solo by the first horn. In the develop-
ment section, dissonant and modal 
passages alternate, sometimes as cho-
rales, sometimes as extensions of the 
fanfare motive. The original material 
returns in the recapitulation with slight 
variations, although the horn solo is 
unchanged (except for a transposition 
from D major to B major). In the coda, 
the undulating minor thirds return as 
an accompaniment for the initial theme 
and the fanfare. The movement con-
cludes with an ironic variation on these 
two motives played by the English horn 
and bass clarinet.

The second movement begins with a 
quiet, sustained section, followed by ex-



pressive solos by the first clarinet, first 
oboe, and English horn. This leads to a 
more dissonant passage, featuring sim-
ilar tunes played by the first flute, first 
trumpet, and first violins. Throughout 
this exposition, the thematic elements 
are melodies accompanied by slowly 
moving contrapuntal textures. Imbed-
ded in the accompaniments are occa-
sional discreet quotes of the first four 
notes of the liturgical sequence Dies 
Irae: F-E-F-D (several of these quotes 
had already worked their way into the 
counterpoint before I noticed).

The development consists of variations 
on the solos heard before. First strings 
and winds alternate in contrasting reg-
isters, then strings and brass alternate 
over a pedal point. In the recapitula-
tion, the first two wind solos return,  
followed by a transition that leads to 
the climax of the movement. At this 
point, there is a surprising return to the 
original key of the movement (E-flat 
minor) as the Dies Irae fragment sud-
denly becomes the principal melody in 
the trumpets. The movement concludes 
quietly over an E-flat pedal point, with 

further references to the Dies Irae frag-
ment.

The third movement serves as both 
a rondo and a scherzo. Although the 
movement is in B minor, there is no 
cadence until the thirty-sixth bar. This 
and the virtual absence of subdomi-
nant and dominant harmonies cause 
the rondo theme to have a slightly un-
settled character in spite of its super-
ficially jaunty mood. The first couplet 
(or “B” section of the rondo) is rather 
more dissonant, especially the passage 
that consists of rapid figurations in the 
winds over successions of chromati-
cally related triads. After a brief refer-
ence to the rondo theme, material from 
the beginning of the first movement is 
recalled. Following a dissonant climax 
and a quieter interlude, the rondo theme 
recurs with an extended variation.

Much of the remainder of the move-
ment continues the alterations of mo-
tives heard earlier in diverse variations. 
The initial theme of the first movement 
ultimately returns, however, this time 
on a triumphant note, along with the 

chromatically descending fanfare mo-
tive. After subsiding briefly, the piece 
closes unexpectedly with a fortissimo 
B minor triad.

I wrote my Symphony No. 1 in Paris, 
completing it in December, 1955. At 
that time I was studying both compo-
sition and keyboard reading skills with 
Nadia Boulanger. Paris in the 1950’s 
was a very stimulating place to be a 
composition student. Four different 
orchestras presented complete seasons, 
as did two opera companies. The city 
also boasted numerous chamber music 
concerts and solo recitals. During this 
period, I was active as a pianist, par-
ticularly as a Lieder accompanist going 
on extensive tours in France and Ger-
many.

The Symphony No. 1 is a four-move-
ment work in which material heard 
early on often recurs in various trans-
formations in later movements. This 
characteristic seems very French in-
deed, if one examines the symphonies 
of Chausson, Franck, d’Indy, and Saint-
Saëns — works which I have found at-

tractive and ingenious since my days 
at Yale (1950-54). Elements found in 
the slow introduction give rise to the 
thematic cells of the body of the first 
movement. In these cells, however, the 
original thematic ideas are often trans-
formed in character and presented in 
variations, some of which are canonic.

Structurally, this movement is in a 
modified sonata form; for example, the 
oboe solo that begins in A major clearly 
states a second theme. There is no true 
recapitulation, however, for the second 
theme is not recalled as first presented. 
The movement closes with a seven-note 
motive contained within a minor third. 
This motive, along with its dissonant 
harmonization, is drawn from the in-
troduction.

The second movement contains two 
themes more alike in character than 
those of the first movement. These 
themes are juxtaposed and changed in 
register and harmonization in a variety 
of ways, including one episode in which 
the initial theme is played in canon. The 
initial theme ends with the same motive 



that closes the first movement, and the 
second movement also concludes with 
this motive.

The third movement is a scherzo and 
trio in which the recapitulation of the 
scherzo is followed by a coda. The first 
statement of the scherzo consists of four 
versions of the same eighteen-measure 
tune. This strain is first played alone, 
then repeated with increasingly intri-
cate accompaniments. The trio is based 
on the same motive that has closed the 
previous movements. Here the motive 
undergoes several variations, including 
one that is canonic. At the end of the 
trio section, the two themes — scherzo 
and trio — are played simultaneously. 
The return of the scherzo presents the 
initial theme in a version shortened to 
seven measures, this time in six in-
creasingly complex variations. The 
coda, like the trio, is based on the out-
lined minor third, which again is used 
to close the movement.

The last movement has a more rhap-
sodic character than the other three. 
It is, in large part, a variation on the 

first movement, but with the material 
transformed in character, along with 
interludes of elements that have not 
appeared before. Of special note is a 
recurring progression of two seventh 
chords (a major seventh followed by a 
half-diminished seventh) that assumes 
greater importance as the movement 
unfolds. Following the movement’s sin-
gle climax, there is an epilogue based 
on the motive outlining a minor third 
that has closed each previous move-
ment. This time, however, the motive 
is played in combination with the sev-
enth-chord progression, which ends the 
piece by oscillating more and more qui-
etly until it finally fades away.

While it is hardly possible for a com-
poser to view his works with complete 
detachment, I cannot help but observe 
that these two symphonies, written 
thirty-five years apart, exhibit more 
than a little similarity (although it is 
certainly true that No. 5 is more con-
servative than No. 1). Similarities in-
clude the recalling of earlier material 
in later movements, juxtaposition of 
tonal and dissonant passages, frequent 

use of seventh chords in unconvention-
al progressions, and similar traditional 
formal layouts.

The stylistic path that connects these 
two works is far from straight, howev-
er. When I began composing, in 1946, 
my style was very modern indeed — to 
the consternation of my teachers and 
counselors in Indianapolis. Shortly af-
ter 1950, a conservative trend sets in, 
lasting about ten years. In the 60’s and 
70’s I evolved toward a more radical 
modernism. All the works I have writ-
ten since 1980, by contrast, have been 
conservative; some have even been 
reactionary. For example, in a Sonata 
for Cello and Piano composed in 1986, 
I consciously attempted to employ a 
style that would have been idiomatic 
around 1845 [the Cello Sonata is avail-
able on Cedille Records CDR 90000 
008]. At present, I feel “at home” in a 
wide variety of styles, and I doubt that 
my evolution will be any more constant 
than in the past.

Both symphonies heard on this disc 
were conceived as abstractions, intend-

ed as expressions of musical ideas sole-
ly. Of course, I do not deny that they 
create moods. For example, the slow 
movement of No. 5 certainly has a fu-
nereal aspect. But these works are not 
commentaries on social affairs; nor do 
they contain hidden political messages. 
They are intended to please listeners 
who enjoy classical music, and I hope 
they will be received in this light.

— Easley Blackwood
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