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Concerto in C for Trumpet and Orchestra
Edward Green

This concerto, at first glance, is traditional, with a three movement format almost classical in its
design: an opening Allegro in lively and dramatic sonata form; a slower, lyrical second movement—
meditative and passionate; and a high-spirited finale in rondo form, complete with a rousing,
celebratory coda.

But it is also far from traditional. For one thing, there is no cadenza: it is organized throughout
as a dialogue between soloist and orchestra. Its tonal plan is also surprising: the opening movement
begins in C yet ends in Bb; the middle movement opens in E (with various modal inflections) and ends
in F# minor—inverting the procedure of the first movement; leaving us, as it ends at the polar extreme
of where the concerto began: a tritone away in tonality, and in a minor rather than a major mode.

The task of the finale is to restore the tonal balance—at first by sheer force (it barges in,
“a-blazing,” in C major), but by the end it aims to convince us of the inevitability of C major through
a surprising, yet carefully balanced journey through many other keys. Energy and logic, in other words,
are present.

The most unusual aspect of the concerto, however, is that the first two movements are
“songs without words.” That is to say, the trumpet part for each of them is a direct, song-like setting
of a poem. Literally, syllable-by-syllable.

The poet whose work I set is Eli Siegel (1902-1978). For the first movement, I chose
“It and Beauty”—a poem celebrating the universal human quest to achieve a way of seeing the world
that is so kind, accurate and deep, we can be proud of it. A beautiful way of seeing the world and the
things and people in it: that is the quest.

Eli Siegel, with whom I had the honor to study, was a great philosopher: the first to understand
what all instances of beauty—in art, and in nature—have in common. “All beauty,” he explained,
“is a making one of opposites, and the making one of opposites in what we are going after in ourselves.”

“The Dark That Was Is Here” is the title of the poem behind the second movement. Itisa
magnificently moving double portrait of two young women: “a girl in ancient Greece” and a girl of
contemporary Idaho— a portrait of how deeply their hopes and fears are profoundly akin. It is one of
the great poems of the 20th century.

The finale does not have a poem directly as its inspiration and musical foundation. Instead,
as I said earlier, it is meant to be the culmination of what the first two movements were about:
the answer to the questions they raised. My desire was to make the concerto one extended musical
drama in three interdependent acts, expressing the interplay, in our lives and in the world itself, of
confidence and uncertainty—of that which wavers, and what is eternally secure, rock-solid.
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