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Leiser�
The Summit Symphony 
Discovery Music & Vision F DMV118 (49’ • DDD) 

Jeffrey Leiser’s 
symphony in four 
movements entitled 
The Summit was 

inspired by the 19th-century 
mathematician Georg Cantor, who 
discovered numbers beyond infinity; 
profoundly meditative for much of its 
50-minute length, the music tells the story 
‘of a traveller ascending an impossibly high 
mountain, the summit of which can only be 
reached through an act of compliance’. 

The first movement awakens gently to 
flute and harp, then rises with trumpet 
calls, delightful flute snippets and other 
instrumental colours to sounds of heroic 
heraldry; open Western harmonies 
predominate, and the music closes 
mysteriously with a haunting violin solo, 
bassoons and bells. The feeling in the slow 
second movement is more subdued until 
the energy picks up at a jaunty pace and the 
open spaces return resplendently before the 
music ends on a pastoral note.

The third movement moves to a rocking 
motion, sounding hilariously manic, 
cartoonish notes and sporting an 
emotionally inverted middle section that 
functions as a ‘trio’. The finale, though 
initially it sounds as if it belongs to a 

Brouwer�
Música incidental campesinaa. Variaciones 
sobre un tema de Víctor Jarab. Bandurria 
Sonatac. Sonata del caminanteb. Micropiezasa 
acPedro�Chamorro�bandurria�
abPedro�Mateo�González�gtr�

Naxos B 8 573363 (63’ • DDD) 

The Cuban composer 
Leo Brouwer (b1939) 
has made a mark in 
the music world in 

many genres but nowhere is he more 
admired than in guitar repertoire. 
A former guitarist who had to give up 
playing due to an injury, Brouwer has 
written a trove of works for the instrument 
alone and with others. The music on 
this disc comprises solos and duos for 
guitar and bandurria, a mandolin-like 
instrument, and spans more than half 
a century of Brouwer’s career.

Everything is disarming, whether the 
composer is paying tribute to the musical 
atmospheres and aromas of his homeland 
or embracing elements from assorted 
cultures. Cuba lies at the heart of 
Incidental Music from the Countryside 
(1978), in which bandurria and guitar 
trade phrases and exult in asymmetrical 
rhythms and harmonic pungencies. An 
earlier score for these instruments, 
Micropieces (1957), abounds in fresh 
gestures drawn from various inspirations 
and includes an enchanting variation on 
‘Frère Jacques’. 

Brouwer is equally compelling in the solo 
realm. He memorialises a Chilean artist and 
activist in Variations on a Theme of Víctor Jara 
(2007), transforming the original into a 
challenging and affecting web of ideas for 
guitar. The Wanderer’s Sonata (2007) 
celebrates the Brazilian guitarist Odair Assad 
and his country in four movements evoking a 
range of soundscapes.

The Bandurria Sonata (2011) was written 
for Pedro Chamorro, who here shapes the 
work’s haunting and savoury content with 
glistening virtuosity. The guitarist Pedro 
Mateo González is charismatic both in solo 
and duo guises. Donald�Rosenberg

talks to...

Jeffrey Leiser
The composer tells us about his 
new symphony, inspired by a 
19th-century mathematician

This�is�your�first�‘traditionally’�
symphonic�work.
Most of my music has been composed for 
film, where you have two or three minutes to 
communicate a mood. After finishing a large 
film project, I began to think more broadly in 
terms of compositional expression and the 
symphonic form fitted the bill.  
What�were�the�main�challenges�for�you�in�
creating�music�on�this�large�scale?
Working on a large scale is actually quite 
comforting. It allows me to completely throw 
myself into a musical world. The problem for 
me is scaling back from the inevitable rabbit 
trails which seek to turn my attention away 
from the main shape of the piece.
The�piece�was�inspired�by�George�Cantor:�
who�was�he?
Cantor was a late-19th-century mathematician 
who discovered that certain sets of infinite 
numbers are of higher magnitude, or denser, 
than others. I spent four years writing a 

screenplay based on his life, which I’m hoping 
becomes a film someday. 
How�would�you�describe�the�musical�
language�you�use?
I’m quite romantic and idealistic in my view of 
the world and my music reflects that to some 
extent. Yet there’s this other fussy and precise 
side of me that questions everything I do to 
the point of absurdity. 
What’s�coming�next?
I’ve decided to write and compose my  
first opera. It’s based on the life of a 10th-
century Icelandic woman named Gudrid 
Thorbjarnardóttir who travelled as far as 
present-day North America. It’s good fodder 
for a grand opera in the spirit of Wagner. 



gramophone.co.uk GRAMOPHONE  MARCH 2016  III  

SOUNDS OF AMERICA

different symphony, halfway through its 
12-minute length recalls the earlier 
heroism and builds to a happy climax. 

Backed by a first-rate (unnamed) 
54-piece band, assisted by an arranging/
orchestration team including Andrés Soto 
and producer Mitchell McCarthy, the at 
times demonstration-quality sound projects 
an impressive sense of space that fits the 
music. Leiser’s booklet-notes tell how he 
came to write The Summit, including the 
information that, with ‘invaluable help 
from his mother and wife’, he edited out 
enough ‘for a second symphony’. 
Laurence�Vittes

Winn�
‘Chamber Music’ 
Masquea. Three Nocturnesb. 
Variations on a Theme of Bartók 
aRong-Huey�Liu�ob�bStephanie�Sant’Ambrogio�vn�

Dmitri�Atapine�vc�James�Winn�pf�

MSR Classics F MS1588 (48’ • DDD) 

James Winn, who 
made his debut as a 
pianist in 1965 at the 
age of 13 with the 

Denver Symphony Orchestra, composes 
music that inhabits a different time, when 
lovely, long-flowing, late-Romantic lines, 
rich in instrumental virtuosity and heart-
on-sleeve emotion, were all the rage.

The major work is Winn’s Three 
Nocturnes for piano trio – alternately 
surging and reflective, extremely retro 
with occasional powerful modern touches, 
and nonetheless gorgeous. Inspired by 
sci-fi fantasy, the folk and bagpipe 
embellishments of Winn’s own Scottish/
Irish heritage, and Sibelius by way of the 
Kalevala, it was written for summer 
performances in and around the Lake 
Tahoe resort area in Northern California.  
It has become Winn’s ‘most frequently 
programmed work, having received 
performances across the United States and 
even as far away as Taiwan’.

Winn’s entertaining Variations on a 
Theme of Bartók for cello and piano, based 
on a Hungarian folksong from one of 
Bartók’s anthologies for children and 
treated to a brilliant amalgam of late-19th-
century styles, gives Dmitri Atapine a 
showcase for his expressive sound and 
acrobatic chops. Winn’s Masque for oboe, 
cello and piano, meant to recall ‘ballet/
pantomimes in the Baroque-Rococo 
French court’, begins with pastel shades 
and ends with music inspired by Richard 
Strauss’s Death and Transfiguration.

At the sessions: James Winn recording his works with violinist Stephanie Sant’Ambrogio

The music is richly played by Winn’s 
colleagues from the University of Nevada, 
Reno, and oboist Rong-Huey Liu from 
California State University, Fullerton. The 
the sound is superb, capturing to perfection 
the crunches of cello sound in the last of 
the Three Nocturnes. Laurence�Vittes

‘Barbary�Coast’�
Cerrone The Night Mare Hearne Crispy 
Gentlemen Raikhel Cirques L�Robertson 
Chamber Concerto Wollschleger Brontal No 3 
Red�Light�New�Music�

New Focus F FCR162 (66’ • DDD) 

New York-based 
Red Light New 
Music’s debut album 
celebrates 10 years 

of reimagining contemporary chamber 
music with five wonderful, astounding 
encounters with unique new sounds. 
Playing at intimate levels of physical and 
emotional intensity, the group’s eight 
wind, string and percussion players make 
the sort of music that The Big Bang 

Theory’s Sheldon Cooper would have in 
his collection.

Vincent Raikhel’s Cirques introduces a 
shared delight in making sounds and noises 
that can be aligned, often irregularly and to 
pleasing effect, in a series of clockwork 
movements that a crab wouldn’t mind 
dancing to, ending in a gentle, warmish 
glow. Liam Robertson’s Chamber 
Concerto has more than just an absorbing 
Mozartian gait; it is a legitimate 
millennial’s piano concerto, sophisticated, 
chic and aurally gratifying.

Christopher Cerrone’s The Night Mare, 
inspired by Jorge Luis Borges, is a great tour 
de force that expands out into one long, nine-
minute arc quoting Mussorgsky’s Pictures at 
the end accompanied by incongruous, low 
bass underpinnings. Ted Hearne’s Crispy 
Gentlemen is a kaleidoscope of replayed, 
remixed, pasted, cut and always arresting 
sounds deepening over time; a piece, Hearne 
writes, ‘that would never be confused with 
the music of Morton Feldman’, but is 
inspired by Feldman nonetheless.

Scott Wollschleger’s Brontal tames the 
full-frontal brontosaurus power with strands 
of seductive sound that catch the creature’s 


