Pedal Tones

Steven Mackey was born on February 14, 1956 in Frankfurt, Germany and currently lives in Princeton, New Jersey. He composed Pedal Tones between February 2001 and January 2002, on a commission from the San Francisco Symphony. These are the first performances. The work is scored for two flutes, alto flute, and piccolo; two oboes and English horn; clarinet, E-flat clarinet, and two bass clarinets (second doubling contrabass clarinet); two bassoons and contrabassoon; four horns; three trumpets; three trombones; tuba; timpani; percussion divided among four players PERCUSSION DETAILS TO COME; harp; and strings.

Steven Mackey may have been born in Germany, but make no mistake about it: He and his music are all-American. In fact, his parents were Americans, and, after the family moved to England and then Guam, he did much of his growing up in Northern California, where he engaged in a favorite activity of teenage males—playing electric guitar in rock bands. His awareness of “concert music” developed a bit later, in the course of studies at UC Davis (from which he graduated summa cum laude and as a member of Phi Beta Kappa), the State University of New York at Stony Brook (where he took a master’s degree), and Brandeis University (from which he holds a doctorate). In 1985 he joined the faculty of Princeton University, where he continues to teach composition, music theory, and courses on twentieth-century music and improvisation. In 1991, he was awarded the first-ever Distinguished Teaching Award from Princeton, where he also serves as volunteer assistant coach for the women’s varsity tennis team. 


About the time he joined the Princeton faculty, Mackey revived his interest in the electric guitar, the instrument that has become a signature part of many of his scores. “My past, present, and future,” he has said, “is checkered by the fact that the sound of the electric guitar is like mother’s milk to me and its iconoclastic milieu, between avant-garde experimentalism and libido-driven vernacular, was my grade school.” Mackey has composed two concertos for the instrument, as well as numerous solo and chamber works, and he tours frequently as a performer, championing his guitar-inclusive compositions with such ensembles as the Kronos Quartet and the Borromeo String Quartet (both of which have commissioned works from him). In April 2000 he unveiled Tuck and Roll, a concerto for electric guitar and orchestra, with Michael Tilson Thomas and the New World Symphony, and that premiere was followed by performances in San Francisco during the American Mavericks festival and an acclaimed recording with the New World Symphony for RCA Victor. In addition to these premiere performances of Pedal Tones, this year’s highlights for Mackey will include a European tour with the British ensemble Psappha in a program devoted entirely to his works. 

Audiences have responded avidly to Mackey’s distinctive compositional voice, in which pop and rock styles rub elbows with more traditional sounds of concert music. The San Francisco Symphony, Chicago Symphony Orchestra, and Los Angeles Philharmonic have all commissioned orchestral works from him, adding to a roster of commissioning organizations that includes the Fromm Foundation and the Koussevitzky Music Foundation in the Library of Congress. He has been honored with a Guggenheim Fellowship, a Charles Ives Scholarship from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and Letters, two awards from the Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, and the Stoeger Prize for Chamber Music (awarded by the Chamber Music Society of Lincoln Center). His composition Indigenous Instruments was selected to represent the United States at the 1990 International Rostrum of Composers in Paris. Mackey has served as composer-in-residence at numerous music festivals and will be the featured composer at the 2003 Holland Festival in Amsterdam. Although he is drawn principally to composing for instrumental ensembles, his catalogue also includes a successful monodrama, Ravenshead, for tenor/actor and electro-acoustic band/ensemble, which has been performed nearly one hundred times and has been released on CD.

Mackey has acknowledged that his music often displays a psychedelic quality, “exploring the fringe modes of consciousness.” In an essay about Tuck and Roll, he wrote: “On more than one occasion, Michael Tilson Thomas has used the word ‘wacky’ to describe my music. Composers usually blanch at such attributions––nobody wants to be captured in a single word––but I can live with ‘wacky.’ It is not a common adjective, does not end with ‘ism,’ and clearly the rhyme with my last name personalizes it. Moreover, since ‘wacky’ is not an established genre, I feel it incumbent upon me to refine the definition of the term, in case it enters the scholarly lexicon. So in addition to the words ‘[slang], eccentric, or irrational,’ I would add: ‘Wacky (wak´i) 2. Weird but with a sense of humor. In music, suggests material of a quirky and offbeat quality, with a mercurial continuity.’

“The material in my music––the tunes, chords and textures––tends to explore fringe modes of consciousness rather than brand-name emotion or logical thought. Generally speaking, these fringe modes are alert and lucid as opposed to trance-like. Often it is the unlikely combination of otherwise simple elements that transcends and confounds familiar patterns.”

In Pedal Tones, Mackey again draws inspiration from his formative years in Northern California. In this work, however, he spotlights not the electric guitar, but rather the organ, an instrument to which he is personally connected as a listener more than as a performer. 

--James M. Keller
The Composer on Pedal Tones
Pedal Tones is a thirty-minute work for pipe organ and large orchestra. It follows a quite different method from my recent concerted piece Tuck and Roll, which explores the potential for cooperation between the electric guitar and the orchestra. While in that work there is “back and forth” between soloist and orchestra, it happens so quickly as to make all the orchestral forces take on the role of a big band, of which the guitarist is the front man. My intent was to try to show how together the two seemingly disparate elements--guitar and orchestra--could actually play in protest of the presumed discord between the two. 

Pedal Tones has longer stretches of “back and forth” where the orchestra and organ take turns leading the way; in that sense, it undoubtedly has more of a “traditional concerto” dynamic. Nonetheless, my focus was not on the dramatic conflict between the organ and orchestra but rather on the composite narrative and continuity of the whole. The division of labor between orchestra and organ has more to do with finding the optimum voice for the material at a given time, rather than with fostering territorial disputes between organ material versus orchestra material.

I think the fine percussionists of the San Francisco Symphony deserve special mention because the piece has turned out to be something of a concerto for organ, percussion section, and orchestra. The percussion functions to drive the orchestra and the organ. That is, I have not set up three distinct elements--organ, percussion, the rest of the orchestra. Instead, the percussion, particularly in the first third of the piece, drives the music forward like a drummer in a rock or jazz band.

Pedal Tones explores the effects of long sustained notes, especially low ones. The title refers primarily to the harmonic technique ubiquitous in the piece, in which a note remains constant within an otherwise changing harmonic environment. These held notes are usually played by the organ pedals; that, of course, is where the harmonic technique got its name. In this score, however, the lowest notes of the trombone, contrabass clarinet, and contrabassoon also figure prominently. In this work the organ uses three keyboards in addition to the pedal board. Other attributes of the organ that I found compelling to work with are the instrument’s range, from fragile delicacy through unmitigated power (a range matched only by the percussion section), and the pipe organ’s inherent conflicts between just intonation and equal temperament. The organ has various musical/cultural associations. My relation to the organ, in broad strokes, is informed by sacred and secular Baroque pipe organ music (I used to do yoga to E. Power Biggs’s recordings of Bach), R&B organ music indigenous to the Hammond B-3 organ (from my days of playing in rock bands), and a hallucinatory take on carnival/calliope/carousel music (too many sci-fi and horror flicks, I suppose). Somehow, the fact that the last time I was in San Francisco I met Lawrence Ferlinghetti, whose “A Coney Island of the Mind” I loved at age fourteen, also seemed to influence the character of the work. 

This work unrolls in one continuous movement and has four phases: ten minutes over a D pedal tone, five minutes over a B-flat pedal tone, five minutes over an E pedal tone, and then ten minutes over a D pedal tone. The first ten minutes build from mysterious primordial rumblings through an angular, anxious, and aggressive journey to a ritualistic climax. This phase is really driven by the percussion section and, in particular, the tom-toms, played by Jack Van Geem.  I think of the second and third phases as hallucinations: visions engendered by the cathartic climax of the first section. I describe the last phase as redemptive. It is a single melody played twice, quietly and intimately at first, then triumphantly by the whole orchestra. Something about this melody, or at least its setting over a D pedal tone, suggests that it is somehow based on an Indian raga. While I welcome this characterization as it serves to contextualize the tune as redemptive and spiritual, yet not Christian in origin, it was built from the intervallic material of the preceding twenty minutes (or rather, the preceding twenty minutes was built from it), and it does not use any known raga.

Although I have often used electronic instruments in my music—particularly electric guitar (which does not figure in this piece)--and although much of my experience with the organ, up to the point of composing Pedal Tones, had been dominated by the electric organ, this piece really depends on the acoustic pipe organ. Much of the piece assumes, as a basic part of the sound, the microtonal disparities between the equal-tempered tuning of the keyboard and fundamental pipes versus the just intonation partials that come from a single pipe. That is, if you were to play on the keyboard a high B-flat (two octaves and a seventh above middle C) it would be significantly sharper than the seventh partial present in the natural overtone series above middle C. This partial can be brought out and the conflict made quite palpable by engaging the appropriate stop on the organ. I took this into account in the spacing of the chords, the disposition of counterpoint and, in general, the “sound” of the organ as I was composing Pedal Tones. Most of the time it is a subtle artifact, but there is a short passage, exactly halfway through the piece, that very explicitly explores this acoustic disparity. The orchestra foreshadows this with similar microtonal harmonies at the end of the first section of the piece.

--Steven Mackey

