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ABSTRACT 

In my final DMA recital, I performed Sortilège by Margi Griebling-Haigh (1960), 

Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra by Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich (1939), and Concert Piece by 

Libby Larsen (1950). For each of these works, I give a brief biography of the composer and 

history of the piece. I contacted each of these composers and asked if they would provide further 

information on their compositional process that was not already available online. I received 

responses from Margie Griebling-Haigh and Libby Larsen and had to research information for 

Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich.   

I assess the contribution of these works to the body of bassoon literature, summarize the 

history of the literature, discuss the first compositions for bassoon by women, and discuss 

perceptions of the instrument today. I provide a brief analysis of these works to demonstrate how 

they contribute to the literature. I also offer comments from Nicolasa Kuster, one of the founders 

of the Meg Quigley Vivaldi Competition. Her thoughts as an expert in this field offer insight into 

why these works require our ardent advocacy.  
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INTRODUCTION AND PURPOSE 

 Two years ago, upon reflecting what I would like to accomplish with my DMA, it 

occurred to my teacher and me that I had never performed a work that features bassoon written 

by a woman. This was a problem. In the past hundred years, the number of bassoon works 

written by women has grown exponentially, but outside of bassoonists who know and love these 

works or musicians insisting on diversity, these works have not become part of the great canon 

of works for the instrument (such as the Mozart bassoon concerto, Weber bassoon concerto, 

Hindemith sonata, and Concert Piece by Burrill Philips).  

 For my manuscript, I will describe the repertoire I chose for my final recital. These works 

are all compositions for bassoon written by women composers. I chose these works in order to 

attract more attention to these unique pieces.   

 My final recital program consists of the works Sortilège by Margi Griebling-Haigh (b. 

1960), Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra by Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich (b. 1939), and Concert 

Piece by Libby Larsen (b. 1950). I asked the composers to answer some questions regarding 

their works in order to gain further insight into their compositional processes. Those questions 

unanswered by the composers were answered through careful research. Responses to these 

questions will shed light on the composers’ compositional influences, what impact they feel they 

have made on the bassoon literature, and their perceptions regarding the instrument.  
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In addition, I asked for insight from one of the co-founders and leaders of the Meg 

Quigley Vivaldi Competition and symposium (hereafter MQVC), Nicolasa Kuster. Established 

in 2012, MQVC is a competition for young female bassoonists. The competition material not 

only features a Vivaldi concerto but also a work written by a woman. As an orchestral 

bassoonist, soloist, and teacher, Kuster’s insight offered another view of these pieces from the 

perspective of a woman performer. The questions posed to Nicolasa Kuster include why she has 

or has not chosen the pieces on my recital for the competition, her views on how these women 

composers have impacted the literature, and her feelings regarding performing music written by 

women. Her responses will further explore why these works are important to the literature. 
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A BRIEF HISTORY OF THE BASSOON LITERATURE 

 There is less repertoire for the bassoon than for its woodwind counterparts. The reason is 

a case of supply and demand. William Waterhouse, author of the book Bassoon, states that little 

literature— both in terms of quality and quantity— was written for the instrument because 

aristocrats were not willing to learn such a difficult instrument and thus composers were not 

attracted to the bassoon.1 

 The first sonatas known to be composed specifically for the predecessor of the bassoon, 

the bass dulcian, were written in 1645 by Giovani Antonio Bertoli (1598-after 1645). The 

Baroque period also produced works for bassoon by Telemann, Galliard, and Boismortier. In the 

classical era, Mozart, Gebauer, and Devienne composed sonatas for the instrument. Jancourt was 

responsible for many of the sonatas produced in the late 19th century. During the 20th century, 

composers of major works for bassoon included Saint-Saëns, Hindemith, and Tansman.2 

 Discussion of the solo concerti for bassoon must start with Antonio Vivaldi, who 

produced 39 concerti. The two most popular concerti from the classical period were written by 

Mozart and his student, Hummel. Weber produced two major concerti for the instrument during 

the 19th century; his Concerto in F major for Bassoon and Orchestra as well as his work Andante  

                                                           
1 Waterhouse, Bassoon, p. 201. 
2 Ibid pp. 203-204. 
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and Hungarian Rondo are two of the most famous concerti of the period. The most famous 20th 

century concerti were produced by Françaix, Jolivet, and Jacob.3 These composers were geniuses 

of their day and had a profound impact on the music written for the bassoon. They also had one 

thing in common: they were all men.

                                                           
3 Waterhouse, Bassoon, pp. 204-205. 
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GENESIS OF WOMEN WRITING FOR BASSOON AS A SOLO INSTRUMENT 

 Women have been writing for the bassoon since as early as the 18th century. The majority 

of the literature written by women for the bassoon was chamber music. This was mostly because 

of a woman’s role in society. During that period in time, a woman’s place was in the home. Few 

female composers gained notoriety during the 18th and 19th century. Even when females did gain 

notice in the compositional world during that time, that attention came mainly in conjunction 

with their husbands or fathers.  

 The 20th century saw a huge change in women’s role in society. The effects of two world 

wars brought new horrors to the eyes of mankind, which had a huge impact on the arts. During 

World War II, women took to work while men took up the fight in Europe and the Pacific. This 

was a huge change because before then, society mandated that a woman’s place be in the home, 

raising children. The idea of the professional woman gained momentum during this time and 

over the next forty years would become less an exception and more a rule. 

 According to research done at the University of Washington in 1997 by Nancy Ruth 

Bondurant, one of the earliest known solo pieces for Bassoon and Piano by a woman was written 

in 1923 by Danish composer, Hilda Sehestad.4 Other solo pieces emerged throughout the century 

including works by Ruth Gipps, Elizabeth Maconchy, Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Libby Larsen, and 

Margi Griebling-Haigh. 

                                                           
4 Bondurant, Bassoon Repertoire by Women Composers: Solo and Chamber Compositions, p. 
287. 
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 While women have taken many strides in to the world of composition, much of the 

literature written by women has yet to become part of the standard group of works practiced and 

performed throughout universities and concert halls. Writer and editor, Damian Thompson, states 

in his blog that the reason is because music written by women is lower in quality than that 

written by men. When comparing women composers to the men in their life, he states, “But we 

can be pretty sure that neither of them [works by Fanny Mendelssohn and Clara Schumann] 

would have been recorded if they had been composed by a man.” When referring to a woman 

composer who is not related to a male composer “She’s an interesting composer but not a great 

one.” This was a reference to Dame Ethel Smyth.5  

Scholar Eugene Gates states a rather different opinion. He suggests in his article “Why 

Have There Been No Great Women Composers” that it has nothing to do with a lack of quality 

output produced by women but rather a lack of representation in text books on music history. 

“The myth of woman's innate creative inferiority in music is fueled by the fact that the 

achievements of female composers have been largely excluded from standard music history 

textbooks.”6 

 In studying these three pieces being presented in this manuscript and recital, I side with 

Gates. The pieces being presented have a great musical depth and variety. They are challenging 

to the performer and utilize the instrument beautifully. Not only are these works full of rich tonal 

and stylistic elements for those highly educated in music history and theory, but they are also 

enjoyable for the novice listener as much if not more than the music of their contemporaries. 

                                                           
5 Thompson, “There’s a Reason Why There Are No Great Female Composers.” 
6 Gates, “Why Have There Been No Great Women Composers? Psychological Theories Past and 
Present.” 
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 These works all have a thematic orientation. The themes are carefully stated and both 

obviously and subtly threaded throughout their respective compositions. Two of the works are 

semi-programmatic. Sortilège, French for magical spell, uses more minor modalities and 

complex rhythmic landscapes to create a feeling of incantations. Concert Piece uses program 

notes and jazz idioms to describe a city-scape that the music depicts. Zwilich’s Concerto for 

Bassoon and Orchestra, while not programmatic, uses thematic unity to create a cohesive 

tapestry that gives the listeners anchor points to make the music comprehensible. 



 

8 
 

THE ROLE OF THE BASSOON AND ITS DEVELOPMENT 

 The bassoon developed from the bass dulcian. During the Baroque period it served as a 

basso continuo instrument but was also used in sonatas, concertos, sacred music, and operas. In 

the Classical period, Haydn utilized the bassoon by composing very staccato and bubbly bass 

passages. Mozart gave the bassoon many roles such as comic, lyric, serious, and ominous, 

utilizing the instrument in as many ways as he could. 7 

During the 19th and 20th centuries, the range of the instrument continued to extend 

upward. Rimsky-Korsakov wrote an extremely lyrical solo utilizing the tenor range of the 

instrument in Scheherazade. In this work, the bassoon solo extends up to an A4.8  

In 1913, the character of the bassoon would forever change. In Rite of Spring, Igor Stravinsky 

initiates the ballet with a bassoon solo starting on C5. This solo extends to D5. The majority of 

this lyrical solo written in the highest range of the instrument and conveys a very primitive 

character. 9 Shostakovich writes a bassoon solo that goes up to a D5 in his 9th Symphony. This 

solo is quite serious and requires a rich tone.10 Maurice Ravel literally went one  step higher 

when he wrote the bassoon part for his piano concerto in G. This work extends to an E5, the 

highest note of the instrument at that time. 11 

Since that time, the bassoon range has extended further. The expectation in the

                                                           
7 Waterhouse, Bassoon, passim. 
8 Korsakov, Scheherazade. 
9 Stravinsky, Le sacre du printemps. 
10 Shostakovich, Sinfonie Nr. 9, Op. 70. 
11 Ravel, Concerto pour piano et orchestra. 
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professional literature is that bassoonists can play as high as an F5. This pitch shows up not only 

in the solo literature but in the orchestral literature as well. Keys are currently being added to 

bassoons to extend the range of the instrument beyond this F to as far as a G5.  

As music has progressed since the Classical Era, composers have been writing soloistic 

material for bassoon that is much higher in pitch and much more lyrical that the material that has 

preceded it. With all of these advancements in mind, the 20th century bassoon is famous for 

being clown of the orchestra. Works by Dukas (The Sorcerer’s Apprentice), Grieg (In the Hall of 

the Mountain King), and Prokofiev (Peter and the Wolf) give the bassoon lower and more 

comical material to play. The clown association comes from the use of staccato leaps at large 

intervals in a low to mid register which appears in all three of these works. This gives composers 

two options: use these clown-like qualities, or avoid them altogether.  

The pieces presented in this manuscript range up to an E5. They represent a variety of 

characters and ideas. None of them have any clown like qualities and all of them use the entirety 

of the instrument in a variety of ways which will be discussed in future chapters. 
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SORTILÈGE BY- MARGI GRIEBLING-HAIGH 

 

Background of the composer 

 Margi Griebling Haigh is a composer and oboist who lives in Cleveland, Ohio, with her 

husband and daughter. Coming from a family of composers, Mrs. Griebling-Haigh started 

composition lessons at a very early age. Before entering college, she had already won 

composition competitions at the local and national level. She studied oboe performance at the 

Eastman School of Music at the undergraduate level and San Francisco Conservatory at the 

graduate level. As a performer, she won several principal spots and concerto competitions with 

local youth symphonies. 12 

 Mrs. Griebling-Haigh owns a small publishing firm and serves as a music copyist and 

editor for Muscalligraphics. She has been commissioned by members of the Cleveland 

Orchestra, Schenectady Symphony, and the American Composers Forum. Her work, Sortilège, 

was commissioned by Barrick Stees (b. 1959) of the Cleveland Orchestra who ordered it not only 

for a recital he played, but also for the Meg Quigley Vivaldi Competition. 13 

 

Background of Sortilège 

 When Stees commissioned this piece, he asked that it fit with the theme of an upcoming 

recital program: curses and charms. Mrs. Griebling-Haigh wrote this piece as a loose theme and  

                                                           
12 Griebling-Haigh, Biography. 
13 Ibid. 
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variations on a cypher that was created based on Barry’s name. Composers do this by associating 

the letters of a person’s name with pitches. The title comes from the French word for spell or 

incantation.14 

 While Mrs. Griebling-Haigh thought about making this piece somewhat humorous, she 

decided to go with a more serious approach. Two different motives provide structural unity: the 

beginning motive, which is played twice, and a slower, more lyrical, transitional motive, which 

flows through the different sections. A section is defined as a segment of music that has a 

unifying tempo and style. Each of the sections has a very specific identity. The beginning, for 

example, has a very rhapsodic character. There is also a waltz section, a sinister low section, a 

march, a scherzo, and a syncopated section. Her overall goal is to create several different 

characters with her material.15 

 

Composer insight regarding Sortilège 

The following composer insight comes from email communication between Margi Griebling-

Haigh and myself. These emails were conducted between September 14, 2017, and September 

21, 2017. 

1. Who are your biggest compositional influences? 

“I would have to say that I am most influenced by composers from the early part of the 20th 

Century, including Poulenc, Bartok, Kodaly, Britten, Prokofiev, Stravinsky, and Shostakovich, 

but with some elements of the Baroque Era thrown in.”16 

2. How do they influence your music? 

                                                           
14 Telin, “A Conversation with Margi Griebling-Haigh.” 
15 Ibid. 
16 Margi Griebling-Haigh, e-mail message to author, September 21, 2017. 



 

12 
 

“I love the harmonic language of each of these composers, and I believe that the elements of 

polytonality, folk idioms (both melodic and rhythmic), and a kind of regional language that each 

of them exhibits – plus counterpoint and ornamentation from the Baroque – have found their 

ways into my music.”17 

3. Did you listen to any major bassoon works before writing Sortilège? 

“No, not really, but I listen to and have performed so much music that I just dove right into the 

project. As a double reed player myself (oboe & English horn) I felt pretty comfortable with the 

idea of writing for bassoon.”18 

4. If so, which did you choose and why? 

(N/A) 

5. How do you feel that Sortilège has contributed to the body of bassoon literature? 

“It seems to me that many solo pieces are either concerti, sonatas, or suites. This piece is a 

substantial one movement work, which might make it a little more unusual and possibly even 

practical as a recital piece, to balance a program.”19 

6. Do you feel that Sortilège has changed the perceptions of what bassoon music should be? 

“Possibly? So much bassoon music seems to take advantage of the humorous aspects of the 

instrument; this piece is pretty serious, while pushing the envelope technically and displaying 

many different colors and moods.”20 

7. Do you feel that your work has given a different voice to the instrument? 

“Well, maybe yes. See above.”21 

                                                           
17 Margi Griebling-Haigh, e-mail message to author, September 21, 2017. 
18 Ibid. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
21 Ibid. 
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8. Did writing Sortilège change the way you hear the bassoon? 

“No, not really. I think the bassoon is a very expressive instrument, and this piece takes 

advantage of that, while still making use of the bassoon’s huge range and possibilities of 

articulation.”22 

9. How much of an impact did the person you were writing for/that premiered this work have on 

the composition? 

“I was so fortunate to have Barrick Stees, who commissioned the piece, as my role model. He 

was fearless and let me know that the sky was the limit. Since this piece was written as a 

competition showpiece, I felt that I could do pretty much anything and he would figure out a way 

to make it work, which he certainly did when he premiered it. In fact, his first performance of 

Sortilège was probably about the best premiere of one of my works that I have ever enjoyed. He 

was quite able to tackle the demands of range and technique while still playing incredibly 

musically (along with super pianist Randall Fusco).”23 

10. Additional comments regarding Sortilège? 

“I hope that this piece will continue to be performed and hopefully recorded. I think I have a 

unique voice, which is quite evident in Sortilège – and this is the ability to write music which is 

enjoyable (even when challenging) for the performers while still being accessible, entertaining, 

and memorable for audiences.”24 

                                                           
22 Margi Griebling-Haigh, e-mail message to author, September 21, 2017. 
23 Ibid. 
24 Ibid. 
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“If you look carefully, you will see various iterations of Bb - A - D (Re) - D (Re) - I (my own 

concoction of F#-Eb) - C - K (C#) and also G (Sol) - B (Ti) - E - E - G (Sol). Sometimes these 

things are pretty well hidden...”25 

Above, the composer reveals the selected pitches used to spell out the name, Barrick 

Stees. The table below displays the letters in the first row, the pitches in the second row, and, if 

appropriate, the solfeggio symbol that creates the letter relating to the pitch in the third row.  

B A R R I C K S T E E S 

Bb A D D (F#+Eb) C C# G B E E G 

  Re Re    Sol Ti   Sol 

 

Musical considerations- Sortilège 

 Sortilège is the French word for spell (incantation). When Griebling-Haigh wrote this 

work, she performed a sort of incantation of her own with the above cypher. Carefully weaving 

the pitches in and out of the texture, she does not use it as an obvious theme but rather as pillars 

on which she builds her piece. This makes this work quite different from the other two works on 

my recital program, which have straight-forward movement structure and more obvious thematic 

pillars. 26 

Haigh uses the cypher in a more obvious manner in the following sections: the sections 

starting at measure 4, measure 25, measure 108, the scherzando starting at measure 152, the 

return at measure 195, the march starting at measure 210, measure 325 which concludes a highly 

                                                           
25 Margi Griebling-Haigh, e-mail message to author, September 21, 2017. 
26 Haigh, Sortilège. 
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rhythmic and syncopated section, measure 337, and the conclusion of the work starting at 

measure 392.27 

 The opening theme is rhapsodic in nature. Haigh does not begin the piece using her 

cypher. The original statement of the cypher starts at measure 6 with the first five pitch classes. 

Those five notes are restated at measure seven and the cypher reaches completion at measure 11 

(ex. 1.1).28 

Ex. 1.1: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 6-11, reprinted with kind permission from the 
composer 

 

 This material returns in the middle of the work (mm. 193-195), when Haigh restates the 

beginning of the piece a perfect 4th below. This brings the first six pitches of the cypher back at 

T0 at measure 195. This not only creates a sense of memory, but creates an added pillar to these 

free variations. 29 

Ex. 1.2: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 193-195, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

                                                           
27 Haigh, Sortilège. 
28 Ibid. 
29 Ibid. 
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 During measures 108-117 (Ex. 1.3), the cypher is used to mark the change of section. 

After a section that is rhythmically dense, this material is used in longer rhythmic durations, 

signaling a change in mood while the tempo stays consistent.30  

Ex. 1.3: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 108-117, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

Several iterations are used throughout the section establishing the first four pitches as a 

theme. She uses this material the same way in measure 210, when she initiates the march 

variation. Below is the use of the complete cypher in measures 216-220 (Ex. 1.4). 31 

Ex. 1.4: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 216-220, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

During measure 325 (Ex. 1.5), this material slows down from the frantic syncopations 

and fierce rhythms of the previous passage. It also is used to transition in to a new tempo. 32 

                                                           
30 Haigh, Sortilège. 
31 Ibid. 
32 Ibid. 
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Ex. 1.5: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 325-329, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

Beginning in measure 337 (Ex. 1.6), the cypher material is used to start the last of the 

rhythmically dense sections in measure 337 (Ex. 1.6). In measure 392, this material is used to 

lead to the end of the piece (Ex. 1.7). 33 

Ex. 1.6: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 337-341, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

Ex. 1.7: Sortilège- Margi Griebling-Haigh, mm. 391-394, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

 Haigh’s Answers regarding her compositional process definitely shed light on why this 

piece is such a rich part of the literature. The composer’s use of different topics listed above 

(rhapsody, march, scherzando) and textures she pairs with them give the artists performing this 

work room to be extremely expressive and give the bassoon a voice that is unique. It is rich with 

technical demands that create learning opportunities for a student and virtuosic opportunities for 

a highly skilled performer. 34 

                                                           
33 Haigh, Sortilège. 
34 Ibid. 
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 As with many theme and variation works, the theme is very obvious, but this work uses 

the thematic material in a very subtle way. This gives the work a sense of mysticism and the 

different variations a greater sense of variety. Thus, the piece as a whole, creates a sort of “spell” 

all its own and a work that should reach more listeners.
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CONCERTO FOR BASSOON AND ORCHESTRA BY- ELLEN TAAFFE-ZWILICH 

 

Background of the composer 

 Failing to include Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich from an academic paper that purports to discuss 

female composers would be a grievous error. In 1975, Zwilich became the first woman to earn a 

DMA from Julliard in composition. In 1983, she was also the first woman to receive a Pulitzer 

Prize in Music. Famous conductors who have performed her works include Pierre Boulez, Sir 

Georg Solti, Seiji Ozawa, and JoAnn Falletta. 35 

 Zwilich’s works span most genres and are numerous. She has written four symphonies, 

multiple concertos for virtually every instrument, choral works, and chamber works. As the first 

person to occupy the Carnegie Hall Composer’s Chair, Zwilich had the opportunity to write 

several commissions for New York ensembles. She also received commissions from the 

symphonies of Pittsburgh, Chicago, Boston, and San Diego just to name a few.36 

 

Background of Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra 

 Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra was written by Zwilich for the Pittsburgh 

Symphony Orchestra. Premiered in 1992 by Nancy Gores (b. 1953), their principal bassoonist, 

this work was dedicated to Gores, Lorin Maazel (b. 1930), and the Pittsburgh Symphony. The 

work is made up of two movements and employs a variety of textures and timbres. In this work, 

                                                           
35 Zwilich, Biography. 
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Zwilich strives to showcase the lyrical side of the bassoon, while exploring the extremes of 

technical facility.37 

 

Insights based on research regarding Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra 

These insight questions were researched through Grove Music Online, Zwilich’s biography on 

the Presser website, and through the Presser description of the work on their webpage. 

1. Who are your biggest compositional influences?  

Zwilich’s primary teachers were Elliot Carter and Roger Sessions.38 

2. How do they influence your music? 

Having studied this piece, the influences of her teachers are evident in the complex harmonic 

language and well-planned orchestration. However, this work was written in a period when 

Zwilich found her own voice, meaning that much of it is in her independent style. 39 

3. Did you listen to any major bassoon works before writing the concerto? 

Unknown 

4. If so, which did you choose and why? 

Unknown 

5. How do you feel that this concerto has contributed to the body of bassoon literature? 

According to information on the Presser website, Zwilich feels that bassoon has been 

underrepresented in solo literature. This served as a great motivator for her to write a concerto: to 

add to its body of literature. 40 

                                                           
37 Presser, “Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich.” 
38 Schwarz, “Zwilich, Ellen Taaffe.” 
39 Ibid. 
40 Presser, “Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich.” 
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6. Do you feel that the concerto has changed the perceptions of what bassoon music should be? 

In a quote on the Presser website, Zwilich says the following: “in the case of the bassoon … I felt 

a mission to portray the instrument as it possibly can be, not as it is usually characterized." It is 

clear that Zwilich would like the current perceptions of the bassoon and the music written for it 

to be changed.41 

7. Do you feel that your work has given a different voice to the instrument? 

Zwilich’s goal was to go against the typical character of the bassoon which was generally 

typified as a comic/clown. 42 

8. Did writing the concerto change the way you hear the bassoon? 

From various quotes and writings produced regarding this work, the overall message is that it 

was not a matter of this concerto changing the way Zwilich heard the bassoon, but rather the goal 

was writing music that would change the way others hear the bassoon. 43 

9. How much of an impact did the person you were writing for/that premiered this work have on 

the composition?  

Zwilich wanted to make this work virtuosic, which is very appropriate as it was written for 

Nancy Gores. This work uses both extremes in range and dexterity, all of which Gores is very 

good at employing. Because of this, Zwilich did not have any perceivable limits when writing 

this concerto.44 

 

 

                                                           
41 Presser, “Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich.” 
42 Ibid. 
43 Ibid. 
44 Ibid. 
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Musical considerations- Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra 

 One of the most striking features of this piece is the large structure of two movements 

that are opposites of each other. While the first movement starts out slowly, moves to a fast 

tempo and then returns to a slow tempo, the second movement starts at a very fast tempo, slows 

to facilitate the cadenza, and then goes back to a fast tempo. This construction of slow-fast-slow 

and fast-slow-fast creates a mirror image. 45 

 The beginning of the first movement is slow, lyrical, and moody. Using the entire range 

of the instrument, the soundscape created is unlike concertos written in the previous time 

periods. The fast section of the movement starts at measure 40. In measure 42, the structural 

motive of the bassoon part initiates the motion of the section. This motive comes back in part and 

in its entirety six times (MM 48(Ex. 2.1), 55, 71, 74, 80, 100 (Ex. 2.2)) with the last being not 

only a full statement of the theme, but also the last phrase of the fast section of the movement.46 

Ex. 2.1: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 1, m. 48, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 

Ex. 2.2: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 1, mm. 55-56, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 

 The thematic material that is employed at both the beginning and end of the first 

movement creates a sense of structure that leaves an impact on the listener. At the end of 

                                                           
45 Zwilich, Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra. 
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movement one in measures 135-139 (Ex. 2.4), the word “Reminiscent” (see Ex. 2.4) is written 

above the last full phrase. This material can be found in measures 16-20 (Ex. 2.3), transposed up 

a whole step.47 It is important to note that Zwilich is using the romantic technique of memory. 

Charles Rosen states in his book, “The Romantic Generation,” that, “Quotation is, of course, a 

memory made public.” The word, “reminiscent,” is making it obvious that this phrase was 

written specifically to recall the thematic event in the first section of this movement, thus 

evoking the romantic ideal of memory.48 

Ex. 2.3: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 1, mm. 16-20, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 
Ex. 2.4: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 1, mm. 135-139, 

reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 
 The fast sections of the second movement are driven by sixteenth and eighth note 

rhythms. The sixteenth note passages for the most part are octatonic scales and the eighth note 

leaping passages are octatonic in nature as well. These passages create bookends for the 

movement (Ex. 2.5 and 2.6).49 

Ex. 2.5: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 2, mm. 18-19, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 
                                                           
47 Zwilich, Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra. 
48 Rosen, The Romantic Generation, p. 111. 
49 Zwilich, Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra. 
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Ex. 2.6: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 2, mm. 222-224, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 

 The cadenza is rich with compositional techniques that give it shape. The cadenza opens 

with a duet-like phrase where the registers are required to be played in different styles (Ex. 

2.7).50  

Ex. 2.7: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 2, mm. 112-114, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 
During the free part of the cadenza (Ex. 2.8 m.117) there are three iterations of the fast 

theme from the first movement.51 This, once again, evokes Rosen’s concept of memory.52 This 

definitely gives evidence to what Schwarz refers to as Zwilich’s neoromantic tendencies.53 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
50 Zwilich, Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra. 
51 Ibid. 
52 Rosen, The Romantic Generation, p. 111. 
53 Schwarz, “Zwilich, Ellen Taaffe.” 
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Ex. 2.8: Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra- Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Movement 2, mm. 117-118, 
reprinted with kind permission from the publisher 

 

          Zwilich created a work that is dark and lyrical, leaving an impression on the listener that is 

hauntingly beautiful. However, what is more impressive is her ability to construct a musical 

work that is beautifully connected. While unusual, the mirror like structure of the two 

movements gives a subtle form to the listener that, while not obvious, is noticeable. The use of 

the main motive of the fast material of the first movement in the slow cadenza of the second 

movement further connects the strong relationships that unite this structure. Unfortunately, this 

work is still underperformed. 
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CONCERT PIECE BY- LIBBY LARSEN 

 

Background of the composer 

 Born in Wilmington, Delaware, in 1950, Libby Larsen spent most of her life in 

Minnesota where she now lives with her husband. Larsen went to the University of Minnesota 

for her Bachelor, Master, and Doctoral degrees where she studied with Dominick Argento, Paul 

Fetler, and Eric Stokes.54  

 Larsen’s works span all genres. There are over 500 works in her catalogue, including 

small chamber and vocal music, large orchestral scores, and over 15 operas. Larsen was one of 

the founders of the Minnesota Composer’s Forum and has held residences with the Minnesota 

Orchestra, Charlotte Symphony, and the Colorado Symphony.55  

 

Background of Concert Piece 

 Concert Piece is a semi-programmatic work, written in three movements. It was 

premiered at the International Double Reed Society (IDRS) Conference at Brigham Young 

University, Provo, Utah, in 2008 by Ben Kamins (bassoon) and Jason Hardink (piano). The work 

was commissioned by the International Double Reed Society.56 
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55 Larson, Biography. 
56 Larsen, About Concert Piece. 
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 When discussing this work on her webpage and in the score, Larsen describes the 

bassoon as a “Minstrel/poet- a Broadway Bard” whose mission is to reflect the expressiveness in 

our culture. In movement one, Larsen uses jazz motives in the piano, also employing the 

techniques of pitch bending, extended technique (spills and extreme registers), and lots of 

articulation. In movement two, Larsen seeks to create a suspension of time itself through 

rhythmic disalignment between the bassoon and piano parts. In movement three, the bassoon and 

piano dance in an interplay of jazz motives. This piece also served as a competition piece for the 

2010 Meg Quigley Vivaldi Competition. 57 

 

Composer insight regarding Concert Piece 

 Libby Larsen was gracious to discuss questions five and nine via email communication 

from September 14, 2017 to October 3, 2017. She respectfully requested that I research the rest 

of these answers in her biography written by Denise Van Glahn. 

1. Who are your biggest compositional influences? 

According to her biography, the following composers (in no particular order)/genres/concepts 

had an influence on her: Gregorian chant, Bela Bartók, nature/religion, Witold Lutoslawski, 

Arthur Sullivan, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Jean Sibelius, Pyotr IlyichTchaikovsky, Aaron 

Copland, Barbara Kolb, Joel Hoffman, Robert Lombardo, William Woods, Igor Stravinsky, 

Arnold Schoenberg, and her teachers, Dominick Argento, Paul Fetler, and Eric Stokes.58 

 

 

                                                           
57 Larsen, About Concert Piece 
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2. How do they influence your music? 

One of the greatest themes in Larsen’s biography is the desire to communicate. Her earliest 

musical communications were her experiences in Catholic School, namely Christ the King in 

Minneapolis, Minnesota. Gregorian chant and piano works from Bartok and Japanese composers 

gave her a system to communicate. 59 

When we look at Gregorian chant, Bela Bartók and Japanese music, all have an earthy 

and organic esthetic. Whether it is through the use of voice, the use of accents, or an instrument’s 

materials, all of these idioms evoke a sense of nature. Gregorian chant has a textural simplicity 

that is very pure. Bartók uses folk rhythms and accents that are very earthy. The tonal system 

used in Japanese music uses wider intervals that create a more open and natural esthetic. 

VanGlahn mentions a strong relationship between Larsen and the natural world. While she lists 

many composers as influences, such as Barbara Kolb, Igor Stravinsky, and Aaron Copland, do 

have an effect on her musical language (Kolb for textures, Stravinsky for the inclusion of Jazz 

Idioms, and Copland for a very “American sound”), it is Larsen’s desire to communicate that 

evokes her unique musical voice. 60 

3. Did you listen to any major bassoon works before writing this work? 

Larsen did not state whether or not she listened to any bassoon works before working on Concert 

Piece. Before writing this piece, she wrote Jazz Variations for solo bassoon in 1977 and in 2013, 

she wrote Full Moon in the City for bassoon and string orchestra.  

4. If so, which did you choose and why? 

Unknown 
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5. How do you feel that this work has contributed to the body of bassoon literature? 

“I imagined the bassoon in non-gendered association and assigned it the role of Bard – or poet, 

‘traditionally one reciting epics and associated with a particular oral tradition.’  In this case, what 

is epic is our urban culture and its night-life – bars, juke places, unlit alleys, streets lit by neon, 

LED and street lights. Out all night, the bard spins a sonorous epic, filled with our oral (musical) 

traditions of the music of clubs, bars, dance halls, basements, all informal music venues where 

the music of “the people” originates and flourishes. This is best experienced in ‘Juking the 

Moon.’ The outer movements are best experienced as all-night energy.”61 

6. Do you feel that Concert Piece has changed the perceptions of what bassoon music should be? 

In communicating with Larsen and reading about her, I can see why she chose not to answer this 

question. From what I have read, it is my observation that the communicative power of music 

goes beyond perception; it is more about communicating original ideas than buying into a pre-

conceived notion of what an instrument’s voice should or should not be. 62 Thus, the clown 

perception that the bassoon has been given for much of the 20th century most likely wasn’t even 

considered in this work. Larsen wrote for the bassoon using her unique voice. 

7. Do you feel that your work has given a different voice to the instrument?                                 

In researching Larsen’s compositional process, her biography makes it clear that she is trying to 

create a distinct voice for the instrument in a way that is uniquely hers. Because her voice is 

unique, the voice that she gives the bassoon is unique. 63 

8. Did writing this piece change the way you hear the bassoon? 

Unknown 
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9. How much of an impact did the person you were writing for/that premiered this work have on 

the composition? 

“It’s part of my work to know the playing of several great bassoonists – Ben [Kamins] and 

George [Sakakeeny] of course, as well as John Miller, Doug Ewart – both of whom I’ve known 

for over 30 years.  Composer-bassoonists Peter Schickle and Dan Welcher are also long time 

acquaintances. Then there is the hall of fame of bassoon history. And I am a Karen Borca fan.  I 

use my knowledge of this performance tradition as my composing standard.”64 

 

Musical considerations- Concert Piece 

 The most important thing that was said to me when first approaching this work was stated 

by my former teacher, Nicolasa Kuster: this piece of music is a conversation. The first movement 

is probably the most conversational because so much of it has speech-like patterns. These 

patterns are speech-like because they involve a lot of complex rhythm and syncopation which 

help to depict the main character in this work as a story teller. In measures 10 and 11, as seen in 

Ex. 3.1, A4 is alternating with the low notes in the middle of the bass clef. The piano part mirrors 

this, by emphasizing these lower notes. The same thing happens in measures 18 and 19, only this 

time, the note being repeated is the C5 (Ex. 3.2).65 

Ex. 3.1: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 1, mm. 10-11, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 
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Ex. 3.2: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 1, mm. 18-19, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 

 Another striking feature of this movement is the amount of articulation and dynamic 

indications. Out of the entire first movement, only six measures lack some sort of articulation or 

dynamic marking. Measures 50 through the downbeat of 59 (Ex. 3.3) represent a high level of 

rhythmic density and have the most speech-like qualities of the movement. In this passage, 

Larsen uses a lot of dotted and tied figures, giving the listener a less discernable sense of pulse. 66 
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Ex. 3.3: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 1, mm. 50-59, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 
 This movement also employs extended technique. In the middle of the movement 

(measure 48), the performer is required to bend pitch for short rhythmic durations (dotted quarter 

notes). At the end of the movement, these techniques are augmented. Measure 79 requires the 

performer not only to bend pitch, but glissando up to a high E. Measure 82 requires a pitch bend 

over a half note duration and measures 84, 86, and 88 require a pitch bend over a whole note 

duration. Ex. 3.4 displays mm. 78-86 which provides a sample of these concepts.67 
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Ex. 3.4: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 1, mm. 78-86, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 
 The extended technique combined with the liberal use of syncopations, specific 

articulations, wide dynamic variations, and chordal structure of the accompaniment all speak to 

one medium: Jazz. Larsen captures a “Broadway” feel using all of these popular Jazz idioms. 

This is very unique because the bassoon is not often associated with Jazz music, giving the 

instrument a change in character. 68 

 Movement two was described by the composer as being out of time. Instead of using 

solid bar lines, Larsen uses dotted ones to convey that she would rather the movement not be 

played with too much strictness of time. Both the bassoon and piano use long rhythmic durations 

in this movement. While the solo part generally plays on the beat, the accompaniment does not, 

giving the movement a sense of uneasiness and making the music feel out of time.69 

 The loudest moment in the movement initiates the most rhythmically dense passage 

lasting from measure 24 to measure 36 (Ex. 3.5). This is clearly an effort to increase the drama 

and yearning of the cosmopolitan condition that the composer is trying to convey. This section 

ends on a piano (dynamic) dotted whole note. This calm created by duration and dynamic signal 
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possibly that the strife is over. The movement returns to slower and more yearning material and 

ends with the initiating a pianissimo dynamic. 70 

Ex. 3.5: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 2, mm. 24-36, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 
 Movement 3 can be thought of as a call and response dance. While the meter does not 

create the regularity that is required for literal dance music, the lively quality evokes the feeling 

of a dance. Much like movement one, this movement evokes several jazz idioms. Dotted and 

syncopated rhythms, lots of articulation, and wide and sudden dynamic shifts all speak to a more 

jazz-like tonal language.71  

 In the middle of this movement, Larson has the bassoon create a call and response 

technique by alternating two measures of material that is in tempo and one measure that is 

supposed to be treated like a cadenza (Ex. 3.6). This happens twice before the dance material 

commences. 72 
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Ex. 3.6: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 3, mm. 52-57, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 

 Larsen uses the juxtaposition of harmony in rhythm in a very interesting way. If a 

sextuplet starts on a B natural, then the notes on the beats and the upbeats of the rhythmic figure 

move down stepwise. (Measure 11, Ex. 3.7) If the sextuplet starts on any other pitch, then the 

notes falling on the downbeats and upbeats of the sextuplets form a fully diminished 7th chord. 

(Measures 20 and 22 Ex. 3.8) This movement is a lively conclusion to a complex tapestry that 

represents urban life and the human condition.73 

Ex. 3.7: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 3, m. 11, reprinted with kind permission from 
the composer 

 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                           
73 Larsen, Concert Piece. 



 

36 
 

Ex. 3.8: Concert Piece- Libby Larsen, Movement 3, mm. 20-22, reprinted with kind permission 
from the composer 

 

 Larsen’s ability to tell a story is very evident in her harmonic, melodic, and textural 

language. This was reflected in her answers to the interview questions. She wanted to create a 

story that a skillful player could tell. This piece which presents many challenges, is an exciting 

and accessible work that should be performed more.  
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THOUGHTS ON THESE WORKS FROM NICOLASA KUSTER 

Nicolasa Kuster is a co-founder and chair of the Meg Quigley Vivaldi Competition, a 

bassoon competition for young female bassoonists that involves playing a Vivaldi concerto, a 

major work written by a woman, and a standard etude from the bassoon literature.  Kuster is also 

the Professor of Bassoon at the University of the Pacific, Conservatory of Music in Stockton, CA. 

These thoughts were expressed by email on January 8, 2018. 

1. What led MQVC to choose Concert Piece by Libby Larsen as one of their competition pieces? 

“My recollection is that we had an intention of commissioning a new work each year.  Great 

idea! When we couldn't swing organizing and fundraising for that, someone suggested the piece 

that had just been written by Libby Larsen. It was fairly new, unrecorded, and fit the bill.”74 

2. What led MQVC to choose Sortilége by Margi Griebling-Haigh as one of its commissioned 

works? 

“Barry Stees offered to fund the commission as a charitable contribution to MQVC. He 

performed the premiere, I believe.  Barry was an early supporter of the organization, and his 

suggestion sure solved our how-to-get-a-new-piece dilemma!  Everyone who works on MQVC 

never has enough time to pull off the great ideas.”75 

3. Why hasn't the Taaffe-Zwilich concerto been chosen as a competition work? 

“I am not entirely sure I have a good answer. You know I love the piece, having played it at 

IDRS.  We've only chosen previously written pieces twice: the Hoover, Galbratih, and Larsen  
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and those both were with piano, not a reduction.  Those were years we couldn't swing a 

commission. In other years we've managed commissions: HyeKyung Lee, Griebling-Haigh, 

Brandon, and this coming year is another collaboration with BCMCC for a commission.  We've 

gotten some complaints about putting a piece out there that puts people with better access to 

good pianists at an advantage, too. The Griebling and Larsen for example.”76 

4. How do you feel these women have contributed to the bassoon literature? 

“I don't think things are really going to change for women in our industry until we actually say 

that women write music. As long as students only see music on their stands by men, or go to 

concerts where you only hear music by men, we are going to still see the same biases exist across 

the board. It's going to take effort. I know that most Quiggles (our pet name for the 10 semi-

finalists each year) admit that the MQVC piece is the first piece by a woman they have ever 

played. It's a big deal. Each year, about 100 people buy the work by the women composer, and 

about 50 people enter the MQVC. I believe that is a wave that makes a difference. The teachers 

and other people in the studios around the world get to actually experience that women DO write 

music. What I love also is when years go by and young men remember the pieces and play them. 

Just happened last year-- a student of mine requested to play the Coloured Stones by Jenni 

Brandon because he loved hearing Gina prepare it for MQVC, or when pros like Ben Coelho and 

Rob Ackmann went nuts over the HyeKyung Lee (Coelho recorded it).”77 

5. Do you feel that playing music written by women brings a different voice to you as a 

musician? Are you cognizant in any way of the gender of the composer when you work on a 

piece of music? Does that change how you approach the work?  
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“Yes and no. I will look for the music no matter who wrote it.  BUT, I am painfully aware that 

when I play a piece by a woman, I know that that woman has experienced bias against her for her 

whole life. I am aware that people will say she's a "woman composer" not a "composer." I am 

painfully aware that the opportunities she has access to have probably been less than her male 

peers. She's probably had to sacrifice more. Probably she hasn't had her music played as much as 

she deserved, and has probably been more harshly judged, has probably had more jobs and 

careers to juggle outside of composing. Probably doesn't have a "wife" making meals and 

providing quiet time.  When people think of programming, they aren't thinking about her unless 

someone is insisting on diversity. People will talk about her in relation to the males in her life 

(her contemporaries, her husband, her teachers, etc).  When I prepared to perform Joan Huang's 

piece on my last recital, I observed how people reacted whether or not I included that she was 

William Kraft's (famous LA composer) wife or not. It was astounding.”78 

“I pushed hard for the Stockton Symphony to program a work by a woman (my first 8 seasons 

without a single one) and then Jaffe agreed. He programmed Fanny Mendelssohn Overture on 

the same concert as Felix Mendelssohn Symphony. There you go: the woman can't stand alone, 

but has to be in relation to the famous men in her life.  My constant pressure now has worked, 

though! We played Thea Musgrave this year, and next season there may even be TWO pieces by 

women! Look, if 3 out of 9 living composers are women, then shouldn't 3 out of 9 works 

performed by living composers be by women?!?!?!??  Alas, the bias is so incredibly strong.”79 
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 The goal of this manuscript was to bring more attention to the works Sortélege, Concert 

Piece, and Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra. In reading the answers that Kuster provided 

regarding these pieces, she points out an even larger truth that must be acknowledged: that in 

playing these works, musicians aren’t just giving these works their voice, but being advocates for 

this music written by these women. These works need more exposure in the musical world. For 

this reason, musicians must perform them more in order to keep this quality music alive. 
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CONCLUSIONS 

 This manuscript has given me a unique opportunity to examine this music from both the 

lens of the composer and the view of a performer and analyst. This research made it evident that 

all three composers ran into the same stereotype of the bassoon: it is generally perceived by the 

musical world as the clown of the orchestra. However, all three composers wanted to break that 

mold and give the instrument their unique voices as opposed to ascribing to convention.  

 One interesting point that became evident when researching these composers is that the 

performers that they were writing for did not limit them when it came to writing for the 

instrument. In centuries past, this was a big concern: not enough quality performers to make 

writing music for the instrument worthwhile. This was not a consideration for these composers.  

 The overall message from all of these composers is simple: they wanted to give their own 

voice to the instrument. All three women achieved this at a very high level, creating intricate 

masterpieces that are complex at the theoretical level and from the perspective of the performer. 

While they are used in competitions, played at conferences, programed on recitals, and fill up 

pages of academic study, these works are still underrepresented in performance but through 

advocacy of teachers and performers, their exposure will increase in the bassoon community.  

 From a performer’s perspective, this literature lives up to the high standard of hallmarks 

of bassoon repertoire. The complex tonal language combined with the musical contrast and 
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harmonic complexity fits with the likes of other contributors to the canon including Alain 

Bernaud, John Williams, and Otmar Nussio. 

 My expectations as a performer were changed by studying this music. The first female 

composer writing for bassoon that I encountered was Libby Larsen. Larsen has a very distinct 

musical vocabulary. She uses quickly changing dynamics, creating a landscape that is constantly 

in dynamic flux. Articulation covers the page and from sixteenth note to sixteenth note, the style 

of articulation changes. With this in mind, I thought that would be true of all solo literature 

written by women. I was mistaken. 

 Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich uses a longer range dynamic scheme and is more consistent with 

her articulation from note to note. She creates textures using colors, dissonances, and 

orchestration. She does use a wide variety of articulation, but it is used more sparingly to create a 

special effect. Margi Griebling-Haigh uses a very similar language, making sure to use a larger 

dynamic tapestry and use articulation to make a statement, rather than to make up the entire 

language of the piece.  

 To conclude, the wealth of good literature being produced by women for the bassoon will 

add extensively to the craft. If bassoonists dedicate themselves to performing good literature, 

regardless of the gender of the composer, they will find a wealth of quality music written by 

women. Maybe then, three out of nine modern pieces put on a recital program will be works 

composed by women. 
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APPENDIX 1: COMPOSER AND PUBLISHER PERMISSION 

Sortilège, Margi Griebling-Haigh: 

 

 

Concert Piece, Libby Larsen: 
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Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra, Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich 
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APPENDIX 2: RECITAL PROGRAMS 

Recital program no. 4: 

Wilson Osborne, Rhapsody for Bassoon 

François Poulenc, Sonata for Oboe, Bassoon, and Piano 

Eugene Bozza, Burlesque 

Johann Nepomuk Hummel, Grand Concerto for Bassoon in F Major 

Ludwig Milde, Tarantella 

 

Recital program no. 5: 

Margi Griebling Haigh, Sortilège 

Ellen Taaffe-Zwilich, Concerto for Bassoon and Orchestra 

Libby Larsen, Concert Piece 
 
 

 

 

  


