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XVII. Daniel Schnyder; The Re-Write of Spring 
 

Daniel Schnyder (pronounced “Schneeder”) is the type of composer-performer who, if he 
did not exist, would have to be invented. Born in Switzerland near the end of the “baby boom” 
era (1961), he is one of four children, all of whom played instruments. His father Rudolph was 
an archaeologist, art historian, and amateur flautist who often went to the Middle East, returning 
with artifacts and musical instruments that he acquired in Iran, Iraq or Afghanistan. He played 
them for his children, arousing interest in Middle Eastern music. Daniel originally started on the 
cello, performing (among others) the music of Stravinsky and Bartók in his high school and 
Swiss Youth orchestras. According to Dan Michael Barrett in his paper A New Voice for the Bass 
Trombone: A Study and Representative Recording of the Music of Daniel Schnyder, “The school 
system in Zurich was oriented towards the German tradition where all students were taught about 
arts, culture, and languages with the intent of making them ‘informed citizens’ but not necessar-
ily artists.”1  

Schnyder first heard jazz on the radio in 1973, when he was 12. He loved it and tried to 
transcribe what he heard and play it on his cello. One recording that had a profound effect on 
him was Eddie Sauter and Stan Getz’s Focus (see Chapter VIII). Barrett learned from Schnyder 
that Focus “became a template for some of Schnyder’s largest works.”2 Eventually learning that 
the cello was not as conducive to playing jazz (although he might have thought differently had he 
heard the recordings of Oscar Pettiford and Fred Katz), Schnyder switched to the saxophone.  

Other than Sauter, the strongest influence on Schnyder’s growing interest in jazz compo-
sition was Gil Evans. Due to Evans’ influence Schnyder formed a band that included a bassoon, 
French horns and strings, which let him explore these instruments in both their classical and jazz 
contexts. He also wrote music for his high school’s symphony orchestra and the Swiss Youth 
Orchestra. Thus, in a very real sense, Schnyder was self-taught as both a composer and 
orchestrator, but had such a keen ear and vivid musical imagination that he was able to produce 
interesting and quality works even as a teenager. Word traveled quickly about his prodigious 
talents and he was commissioned to write pieces for the Tonhalle Orchestra of Zurich, often 
considered the best symphony orchestra in the country.  

In 1981, following his graduation from the Zurich gymnasium, Schnyder came to the 
United States to attend the Berklee College of Music in Boston. There he studied composition, 
jazz arranging, and the soprano and tenor saxophones. In a strange sort of criss-cross career path, 
he later returned to Switzerland to study classical flute with Heinrich Keller at the Conservatory 
of Winterthur and simultaneously studied early music from the 14th and 15th centuries at the 
University of Zurich.3 By this time, Schnyder knew that he wanted to be a musician but wasn’t 
sure which direction to take.  

According to Barrett, Schnyder visited several prominent composers at major European 
universities “and asked for career advice. He was generally told to keep traveling and expanding 
his business—that there was no proven formula for success as a free-lance composer/ saxophon-
ist. After finishing his university studies in Switzerland, Schnyder moved to Munich, Germany to 
partake of the immense German music market, one of the largest in the world, with a profes-

                                                
1 Barrett’s 25-page study of the Taylor-Schnyder collaboration was prepared as a research paper in partial fulfill-
ment for a Doctor of Musical Arts degree at Arizona State University (ProQuest, UMI Dissertation Publishing, 
2009). This quote comes from p. 3 and is taken from a July 17, 2008 interview with the composer. 
2 Barrett, ibid, p. 4. 
3 Barrett, ibid, p. 5. 
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sional symphony orchestra in ‘every little town.’”4. All this was before 1987 when he made his 
first commercial recordings, first the album Daniel Schnyder–Szene Schweiz, which was only 
released in Europe, then a disc of jazz and jazz-classical pieces, Secret Cosmos, with a little band 
he called the “Modern Art Septet.” In an interview with Barrett, Schnyder said, 

 
It was always clear I want to write music and I want to play music. But I wanted to 
become involved in the creative process, I didn’t want to become an orchestral musi-
cian because that was just not my goal…I also didn’t want to become a music 
teacher…I like to teach, and I also did that, but it’s just not my goal. So the process 
of defining my goal was very difficult because there was no template for that kind of 
career. It was something that you invented for yourself.5  

 
We may stop for a moment to reflect on how lucky Schnyder was to be born into an af-

fluent family that encouraged the arts, a country in which music was still a primary focus of the 
education system, and (once again) a family wealthy enough to send their gifted son globe trot-
ting to absorb all these influences. Had he been born in America to a lower-middle-class family, 
it wouldn’t matter how much he loved and understood music, he or she would be forced to get 
jobs “befitting their status,” as many such musically gifted children of my acquaintance were 
forced to do for most of their lives, putting music aside as a hobby. I also speak from personal 
experience when I say that at the time Schnyder began getting seriously interested in jazz and 
“crossing over” the music, American high schools cut most music education from the curriculum 
as a money-saving measure. Even many educators in mathematics and science argued loud and 
long, but to no avail, that music was a very important component of educating the growing mind, 
even if the student chose not to pursue it as a vocation, but to no avail. By 1975, music education 
in American high schools was down to almost nothing, and has remained so ever since.6  

In 1992 Schnyder moved to New York City where he was lucky enough to get an apart-
ment and begin gigging around. A few years later he met bass trombonist David Taylor, who had 
received his B.S. and M.S. degrees at Juilliard and started his playing career as a member of 
Leopold Stokowski’s American Symphony Orchestra. Taylor also recorded with Duke Ellington 
(The New Orleans Suite), played with the Thad Jones-Mel Lewis Jazz Band, and performed un-
der Pierre Boulez with the New York Philharmonic. The two musicians began collaborating on 
several projects, including some of Schnyder’s compositions. This was another turning point for 
Schnyder. In another interview with Barrett, Schnyder admitted that he would never “have writ-
ten this brass music…in Switzerland” because “there are no players that can play it…it was 
really inspired by David Taylor and Ray Anderson and Lew Soloff and all these great brass play-
ers.”7 One of Schnyder’s first major works for Taylor was the technically difficult Sonata for 
Bass Trombone and Piano from 1996; since that time he has also written several works for trom-
bones and bass trombone including The Island, Around the World, Duo Concertante and his fa-
mous subZERO Concerto for Bass Trombone and Orchestra, the recording of which was nomi-
nated for a Grammy in 2002. In the late 1990s Schnyder, Taylor and pianist Kenny Drew, Jr. 

                                                
4 Barrett, ibid ,p. 6, from a Schnyder interview, July 17, 2008. 
5 Barrett, ibid, p. 6. 
6 For further information on this devastating loss, I refer the reader to James S. Catterall’s article, The Consequences 
of Curtailing Music Education at http://www.pbs.org/wnet/tavissmiley/tsr/dudamel-conducting-a-life/the-
consequences-of-curtailing-music-education/) 
7 Barrett, ibid, interview of July 17, 2008. 
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(who had played on his 1995 jazz album, Nucleus) formed a trio called Worlds Beyond. As it 
turned out, this was a fortuitous career move because the economic scene for larger jazz bands 
had collapsed, making a small trio more attractive to bookers as a traveling group. One of his 
major works for Worlds Beyond was his Trio for Soprano Sax, Bass Trombone and Piano.  

Schnyder has worked with Lew Soloff, Lee Konitz (Tribute to Billie Holiday), Paquito 
d’Rivera (Habañera), Abdullah Ibrahim (The African Suite), the Milwaukee Symphony Orches-
tra, and many others over the years. He holds master classes in composition, chamber music, im-
provisation and saxophone at the Hochschule für Musik in Stuttgart, the Baltic Youth Philhar-
monic and the Bruckner University in Linz, and gives courses in crossover music at the Stuttgart 
Academy of Music, a department he co-chairs with Ingo Goritzki. His symphonic work Sundiata 
Keita for Large Symphony Orchestra, Chorus and 4 Soloists from Mali playing traditional in-
struments was successfully premiered at the Berlin Philharmonie during his stay as composer in 
residence with the RSO in Berlin. He also tours with the program Around the World featuring the 
Soloists of the Berlin Philharmonic Orchestra and Stefan Schulz and worked closely with the 
Berlin Philharmonic’s Scharoun Ensemble as composer and chamber musician. 

 After such an exhaustive (and exhausting) introduction, it would be a letdown if Schny-
der’s music did not live up to expectations, but for the most part it exceeds them. In addition to 
his many and varied jazz-classical works, which we shall examine anon, he has also written 
“straight” classical pieces such as his Violin Concerto, Trumpet Concerto, Krisis, four sympho-
nies (of which only the fourth, subtitled “Colossus of Sound,” has been recorded) and a charming 
duo for flute and piano bearing the strange title Baroquelochness. Having spent the better part of 
a full month investigating, listening to and evaluating a plethora of Schnyder’s works, I discov-
ered that although he can’t really be pigeonholed, he does have a few favorite devices that he 
likes to use in many of his compositions. First is a constantly moving bass line or countermelody, 
probably stemming from his love of Baroque and early music. Second is the “false” ending, 
which crops up in a number of his works. Schnyder loves to play with the listener’s expectations 
by seemingly coming to the end of a movement or piece, only to suddenly re-start and take the 
music in one last direction prior to wrapping it up. The third, undoubtedly arising from his early 
influence by the music of Sauter, is of shifting harmonies that fall through harmonic “traps” as 
the piece progresses. This tendency could have been acquired through his brief period of study 
with George Russell, but considering Russell’s specific focus on the Lydian Chromatic Concept I 
place his influence on Schnyder in the form of his occasional modal pieces.  

One most endearing qualities of Schnyder’s music is that it never overstays its welcome. 
This is not a small matter; so many composers on both sides of the musical fence, either pur-
posely or inadvertently, keep the ball rolling a few minutes too long that one is delighted to hear 
that Schnyder knows his music’s limits. This is not to intimate that all Schnyder’s music is of a 
relatively short duration, although much of it is, but even in the longer works and longer move-
ments of concertos or sonatas he always seems to know when to call it quits and wrap it up. 
Moreover, considering the limited number of musicians who play his music who really know 
how to improvise (the primary bane of all jazz-classical composers), Schnyder has done surpris-
ingly well finding some of the brightest and best musicians in Europe to play his scores.  

Discussing his method of composition, Schnyder has said that “These ideas evolve spon-
taneously, they pop into my head and I do not have a clue what they are…[sometimes] I need to 
analyze these 13/16 or 15/16 [beats] for myself. On several occasions I have then written down 
the wrong thing; well simplified. The 15/16 beat at the end of this movement (“We should know 
better” from Worlds Beyond) was initially a 4/4…but that was wrong…I love it when I play [my 
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music] and I am in the same boat as those who interpret my music. I do not make professional 
historical interpretations or swing revivals, in which I replay Ben Webster solos. But of course I 
do things on the subject of Ben Webster [italics mine] or Handel or Bach etc…I am a musical 
farmer, who is simply tilling the soil and people who are hungry, come and take something. 
Once in a while they even pay for it…(laughs)”8 In this respect, then, Schnyder is an instinctive 
composer in the same vein as Ellington and Mingus, but he has a greater musical education than 
either and a much deeper well of musical references to draw on than was granted to Ellington.  

Some critics have written that Schnyder has the knack of placing the classical and jazz 
elements of his music in a perfect balance, that the course of each piece always seems to vacillate 
between them with no particular bias in either direction. To a certain extent this is true, but closer 
inspection of his scores reveals that this is a very clever illusion. What actually occurs in his mu-
sic is that the form is always classical, the orchestration is generally that of jazz, but the rhythm 
is what vacillates. I’ve noted in close inspection of his scores that Schnyder uses improvisation in 
place of written development whenever he is sure that the soloist has the ability to do so, but also 
often writes out improvisation-like passages for those soloists who can’t. In this way he provides 
the performer an opportunity, depending on his or her abilities, to swing the music and provide a 
jazz “kick” to the performance. A good example (which we shall examine soon) is his Soprano 
Saxophone Sonata, later transcribed (and played) as a Clarinet, Oboe, or Bassoon Sonata. In their 
respective recordings of it, the duos of clarinetist Antonia Lorenz and pianist Isabel von Bern-
storff, and oboist Diane Doherty and pianist David Korevaar do a much better job of this than 
bassoonist Martin Kuuskmann and pianist Kristjan Randalu.9 

 
Three pieces from the Secret Cosmos CD (1987) show where Schnyder was at in this 

early stage of his composing career. He already had a good idea how to put music together, hav-
ing absorbed so many disparate influences from classical, jazz and Middle Eastern influences, 
but at this point at least was still thinking in terms of short forms. Perhaps this was conditioned 
by the nature of the CD, which was a showcase for Schnyder’s burgeoning talents as saxist and 
writer, in order to present as many works as possible, or perhaps it was just where Schnyder felt 
comfortable in his composing style at that time. That being said, it is interesting that despite his 
later claim that he couldn’t write for brass players because there were none in Europe who could 
play his style of music, there is a bass trombonist on this disc—Hans Peter Haas—as well as a 
conventional bassist, but no drums. In addition, the lineup is similar to the groups he worked 
with as a high school student, as it included a flute, French horn, trumpet and trombone. This re-
cording took place after his studies at Berklee and either after or at the same time he was study-
ing the flute in Germany. What I found interesting about Septet No. 1 was how much it sounds 
influenced by Stravinsky—which, remember, was one of his primary classical inspirations dur-
ing his high school years—only with a decided jazz bias as soon as Schnyder (here playing so-
prano sax) begins improvising over the bass at 1:12. The other instruments come in and out of 
the picture while he is playing, again the sort of thing Stravinsky would do, and a later flute solo 
by Matthias Ziegler (probably written) pushes him into a series of technical challenges before he 
                                                
8 From the liner notes of Trio Elego’s CD, Genuin 12232. 
9 More over-wordy, over-stuffy academia is now encroaching on the delightful works of Schnyder. Carlos Felipe 
Vina, in a Doctoral Dissertation of 76 pages written for the University of Miami in 2015, starts with the one really 
important thing you need to know about this sonata, that it is a mixture of Latin and Balkan influences. Most of the 
remaining pages were undoubtedly important in securing him a Doctorate but unnecessary to our understanding or 
enjoyment of the sonata. And ironically, because he is so focused on writing about the bassoon version, Vina com-
pletely fails to mention that this same sonata has also been transcribed for clarinet or oboe. 
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settles into a lyrical episode that develops the main theme, but does so in a very relaxed, Gil Ev-
ans-ish way. Already at this early stage, then, we hear two of Schnyder’s early influences being 
synchro-meshed into the same composition. Perhaps not surprisingly, the final section is merely 
a repeat of the opening statement with small variants. 

Septet No. 2 is a different kettle of fish, jazzy from the start and almost in the “progres-
sive swing” style of late-1940s pieces by George Handy, Evans or Ralph Burns. More interest-
ingly, Schnyder shows a great sense of humor in the way he “turns back” on his themes at the 
ends of phrases, repeated a couple of bars before moving on to the next section. His soprano solo 
on this track is a bit more “outside” in feeling than is normal for him: as a player/composer who 
values structure highly, Schnyder really plays very little in an outside style. By and large, this is 
a Septet that sounds much more like a traditional jazz piece with elongated solo space, but for 
those unusual harmonies and some flute flourishes that sound as if they strayed into the picture 
from an old Allyn Ferguson record. This is not really an ensemble concept although it is very 
fine classically-influenced jazz. 

With Secret Cosmos we seem to be in the world of Schoenberg, but after a bar or two 
some Kurt Weill creeps in. This is actually more of an ensemble piece than Septet No. 2, and in 
fact more tightly structured as a composition. Even when Schnyder goes into his soprano sax 
solo, it sounds more of a piece with what came before it than in the Septets, and the tightly-
written ensemble interjections are again in a classical vein but with a jazz swing and bounce. The 
transition from Schnyder’s soprano sax to Matthias Ziegler on flute is seamless, and here we 
have the first of Schnyder’s “false stops.” The music comes to a complete stop at 3:06, only to 
restart at a much slower tempo, almost as if this were a relaxed interlude to this otherwise 
uptempo piece, but in this case the slow section is “all she wrote” (or he wrote, as the case may 
be), and the music comes to a close on a B major chord played in thirds. 

Teiresias is a piece that Schnyder wrote for himself in 1990 to play on the flute. It has 
since become a favorite of adventurous classical flautists, and in fact was recorded by Magda 
Schwerzmann with pianist James Alexander, but Schnyder himself recorded it twice: once in the 
1995 album Nucleus, with a quintet including trumpeter-trombonist Michael Philip Mossman 
and drummer Marvin “Smitty” Smith, then again in 1999 with his little trio World Beyond. I 
have chosen the latter performance over the other two simply because it provides, to my ears, the 
most space to Schnyder for his flute improvisation, which makes his performance about a minute 
longer than Schwerzmann’s. I also found it interesting due to the added texture of David Taylor’s 
bass trombone, which in this piece assumes the function of a double bass. It seems a relatively 
simple piece, built around a slowly rocking piano figure in G minor, but almost as soon as 
Schnyder enters on flute the music assumes a Middle Eastern quality, one of his trademark 
sounds. Indeed, this is one of his more modal pieces, which complements the Mideastern quality 
of the melody. At about 2:40 he begins a free-form passage in double time that was later tran-
scribed for the published version of the piece. At 3:40 the piano part becomes much more agi-
tated as Taylor suddenly abandons his role as bassist to play a staccato high-range solo, followed 
by flutters on the piano. At 5:06 it sounds as if the rocking tempo is resuming, but this turns out 
to be a false alarm; instead, Drew uses it as the initiation of his extemporé piano solo. It is only at 
6:14 that the rocking motion returns in reality as Schnyder’s flute reiterates the opening melody 
for the ride-out. 

Three further pieces written by Schnyder for himself to play on flute were Portrait of 
Charlie Parker, Who Nose: A Portrait of Charles Mingus (both 1995) and Baroquelochness 
(1996). The first of these is probably the most unusual for the simple reason that Parker neither 
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played the flute himself nor recorded with flute players. In addition, the music is slow-moving 
and built around slurred or “bent” notes, a style not normally associated with Parker’s own fast-
faced playing, and when the beat becomes jazzy it is more in a Latin style, but the important 
thing to remember here is that it is a tribute, not an imitation. At 1:29 there is a brief, sly refer-
ence to Midnight in Moscow that crops up again later at 2:04. Who Nose assumes a sort of loping 
jazz beat that Mingus did indeed use in a number of his own compositions, and there are fast-
moving but noticeable references to the blues as well as Mingus’ own penchant for turning 
phrases (and moods) on a dime. Here, too, the piano gets much more to play, reflecting Mingus’ 
own ability to composer at the keyboard as well as his love of gutsy, innovative pianists.  

Baroquelochness has been recorded twice, once in its original form as a flute-piano duo 
and also by Trio Elego, a most unusual classical chamber group consisting of clarinet (Antonia 
Lorenz), bassoon (Philipp Zeller) and piano (James Alexander). As Schnyder has said, “I believe 
that the best music in the world works with every instrument,”10 and considering the sly refer-
ence to “Nessie,” the legendary but probably apocryphal Loch Ness monster, the undulating 
sound of the bassoon makes a perfect foil here for the clarinet. As mentioned earlier, this is more 
of a “straight” classical piece, almost a satire on Baroque music, but the sly turnarounds and the 
way the phrases “catch” each other holds the listener’s interest from start to finish. The odd use 
of triplet figures, which upset the metric balance here and there, also add to the listener’s delight. 

We now take a detour southeast of Switzerland with Shourouk, subtitled Overture to 
Arabian Nights. Once again we hear one of Schnyder’s early influences, in this case one of the 
earliest in the form of Middle Eastern instruments and sounds. Although well-written and using 
close seconds in the chording, Shourouk is not a terribly subtle piece; it sounds like something 
from the cutting room floor of a Rabih Abou-Khalil session. Schnyder shows a firm grasp of 
form here, though, seamlessly folding classical Western and Eastern elements together. Interest-
ingly, this is one of his few mostly ensemble pieces, focusing on the power of ensemble playing. 

All these early works, fine as they are, seem only like blueprints when compared to the 
great pieces to follow, but they do give the listener an indication of where Schnyder started and 
thus can help trace his development. One of Schnyder’s most popular works is the sonata he 
wrote for soprano saxophone and piano in 1995. This work has attracted so many wind players 
that it has since been transcribed and recorded as a clarinet, oboe, and bassoon sonata. As men-
tioned earlier, the recordings made by clarinetist Antonia Lorenz and oboist Diane Doherty work 
the best, because these musicians and their respective pianists play the music in a much looser, 
more jazzy style. Nevertheless, I have chosen to include only the first movement of the clarinet 
version, along with the complete oboe performance, simply because a swinging oboe is so much 
more unusual. The music is, of course, identical in its versions for clarinet and oboe; but the tim-
bre of the oboe immediately screams “classical music” to the listener, whereas the clarinet was 
one of the earliest of jazz instruments and could therefore lead one to assume it is a jazz work. 
With the oboe, there is no question about its orientation; and, like the trained soprano voice, the 
classically trained oboist has a “set” way of producing their notes since, as a double reed instru-
ment, it is one of the most difficult to control. I doubt that many oboists could slither their way 
through the music as well as the Australian Diane Doherty, who recorded it in 1999; to a certain 
extent, I believe that her success in this work is at least partially due to the excellent playing of 
pianist David Korevaar, who catches the syncopations just right in each and every phrase, help-
ing to lead Doherty through its rhythmic and technical challenges with fine style. By the middle 

                                                
10 From the liner notes to Genuin 12232. 
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of the first movement, one instinctively knows that this is a jazz-influenced work; it can be noth-
ing less; and the feeling and execution are spot on.11 

The second movement is a sort of pseudo-blues, at least in feeling if not in form. Here, 
relaxation is the key to its performance, and again Doherty rises to the challenge. It’s also inter-
esting to hear how Schnyder takes a motif from the first movement, tosses it into the second, yet 
changes it around just enough that it sounds like new material. A redistribution of meter helps, 
and in the development he uses double-time figures to further change and shift the beat. In the 
third movement, the briefest of the four, Schnyder plays with both rhythm and harmony in a way 
unlike anything in the first two movements, creating a steady pulse in the piano part and allow-
ing the soloist (in this case, the oboe) to lead its accompanist through a series of light but inter-
esting variants that juxtaposes jazz with klezmer. Yet it is in the fourth movement, in which 
Schnyder writes an almost mambo-type beat for the piano (half note=144), that Schnyder pushes 
both soloist and accompanist into really tricky music, forcing the reed soloist to bend and slur 
notes in a jazz fashion whether he or she wants to or not! The oft-repeated piano motif (B-B1-G 
flat-E, B- B1- B1-G flat-E) almost sounds like some music from The Twilight Zone. At one point 
the oboe takes off in a sort of a jig, but the rhythm sounds a half-beat short in every measure 
which makes it sound like a jig danced by a stumbling person with a game leg. The result almost 
sounds like a “chase” chorus from an old jazz record, heavily updated, made more sophisticated 
and thrown at the two musicians as a challenge. The harmonies also shift and morph here as the 
music progresses, until it just ends. 

A Friday Night in August, from the following year (1996), is a trio for clarinet, piano and 
cello in which these instruments are mixed aurally in a way quite unusual for classical music 
though not for jazz. After a busy, almost atonal opening (in which the clarinet sometimes apes 
the flute in sound), cello tremolos lead one into the odd, galumphing beat, which eventually 
straightens out just enough to allow the music to proceed in its oddly-metered way. Schnyder 
delights in such rhythmic clashes, using dotted quarters and eighths as the salt and pepper of his 
musical stew. The music comes to a standstill at 2:31, but soon proceeds as the piano provides 
chime chords beneath a somewhat grumbling cello. Eventually the clarinet joins in, the pace 
picks up a bit, and we enter a slow blues tempo with very non-blues melodic and harmonic pro-
gressions. Schnyder enjoys upsetting the expectations of his jazz-oriented listeners as much as 
his classically-oriented ones, and in all of his music energy and feeling predominate. A loud 
clarinet wail heralds the third and final section of the work, in which the opening rhythm is 
shifted and changed once again, sounding something like a samba danced by a lame man. Yet 
even within this section Schnyder continues to shift and alter the beat, ramps up the tension by 
creating odd juxtapositions of the clarinet and cello, and utilizes counterpoint in a remarkable 
way. Then, at 7:30, the tempo relaxes once again before the piano digs deep into its low range to 
play a sultry passage leading into more “steamy” playing by the clarinet and cello. The syncopa-
tion builds and builds until, finally, we reach the ending, three staccato piano chords. 

1998 and ’99 were very busy years for Schnyder, in which he created some of his biggest 
and most played compositions, among them the trumpet and bass trombone concertos. The first 
of these, as mentioned earlier, bears the mark of classical structure much stronger than the jazz 
elements, but the latter are in there pitching. Schnyder said that he intended to write a new kind 
of trumpet concerto that shows the soloist blending classical techniques with the kind of playing 

                                                
11 Annotator Carl Rosman, in his notes for oboist Diana Doherty’s recording of the Schnyder Oboe Sonata, notes 
that “If anything, its frequent jazz-inspired inflections – especially the occasional glissandi – are more surreal in the 
composer’s own transcription for oboe.” (liner notes to Blues for D.D., ABC Classics 465 782-2) 
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that was introduced to that instrument by Louis Armstrong and many other jazz performers. As 
in the case of most of Schnyder’s music, he wants everyone who can to play his music as often 
as possible, which is good for him, but to establish the music as a true jazz-classical hybrid, one 
needs soloists and conductors who are sympathetic to the jazz idiom, at least in part. In this case, 
he lucked out with the superb German trumpeter Reinhold Friedrich and the conductor Kristjan 
Järvi, who has been unusually sympathetic to Schnyder’s aesthetic over the years; but there are 
other performances available for hearing (and viewing) on such public sites as YouTube, and 
although the performers are sincere the results are stiff, leading one to scratch one’s head upon 
hearing them and wonder where the jazz influence is. 

Fortunately, there are few such problems in the studio recording featuring Friedrich and 
Järvi. Although neither performer is quite as loose as the music suggests, they are loose enough 
to give the concerto a swagger that could only arise from a strong jazz undercurrent. Here, as in 
so many of his mature works, Schnyder finds exactly the right expression and combination of 
elements to keep the listener’s attention while developing his themes with great imagination as 
well as good form. This gravitational pull of the classical against the jazz has been described by 
some critics as a “perfect” blending of the two worlds, but I hear it—here and elsewhere—as the 
work of a jazz composer reinventing classical form and structure. Nothing Schnyder writes is 
unsophisticated, and the Trumpet Concerto is no exception. Even in the second movement, subti-
tled “jazz ballad feel,” one would not be at all aware of this direction in the score if one were 
simply to judge the music from the opening bars for orchestra: it is a classical introduction to the 
“jazz ballad” playing of the soloist. Again: not a seamless blend of elements as in Kapustin, nor 
even a juxtaposition of them as in the work of Byron Olson, but rather (one might say) a friendly 
rather than a hostile takeover of one art form by the other, and only a composer who has lived 
with one foot in both worlds could have achieved it. Listen, for instance, to the close-harmony 
undercurrent played by the orchestra to the trumpet’s melodic playing at the 3:17 mark. The clas-
sical form is so strong as to almost override any jazz element, and yet, the jazz elements keep 
rising to the surface. To a certain extent, then, Schnyder has rewritten the rules of composition. 

The third movement here, as in the case of his soprano sax/oboe/bassoon sonata, is the 
most hard-driven rhythmically, and really it is here that the jazz and classical elements are most 
seamlessly combined. The movement is almost a Kapustin-like balancing act, but in Schnyder’s 
own personal style, yet once again it is the classical form that continually engages the mind and 
comes to the fore. In this movement, too, Schnyder has great fun playing slow triplets by the so-
loist against the rhythm of the orchestra, only to then have the orchestra take over playing that 
same rhythm on their own. These are the sorts of little details within his compositions that keep 
the listener on balance, no matter how wild the music seems to be on the surface. At 5:55 in this 
movement, we get one of Schnyder’s whimsical “false endings,” as the music seems to be wrap-
ping up, only to engage in a slow-tempo coda (with mysterious muted trumpet) before the con-
certo ends quietly on a quiet string bass low D. 

The same year as the Trumpet Concerto, Schnyder also wrote African Fanfare as the 
opening piece of an “African Symphony” by South African Composer Abdullah Ibrahim. Here, 
as in Schourouk, Schnyder turns back on his Mediterranean/African musical roots, but 30 years 
of experience playing different music have changed his focus; now the music has a Western clas-
sical form about it. The attentive listener can compare this not only to some of Olson’s work but 
also, going back further, to John Coltrane’s Africa. Olson’s piece based on Coltrane’s work is 
predominantly classical with the jazz elements sneaking through; Coltrane’s piece is jazz, but 
jazz with formal structure (which Coltrane really loved and enjoyed); Schnyder’s piece, under 
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three minutes, is classical, but classical music written by a jazz musician with African rhythms 
folded into the cake batter. 

To a large degree, we will see, Schnyder’s own enjoyment in hearing his works per-
formed by all and sundry sometimes leads to their being misunderstood or underappreciated by 
auditors who come to them for varying reasons, but as is usually the case, the reasons why clas-
sical people sometimes disregard him are entirely different from the reasons why jazz people do 
so. Classical listeners disregard his music not just because it has jazz elements (primarily 
rhythm) in it, but because, as one reviewer for Gramophone put it, they feel his music lacks 
“emotional depth.” To them, any music built around jazz ipso facto lacks depth because it’s not 
really “serious” music like their Brahms, Mahler or Bruckner. Of course, the point is not hat the 
music lacks depth but that such listeners only want to hear music that has depth, and to them 
deep, rich chords and ponderous melodic lines equate to some sort of insider’s view of musical 
mysticism. But those listeners who are immune to the supposed depth of Brahms or Bruckner, 
and would argue that Mahler is dramatic, not deep, respond eagerly to Schnyder’s music because 
it is inventive and of a very high quality. Nevertheless, there always seem to be two different 
performance styles of Schnyder, one that is more classical in feel and another that is looser and 
more closely reflects the jazz base of his scores. 

We encountered this in his Trumpet Concerto, and we now run across it in his Flute So-
nata. Magda Schwerzmann’s studio recording of this piece is indeed very fine from the stand-
point of technical polish and technique, but like her performances of the short tributes to Parker 
and Mingus, there is no swing or looseness of rhythm in the way she plays. On the other hand, a 
young Russian flautist, Natalia Zhukova, has given a spectacular performance of the sonata with 
pianist Valeria Esaulenko that—to use a jazz term—really “cooks,” and it doesn’t take but 12 
seconds of the first movement to hear the difference in approach. Moreover, this difference gives 
the music an entirely different feel, and nowhere does this make more of a difference than in the 
first movement, titled “The Manhattanite.” The way Esaulenko plays the accompaniment, with 
its highly syncopated motor rhythms, immediately challenges Zhukova to keep up, and that she 
does, soaring through the same high-flying passages as Schwerzmann but doing so in such a way 
that the music seems to take flight. This movement is unusual for Schnyder in that it has a split 
personality, the rapid opening and close, sandwiched in between is an entirely different theme 
and variants in a slower tempo…and these, too, swing the way Zhukova and Esaulenko play 
them. Of course, we are lucky that Schnyder’s music is even more widely known and appreci-
ated than Kapustin’s, and that it encompasses a wider range of instruments and musical styles, 
that there are several different performances to choose from (in the case of some of his concer-
tos, such as subZERO for Bass Trombone and Orchestra, several, in fact) which gives the lis-
tener different perspectives on the same piece; but more often than not, with Schnyder’s scores 
the more swinging the performance the more successful the realization. 

In the second movement of this sonata, Schnyder employs some unusual quarter-tone 
slurs or “bent notes” in the flute part, a tradition borrowed from Oriental flute music, but even in 
this portion of the sonata the relaxed, almost bluesy feel of Esaulenko’s playing on piano is what 
sets the tone for the movement and makes it work. Perhaps another way to characterize Schny-
der’s fascinating approach to composition is to say that it sounds as if a jazz musician were being 
forced to write in a classical style, that he (or she) was doing so successfully, but that no matter 
how hard they tried they could not “behave” themselves formally. Interestingly, in this sonata the 
last movement has much more of a Latin beat to it than a jazz one—in fact, it is subtitled “A bra-
siliera”—yet the composer sounds completely comfortable in this type of rhythm, as if it were 
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something he composed in all the time. Moreover, the way in which he works out his variations, 
with all sorts of backbeats and rhythmic displacements, confirms his mastery of this form. He 
evens throws in a brief quote from the note-bending portion of the second movement. 

The afore-mentioned subZERO concerto, although written for his friend David Taylor in 
1999, was not recorded until three years later when it was nominated for a Grammy in the classi-
cal field. And here there are two completely different recordings of the work: the one with Tay-
lor on trombone and Kristjan Järvi conducting, which is by far the preferred performance, and 
another by Stefan Schulz with the Berlin Radio Symphony Orchestra conducted by Michael 
Helmrath (not to mention several live performances, by Schulz and others, available on You-
Tube). And when I say that the Taylor-Järvi performance is the preferred version it has nothing 
to do with artistic commitment or professional polish, but rather with the approach to accents and 
phrasing. The Taylor-Järvi performance is simply much more vital and energetic in every way; it 
brings the jazz undercurrents to the fore, and makes no bones that this is a piece by a jazz com-
poser. The Schulz version is considerably more “classical” in orientation, the rhythms smoothed 
out…sort of like Percy Faith plays Stan Kenton, if you know what I mean. And I am not imply-
ing that Percy Faith was a poor musician; on the contrary, he was a very fine one, but his aes-
thetic was simply worlds apart from Kenton’s, as everyone with ears knows. But yet again, the 
classical establishment either can’t tell the difference or prefers the smoothed-out performance. 
One such critic complained of the earlier recording’s “more aggressively hard-edged approach” 
which “failed to engage” him. He preferred the Schulz version because the “warmer, more sym-
phonic performance of the work (italics mine)…is more persuasive for a listener coming from 
the classical tradition. The tempos are less driven, allowing Schulz and the orchestra to find nu-
ance and sonority (italics again mine) missed by the more propulsive Järvi traversal.”12  

Of course, any work of art is open to different interpretations, and if heard first (or heard 
as the only available performance) the Schulz recording isn’t really bad at all, but to then go to 
the Taylor-Järvi version is like taking your head out of Mr. Comfy Pillow and facing life on its 
own terms, with all its power and energy. We shall discuss the implications of this type of classi-
cal listening in more detail next chapter, but for the nonce we can just admit that it is the very 
softening of the classical repertoire that has removed it from the preferred listening status of a 
great many auditors. Music, even classical music, is supposed to have an “edge” to it, and to re-
move that edge is just like giving you a Comfy Pillow from mommy and daddy to wrap your 
head in so the big, bad world can’t hurt you. 

Bear in mind, the concerto is titled “subZERO.” Sub-zero temperatures are not just cold, 
they’re bitter. They bite. Thus the music is also supposed to have bite, and it does in this per-
formance. One of the many wonderful things about this performance, in fact, comes from the or-
chestra pit, where Järvi exposes all the individual strands of the orchestration, and you suddenly 
realize that they clash and are intended to do so. Little rhythmic cells jump around like atoms in 
an atom smasher, yet it all coalesces into a frigid whole around the gutsy bass trombone playing 
of Taylor. Everything about this performance is vital and interesting; the listener is never bored 
for a single moment; and the various changes of tempo and rhythm lead one’s ears into the laby-
rinth of sound in which it is set. Schnyder constantly plays with our musical expectations, shift-
ing and rearranging his components in such a way that it emerges (in this performance, at least) 
as the jazziest of all his works.  

A perfect example of what I mean is the second movement, titled “Sama’i Thaqil” and 
based on an ancient Turkish drum pattern of 10 beats. What, pray tell, is supposed to be “soft” 
                                                
12 Fanfare, Vol. 35 No. 4 (March/April 2012). 
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and “warm” about music based on earlier Eastern folk music? Do you think the ancient Turks 
wanted their music to sound nice and safe? Somehow, I doubt it. There is a very suave violin 
solo in this movement, and the writing for winds is quite elegant, but any smoother and you 
would damage the spirit of the composition. In fact, this beat is occasionally spliced with a Cu-
ban son rhythm to make the music more exotic…exotic, please note, not safer or warmer. In the 
last movement, titled “Zoom Out,” Schnyder combines jazz rhythms with that of Broadway 
show music, but really, the jazz rhythms (and the classical construction) win out over the 
Broadway elements. 

In the Trio for Soprano Saxophone, Bass Trombone and Piano, composed the previous 
year, we have a work written for Schnyder himself to play with his friend Taylor. Indeed, it was 
recorded by them with their long-standing colleague, Kenny Drew, Jr., on piano in the Worlds 
Beyond album, Words Within Music. Since all three were jazz musicians, it obviously worked 
very well without the least bit of compromise for style. In fact, this is one of the very few Schny-
der works (particularly in his later style) in which he and his bandmates play a bit of “outside” 
jazz, beginning at the 2:33 mark when the tempo changes. Pianist Drew plays the string of his 
piano and both Schnyder and Taylor depart from the quirky but almost swing-era-like theme, 
playing some really startling improvisations. Then suddenly, they are back playing the initial 
theme, only this time with variations.  

The Suite Provençale, on the other hand, is a purely classical work in general shape and 
outlook, having been written for a flute duo (sometimes played by a regular flute and a bass 
flute). Here, my preferred performance is the series of five selections from this suite played by 
the superb Japan-based Aube Flute Duo (Toyomitsu Yamauchi and Norihisa Shirashi), in the or-
der of IV. Mistral, III. La bouillabaisse, II. Les abeilles dans la glycine, VII. Au loin on entend 
l’Afrique and IX. Les fontaines d’Aix, on Meister Music CD 2132. For whatever reason—and 
I’m not sure I can explain it—Japanese, Russian and sometimes Korean musicians “get” the 
swing of jazz-based classical music better than their American counterparts. Perhaps in their case 
there is a certain kinship between indigenous Japanese flute music and the loose-rhythmed music 
of Schnyder, but for whatever reason they delineate these works with outstanding panache. Mis-
tral is particularly difficult to bring off, since the constantly-shifting tempo almost makes it 
sound free-form when in fact it is anything but, the constantly swirling lines moving sometimes 
together and sometimes in apposite motion. Even in a piece like Le bouillabaisse, which one 
would think adheres more closely to classical or at least a French rhythm, Schnyder writes highly 
syncopated music of great vitality, and the Aube Duo achieves this without sacrificing beauty of 
tone or clarity of expression. Les abeilles dans la glycine is the most classical in form, but not 
completely so; the strong jazz rhythm continually moves it in and out of that realm as the music 
progresses, only sounding completely classical for a few bars beginning at 1:14. The Aube Duo’s 
continual feeling of ebullience in their performances of this music keep the happy mood estab-
lished in the score by Schnyder. 

The Four Elements, from 2003, represent earth, water, air and fire under exotic titles (wa-
ter is “Kyklos aquae” and fire is “Il fuoco [Feuertanz]”). The music here perfectly blends jazz 
elements with classical form, so seamlessly in fact that just as one says to one’s self, “oh, that’s 
jazzy,” it just as quickly morphs into something quintessentially classical. One thing you notice 
in Schnyder’s chamber music is that the bass line, generally (but not always) assigned to the pi-
ano, generally consists of a running commentary in single notes that could stand alone as a sepa-
rate composition. Indeed, this is one of the hallmarks of his style as a chamber music composer, 
and one of the many things that makes his music so fascinating. The development never stops; 
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it’s always in motion; and both the irregular rhythms and changing tempos only enhance the fin-
ished product. “Earth (Gaia)” ends on a suspended chord, while “Kyklos aquae” begins with 
slow piano trickles from above, the solo flute entering quickly, and later on the piano plays high 
treble sprinkles while the flautist bends notes and engages in an asymmetrical melodic line that 
weaves in and around the pianist. A sudden loud bass-note rush at the 1:29 mark is followed by a 
quirky, widely-spaced theme played by both instruments in staccato fashion, then the piano re-
sumes its upper range sprinkles while the flute plays around it again. Another bass-note onrush 
from the piano (probably representing the rumbling of white water) comes in again, followed by 
more calm. “Aulos” or “Air” is the kind of piece that, in the hands of a less able composer, could 
have easily become something in the vein of “classics lite,” but Schnyder maintains interest via 
his constant harmonic shifts in the piano part while the flute plays a free form, airy melodic line 
above it. At the end, while the piano holds a soft chord consisting of D-flat and the C below it, 
the flute plays a strange melisma on the edge of the hole, which creates a breathy and slightly 
metallic sound. Needless to say, the “Feuertanz” is as energetic and flashy as one might expect, 
but Schnyder subverts our expectations by combining both a Latin and a Middle Eastern feel via 
pulse and harmonic choices: Chick Corea meets Rabih Abou-Khalil. At the 1:45 mark he is re-
distributing beats like crazy, keeping the listener off-balance. At 2:19 there is another surprise, as 
the flute suddenly starts playing the “growing of the tree” music from Tchaikovsky’s Nutcracker 
before settling, at 2:31, into an entirely different theme based on it. Another energetic flurry of 
notes brings us to the conclusion. 

The Four Winds, from 2008, is an entirely different sort of composition, largely because 
of its unusual setting for an unaccompanied violin. Perhaps because he himself never played the 
instrument, Schnyder’s writing for the solo violin borrows heavily from jazz, folk and bluegrass 
styles, all of which work well as his frame of reference. The first movement starts with a slight 
rocking motion that sounds a bit like the music from Jaws before launching into a sort of Eastern 
European folk style in a G minor mode. The rocking motion recurs just before the one-minute 
mark, following which Schnyder develops his theme in a wild sort of Transylvanian manner. (I 
could easily hear the great fiddler Gilles Apap playing this piece with abandon.) At 2:10 there is, 
again, one of Schnyder’s playful “false endings,” following which the rocking theme returns 
again, leading into the real finish. In the second piece, “Boreas,” Schnyder somewhat combines 
folk, classical, and jazz fiddle styles in a strange melting pot, the music floating along almost 
aimlessly until the agitated passage in the middle, following which the violin plays almost vio-
lent downbow figures until the final, surprising pizzicato ending. “Notos” sounds for all the 
world like a hoedown fiddle tune, and in fact stays in that groove although with pretty tricky 
backbeats in the rhythm that give the music an odd gravitational pull. In the last piece, “Zephy-
ros,” one hears almost café-like music, albeit Gypsy or Rom café music, starting with the lyrical 
opening and developing through faster tempos, using a great many Rom-styled fiddle techniques. 
In the latter section of the piece, Schnyder almost seems to shift the focus to Viennese-styled 
café music, producing passages that would not have sounded out of place in the hands of Fritz 
Kreisler.  

From the folk-and-jazz-influenced violin writing for The Four Winds, we jump to the 
wild, almost percussive writing Schnyder did on commission from the Trombone Unit Hannover. 
The result was Olympia, an eight-minute rhythmic romp that I’m sure some classical critics 
would find just as abrasive as the subZERO Concerto. Beginning with a sub-contra bass trom-
bone note and a muted solo trombone gliss, Olympia takes off like a firecracker and never lets 
up, the trombones playing typically tricky rhythmic figures in a fast, staccato style. The jagged 
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melodic line rises, falls, then shifts both direction and focus as a sudden, slow melodic figure 
comes in, played quite beautifully for a few bars, but the high energy of the other trombonists 
quickly push him out of the picture and resume control of the proceedings. We hear passages in 
hocket style, contrapuntal lines, then at the 1:51 mark an almost “drunken” melody played in 
slurred fashion, simulating a happy alcoholic staggering home (from an evening of jazz listening, 
no doubt). Schnyder continues to return to the fast-paced staccato lines but just as often throws in 
variants and side-passages to add interest. Olympia is one of those pieces that, although short and 
more of a showpiece than anything else, reveals to us Schnyder’s growth as an artist. It is far 
more developed than his early short works, more interesting in both construction and texture. 

And there is further growth to be heard in his excellent Piano Trio of 2012. By now, 
Schnyder was fully in command of his resources; it seemed as though nothing could daunt him 
any further. He had begun (in my personal opinion) to think in terms of the music first and its 
appropriateness to the instrument(s) in question second ever since his subZERO Concerto. Thus 
when he was asked to write a piano trio, I believe that he simply wrote music and adapted it to 
the instruments of that combination as he saw fit. This is not the same as writing “idiomatically” 
for these specific instruments, which even such an avant-gardist as Ornette Coleman did back in 
the 1960s, but 40 years of development and growth within the jazz-classical axis had given tal-
ented writers like Schnyder the wherewithal, as well as the freedom, to write as they chose for 
whatever instruments were available to play it on. This also stemmed from his loose attitude to-
wards the soprano saxophone/bassoon/clarinet/oboe sonata. Once he hears that the music could 
move fluidly between different instruments, it freed his imagination and allowed him to write the 
notes and the feeling first, then adapt it for whatever instrumental combination came along. 

Indeed, the slithering string figures and driving, almost Latin-like piano part of this Trio 
throw the listener off-balance from the very start and keep him or her there throughout its dura-
tion. Schnyder might also have picked up a few tricks from Kapustin, whose music had become 
familiar in the West over the past decade (i.e., the wildly swinging passage that enters the first 
movement at 6:14). But more importantly, this trio has found some extraordinary young per-
formers, such as Ensemble Lyra (violinist Solange Joggi, cellist Jilde Skomedal and pianist Yuka 
Munehisa), who dig into it with aplomb and give it its just due. They are just as adept at liming 
the lovely melodic episode in the midst of the first movement, a section that comes across as a 
short-lived retreat from the driving figures that precede and follow, with perfect composure and 
an elegant legato style. This wonderful legato quality comes particularly into play in the beauti-
ful second movement, one of Schnyder’s loveliest (without sounding “lite” or treacly) composi-
tions. Here, interestingly, he scores the violin and cello so close together that the latter almost 
sounds like a saxophone. I’m not sure how this quality emerges from the instrument, but it does, 
perhaps because the cello part is scored very high up on the bridge so that it almost sounds like a 
violin-viola duet. In Ensemble Lyra’s version it almost sounds as if violinist Joggi is using a very 
fast, tight vibrato, so light that it almost sounds like straight tone but not quite, and this, too, adds 
to the peculiarly haunting quality of the performance. He also tosses in another “false ending” in 
this movement, at 4:38. 

The brief Scherzo flies by in less than a minute, setting us up for the delightful last move-
ment (marked “Very fast; Tempo di funk”) to make its effect. Here Schnyder falls back on one of 
his patented stylistic tricks, the rapid but asymmetric rhythm against which backbeats and coun-
terpoint come and go with dizzying effect. The kicker here is that Schnyder modifies his tempos 
somewhat, relaxing the opening, driving rhythm with more relaxed and funkier beats. 



 456 

With The Island we encounter a transcription by another hand, in this case bass trombon-
ist Stefan Schulz. This comes from the album that also contained the softer, more classical-
sounding performance of the subZERO Concerto, and although we know from the outset that this 
is a softer approach to the music than Schnyder’s original (which came from a suite titled Zoom 
Out), it works on the level of a jazz piece overlaid onto a classical canvas. Schulz has taken the 
grit out, but in this case he has replaced it with something interesting, and in the process he has 
not lost sight of the music’s jazz roots. The only thing I object to in this version is that Schulz’ 
tone is much smoother than David Taylor’s, almost “buttery” in quality, like listening to Tommy 
Dorsey or Quentin Jackson after hearing “Tricky Sam” Nanton. Nevertheless, Schulz manages to 
retain most of the music’s original profile, and it is brief enough that the arrangement for solo 
bass trombone with string quintet works pretty well.  

As a counterbalance to this “prettification” of Schnyder is the remarkable toopART Rein-
ventions for Two Pianos and Orchestra from 2013. Composed for New York-based pianist 
Simone Dinnerstein’s projected album featuring new views of Bach’s music, Schnyder let his 
imagination run wild. Written as a concerto grosso in eight short sections with some spectacular 
solo work from members of Kristjan Järvi’s Absolute Ensemble, particularly electric pianist Matt 
Herskowitz who shares the spotlight with Dinnerstein, the toopART Reinventions contains music 
in which, the conductor informs us, “Some 85 per cent of the pieces are composed. The rest is 
improvised. The exciting thing is that no one notices when the written bits end and the improvi-
sations begin.”13 

As in the case of sub ZERO, the “soft-grained” classical lovers will absolutely hate this 
music. It is edgy, spiky, in your face: Bach themes reinvented, reimagined, and turned on their 
ear by Schnyder. The composer himself participates in the performance on soprano sax, so of 
course some of the improvisations stem from his horn, but Dinnerstein—alternating with electric 
pianist Herskowitz—also has her say, as do occasional horn players from the Absolute Ensem-
ble. To a certain extent, it all sounds like a wonderful free-for-all, but that is part of its charm: the 
written and improvised sections intertwine so beautifully (not to mention the occasional Middle 
Eastern rhythms that crop up and disappear) that the listener is constantly kept off-guard. And 
that is exactly the music’s point. It’s not supposed to sound easily assimilated, or comfortable, or 
even easy to analyze, but rather consistently spiky and energized. The lovely clarinet theme that 
opens the second movement, eventually improvised on my Schnyder’s soprano over a walking 
bass and unusual soft brass chords, is but one of many details one notices as one journeys 
through this music. Between the second and third movements we have an Interludium; between 
parts three and four a Cadenza; and all the while the orchestra cooks in a way that no normal 
symphony orchestra (certainly, none conducted by Kristjan Järvi’s father Neeme or his older 
brother Paavo) ever could, or would. This is an orchestra that has stared down the barrel of much 
contemporary and Eastern European folk music, and come out with an understanding of how to 
play with a loose rhythm. Would that all such classical orchestras had their abilities. The ending 
of the Interludium sounds the most classically formal, but don’t hold your breath too long, for 
Part 3 begins with a funky electric bass underpinning Schnyder’s soprano once again, and the 
rhythm loosens up and takes off in another unexpected direction, with a jaunty 6/8 rhythm like 
one of Bach’s gigues, only with modern, jazz-like harmonies thrown in for fun. Schnyder upsets 
our expectations once again in the Cadenza, which is not a cadenza for the solo pianist but rather 
played by a droning cello and his own soprano sax in a Mediterranean style, at least at first, be-
fore traversing the stylistic borders into jazz. But Part 4 also has a Mediterranean sound, slow, 
                                                
13 From the liner notes to Bach Re-invented, Sony 194168. 
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sinuous and quite exotic, with just a tinge of klezmer feeling in some of Schnyder’s notes. We 
hear string tremolos with the solo piano as we swing into Parts 5 and 6, the first of these sound-
ing very much like a big-band piece from the 1970s. Kenton would have loved Part 5. After a 
faster-tempo build-up, it almost but not quite comes to a close, with Dinnerstein’s piano playing 
left-hand tremolos before the electric piano and rhythm section take over for Part 6. This sounds 
like something that Chick Corea and Rabih Abou-Khalil would have collaborated on, featuring 
an improvised trumpet solo that fits the musical environment perfectly. Would Bach have liked 
this kind of treatment of his music? Perhaps, if he learned to understand jazz and what it was try-
ing to do. Despite his formalism, he was always open to new ideas for as long as he lived. The 
final section is almost like a jam session, with trumpet, flute, soprano sax and both pianos thrown 
into the mixture. In my view, it is one of Schnyder’s most wonderful pieces, a gem of a concerto 
grosso written for modern instruments in a modern style. 

Of other works written during these years, I particularly like Worlds Beyond, a five-part 
suite originally written for Schnyder himself on soprano sax, Taylor on bass trombone, and a pi-
anist (you can find a performance of it in this configuration on YouTube), but also—like so 
much of Schnyder’s music—adapted, and adaptable, for other instruments.  Again, I particularly 
like Trio Elego’s wonderful performance of it; they get exactly the right “bite” in the music, the 
first piece of which is possibly the most stereotypical, resembling not only Olympia but also The 
Iron Tetrapod with its uptempo, jaunty rhythms. This is, perhaps, Schnyder’s one weakness as a 
composer, the reliance on rhythmic devices occasionally to the detriment of melodic construc-
tion. But this is nit-picking in a world of riches, for I would much rather listen to a Daniel 
Schnyder composition than that of many another mixed-style composer who throws too much 
rock music into the stew. And even in this first movement, Schnyder does not exactly ignore de-
velopment, it’s just that his themes, by now, sound familiar. Perhaps he has become the Rossini 
of jazz-classical writers; he’s done so much for such a long period of time that a certain amount 
of likeness has become part of his “brand” (and I really hate that term when applied to an artist). 

Certainly, there is plenty of creativity to be heard in some of the succeeding movements, 
i.e., Blues for Schubert, where Schnyder cleverly writes a tune that is both Schubertian and 
bluesy at the same time, and which bassoonist Zeller plays the bass line so much like a trombone 
that at first I wondered if he has switched instruments. And, as in her recording of the Clarinet 
Sonata, Lorenz gets exactly the right feel on her instrument. The third movement, Chase, may 
also be heard as typical Schnyder, using the concept of a jazz chase chorus to compose a rhyth-
mically intricate duo (the piano largely doubles the bassoon line here and there), a brief, rapid 
fugue with the rhythm always sounding one beat short in each measure as the melodic line con-
stantly trips al over itself. Then there is Afterthought with its amusing resemblance in the open-
ing melody to Midnight in Moscow but soon morphs into a sort of Yiddish blues. The bassoon 
line in this piece has a curiously morbid feel to it, and it takes a while for the listener to realize 
that he is carrying the melody rather than the clarinet. The final piece, We Should Know Better, is 
very similar in feel and rhythmic variety to Chase but lasts more than twice as long and is 
(mostly) in 7/16. Schnyder takes advantage of this greater length to play around more with his 
musical material, including a slow bassoon solo interrupted once by a chord cluster on the piano 
before the clarinet again takes the lead and brings us back to the bright tempo and into the devel-
opment. At the 3:40 mark the music surprisingly changes mood entirely, sounding almost like a 
different piece (and played in E major) before returning to the original tempo and key…but not 
entirely, as the final bar is 15/16.  
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In the Trio for Brass from 2003, Schnyder breaks his usual pattern of a fast, flashy first 
movement in lieu of subtler progressions. It opens with the French horn holding a middle C, fol-
lowed by the trumpet playing the D just above it, then the trombone playing the B below, which 
produces a typically Schnyder-like bit of atonality, following which the three instruments move 
around and buzz like quietly angry bees for a bit. Typically eclectic counter-rhythms come and 
go, but the impression of an angry swarm remains, with the trombone playing a syncopated fig-
ure while the other two instruments play around him, then the French horn picking up a thread of 
melody. This pattern of calm melodicism and angry, fast-paced interjections continues. After a 
false stop a melancholy, almost Mozartian tune in G minor arises, becoming the basis for some 
extended playing by the trio. At 4:10, we hear almost (but not quite) a repeat of the opening se-
quence, followed by some bluesy, slurred trombone playing while the horn and trumpet encircle 
it in a more classical vein. The second movement is, if anything, even quirkier, built around a 
sort of clumsy-sounding theme (another Schnyder trademark, the theme that sounds as if one 
beat is missing) developed polyphonically. Here, again, Schnyder has great fun playing with the 
timbre of the instruments, including using a cup mute on the trumpet that simulates some late 
1920s-early ‘30s playing. The third movement appears to be a development of the second, more 
serious in tone and intent but still sounding something like a brass fanfare with a beat missing 
here and there. The trumpet, here, plays open-horn swoops and upward glissandos in addition to 
its own quirky, atonal little tune, while the trombone suddenly takes center stage with some rau-
cous playing, which leads to a quick finale. The fourth movement is written in a sort of funky 
boogie rhythm, playing a nice little tune in E major with the trumpet and French horn in unison 
above the rhythmic counterpoint of the trombone. There is little in the way of development here; 
it’s just a really nice little piece that almost acts as an interlude until we reach the last movement, 
quite brief and almost sounding Middle Eastern in rhythm, which takes us to what sounds like 
another of Schnyder’s “false endings” but is, in fact, really the finale, almost as if the trio had 
suddenly tuckered out and run out of gas. 

Another of Schnyder’s fine late-period works is the Concerto for Flute, Percussion and 
Strings. Perhaps because of the plethora of percussion instruments and a reduction of the orches-
tra to strings only, Schnyder has written a work that very cleverly makes sly, subtle references to 
similar concertos by Bartók and Stravinsky while retaining his own identity. He also shows here 
that he can master fragile textures and not always push the rhythm hard; his music captures the 
ear from its very first notes, and the first part of the first movement is beautifully lyrical before 
the tempo quadruples and we are in the midst of a flute-and-percussion romp. Images of Yusef 
Lateef, Herbie Mann, Eric Dolphy and other early jazz flautists come and go while the percus-
sion, focusing primarily on xylophone and drums but also including triangle, cymbals and gongs, 
interact and at times rides over the flute. As usual with Schnyder, the development section is a 
jazz romp—but also as usual, the listener is never quite sure how much of it is written out and 
how much is improvised on the spot. Jazz, Eastern European folk, and Middle Eastern rhythms 
and modes come and go in dizzying fashion, and in the brief flute cadenza there are bent notes 
reminiscent of the kind of work Dolphy did with Mingus back in the 1960s. Despite the occa-
sional fast-tempoed outbursts, the music generally retains a quiet demeanor: excitement at a 
lower volume, much like the wonderful effects that the Red Norvo big band and Paul Laval’s 
Woodwindy Ten achieved in the late 1930s and early ‘40s. Schnyder writes for the strings in a 
mostly classical way, i.e., with string tremolos and regular rhythm, not pushing them too hard in 
the direction of jazz, so that they complement what is going on in the foreground without inter-
fering with it. This, however, does not preclude a bit of rhythmic writing here and there in the 
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style of Eddie Sauter’s Focus. This is fully mature Schnyder at the peak of his powers, writing 
music that is as sophisticated as it is exciting and losing nothing on either end of the spectrum. 

The music runs seamlessly together from movement to movement, too, giving the listener 
a feeling of continual development. The second movement, in fact, seems devoted mostly to the 
strings, first playing a soft, delicate theme by themselves, then with a solo violin above the en-
semble, then falling away as the flute assumes a secondary, Middle Eastern theme, comple-
mented by the xylophone and strings. There is a wonderful “floating” quality about this whole 
concerto that almost defies description. In the midst of the second movement, around 13:06, we 
hear a rhythmic figure played by the xylophone followed by other instruments, then suddenly 
opening up at 13:49 in an insistent rocking rhythm that just as suddenly fades away; another of 
Schnyder’s false stops, then a resumption of the lyrical theme. The third movement begins with a 
cymbal wash, a rhythmic figure played by the strings, then the principal theme played by the solo 
flute. No percussion is heard until 16:20, when a bass marimba enters, then a riot of percussion 
with the flute. Eventually the tempo is increased and we enter a typically written-out Schny-
derian jam session for all concerned. This is the only part of this concerto that, to my ears, really 
sounds like previous music by Schnyder, although it is engaging and typically enjoyable. 
 

*  *  *  *  *  * 
 
Now we come to one of Schnyder’s most ambitious and high-profile projects, the opera 

he composed for tenor Lawrence Brownlee and Opera Philadelphia using the name and person-
ages surrounding famed jazz alto saxist Charlie “Yardbird” Parker. As mentioned in Chapter VII, 
Bird was a study in contradictions, a musician who loved modern classical music and wanted 
desperately to learn to write in more than “one voice,” yet who constantly rejected attempts to 
make him part of an overall musical pattern (as offered to him by Gil Evans). It can only be con-
jectured how much he might have learned from Edgard Varèse, whose own music was almost 
always ensemble-based and rarely soloist-oriented, and who described his own scores as “the 
movement of sound-masses” colliding at different speeds. It’s extraordinarily difficult to listen to 
Varèse’s Amériques or Déserts and hear anything that might have influenced Parker’s musical 
style in any way, shape or form, although this is exactly what Schnyder has done for him at the 
end of his opera.  

But there are other problems inherent in the work, starting with the title. Charlie Parker’s 
“Yardbird” is not merely clumsy, it is simply wrong. One does not and cannot possess one’s 
nickname. You wouldn’t write an opera titled Louis Armstrong’s “Satchmo” or John Gillespie’s 
“Dizzy,” so why Charlie Parker’s “Yardbiurd”? The other problem is that the story line by li-
brettist Bridgette A. Wimberly is an unrealistic fantasy, which ironically transforms the very real 
and gritty life of Parker (whose story was once turned down for a biopic with the admonition, 
“There was nothing happy in his life, it was all bleak”) into a sort of Twilight Zone episode. 
When the opera opens, Parker is already dead, his body found in the apartment of the “jazz bar-
oness,” Pannonica or Nica von Königswarter, and brought to the morgue. Throughout the opera, 
then, one is dealing with the already dead Parker soliloquizing over his life and wishing he could 
have lived long enough to write his musical masterpiece. The reactions of the various women in 
Parker’s life—Nica, his mother Addie, his musical soulmate Dizzy Gillespie and his three wives, 
Rebecca, Doris and Chan—are all too close to reality, a reality that continually clashes with the 
silly fantasy of a dead body trying to write a musical masterpiece.  
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The biggest problem with the opera is that it’s surprisingly formal with little relationship 
to jazz, a decided flaw in a work relating to the life of one of the three or four most influential 
jazz musicians who ever lived, and as it moves towards the end it becomes somewhat ponderous. 
Another problem is that in those moments when Schnyder obviously interjected jazz elements, 
the performers don’t swing, not even a little bit. Of course, this is a flaw of execution and not of 
conception, but the larger question is, Who could do the score justice if not the original cast? 
Brownlee is one of the greatest tenors in the world, a vocal virtuoso who can run his voice over 
three octaves without a break, and he is frequently put to the test in this challenging score, but he 
can’t swing to save his life, not even when quoting the alto break Parker played on a famous re-
cording of A Night in Tunisia. Nor does the orchestra swing, not in the slightest, despite the fact 
that there are several moments in the score that absolutely beg for such treatment. The only 
singer who has evidently had some experience singing gospel or blues music is soprano Angela 
Brown as Addie; she is the one consistently excellent stylist in the cast. I could imagine Bobby 
McFerrin singing the role of Dizzy and jazz singers Sophie Dunér and Anna Lundqvist singing 
Doris and Chan, but what of the others? Kristjan Järvi or Michael Tilson Thomas might be the 
only conductors in the world capable of leading such a piece from the podium. Still, there are 
other challenges to overcome, among them the fact that, unlike any other of Schnyder’s works I 
have heard, Charlie Parker’s “Yardbird” tends to be heavy-handed and somewhat over-written. 

I have chosen three excerpts from the opera to illustrate my points, the first of them being 
the opening scene which lasts about nine and a half minutes. It begins with the already-dead 
Parker soliloquizing on Birdland, the jazz club named after him and from which he was banned 
in 1954 for disruptive behavior. The first scene is in D minor (modal), with Parker singing a so-
liloquy (“What a night, what a sight…”) over rhythmic orchestral accompaniment. The written 
rhythm is jazzy; as played by the orchestra, the closest it comes is kind of Broadway kitsch. 
There is no question but that Brownlee is singing brilliantly, but as I say, he has no feel for the 
rhythm of the music and so it dies on the alter of operatic vocal force. At 2:12 the rhythm 
changes, becoming more agitated (and, given a better orchestra, jazzier), but the rhythm as 
played and sung is, if anything, even clumsier. At 2:51 a solo bass underpins the proceedings, as 
stiff as everyone and everything else in this production, as the rhythm becomes ever more com-
plex before suddenly returning to a basic 4/4. There are some interesting string triplets that cry 
out for a jazz treatment, but they cry in the dark, alone and unanswered. “One day I’m going to 
set you free,” Parker sings, but ironically the music never frees itself of the clumsy rhythm. A 
vocalese “jazz” break ends the aria, after which moaning saxes introduce Nica singing “Adieu, 
Bird” while the ghost of Parker sings “Nica, be quiet, please…Nica, nobody can know, nobody 
must know I’m here.” This part of the score is more formal, less jazz-based, and it works—for a 
little while, at least—as Bird explains that he’s going to write a score that he can hear in his head 
“with harmony and counterpoint,” but the background music isn’t terribly different from what 
one has been hearing so far. When the tempo does pick up, it almost sounds like a spiritual ex-
cept played in one of Schnyder’s patented one-beat-missing tempos. 

The next excerpt, which actually comes along just a few minutes later, begins with Parker 
singing a strongly jazz-based line against the orchestra with bass and drums prominently fea-
tured, then a bitonal interlude before he sings a pop-styled tune, “It’s Sunday morning, can you 
hear that music?” This whole passage, which continues as a concertante piece with two of his 
wives singing (without the libretto, it sounds like Chan and Doris, with a brief passage also sung 
with then by Dizzy Gillespie), followed by Angela Brown as his mother Addie, the only vocalist 
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who has some feeling for rhythm. Again, one can hear this music really “taking off” if performed 
well, but alas, it is earthbound. 

The last scene begins with an orchestral snippet that pays brief lip service to the music of 
Edgard Varèse but quickly becomes a sort of blues ballad sung by one of the women (since her 
diction is quite poor and I had no libretto to follow, I wasn’t sure which one was singing here), 
followed by Parker’s last arietta, “I know why the caged bird sings,” based on Paul Dunbar’s 
poem Sympathy. It is a beautiful moment, but somehow unmoving, possibly due to the over-use 
here of high notes to please the audience.  

I have described these scenes from the opera not to denigrate Schnyder, who evidently 
worked very hard on this opera and did as fine a job as he could, but to illustrate just how diffi-
cult it is to write a real jazz opera. Schnyder at least succeeded on paper, even if his case was not 
capable of producing any jazz inflections, which is more than one can say about Ellington 
(Queenie Pie), Sasha Matson (whose Cooperstown: A Jazz Opera in Nine Innings sounds like a 
Nancy Wilson album from the ‘60s) and even Harbison, although to be fair to him Harbison was 
the one composer here who wasn’t consciously trying to compose a jazz opera in the strict sense 
of the term. Opera is a very highly specialized form, and as Alonzo Levister has pointed out, to 
use any sort of “normal” operatic structure interferes with the nature of such a project. I am sin-
cerely hopeful that Schnyder will revise Yardbird somewhat and, hopefully, find a cast that can 
sing and play it in more of a jazz style. 

But I certainly don’t want to harp on this work’s weaknesses. Schnyder has long since 
proven himself a highly skilled and able composer of jazz-classical works, and since I want to 
end this chapter (and the main body of the book) on a positive note I’ll finish with a discussion 
of his three-part suite for violin and cello duo, Lettres Persanes. Recorded by the talented 
French-Armenian duo of violinist Chouchane Siranossian and her sister, cellist Astrig Siranos-
sian, it is built around a typically Schnyderian series of themes, the first Arabic in melodic con-
tour but asymmetric in rhythm—not so much a jazz piece as an Arabic-classical work with jazz 
overtones. Snippets of folk rhythms also come and go in the first movement, titled “Zachi et Ze-
lis,” while the second movement, “Roxanne et Rhedi,” is a slower, more insinuating piece in D 
major with a sort of combined bluegrass and ragtime swagger. In fact, if you were to follow this 
piece by re-listening to sound clip #0006, Satie’s La diva de l’Empire, you might be surprised as 
to how well they follow each other! On the other hand, in the third piece of Schnyder’s suite, 
“Mirza et Fatme,” we are in the jazzy Middle East, listening to music that would probably be a 
curtain-raiser for Rabih Abou-Khalil. Thus does Schnyder, in his slightly madcap and eclectic 
way, manage to tie virtually the whole history of jazz and jazz-based classical music into one 
neatly tied and gift-wrapped package. 

 
*  *  *  *  *  * 

 
As a postlude to this entire study, we combine an old (but very advanced) classical work, 

Stravinsky’s Le Sacre du Printemps or The Rite of Spring from 1913, in a modern jazz revision 
by Darryl Brenzel. Written during 2008-2010 on a commission from the Mobtown Modern Big 
Band of Baltimore, Maryland, Brenzel initially thought it might not be that big of a challenge. 
He then re-listened to a performance of the original work on a CD and thought, “Uh-oh, I’m in 
big trouble. How in the world am I going to figure this all out and turn it into a work for big 
band…especially if I both want it to sound true to the original and sound like jazz? This is going 
to be much harder than I imagined it would.” In December, he bought a copy of the score. “My 



 462 

next thought? I’m still in big trouble. I’m looking at this score and can’t even figure out what 
some of these instruments are. And the first time I try to listen and follow along I get lost…this 
thing looks impossibly complicated. Look at these rhythms and time changes. How am I going to 
make this swing?”14 It took Brenzel another year to formulate in his mind where he wanted to go 
with the music and start writing. It was just ready in time for its premiere on May 12, 2010.  

What Brenzel achieved, and titled The (Re)Write of Spring, was relatively miraculous, 
and shows exactly how far jazz writing and arranging has come in 100 years. Could Gil Evans or 
George Russell have accomplished this? Perhaps…but we’ll never know because they didn’t at-
tempt it. Could Bix Beiderbecke have played this? Not unless his technique was a lot better and 
his reading skills in the top tier. If you read the score of Sacre you will be only too aware of its 
difficulties. What sounds like a fairly regular stomping rhythm is anything but; in places, the me-
ter changes from bar to bar and the counter-lines run all over the page against each other. Even in 
the early 1940s, whenever Stravinsky himself rehearsed Sacre with an orchestra that had never 
played it, he had to shout out the rhythms as it went along. (You can see a recreation of him do-
ing this at the initial rehearsals in the 1980 film Nijinsky, with actor Ronald Pickup playing Stra-
vinsky.) Toscanini, who almost went crazy trying to conduct it, finally just gave it up, forever 
jealous of fellow-conductor Pierre Monteux because he appeared to be so much at ease with it 
(although Monteux’s own first recording, from 1929 with a French orchestra, has several mis-
takes in it).  

I have chosen eight of the twelve sections of Brenzel’s piece for analysis, not because the 
whole thing isn’t good (it is) but because in these eight items he makes the most interesting 
transformations (for such I call them) from the classical concept to a jazz one. The jazz listener 
who is unfamiliar with the original Sacre may have no real idea of just how difficult Brenzel’s 
task was, and thus no concept of how well he accomplished it. What really hurts is to think that 
many classical listeners will immediately dismiss this work as inferior to Stravinsky’s when, in 
fact, it is simply different; but such listeners always seem to have the idea that jazz is “easy” or 
“cheap” music, and only classical is “difficult” or (worse yet) “meaningful.” I hope that my 
analysis of Brenzel’s work will dispel these illusions. True, without Stravinsky’s music there 
would be no such work. That I will grant you; and I would also surmise that Brenzel’s original 
compositions are not normally on this complex a level; but this still does not take away from his 
accomplishment. 

I. Introduction. This is one of the most complicated of all the pieces in Stravinsky’s 
score. Nearly all of the first 15 bars are in a different rhythm: bars 1 and 3 in 4/4, bars 2, 5-6, 8 
and 13 in 3/4, bars 4 and 9-12 in 2/4. In the first bar on page 10 of the score, played in 3/4, two 
piccolos and two flutes run riot in wild arpeggios, each of the four instruments playing a differ-
ent rhythm; an alto flute (separately) trills on C� for 1 ½ beats before playing a descending stac-
cato passage in the second half of beat 2, then trills again, carrying this over to the first half-beat 
of the next bar (now in 2/4). Meanwhile the English horn (Cor anglais), clarinets, oboes (two 
regular oboes and two in C), and piccolo play opposing rhythms beneath them while the violins 
on open strings play psychotic-looking scale runs. And this is just in one bar. No wonder poor 
Brenzel got lost and had a brain cramp while listening and reading. Listening to his solution, he 
seems to have retained the mixed rhythms, at least up to a point, before switching over to 4/4 
with a sort of swaggering Latin-style beat—but still occasionally returns to 3/4 on occasion. It is 
to his credit that he managed to transfer as much of the original score as he did form a 100-piece 

                                                
14 From the liner notes of Innova 824. 
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symphony orchestra to a 17-piece jazz band. Of course certain voicings had to be simplified or 
cut, but it’s amazing how much he retained, and even more amazing to hear how well the music 
flows. What could have been a mess ends up sounding pretty coherent. 

III. Ritual of Abduction. In the original score, this is taken at a sprightly 9/8, certainly not 
a time signature familiar to most jazz musicians, and by sprightly I mean sprightly…it’s marked 
“Presto” at j = 132. Here, perhaps, Brenzel had a little easier time transferring elements of the 
score to the big band, as the opening section is written for winds (piccolo, flute, oboe and “pic-
colo clarinet in D”) played against brass (eight French horns) with bass piccolo and timpani un-
derneath. By page 2, however, at score marker 39, the tempo switches to 4/8 and then 5/8 (later, 
it jumps to 12/8.). Here, Brenzel retains many elements of the original score, except that he shifts 
the rhythm to a sort of bossa nova and displaces the beats as played by the big band accordingly. 
Somehow or other, he gets this “Ritual of Abduction” to swing, highlighted by an excellent so-
prano sax solo, following which Stravinsky’s original stiff rhythms intrude themselves for a few 
bars. Michael Johnson’s flugelhorn solo later in this movement is one of the most creative in the 
series, really getting into the pulse and harmonics of Stravinsky-over-Brenzel. 

IV. Spring Rounds. A nice, relaxed, “Tranquillo” movement, taken at a leisurely q = 108, 
except that the tempo here continually shifts from bar to bar (5/4, 7/4, 6/4 for three bars, then we 
jump to 4/4 for seven as the key changes from A� to D�). A jolly time is had by all as Brenzel 
transfers the flute trills to the piano in the opening section while the reeds play the written mel-
ody. The more melodic section almost takes on an Ellingtonian feel in pace and rhythm—at least 
late-period Ellington of the Far East Suite and Afro-Eurasian Eclipse. Eventually the other in-
struments drop away and we are left with the piano trio playing underneath a sensuous sax solo. 
The full brass section then comes in before the reeds jump to the sudden upshift in tempo (the 
“Vivo” section at number 54 in your score, suddenly played in C major with alternating bars of 
3/4 and 4/4), then a cappella sax leads into a relaxed, soft wind passage with the sax on top for 
the rideout. 

VI. Procession of the Sage. Surprisingly, this starts out in a regular 4 and in C major, at 
least until bar 23 (marker number 70 in your score) where we switch to 6/4. Brenzel did an 
excellent job of retaining Stravinsky’s original quirky rhythms as much as possible in the 
opening section, but the entrance of the bass and drums shifts the focus towards jazz. This is a 
really swinging sage; he’s been around the block and is hip to the jive. Timothy Young’s piano 
dominates this track, sometimes just filling space and at other times really getting into the mood 
and the changes, but most of the interest stems from the harmonics as written by Stravinsky and 
translated by Brenzel. The piano trio (with muted trumpets and a reed cushion) ride the sage off 
into the sunset. 

VIII. Dance of the Earth. Four bars of clarinets and bassoons in Lento tempo before we 
suddenly jump to a Prestissimo 3/4. Brenzel says to hell with that, and just writes a fast, swing-
ing 4/4 for the band to have fun with. It’s an entirely different and completely jazz viewpoint of 
Rite, and a great way to wrap up Part One. 

IX. Part Two – Introduction: The Exalted Sacrifice. Here Brenzel again mixes Stravin-
sky’s original melodic motifs and harmonies with jazz rhythm. This piece also alternates tempo, 
but mostly between a more standard 4/4 and 3/4, which Brenzel smoothes out a bit via the jazz 
bass and drums. He achieves a very “spacey” feeling; without knowing what the original of this 
work was, one could listen to it as a stand-alone piece and be awed by the manner in which 
Brenzel manipulates his musical materials.  
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XI. Glorification of the Chosen One. This is definitely one of the most confusing and 
complex portions of Stravinsky’s score, a madcap 5/8, 9/8, 5/8. 7/8 romp at n = 144. Buckle up 
your seat belts for this ride! Here, Brenzel writes his own introduction to the Stravinsky original, 
perhaps to allow both musicians and audience to get their bearings. Eventually this, too, swings, 
taking Stravinsky’s harmonies on a nice, relaxed middle tempo ride. An alto sax solo ranges 
from competent to brilliant above the ensemble. One of the most remarkable things about 
Brenzel’s achievement is his ability to un-clutter the textures while still retaining large chunks of 
Stravinsky. Eventually, a muted trombone solos over a Latin-esque rhythm is heard, his second 
chorus peppered with asymmetrical figures played by muted trumpets and high reeds. It’s nice to 
hear Brenzel using some scoring devices that aren’t borrowed from Gil Evans. The choppy but 
swinging rhythmic figures that enter around 4:30 help ride us out. 

XII. Evocation of the Ancestors. A fun little 3/2, 2/2, 3/4, 2/4, 3/4, 3/2, 2/4 piece. Fortu-
nately it’s in C, which at least makes the harmonic balance a bit more stable. Brenzel redistrib-
utes the beats, changes the rhythm, and even adds a few notes to the loud, staccato repeated high 
Es and Gs in the score. Eventually, the tempo winds down to an ominous tenor sax solo over 
what sounds like bass trombone sustaining a very low E, then it jumps back up to tempo as the 
band swings out. There’s no way that Stravinsky would have liked or approved of this: to his 
precise mathematical mind, opening up his scores to improvisation would have been an insult, 
although he did enjoy listening to jazz (just not jazz based on his works).  

Nonetheless, Darryl Brenzel’s accomplishment is a fine one. Some would unkindly say 
that it is more clever than creative, that all of the most innovative sections stem from Stravinsky 
and not from him. To that, I would plead guilty, but with a caveat. He was given an extraordinar-
ily difficult task, one that no jazz composer or arranger was ever given in the past, and he came 
up with something valid. Thus we end our exhaustive survey on a triumphal note, bringing us 
full circle to what was perhaps the major classical work of the 1910s and filtering it through the 
lens of jazz interpretation. 


