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ABSTRACT 

 This treatise focuses on the evolution of percussion writing in the wind ensemble works 

of Karel Husa.  Despite the prevailing method of composing for percussion in wind ensemble 

works being relegated to support roles, Husa treated percussion as a true unique section and 

tailored his compositions to their strengths.  Through his masterworks for wind ensemble, Karel 

Husa helped expand the percussionist’s role from merely support for other sections of the 

ensemble to a section that presents primary motivic material representing a range of ideas and 

programmatic content including the invasion of Prague in the 1960’s to the condemnation of the 

treatment of our planet in the 1970’s.  This treatise presents an introduction to the topic, a 

biographical overview of Karel Husa’s life, and finally an examination of Husa’s percussion 

writing in five of his works for wind ensemble.  Score examples are used to demonstrate 

rhythmic and melodic motives, timbral support for wind instruments, and rhythmic demarcation 

of new sections.
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION 

 In the early twentieth century, the catalog of important wind ensemble music was 

growing.  Yet even though the number of substantial pieces written for the medium was 

expanding, much of the percussion writing in the works was inconsequential.  In large part, the 

percussion section of the modern wind ensemble during the first half of the twentieth century 

provided rhythmic reinforcement with minimal effect on the harmonic structure of the music.  

Some examples of this type of writing for percussion found in early twentieth century wind 

ensemble works include First Suite in E-flat (1909) by Gustav Holst, English Folk Song Suite 

(1924) by Ralph Vaughan Williams, and Suite Française (1945) by Darius Milhaud. 

 This attitude and use of the percussion began to change as other composers pioneered the 

innovative use of the percussion section.  Richard Goldman began to recognize this shift in 

perception in 1946 in his book, The Concert Band.  Goldman states: 

The band percussion is, of course, functional in origin; the drums beat 

rhythm for marching or for various calls connected with military 

ceremonies.  The survival of these functions in the concert band ends to 

produce something of an overabundance of percussion in the 

performances of nonmilitary music.  The idea of noise as a desideratum in 

band music persists; and it is of course undeniable that the percussion 

instruments are useful in this respect.1 

 

                                                           

1 Goldman, Richard Franko. The Concert Band. New York, Toronto: Rinehart & Co, 1946. 145. 
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 This shift in attitude is attributed to a number of composers who helped pioneer a shift in 

percussion writing in the early twentieth century.  Igor Stravinsky carved a niche for the singular 

percussionist and the percussion section in the orchestra in early works such as L’Histoire du 

Soldat (1918) and Les Noces (1923).  In particular, L’Histoire du Soldat expanded the 

possibilities of percussion writing by inadvertently creating the concept of a “multiple 

percussion” part by writing multiple instruments for one performer.  This choice was born out of 

necessity from the difficulty of programming works for large groups of performers due to World 

War I.  Stravinsky decided to focus on a piece that would be simple to perform, and L’Histoire 

du Soldat was the answer.  Scored for solo violin, clarinet, bassoon, trumpet, trombone, double 

bass, and one percussionist, the piece was limited to only one percussionists in order to keep the 

work simple and easy to program. 

 Additionally, Bela Bartók helped expand the palette of sounds for percussionists with 

extended techniques found in Music for Strings, Percussion, and Celesta (1936), and Sonata for 

Two Pianos and Percussion (1937).  Around this time, composers John Cage and Edgard Varèse 

were among the first composers to write for percussion ensemble in First Construction (in 

Metal) (1939), and Ionisation (1931), respectively.  Cage was particularly interested in noise, 

which expanded the percussion section yet again by introducing instruments of non-Western 

origin.  Instruments from this work include muted gongs, oxen bells, and Japanese temple gongs; 

as well as “found” or “junk” instruments such as brake drums from cars, and thunder sheets. 

 For the wind ensemble specifically, there is very little influence felt from these 

composers on percussion until after the middle of the twentieth century. The percussion section 

up until this point had huge potential as an untapped resource.  Edgard Varèse is an exception to 

these statements, experimenting with the timbral possibilities of percussion instruments in his 
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works for wind and percussion such as Hyperprism (1923), Intégrales (1925), and Déserts 

(1954).  Olivier Messiaen experimented with exotic percussion instruments in Couleurs de la 

Cité Céleste (1963), Et Exspecto Resurrectionem Moruorum (1964), and Oiseaux Exotiques 

(1956).  James Blades says of percussionists in the twentieth century: 

Twentieth-century orchestration has demanded a dominant role from the 

instruments of percussion.  Succeeding years have witnessed an ever-

increasing use of the normal percussion instruments, together with a desire 

on the part of composers to exploit the possibilities of unusual devices and 

novel instruments.  The combination of these facets has exercised 

considerable influence on creative orchestration, to the extent that with 

many modern composers the majority of percussion instruments are often 

indispensable ingredients to the tone palette of their orchestrations2 

 

 Vincent Persichetti was one of the first composers with notable percussion writing in his 

compositions.  Premiered in 1956, Persichetti’s Symphony for Band used percussion in ways that 

were innovative by presenting thematic material in the percussion section, exploring new colors, 

suggesting specific mallet or sticks or asking the percussionist to play on specific areas on the 

instruments.3 

 All of these ingredients led to the percussion section being recognized as the fourth great 

section of the orchestra as percussion has come to take a dominating influence in many of the 

modern wind ensemble works.  In particular, Karel Husa’s percussion writing is a fantastic 

                                                           

2 James Blades, Percussion Instruments and their History, (London: Faber and Faber, 1984), 412. 
3Craig T. Paré, “An Examination of Innovative Percussion Writing in the Band Music of Four “Composers.” 
(DMA diss., College-Conservatory of Music at the University of Cincinnati, 1993), 2. 
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example of expert writing for percussion in the wind ensemble.  Husa said of the percussion 

section: 

As I look at the development of the symphony orchestra…the 

development of the sections was about similar.  I mean, the string body at 

first was involved constantly.  Then in symphonies, you go to Haydn, 

Mozart—and the woodwinds, except for soli, were not yet fully 

explored…later they grew in Beethoven’s and Brahms’ music.  Then in 

Debussy and composer at the turn of the century, the woodwinds were, we 

could say, fairly equal to the strings.  But the brasses still weren’t and 

then, suddenly, the brass instruments were coming, and now this section is 

equal in the symphony orchestra to the other two.  Percussion has 

developed in the second half of the century in the fourth prominent 

instrumental section.  I try to treat each of the four sections equally.4 

 

In addition, Husa was always fascinated with the potential of percussion with winds: 

The combination of wind and brass instruments with percussion fascinated 

me and the unexplored possibilities of new sounds and combination of 

instruments have attracted me for some time.5 

There are incredible sounds and possibilities still hidden in the percussion 

and for this reason I am excited and am writing for it.6 

                                                           

4 Karel Husa, “A Talk with Karel Husa,” Wind Works: A Journal for the Contemporary Wind Band (Fall 

1997: 8-9. 
5 Karel Husa, “Notes on ‘Music for Prague 1968’,” College Band Directors National Association, 

Proceedings, Sixteenth National Conference (Austin, Texas, 1971), 178. 
6 Karel Husa, “Some Thoughts on Percussion,” Woodwind World, Brass and Percussion 14 (June 1975), 

40. 
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 Craig Pare’s dissertation on innovative percussion writing in the modern wind ensemble 

places Husa’s Music for Prague 1968 on the same pedestal as Vincent Persichestti’s Symphony 

for Band (1956), Joseph Schwantner’s …and the mountains rising nowhere (1977), and Michael 

Colgrass’ Winds of Nagual (1985).  His use of percussion in his wind ensemble works is a 

reflection of his development as a composer and illustrates the evolution of the attitude of 

composers towards the percussion in the mid-20th century.  The earliest of his compositions see 

the percussion section used in a traditional role, one that typically includes rhythmic and formal 

demarcation, timbral support for various wind sections, and highlighting of accents.  At the same 

time in the 1960’s when Husa was moving away from neoclassicism, he began to experiment 

with expanding the role of the percussionist beyond the prototypical roles percussion had 

occupied.  In the years that followed in 1975, Husa discussed writing for percussion, 

 …I am not writing for percussion in any special way but in the 

same manner I would write for any group (woodwinds, brass or strings).  

Of course, I keep in mind the characteristics of every percussion 

instrument as I would when I write for flute or violin.  Often I like to bring 

out the virtuoso quality of each instrument so that the resulting sound is 

not just a “bang” here and there. 

 

 …the writing for percussion then can be for instance soloistic or 

quartet-like construction (compared to a string quartet).  Other 

considerations include color combinations, rhythmic pulse, incredible 

dynamic possibilities as well as practical availabilities such as interval and 
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chord extension on keyboard instrument when two mallets are used in 

each hand.7 

 

 This document selects five of Karel Husa’s pieces, Divertimento for Brass and 

Percussion (1958), Music for Prague 1968, Apotheosis of this Earth (1970), Al Fresco (1974), 

and Concerto for Wind Ensemble (1982), for an examination of his writing for the percussion 

section in the modern wind ensemble. 

  

                                                           

7 Karel Husa, “Some Thoughts on Percussion,” 29. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 THE LIFE OF KAREL HUSA 

1.1 Introduction 

In order to have an effective examination of the percussion writing of Karel Husa in his works 

for wind ensemble, a brief history of his life and overall significant works is necessary to gain an 

understanding of his wind ensemble works in a broader historical context. 

1.2 Early Years 

 Karel Husa was born on August 17, 1921, to Karel Husa Sr., and Božena Dongresová-

Husová in Prague.  During this period, Czechoslovakia was a country that valued the arts and the 

University of Prague was only the fifth institution of higher education in Europe.  Karel Husa 

would certainly benefit from this art friendly landscape growing up in a middle class 

neighborhood in Prague.  Husa’s education began in 1927 at a local elementary school, and he 

helped his father with the family shoe business.  Even though the Husa family lived with a below 

average income, Karel Husa’s mother was always insistent on including the arts in her children’s 

upbringing.  Husa received his first musical instrument – a half-sized violin – at the age of eight 

on Christmas Day in 1929.  A few days after Christmas, his mother took him to see Antonín 

Švejnoha, a violinist who lived close to the Husas.  Švejnoha immediately recommended a full-

sized violin for serious study, and arranged to have twice-weekly lessons with Karel followed by 

up to two hours of music copying. The following year, the Husa family acquired a piano, and 

Karel’s sister began bi-weekly piano lessons.  This became formative for Karel, as he began to 

learn piano from his sister. 

 In fall 1932, Husa continued his education at Státní Reálka, a Prague secondary school 

that would eventually prepare him to enter the Czech engineering school.  Even though his 
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mother was a big supporter of the arts, his parents always dreamed of him attending school to 

become an engineer.  Throughout his schooling, Husa continued to study the violin, and by the 

age of thirteen, Švejnoha claimed that Karel’s technical mastery on the violin was equal to that 

of a first year conservatory student.  Švejnoha approached his father to ask if Karel could apply 

to the local conservatory to study music, to which his father replied, “No, that is not what Karel 

is to be.  He is to be an engineer!”8  Even though his parents did not want him to enroll at the 

conservatory, Karel continued to involve himself in music.  Around this same time in 1934 or 

1935, Husa tried his hand at composing with pieces for piano and violin.  His early 

compositions, such as Spring Song (1934 or 1935), were only heard by family and friends.9  The 

manuscripts to these early compositions are lost, and if they do exist, are probably with family 

possessions in Prague. 

 Husa would continue his musical training on the violin until the age of sixteen, taking a 

break in 1937 from serious musical study to focus on his workload at Státní Reálka and to help 

with the growing family shoe business.  Husa was not without creative output during this break, 

staging a concert with all student musicians in 1938, and taking up painting.  The Nazi Army 

occupied Prague starting in March 1939, and this would come to affect Husa’s life in many 

ways. In 1939, Husa graduated from Státní Reálka and entered the engineering school in Prague.  

After his first fall term at engineering school, a student was shot on school grounds, and the 

Nazis closed the school to soothe protests.  Shortly after, the German army drafted many of 

Husa’s classmates to work in munitions factories.  Husa was fortunate to receive a draft 

exemption by working in the family business.10 

                                                           

8 Donald M. McLaurin, “The Life and Works of Karel Husa with Emphasis on the Significance of His 

Contribution to Wind Band.” (PhD diss., Florida State University, 1985), 10. 
9 Ibid. 
10 Ibid., 14. 
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In 1940, after taking up the violin again, Husa met Jaroslav Řídký, a composition 

professor at the University of Prague.11  Upon meeting him and seeing his early compositions, 

Řídký agreed to take Husa as a private student with additional courses in harmony and ear 

training.  Husa would enjoy Řídký’s tutelage and work extremely hard for countless hours a day.  

In 1941, to avoid the draft, Husa took entrance exams to start studying at the local conservatory, 

and placed into Řídký’s second year class of eight composers and four conductors.  He would 

flourish at conservatory even though the German occupation restricted a lot of material they 

could study. In addition to studying composition, Husa enrolled in a conducting class that would 

prove very useful as his career unfolded.   

 Husa completed his first two published works in 1943 – his Sonatina for Piano and 

String Quartet, Opus 1 and 2, respectively.12  His Sonatina in particular was very well received, 

with neoclassical tonal centers that illustrated a need to prove that he had mastered his lessons of 

harmony.  1944 brought another compositional milestone with his first work for a large 

ensemble, his Overture for Large Orchestra, Opus 3.  This piece would be one of three to be 

programmed by the Czechoslovak Radio Orchestra and broadcast via radio in January 1945.  

When he learned of this honor, Husa asked the conductor whether he could conduct the first 

performance of his work.  His conducting lessons paid off during his first professional 

conducting experience as the orchestra invited Husa back fifteen times over the course of the 

next two years.13 

 

                                                           

11 Ibid., 15. 
12 Ibid., 18. 
13 Ibid., 20. 
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1.3 Life in Paris 

 The next step of Husa’s life landed him in Paris in 1946 to study the music of the French 

School.  Husa was on a French Government Fellowship and studied composition with Arthur 

Honegger and conducting with Charles Munch, who left shortly after Husa began his study to 

become musical director of the Boston Symphony Orchestra.  Paris became an artistic catalyst 

for Husa, and he completed his first composition in Paris in 1947, Three Fresques.  This 

composition would eventually become Al Fresco for wind band later in his career.  After a brief 

stint back in Prague, he returned to Paris in 1947 with an invitation to visit with Nadia Boulanger 

after she discovered a copy of his first published work, the Sonatina for Piano (1943).14  This 

became a very influential and important relationship for Husa in his maturation as a composer. 

 In 1948, communist forces occupied Prague and Husa’s fellowship to study in France 

was set to expire the same year.  Eventually, the French government extended Husa’s fellowship 

to an unprecedented five years to allow him to stay in France and avoid being sent back to 

Prague under communist occupation.  After visiting Prague for his sister’s wedding and a 

conducting engagement, Czech officials begged him to return to Prague permanently to conduct. 

He turned the offer down. After returning to Paris, he was told by the Czechoslovakian Embassy 

that his passport would soon expire, and if he failed to return to Prague in one month, his 

citizenship would expire.  Husa made the tough decision to remain in Paris to file as a refugee 

while giving up his Czechoslovakian citizenship.  Shortly thereafter, Husa completed a 

conducting diploma at the Paris Conservatory and won the Grand Prix.  In the coming months, 

Husa earned French citizenship and moved out of student housing in Paris to Royamont Abbey 

at the invitation of his friend Gilbert Gadoffre, director of the French Cultural Center.15 

                                                           

14 Ibid., 26. 
15 Ibid., 32. 
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Husa would continue to compose and conduct at a blistering rate while residing in 

France.  In addition, Husa also copied all of the parts to his large works.  The heavy workload 

would eventually take its toll when Husa was admitted into the student hospital for fever while 

showing signs of stress and malnutrition.  Husa was moved to a sanatorium near Montblanc, 

France where he recovered during the winter season.  The mountains of Montblanc inspired 

Husa and reminded him of his homeland of Czechoslovakia.16  He began work on the first 

programmatic piece of his mature works, Evocations of Slovakia (1951), and completed it upon 

his return to Paris in 1951.  After Evocations, Husa accepted a commission from UNESCO 

which would become Musique pour Harmonie (1951), a piece suitable for younger musicians.  

Husa would later rescore this piece for oboe, trumpet, percussion, and string orchestra, and title it 

Musique d’Amateurs (1952). 

In 1953, Husa completed his Symphony No. 1, a piece he considers “…one of the best 

pieces from that time.”17  This piece illustrates a move away from his neoclassical tendencies as 

Husa uses color and rhythms expressively as main compositional devices.  He also uses this 

technique in his String Quartet No. 2 (1953), composed in the same year.  In this work 

commissioned by the Parennin String Quartet of Paris, Husa attempted to move away from 

traditional means such as sonata form and explore other options.  On this work, Husa discusses 

his compositional ideas, 

…the work has no classical form strictly speaking, although the general 

construction may seem so; rather, the composer works with contrasts of 

color and rhythms.  The work is atonal but not in the twelve-tone 

system….The construction of each movement is conceived in large 

                                                           

16 Ibid., 34. 
17 Ibid., 36. 



12 

 

sections, with long crescendos and decrescendos in order to keep the tension 

intended in the music.18 

 

The work was well received with critics praising his style and use of motor rhythms.  The 

Parrenin Quartet continued to tour the United States with Husa’s String Quartet No. 2 in 

their repertoire in 1960 and 1969. 

Husa composed his final work of 1953, Portrait for String Orchestra: A Tribute to Arthur 

Honegger, for the Donaueschingen Festival for New Music.  The title is a direct reference to his 

former mentor, Arthur Honegger, who greatly influenced Husa’s musical inclinations as well as 

his personal opinions on other worldviews.  During Husa’s study in Paris, Honegger became 

increasingly pessimistic in his view on the outlook of new music thinking it was becoming too 

intellectual and complicated.  Honegger also became distressed about the turmoil in the world, a 

view that Husa shared.  Some of his later mature works such as Music for Prague 1968 and 

Apotheosis of this Earth (1970) reflect this worldview; consequently, these two pieces earned 

him a label as a humanitarian.   

In addition to his achievements as a composer, Husa was also a very gifted conductor 

with conducting engagements in 1951 and 1952 as guest conductor of the Grand Orchestre 

Symphonique of the Belgium Radio-Television Corporation and the Lausanne Chamber 

Orchestra in Switzerland.  In 1953, he conducted the Cento Soli Orchestra of Paris in several 

recordings that included Bartok’s Suite from “The Miraculous Mandarin” and Two Rhapsodies 

for Violin with the Suite recording being the very first European recording made.19  These 

recordings led to Husa conducting the same group for other recordings of Brahms’ First 

                                                           

18 Ibid., 38. 
19 Ibid., 42. 
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Symphony and Husa’s own Fantasies for Orchestra.  As the recordings became more and more 

well known, Husa’s reputation grew with them.  In 1954, Elliot Galkin, an American who had 

been studying in Paris the previous year, contacted Husa about a teaching position at Cornell 

University.  Galkin had returned to the United States as a graduate teaching assistant in 

musicology at Cornell University.20 They were searching for an individual to teach theory as 

well as replace the orchestra conductor the following year.  Galkin introduced Husa to Donald 

Jay Grout, chair of the music department at Cornell.  With recommendation from Nadia 

Boulanger, Husa accepted a teaching position at Cornell University and gained visas to begin 

work in the United States in the fall of 1954. 

1.4 To America 

 Husa arrived in New York City on September 28, 1954, and met Elliot Galkin.  While 

Galkin was driving him through the city of Ithaca, Husa could not help but notice the similarity 

to his native country of Czechoslovakia.  The hills and in particular, Lake Cayuga, reminded him 

of childhood summers spent at his grandmother’s cottage at the lake in Holubkov.   

 Husa’s life in 1954-1955 was busy: with starting a new job, learning a new language, and 

learning how to interact and teach undergraduate and graduate students, his compositional output 

was slim.  In the summer of 1955, Husa completed a number of small works that only required 

modest technical abilities similar to his Musique pour Harmonie.  The first work completed in 

the summer of 1955 was Eight Czech Duets for piano four hands.  Husa took the main melodic 

material in these pieces from Czechoslovakian folk songs in order to introduce these melodies to 

younger players in a modern setting.21  He geared other pieces composed during this time toward 

                                                           

20 Ibid., 43. 
21 Ibid., 45. 
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younger players and many included melodic material taken from Czechoslovakian folk songs.  

These pieces include Four Little Pieces for Strings (1955) and Twelve Moravian Songs (1956) 

for voice and piano.   

 During Husa’s next year (1955-1956) at Cornell University, he would take over the 

responsibility of conducting the Cornell University Orchestra and Ithaca Chamber Orchestra.  He 

completed his next commission, Fantasies for Orchestra, in March of 1957. Husa composed the 

piece specifically for the strengths and instrumentation of the Cornell University Orchestra.  The 

percussion writing in this work was particularly of interest.  Husa said of the work, “This was the 

first time that I used a wide variety of percussion instruments and specified the mallets as 

well.”22  The work was well received despite some difficult quintuple meter throughout the 

piece.  

 In spring of 1957, Husa’s mother passed away suddenly after the death of her own 

mother.  Husa, unable to attend the funeral in Prague, was deeply affected, and wrote a piece in 

tribute, which became Elegie (1957) for piano.  In the following years, Husa’s main 

compositional output would be for chamber ensembles, beginning with the completion of 

Divertimento for Brass and Percussion in 1958.23  Shortly after the premiere of Divertimento, 

Husa began to incorporate serialism freely in his compositions, especially during the years 1959-

1961.  Because he started his serious study of composition rather late compared to other 

composers, he did not start studying twelve-tone music until much later in his life.  His first 

foray into a strict twelve-tone system was Poem for Viola and Chamber Orchestra, completed in 

the summer of 1959.  Originally commissioned by the new Camerata Orchestra in New York, the 

                                                           

22 Ibid., 47. 
23 This piece was one of Husa’s first experiences writing for winds and percussion alone, and will be 
discussed in greater detail in Chapter 3. 
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piece was not premiered until the ISCM World Music Festival in Cologne in the summer of 1960 

due to unforeseen circumstances with the Camerata Orchestra.   

 In 1959, Husa received a letter from Sigurd Rascher inviting him to a recital in Carnegie 

Hall and requesting him to compose something for the saxophone.  Jumping at the chance to 

compose for an instrument he long admired when studying wind ensemble works, Husa 

transcribed his solo piano work Elegie (1957) for alto saxophone and piano accompaniment for 

Rascher to premiere on July 29, 1960, as part of a saxophone symposium at the Eastman School 

of Music.  Husa later added a rondeau to Elegie and orchestrated the work for saxophone and 

orchestra in the summer and fall of 1960.  This piece is not strictly serial, but still uses a loosely 

followed tone row.24 

 Husa took a sabbatical during the winter of 1961 to return to Paris.  During this 

sabbatical, Husa planned to compose his next large scale work for orchestra that would be 

heavily serialized.  This work would become Mosaïques pour Orchestra (1961), a work that not 

only serialized melodic content, but also dictated rhythmic and dynamic content.  He also was 

able to renew his friendship with Nadia Boulanger, and conducted a memorial service for 

Boulanger’s mother and sister.25  In addition to Mosaïques, Husa created modern performing 

editions of three baroque scores, as well as conducting several of his own works.   

 Returning to Ithaca in the summer of 1961, Husa continued to teach and compose.  In 

1962, he was asked to compose a work for the Baltimore Symphony Orchestra, which would 

become Serenade for woodwind quintet and orchestra.  He also reimagined his piece Three 

Fresques and titled the work Fresque for orchestra, premiered by the Syracuse Symphony 

                                                           

24 McLaurin, “The Life and Works of Karel Husa with Emphasis on the Significance of His Contribution 

to Wind Band,” 52. 
25 Susan Hayes Hitchens, Karel Husa: a Bio-Bibliography (New York: Greenwood Press, 1991), 9. 
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Orchestra in 1963. Husa continued to compose, teach, and conduct over the next several years, 

with commissions that became his Concerto for brass quintet and string orchestra, and Two 

Preludes for flute, clarinet, and bassoon.   

 In 1967, Husa took a part-time teaching position at Ithaca College after Warren Benson 

accepted a position at the Eastman School of Music.  Additionally, Husa received a commission 

from the Fine Arts Quartet in the fall of 1967.  This commission would eventually become his 

String Quartet no. 3 and premiered the following year in the fall.  Unbeknownst to the composer, 

the quartet submitted the piece to the selection committee for the Pulitzer Prize in music, and to 

Husa’s surprise, the piece won in the spring of 1969.  The quartet was received to enormous 

acclaim, one critic writing, “In his Third String Quartet are some extraordinary and novel 

devices and techniques—freely bouncing bows, the weight of the bow determining the speed of 

the bounce...these and many other new sounds and approaches to the string quartet are exploited 

in this new and powerful score.”26 

 In 1968, Ithaca College commissioned a work from Husa for the university band. This 

commission would eventually become Husa’s masterwork Music for Prague 1968.  What 

followed was a rather hectic period where he received multiple commissions and composed at a 

brisk pace.  He would continue to compose for wind orchestra with the completion of his works 

Apotheosis of this Earth (1970), and Concerto for Percussion and Wind Ensemble (1972).  These 

three pieces represent an upward trend in writing for wind ensemble, and a general interest in 

writing for percussion.27  Husa returned to writing for orchestra with a commission from the 

Evanston Symphony Orchestra in Illinois.  Two Sonnets by Michaelangelo premiered in 1972, 

                                                           

26 Elliott W. Galkin, “A Deserving Music Pulitzer Winner,” Baltmore Sun (Baltimore, MD), May 11, 

1969. 
27 McLaurin, “The Life and Works of Karel Husa with Emphasis on the Significance of His Contribution 
to Wind Band,” 70. 
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the same year as his Concerto for Percussion and Wind Ensemble. He completed his Concerto 

for Trumpet and Wind Orchestra the following year in 1973.  In 1974, the Walter Beeler 

Memorial Commission series commissioned Husa for what would become Al Fresco, premiered 

in the fall of 1974. 

 During this period of busy compositional activity, Husa continued to conduct and teach at 

both Cornell University and Ithaca College while his demand grew around the United States. In 

1975, Husa turned his conducting duties over to another professor at Cornell University and 

began teaching composition.  This career move allowed Husa to have more time to compose, as 

he finished his first work for keyboard since Elegie (1957) with the completion of Sonata No. 2 

for solo piano in 1975.  Husa’s composition received high praise yet again with one reviewer 

commenting on a Husa work in the middle of an all Brahms concert,  

…at first glance it would seem odd to pair two such composers as Husa and 

Brahms.  Yet a common bond can be found in their musical integrity.  

Harold C. Schoenberg in the New York Times Magazine, recently said, 

‘Brahms never composed a single note that he did not believe to be a moral 

and esthetic commitment.’ The same may be said of Karel Husa.28 

 

 The following year brought a commission from Coe College to commemorate the 

American Bicentennial and the 125th anniversary of the founding of Coe College in Cedar 

Rapids, Iowa.  This work became his longest and most complex work, scored for mixed chorus, 

                                                           

28 Fred Volkmer, “Brahms Birthday Present,” The Southhampton Press, (Southhampton, NY), May 12, 

1983. 
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baritone solo, and wind ensemble.  An American Te Deum premiered at Coe College in 

December 1976, where he was awarded an honorary doctorate. 

 

1.5 Later Years 

Between 1977 and 1980, Husa continually juxtaposed his teaching and conducting career 

with a demanding list of commissions.  Husa loved working with young musicians, which was 

evident from his many compositions from the mid 1950’s for amateur players including Eight 

Czech Duets (1955), Four Little Pieces for Strings (1955), and Twelve Moravian Songs (1956).  

Showing an affinity for working with younger students, Husa also traveled around the world 

during the mid-1970s to work extensively with young musicians.  Not ignoring his commissions, 

Husa completed Landscapes for brass quintet in 1977, Three Dance Sketches (1979) for 

percussion quartet in 1979, and Intradas and Interludes, for seven trumpets and percussion, the 

same year. 

 Husa continued the trend of teaching, composing, and conducting for much of his adult 

life.  In 1980, Husa was mostly busy with his next big composition, a massive commission from 

the University of Louisville.  The commission was for a ballet to be performed jointly by the 

University of Louisville Symphony Orchestra and the Louisville Ballet.  Husa’s first attempt at 

ballet, The Trojan Women, premiered in March 1981, with several performances and a recording 

made later that year.  According to Husa in Donald Malcolm McLaurin’s extensive dissertation 

on Husa’s life, this was in a general sense one of three works that Husa used as a humanitarian 

platform, the other two being Music for Prague 1968 and Apotheosis of this Earth (1972).29  

                                                           

29 McLaurin, “The Life and Works of Karel Husa with Emphasis on the Significance of His Contribution 
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Husa had an inner desire to speak out against the killings and inhuman acts these pieces stood 

for, illustrated best from his own words: 

I have lived these things…In 1942 in Czechoslovakia, there was a little 

village (Lidice) close to Prague.  The people in the village maintained ties 

with the Czech Government in exile in London. 

 

When the Nazis got wind of it,…they behaved in a manner very similar to 

that of the Greeks…The Germans went on a murderous rampage.  They 

killed all the men of that village….The lined the men up…and turned 

machine guns on them.  The women…were made to watch.30 

 

Husa received three more commissions in early 1981, completing Fanfare (1981) for brass 

ensemble, Sonata a Tre (1981) for violin, clarinet, and piano, and Every Day (1981) for the 

Ithaca College Concert Choir. 

 The next large work Husa would undertake was a commission from Michigan State 

University for a work for their wind ensemble.  The work would become Husa’s tour de force for 

wind ensemble, Concerto for Wind Ensemble.  Featuring the virtuosic skills of not only of solo 

performers, the piece features small groups of performers in the ensemble.  Other works 

premiered between 1982 and 1984 include Cantata (1982) for men’s chorus and brass quintet, 

Reflections31 (1983) for symphony orchestra, Smetana Fanfare (1983) for wind ensemble, 

                                                           

30Owen Hardy, “Ballet to Reveal Horrors of Man,” Louisville Courier-Journal, (Louisville, KY), Mar. 26, 

1981.  
31 Also subtitled Symphony No. 2 
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Variations (1984) for violin, viola, violoncello, and piano, Symphonic Suite (1984) for wind 

ensemble, and Intrada (1984) for brass quintet. 

 Following this flurry of compositional activity, Husa embarked on a series of large-scale 

works.  The first composed was Concerto for orchestra, commissioned by the New York 

Philharmonic.  The group premiered the work with Zubin Mehta conducting in 1985.  Husa 

composed two more concertos in 1987, the first, Concerto for organ and orchestra, was a 

commission from the Michelson-Morley Centennial Celebration.  The second, Concerto for 

trumpet and orchestra, was commissioned by Georg Solti and the Chicago Symphony Orchestra.  

A final concerto ended this period of composition with Concerto for violoncello and orchestra, 

commissioned by the University of Southern California and premiered in 1989. 

  Husa retired from Cornell University in 1992 after 38 years of teaching.  Some of his 

former students include Steven Stucky, Christopher Rouse, John S. Hilliard, Jerry Amaldev, 

Christopher Kaufman, David Conte, and Byron Adams.  He continued to work in his retirement, 

composing pieces such as Celebration Fanfare (1996) for orchestra, Les Couleurs Fauvres 

(1996) for wind ensemble, and Cheetah (2006) also for wind ensemble.  Husa had four 

daughters, and he and his wife, Simone, resided in Apex, North Carolina, during the later years 

of his life.  Karel Husa passed away on December 14, 2016 at the age of 95.  
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CHAPTER THREE 

DIVERTIMENTO FOR BRASS AND PERCUSSION 

3.1 Background and Instruments Present 

 Husa completed one of his first forays into writing for wind and percussion, Divertimento 

for Brass and Percussion, in 1958.  Although this is not technically his first piece for full concert 

band – it is scored for brass ensemble and percussion alone – the piece plants seeds for his later 

works.  Husa borrowed four movements from his previous work for piano four hands, Eight 

Czech Duets (1955), and used them for the main melodic material of the piece.  He took the 

movements “Overture”, “Little Scherzo”, “Evening”, and “Slovak Dance”, from Eight Czech 

Duets, rescored them for winds and percussion, and retitled them “Overture”, “Scherzo”, 

“Song”, and “Slovak Dance.”  Similar to Eight Czech Duets, one of Husa’s goals with this piece 

was to make Czech folk music accessible to younger players in a twentieth century setting by 

using material that is both original and based on Czech folk songs.  Husa claimed that he recalled 

the Czech folk songs he used from memory, as written versions did not exist.32  The work, 

premiered on February 17, 1960 by the Ithaca Brass Ensemble, is scored for trumpets, horns, 

trombones, tuba, and two percussionists.  Husa rescored the piece several times for different 

ensembles.  Husa rescored Divertimento for brass quintet in 1970. John Boyd arranged the piece 

for full band, titled Divertimento for Symphonic Wind and Percussion, and based the 

arrangement on the brass quintet version.  Although Husa personally did not arrange the work for 

full concert band, he personally approved the arrangement.  Divertimento for Brass and 

Percussion stands as a crossroads for Karel Husa.  Up until this point Husa’s compositional style 

                                                           

32 William Lytle, Czech-American Composers for Wind Band, an Historical and Conducting Analysis, 

(MM thesis, University of Texas at El Paso, 2007), 69. 
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is classified as neoclassical, an influence from his study with Arthur Honegger and his 

admiration for Stravinsky.  In the coming years, Husa would experiment with serialism and 

ultimately begin to move away from tonality. 

 The percussion parts in Divertimento are a reflection of Husa’s stylistic trends at the time 

of the completion of the piece, and are not as progressive as the percussion writing from his other 

works for wind band.  The instrumentation is traditional and requires only two percussionists, 

one primarily to handle the timpani parts and one to handle the keyboard parts.  The two players 

share the rest of the auxiliary instruments. Percussion instruments found in Divertimento include: 

Timpani 

Glockenspiel 

Xylophone 

Cymbals (pair) 

Suspended Cymbals 

Gong 

Snare Drum 

Bass Drum 

 

3.2 Musical Elements 

 The percussionist’s role in this ensemble and is to generally support the winds, to 

highlight accents, and to mark new sections in the piece.  The first movement of Divertimento, 

titled “Overture,” uses percussion instruments sparingly in a purely supportive role paired with 

different brass instruments.  Throughout the movement, the timpanist is usually supporting the 

low brass instruments, generally the tuba and the third trombone.  The gong provides color to the 

trombone and tuba in measure four, while the crash cymbals accent the end of the movement. 
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 The second movement, “Scherzo,” uses the xylophone to highlight the short accents and 

as a motor rhythm towards the end of the movement.  Husa generally pairs strong beat accents of 

the xylophone with choked suspended cymbal notes to great effect.  This pairing always falls on 

a new section of the piece, often at sections where Husa reintroduces the eighth note motor in the 

brass. Husa uses the bass drum in a similar manner to the first movement, and brings the bass 

drum back to support the brass at the beginning or end of solo passages. 

 In the third movement, “Song,” Husa opens the movement with solo glockenspiel.  Husa 

is very particular that the performer use a “good sounding” instrument in order to not sound as if 

“someone dropped their keys on the floor.”33  While not particularly interesting by itself, the 

glockenspiel notes introduce a rhythmic device important to the movement.  The rhythm, a 

thirty-second note followed by a double dotted eighth note, repeats every two bars until rehearsal 

A when the rest of the brass imitate the glockenspiel. While the glockenspiel is repeating the 

short rhythmic motive, the brass present muted long sonorities and a trumpet solo.  The 

glockenspiel combined with long sonorous brass create an ethereal timbral effect.  Husa uses 

other percussion instruments as timbral support, with the suspended cymbal and gong supporting 

the brass and marking new sections of the piece. 

 Husa utilizes the rhythmic strengths of the percussion section in the final movement of 

Divertimento, titled, “Slovak Dance.” The percussion section reinforces a shift of feeling the 

pulse in two or three when paired with groups of eighth notes in the brass. 

 

                                                           

33 Ibid., 71. 
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Fig 3.1 – Divertimento, Song, mms. 17-20, brass imitating glockenspiel rhythm 

 

Fig 3.2 Divertimento, Slovak Dance, mms. 92-95, percussion rhythmic accents 
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 The fourth movement of Divertimento is also the first time Husa utilizes the snare drum. 

The snare drum has two functions in the ensemble during this movement: demarcation of new 

sections, and supporting the long-short sounds in the brass section.  Husa achieves the long-short 

sounds in the snare drum through a roll with a marked release. 

 

 

Fig. 3.3 Divertimento, Slovak Dance, mms. 85-86, snare drum supporting tubas and 

trombone 

 

 Although Husa’s use of percussion is traditional for the time when the piece was premiered, 

the composer still finds fresh ways to utilize the traditional functions of the percussion section in 

one of his first attempts at writing for winds and percussion alone. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

MUSIC FOR PRAGUE 1968 

4.1 Background and Instruments Present 

 Music for Prague 1968 follows ten years after Husa’s Divertimento (1958), and suggests 

a much more mature compositional approach for the advanced wind band.  In May 1968, 

Kenneth Sapp, conductor of the Ithaca College Concert Band, approached Karel Husa to write a 

piece for the ensemble to premiere at their upcoming concert at the Music Educators National 

Conference convention in Washington D.C.  That commission would eventually become Music 

for Prague 1968. 

 Husa takes the inspiration and namesake for the work from the capital city of his 

homeland of Czechoslovakia.  At first, the work was to take a lighter, celebratory tone about the 

beauty of his native city.  In spring of 1968, Husa was intently following the political situation in 

Prague with the increased tension between Alexander Dubček, a Slovakian politician and brief 

leader of the Czech Republic, and the other nations of the Warsaw Pact.  These happenings, 

coined the “Prague Spring,” came to a head when the majority of the nations of the Warsaw Pact 

invaded Prague on August 21, 1968.  Because of these events, the celebratory piece about his 

homeland would take on a much darker tone.  Husa was sitting on his front porch on Lake 

Cayuga in Ithaca, NY the evening of August 21.  He recalled, “It was a very hot night and I 

remember sitting here on the porch, listening to a small radio.  A broadcaster from Detroit 

interrupted, ‘the Soviets are invading Czechoslovakia.’  That report was literally chilling.”34  

Shortly thereafter, Husa bought a television to monitor the tragic events unfolding in the city 
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where his mother and sister still resided and decided to orchestrate the piece for winds and 

percussion to complement the powerful Ithaca College brass section at the time.35 

 In the early planning of the piece, Husa decided to use an old Hussite song, Kdož jste boží 

bojovníci (Ye Warriors of God and His Law).  Husa used this chorale to symbolize resistance 

and hope for the nation of Czechoslovakia along with motives to imitate the sound of bells in 

Prague.  The idea also may have spawned from Smetana quoting the same chorale in Ma Vlast.  

With these inspirations, Husa began work on Music for Prague 1968.  

 Husa completed the work in October 1968 with the first unofficial performance at Ithaca 

College on December 14, 1968.  The review of the performance was a critical success, George E. 

Clarkson of the Ithaca Journal wrote, “One left after this last work with a strong feeling that 

music as great as this should not be written about; one should only listen, and deeply be 

moved.”36  The works official premiere was on January 31, 1969, in Washington, D.C. during 

the National Convention of the Music Educators National Conference.  The work was well 

received again even though the performance was lacking and the acoustics of the hall were not 

ideal according to Husa.37  After the successful premiere, Husa would go on to arrange an 

orchestral version of the piece.   

Since the premiere performance, Music for Prague 1968 has become one of most popular 

masterworks in the wind band catalog.  According to an extensive survey by Jay Gilbert38, Music 

for Prague 1968 is one of the most influential and highly regarded pieces in the wind band 

literature. 

                                                           

35 Ibid., 102. 
36 Ibid. 
37 Ibid. 
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 Compared to Divertimento for Brass and Percussion, the percussion writing in Music for 

Prague 1968 is an excellent showcase of Husa’s understanding and ability to write for modern 

percussionists. The composer attributed his attention to detail and knowledge of percussion 

instruments to his time working with percussionists from Ithaca College.  Husa said, 

I studied instrumentation in the conservatory, and in 1945 and 1956 I 

conducted for the Prague radio, so I thought I knew about percussion.  

Years later, after a rehearsal of an orchestral piece of mine, a percussionist 

from Ithaca College who played in the Cornell Orchestra came to me and 

said, ‘You write here for xylophone; what type of stick do you want me to 

play?’  Then he went on to other parts and with that I thought, I’d better 

learn more about these instruments.  So I went to the band room at Cornell 

and spent two weeks with the percussion instruments and all the various 

mallets.  As I tried to play them, I tried to produce different sounds.  Those 

two weeks were like Liszt’s visit to the monastery, because I learned so 

much.  I got so interested in percussion that it became almost an 

obsession.39 

 

The instrumentation page outlines all of the percussion instruments needed for the piece: 

Chimes 

Marimba 

Vibraphone 

Xylophone 
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Timpani 

Three antique cymbals (pitched C, E, B) 

Three triangles (small, medium, large) 

Three suspended cymbals (small, medium, large) 

Three tam tams (small, medium, large) 

Snare drum (preferably two or three for players to double specific passages) 

Three tom toms (small, medium and large) 

Bass drum 

 

 Husa uses standard percussion instrumentation and asks for three sizes for many of the 

non-pitched instruments.  Additionally, all of the percussion parts, including timpani, are on one 

percussion score, allowing the players to see all of the percussion parts.  Husa also includes a 

diagram of a suggested set up in the score, presented below. 

 

 

Fig. 4.1, Music for Prague 1968, percussion setup 
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 Husa explains, “I have always tried to figure out the time for moving from one instrument 

to another and for this reason suggest in the score a set-up arrangement for the percussion.”40 

Additionally, Husa offers these notes for the percussionists in the score: 

For this work in general, and specifically for Movement III (Interlude) for 

percussion ensemble alone, the suggested arrangement is advisable, with 

antique cymbals, cymbals, triangles, and tam-tams spread across the playing 

area to the rear of the ensemble. 

 As indicated in Movement III, each of the players should have 

access to all of the metallophones; there are no ‘special’ assignments for 

individual players. 

 A minimum of five players, including the timpanist, is required.  In 

the Interlude, the timpanist is assigned to the general ensemble. 

 In the event that six or more players are available, the following 

reinforcements should be made in order to produce the greatest possible 

effect: 

III (Interlude), last measure: 

 Double or triple the snare drum crescendo. 

IV (March), letter V, first repeat: 

 Double or triple the snare drum crescendo. 

IV (March), letter V: 

 Two players striking the chimes for the strongest possible sound.41 
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4.2 Musical Elements 

 In general, the percussion in Music for Prague 1968 is used to present and develop 

primary motivic or thematic material, and to highlight colors and textures presented in the brass 

and woodwinds.42 

4.2.1 Introduction and Fanfare 

 The first movement, “Introduction and Fanfare,” opens with the primary motive from the 

Hussite chorale mentioned earlier.  The timpani play the exact pitches of the chorale, but then 

present a distorted version in the second entrance in measure four to create dissonance.  Husa 

continues to fragment and distort both measures of the opening melodic figure throughout the 

rest of the introduction.  Additionally, the timpani is to play coperti, meaning with mutes in order 

to have less tone and more articulation from the drums. 

 

 

Fig. 4.2, Music for Prague 1968, Introduction and Fanfare, mms. 1-5, timpani solo 

 

The clanging of all three suspended cymbals announces the brass fanfare at measure 3543. Four 

measures later, the timpani interject between phrases in measure 38.  This interjection is a 

presentation of the distorted theme in diminution that links both brass fanfares (the first trumpet 

fanfare in measure 35 and the second horn, trombone, and baritone fanfare in measure 39) 

together.  Later in the first movement, the timpani presents another fragmented version of the 
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43 Since no measure numbers are present in the score for Music for Prague 1968, each movement will 
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Hussite chorale in measures 53-54.  The timpani finally restate the original and distorted motive 

in measure 91 followed by a gradual rhythmic augmentation of the distorted motive until 

measure 99.  

 

 

Fig. 4.3, Music for Prague 1968, Introduction and Fanfare, ms. 38, timpani interjection 

 

 

Fig. 4.4, Music for Prague 1968, Introduction and Fanfare, mms. 91-92, timpani presenting 

the distorted motive 

 

 Husa references the distorted motive one last time in measures 100-107 as the timpani gradually 

fade away at the end of the movement. 

 In addition to primary motivic material presented by the timpani, Husa also writes for 

other percussion instruments to great effect. At measure 15, the marimba presents short thirty-

second notes interjections that allude to the brass fanfare at measure 35.   At measure 44, the 

marimba and vibraphone support the brass bell tones and help introduce the first entrance of the 

woodwinds during the “Fanfare” in measure 45.  From this point until the climax of the 

movement in measure 90, Husa uses the keyboard percussion to support and color the brass and 

woodwinds.  For example, starting in measure 48, Husa orchestrates the marimba and 

vibraphone to trade off isolated rhythmic figures supporting different groups of instruments in 
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each measure.  Additionally, the marimba imitates the saxophone choir the fourth measure of 

letter E with subsequent iterations developed by addition. 

 At measure 76, Husa writes a sixteenth note barrage in the tom-toms to give this section a 

feeling of nervousness and excitement by creating a thick percussive texture.   He accomplishes 

this by through rhythmic canon, with all three toms playing the same pattern displaced by one 

sixteenth note. 

 

 

Fig 4.5, Music for Prague 1968, Introduction and Fanfare, mms. 78-79, rhythmic canon 

 

 This continues for seven bars until all non-pitched percussion instruments are in a unison 

roll increasing in intensity until measure 88.  The piece climaxes with a restatement of the 

original Hussite chorale in the timpani.  Finally, keyboard percussion imitate the winds in 

diminution with a final chime note to signal the beginning of the adagio at the end of the first 

movement.   

4.2.2 Aria 

 The second movement, “Aria,” is serial in nature and based on a twelve tone row.  This 

movement prominently features the marimba and vibraphone in an effort to “…express anguish, 

obsession,”44 according to Husa.  This is another example of Husa presenting primary motivic 

material in the percussion, an uncommon practice in wind ensemble works before Music for 

                                                           

44 Husa, CBDNA Proceedings, 181. 
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Prague 1968.  The keyboard percussion is responsible for presenting the primary tone row and 

permutations throughout the movement.  The marimba and vibraphone along with the tuba 

present the first tone row in its entirety twice at the very beginning of the piece, using wide leaps 

across the ranges of the marimba and vibraphone. 

 

 

Fig. 4.6, Music for Prague 1968, Aria, primary tone row presented by keyboards45 

 

 The tone row is also present in primary and retrograde as a “macro row” through the 

entirety of the movement.  Husa designs the macro row to start at the lowest range of the 

ensemble (tuba), and ascend to the highest instrument in the ensemble (piccolo).  The vibraphone 

and marimba are the central point to this macro row, presenting the 11th and 12th tone in the row.  

After the marimba and vibraphone state the 11th and 12th pitches in the tone row, Husa presents 

the pitch order in retrograde until the final measure of the piece.  Throughout the movement, the 

entire band presents the tone rows in different forms, with no clear reason as to why he presents 

certain tones in some instruments. 

 

                                                           

45 Lawrence Hartzell, “Karel Husa: the Man and the Music” The Musical Quarterly 62, no. 1 (1976): 103. 
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Fig. 4.7, Music for Prague 1968, “Aria”, mms. 1-8, primary tone row split between 

keyboards and tuba46
 

                                                           

46 Ibid. 



36 

 

 

Fig. 4.8, Music for Prague 1968, Aria, macro row 

4.2.3 Interlude 

 The third movement is unique in the band repertoire in that it is a movement for 

percussion ensemble alone.  Husa’s “Interlude” may be one of the finest examples of percussion 

writing in the wind band catalog.  Instrumentation is the same as the other movements, and 

begins with a militaristic snare drum solo.  The snare drum represents the military or threat, 

while the metallic sounds (antique cymbal, triangle, suspended cymbals, tam tam, vibraphone) 

represent the bells of Prague.  Husa said of the metallic instruments, “The idea is symbolic; 

Prague is called the ‘city of hundreds of towers’ and its magnificent bells have rung through 

centuries during critical times of its existence.”47  Regarding the unique set up, Husa explains his 

set up suggestion found in the beginning of the score: 

                                                           

47 Husa, Woodwind World – Brass and Percussion, 28 
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Here I should also like to mention why I recommend in the Preface of the 

score the percussion instruments are spread as much as possible around the 

ensemble; it gives the necessary space effect.  On the other hand, if all 

percussion is put in a small area, all sounds come out from one direction 

and much too close.  This also was my reason for dividing the antique 

cymbals, triangles, cymbals, and tam-tams among the players and not to 

give each player the same kind of instrument.  The idea was to have these 

instruments (as well as chimes, vibraphone and marimba) as bells of Prague 

coming from the city as well as from surrounding hills.  I have used the E 

and B antique cymbals because many orchestras own them due to the fact 

that Debussey uses them in the “Afternoon of a Faun.”  The C has been 

chosen to match the E and B48 

 

 The opening snare drum solo is extremely soft and difficult to execute.  Husa indicates 

the snares be turned off and the drum be covered.49  Even though the solo is designed to sound 

improvised, Husa dictates the precise rhythms the percussionist is to play. 

 

                                                           

48 Husa, CBDNA Proceedings, 181-182 
49 Covered usually indicates a cloth is placed on the batter head to eliminate and resonance from the drum. 
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Fig. 4.9, Music for Prague 1968, Interlude 
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Fig. 4.9 Continued, Music for Prague 1968, Interlude 
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 In measure 16, Husa instructs the performer to remove the cloth from the drum, 

producing an immediate timbral shift from the muted sounds in the beginning.  At letter P, Husa 

writes to turn the snares on and presents rhythmic material from the beginning of the movement 

until the snare drum begins a roll at the fermata at the end of the movement.  At this time, Husa 

indicates one to three additional players should join to increase the volume “until the sound is 

unbearable.”  At the climax of the roll, the conductor signals the beginning of the fourth 

movement. 

 Beyond the snare drum roll, the rhythm of the metallic instruments seems composed in an 

improvisatory manner, but further analysis proves otherwise.  The aggregate rhythms at letter N 

are in retrograde at letter O, creating a palindromic effect also found in the dynamics of the 

movement.50  The vibraphone is the only pitched percussion instrument found in “Interlude.”  

None of the rhythms or pitches are serial, but according to Craig Pare, Husa bases the rhythmic 

structure on three motives found earlier in the piece.   

1. The swelling dynamics used throughout this movement are reminiscent of the 

swelling motives heard in the woodwinds in the first movement’s Introduction. 

2. The wide leaps are characteristic of the piccolo and flute solos from the 

beginning and ending of the first movement. 

3. The saturation of half-step material, used as a single interval or in the gesture 

of a single note expanding in both direction by a half step, recalls the “Fanfare” 

motives in the first movement.51 

                                                           

50 Craig Pare’s dissertation on innovative percussion writing in the wind ensemble in the 20th century 

contains a detailed analysis of the third movement of Music for Prague. 
51 Paré, “An Examination of Innovative Percussion Writing in the Band Music of Four Composers,” 51. 
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 The last vibraphone note, the same note that begins “Toccata and Chorale,” serves as link 

to the final movement of Music for Prague 1968. 

4.2.4 Toccata and Chorale 

 The final movement of Music for Prague 1968 opens with a sustained timpani roll that 

releases with a short rhythmic motive similar to the distorted Hussite chorale motive from the 

first movement.  The trumpets imitate the short motive, as it becomes one of the main themes of 

the work that Husa continues to develop during the A section of the movement.  Husa transforms 

following iterations by addition in the timpani in measures 26-29, 58-60, and 64-65. 

 

 

Fig. 4.10, Music for Prague 1968, Toccata and Chorale, mms. 7-8, timpani presenting main 

motive 

 

 

 

Fig. 4.11, Music for Prague 1968, Toccata and Chorale, mms. 27-29, main motive 

transformed by addition 

 

 In measure 49, Husa presents the A theme motive in xylophone.  The clarinet presented 

the theme previously in its entirety in measures 20-25.  The xylophone and clarinet versions are 

nearly identical in pitch content, with Husa changing the intervals and rhythm in the xylophone 

statement of theme.  It is of note that Husa again uses wide leaps and stretches the theme over the 

nearly the entire range of the xylophone (A3-G6).  This is a recurring characteristic of Husa’s 
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writing for keyboard percussion and he continues to use the entire range of the instruments 

throughout the rest of the movement in measures 222-228 and 287-305. 

 

 

Fig. 4.12, Music for Prague 1968, Toccata and Chorale, mms. 49-54, “A” theme in 
xylophone 

 

 

 In the passages that follow the xylophone statement of the theme, the percussion section 

is responsible for assisting the brass and woodwinds in the beginning or completion of a 

rhythmic or melodic motive.  In measure 113, the xylophone helps initiate the high woodwind 

eighth notes at with a double stop on a high C and E that marks the end of the xylophone phrase, 

and the beginning of the high woodwinds.  In 115, Husa writes steady eighth notes in the snare 

drum for three measures to support the clarinets and saxophones before the xylophone initiates 

the high woodwinds again in measure 117.  This trade off continues until letter G. 

 At letter I, three toms outline the rhythmic ostinato found in the trumpets, horns, 

trombones, baritones, tuba, and string bass.  The toms eventually take on a melodic role, with 

Husa using the high, medium, and low toms to imitate the melodic contours found in the 

woodwinds at letter J.  Husa uses the xylophone to outline the descending chromatic line split 

between the high woodwinds at letter K, and again at measures 177-179 to reinforce the 

ascending line in the woodwinds.  Husa continues to use the percussion to initiate and conclude 

motives in the winds, or to outline motives rhythmically until the climax of the piece 
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 The climax of the piece occurs at letter S with a strong restatement of the original Hussite 

chorale in the timpani.  Husa asks for “hard sticks” as each note in the first two measures is 

marked marcato. 

 

 

Fig. 4.13, Music for Prague 1968, Toccata and Chorale, mms. 308-312, timpani presenting 

original chorale theme at the climax of the piece 

 

 

The timpani is initially only accompanied only by unison D’s in the flutes marked pppp and then 

is joined by the rest of the winds and keyboard percussion sustaining D’s as well.  Husa 

conceived this texture to represent, “…the idea of more and more people from afar joining this 

warrior on the drum and uniting in the song.”52  The ensemble presents the hymn in unison at 

letter T before a brief statement of the opening rhythm of Toccata.  The snare drum begins a soft 

march rhythm, repeating incessantly and growing in dynamic after every repeat.  Husa suggests 

the doubling of the snare drum to ensure proper intensity and dynamic. 

 

 

Fig. 4.14, Music for Prague 1968, Toccata and Chorale, ms. 323, snare drum march 

rhythm, percussion section improvising 

                                                           

52 Husa, CBDNA Proceedings, 182. 
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The rest of the percussion section (chimes, vibraphone, timpani) are playing improvised parts 

with pitch content chosen at random.  There is a final restatement of the Hussite chorale at 

measure 325 that trades off in fragments over the march rhythm in the snare drum.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

APOTHEOSIS OF THIS EARTH 

5.1 Background and Instruments Present 

 Apotheosis of this Earth was commissioned by the Michigan School Band and Orchestra 

Association in honor of William Revelli.  Husa completed the work in October 1970, with a 

scheduled premiere planned for January 1971.  The premiere was delayed until April 1, 1971, 

when Husa conducted the premiere himself in Ann Arbor, Michigan.   The piece was a success 

with several historic performances, including the twenty-fifth anniversary concert of the Eastman 

Wind Ensemble with Frederick Fennell conducting.  Husa chose to include spoken word and 

syllables, which became an unexpected obstacle, as some wind players were too timid to perform 

the syllables and spoken words in the piece.  Because of this, Husa arranged Apotheosis for full 

orchestra with chorus and updated the wind ensemble version in 1990 to include the additional 

choral parts from the orchestral arrangement.  Apotheosis is his longest band work at 25 minutes. 

 Karel Husa became increasingly aware of environmental issues in the late 1960’s.  

Residing on Lake Cayuga in Ithaca, Husa remarked, 

…I saw an incredible number of dead fish floating on Lake Cayuga near the 

cottage.  The new power plant was producing hot water that caused thermal 

pollution, which in turn killed all those fish.  In addition, I noticed more 

beer cans in the water and algae in greater quantities.  I thought, “we are 

wasting this planet.”  It was then that I got my first idea for Apotheosis.53 

                                                           

53 McLaurin, “The Life and Works of Karel Husa with Emphasis on the Significance of His Contribution 
to Wind Band,” 105. 
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In contrast with Music for Prague 1968, which Husa wrote as a reaction to the invasion of his 

homeland, Husa wrote Apotheosis as a preemptive warning against environmental destruction.  

In the score Husa writes: 

The composition of Apotheosis of this Earth was motivated by the present 

desperate stage of mankind and its immense problems with everyday 

killings, war, hunger, extermination of faun, huge forest fires, and critical 

contamination of the whole experiment. 

 

Man’s Brutal possession and misuse of nature’s beauty—if continued at 

today’s reckless speed—can only lead to catastrophe.  The composer hopes 

that the destruction of this beautiful earth can be stopped, so that the tragedy 

of destruction—musically projected here in the second movement—and the 

desolation of its aftermath (the “postscript of the third movement) can exist 

only as fantasy, never to become reality. 

 

In the first movement, “Apotheosis”, the Earth first appears as a point of 

light in the universe.  Our memory and imagination approach it in perhaps 

the same way as it appeared to the astronauts returning from the moon.  The 

Earth grows larger and larger, and we can even remember some of its tragic 

moments (as struck by the xylophone near the end of the movement). 

 

The second movement, “Tragedy of Destruction”, deals with the actual 

brutalities of man against nature, leading to the destruction of our planet, 



47 

 

perhaps by radioactive explosion.  The Earth dies as a savagely, mortally 

wounded creature. 

 

The last movement is a “Postscript”, full of the realization that so little is 

left to be said: The Earth has been pulverized into the universe, the voices 

scattered into space.  Toward the end, these voices—at first computer-like 

and mechanical—unite into words this beautiful Earth, simply said, warm 

and filled with regret…and one of so many question comes to our minds: 

“Why have we let it happen?”54 

 

 Husa was initially criticized for ending the piece with the depressed and somber third 

movement, and critics suggested he should cut the third movement entirely to allow the work to 

end with the louder and more exciting second movement.  Husa said, “The Postscript had to 

come” as a “natural outgrowth of the entire work.”55 

 The percussion instruments used in Apotheosis of this Earth include: 

Bell Lyre* (or second Glockenspiel) 

Chimes 

Glockenspiel 

Marimba 

Vibraphone 

Xylophone (2 or 3 if available) 

Sizzle Cymbal 

                                                           

54
 Karel Husa, Apotheosis of This Earth, (New York: Associated Music Publishers, 1971). 

55 Mark Scatterday, “Karel Husa: Apotheosis of this Earth,” Band Director’s Guide 29 

(September/October 1993): 16. 
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Crash Cymbals 

3 Gongs 

Snare Drum 

Field Drum 

Bass Drum 

3 Tom-Toms 

 

 Apotheosis of this Earth can be performed with four percussionist plus timpani in order to 

cover all instruments.  If possible, additional players should be used to double or triple important 

xylophone parts in second movement, “Tragedy of Destruction,” in measures 127-140 and 142-

145.  Husa indicates that the xylophone must stand out above the whole ensemble.  In addition, 

Husa is particular about having a separate bell lyre with steel bars instead of a second 

glockenspiel.  The composer preferred the stronger and harsher sound of the steel bars.  Karel 

Husa does not indicate a preferred set up for this piece in the score.  The reason for this is 

unknown considering he offered a suggested set up for many of his other mature works for wind 

ensemble. 

5.2 Musical Elements 

 From a percussion standpoint, Apotheosis of This Earth achieves everything Music for 

Prague 1968 did and is a progression of percussion writing in Husa’s evolution as a composer.  

This piece, paired with Music for Prague 1968 and his later work, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, 

is the pinnacle of Husa’s goals when writing for percussion.  Husa said, “By the time this 

composition [Apotheosis of This Earth] was written, I had learned about the possibilities and 

particular sounds of the instruments used and their combinations with wind instruments.”  
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Similar to Music for Prague 1968, Husa uses percussion instruments as color, texture, and for the 

introduction and development of primary and secondary motives in Apotheosis of This Earth. 

5.2.1 Apotheosis 

 The first movement of the work, “Apotheosis,” features the percussion section very 

prominently.  Husa uses percussion instruments in specifically two instances to represent 

primary motivic devices or in some programmatic content.  .A solo glockenspiel note, A5, opens 

the movement, illustrating Earth’s first appearance as a “point of light in the universe.”  The 

glockenspiel is a logical choice for this sound, as the metallic sound is pure and ethereal.  Husa 

repeats the glockenspiel solo notes on Bb4 in measure 9, and G#5 on beat two in measure 13.  

Other instruments in this section include vibraphone and the bell lyre, both instruments similar in 

timbre to the glockenspiel. 

 Husa uses the xylophone to introduce primary motivic material in measures 134 through 

141.  This xylophone solo “expresses anxiety and fear leading into tragedy,” and foreshadows 

the frenetic rhythms found in the second movement.  Husa foreshadows the solo in measure 130, 

a few measures before the solo begins at measure 134. The pitch content ranges from the lowest 

note on a standard 3.5 octave xylophone, F3, up to F5 and features disjunct, fast thirty second note 

groupings.  The pitch content stays relatively the same in the opening measures 134-136, as the 

performer stays between D5 and F5.  In measure 137, the xylophone is free to play any notes in a 

downward direction in the groupings without note heads.  Husa remarks that the performer is to 

respect the marked rests as much as possible, while still playing all notes loud and strong.  The 

solo comes to climax in measure 141 with more rapid, ad lib. rhythmic figures until the 

xylophone lands on the lowest note of the solo, F5.  The performer then repeats the final rhythms 

until the solo ends at measure 141 
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Fig. .5.1, Apotheosis of this Earth, Apotheosis, ms. 140, xylophone solo 

 

 

 The climactic xylophone solo serves as culmination of a slow building crescendo 

carefully developed over the course of the first movement of Apotheosis of this Earth.  This is a 

difficult task for any ensemble, as Husa uses many different tone clusters to crescendo to 

measure 134.  To make this task even more difficult, there are different hidden melodic lines that 

may be obscured upon initial assessment as they are split between parts.  After the beginning 

glockenspiel note, the first Bb clarinet presents a short three-note motive that begins on A5 and 

moves away one half step to G#5 before moving back to the original note.  This solo clarinet 

motive occurs in measures two through four and measures five through seven.  The pitch content 

is largely irrelevant, as most of the compositional techniques used in this movement happen by 

way of tone cluster and are not traditionally tonal.  In measure nine, there is a similar three-note 

motive split between the glockenspiel, third Bb clarinet, and vibraphone.  Dividing melody 

among different instruments and different families of instruments emphasizes a timbral shift 

performers must be cognizant of in order to bring out the singular line.  This is just one example 

of this kind of compositional device Husa uses in the first movement of Apotheosis of this Earth 

and one of the few that employs percussion instruments.  Prominent examples of Husa 

embedding melody between non percussion instruments are the single melodic line between the 

alto clarinet, bassoon, bass clarinet, and baritone saxophone in measures 23-53, and the brass line 

divided between horns, tenor saxophone, trumpets, and trombones between measures 53-109. 

 While not melodic, Husa does use the percussion section to establish and reinforce tone 

clusters.  The prevailing texture of the entire first movement contains long, sustained sounds 
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from the woodwinds and the brass, but Husa uses the percussion section to break up some of this 

monotony.  In measures 47-48, Husa splits the tone cluster among different percussion 

instruments.  Husa remarks that the rhythmic notation is not strict, and marks the parts 

liberamente.  Although the rhythmic notation does not need to be strictly followed, the order of 

instruments in each rhythmic is specific.  A dotted line delineates each rhythmic cell and the 

whole event lasts two bars each time.  This happens again in bars 51-52, and again on beat three 

of measure 59 through beat two of measure 61. 

 

 

Fig. 5.2, Apotheosis of this Earth, Apotheosis, mms. 47-48, percussion section reinforcing 

tone clusters from the winds 

 

 

 Beyond primary motivic material, Husa uses the strengths of the percussion section to 

amplify the long, sustained sonorities in the winds.  Lawrence Hartzell said, “Through the use of 

this sustaining element Husa imbues his music with a means of unifying widely divergent types 

of materials and also with a powerful force which…can be used to build extremely energetic 

crescendos.”56  While Husa does uses these sonorities throughout the movement, the best 

example happens between measures 125-128. 

                                                           

56 Hartzell, “Husa, the Man and His Music” 103 
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Fig. 5.3, Apotheosis of this Earth, Apotheosis, mms. 125-128, long sonorities from the 

percussion section 

 

 

Husa writes idiomatically for each instruments, using rolled glissandos to create long pitch changes 

in the timpani, and rolls in the suspended cymbal and the vibraphone.  The single xylophone note 

alludes to the upcoming climactic xylophone solo beginning in measure 134. 

 After the climax of the piece, Husa orchestrates the instruments that portrays a feeling of 

uneasiness while giving a musical feeling of falling apart.  

 

 

Fig. 5.4, Apotheosis of this Earth, Apotheosis, ms. 141, short, disjunct group of thirty-second 

notes in the winds 
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He achieves this through presenting the same short, disjunct group of thirty-second notes across 

eleven sections of instruments in rhythmic canon.  Each section begins an eighth note later than 

the previous group.  This is a classic compositional technique by Husa as he used the same device 

at letter G in the first movement of Music for Prague 1968, and will use it again in the second 

movement of Apotheosis of this Earth, “Tragedy of Destruction.” 

5.2.3 Tragedy of Destruction 

 The second movement, titled “Tragedy of Destruction,” combines many of Husa’s 

previous compositional techniques for percussion into one effective and powerful piece of music.  

In this movement, Husa typically uses the percussion to develop irregular, off balance rhythmic 

motives, create interesting and dynamic textures, bring back primary motivic content from the 

first movement, and to produce color.  All of these factors contribute to a feeling of “things 

falling apart” as the movement illustrates the destruction of Earth by way of humanity’s 

mistreatment of the planet. 

 In comparison to the first movement, the second movement of Apotheosis primarily uses 

drums, cymbals, and gongs, and eschews pitched percussion until the first chime entrance in 

measure 119.  “Tragedy of Destruction” opens with toms and timpani playing sixteenth notes 

and sextuplet rhythms to create a raucous, energetic feel.  The duple feel of the sixteenth notes in 

the toms against the triplets in the timpani form somewhat of a rhythmic ostinato, albeit one that 

does not repeat the same rhythmic content note for note.  This feeling of irregularity and off 

balance is key to the overall mood of the second movement and Husa uses the percussion to help 

keep the listener off balance.  The toms repeat the same rhythm, but begin the pattern on 

different rhythmic partials.   
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Fig. 5.5, Apotheosis of this Earth, Tragedy of Destruction, mms. 1-2, toms and timpani 

rhythms 

 

 

The timpanist always plays triplets, but the rhythm is inconsistent unlike the toms.  The rhythmic 

ostinato serves as a basis for the short, rhythmic punctures from the winds in measure five, and 

the toms and timpani do not deviate from this function until measure 29 with one exception. 

 To further the feeling of “things coming apart,” Husa often composes intentionally 

irregular parts in the percussion section.  While this technique is not unique to the percussion 

section as he also uses this technique in the winds, these percussion instances are solo rather than 

group instances of improvised parts.  In measure 17, Husa instructs the timpanist to perform an 

irregular tremolo while playing a glissando into measure 19.  At the same time, Husa writes a 

very similar instruction in the gong part instructing the player to play as fast as possible.  Husa 

uses a similar type of writing beginning in measures 68 and 73 in the timpani, but these iterations 

are different from the first.   

 

 

Fig. 5.6, Apotheosis of this Earth, Tragedy of Destruction, mms. 17-18, intentional irregular 

playing 
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In this iteration, the timpanist plays a series of triplet rhythms and freely speeds up and slows 

down within the confines of the time allowed. 

 First presented by unison winds in measure 63, this rhythm repeats until the timpanist 

begins in measure 68.  While these instances of irregular playing are not the same, they serve the 

same function to illustrate an overall chaotic and irregular texture. 

 Husa creates rhythmic textures in the percussion section alone and when paired with 

various woodwind and brass instruments.  Unlike the previous movement, where the timbre 

between instruments meld together to create one singular line, Husa uses the dissimilar timbres 

to his advantage in this movement.  Using these timbres, Husa creates a sound mass of texture 

that is raucous as Husa illustrates the “brutalities of man against nature.”  For example, Husa 

creates an effective sound mass in the percussion section using timpani, toms, snare drum, and 

field drum in measure 110.  The composer often times favors incomplete sextuplet rhythms and 

layers them across the instruments.  None of the instruments play in unison, but all of them align 

on the same rhythmic grid.  High woodwind instruments (piccolo, flute, oboe, E flat clarinet, B 

flat clarinet) are playing short rhythmic gestures similar to the motives found in measure five. 

 

 

Fig. 5.7, Apotheosis of this Earth, Tragedy of Destruction, mms. 110-113, sound mass 

created by membranophones 
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 The xylophone solo from the first movement returns in “Tragedy of Destruction.”  While 

the passage is the almost the same note for note, Husa presents parts of this solo in retrograde 

inversion.  The sweeping improvised gestures start at F3 and end in the same three-note motive 

(D#5, F5, E5) found in the solo.  The three-note motive is the same cluster of notes as the solo 

from the first movement, and Husa presents the motive with addition and subtraction of extra 

notes.  Different from the first movement, Husa extends the solo through the entrance of the rest 

of the ensemble at measure 132.   

 

 

Fig. 5.8, Apotheosis of this Earth, Tragedy of Destruction, mms. 132-134, extension of 

xylophone solo 

 

 

At this point, Husa is illustrating the death of our planet, evident through the loud low brass 

notes marked “brassy,” and the percussion instruments marked at extreme loud dynamics.  

 Beginning in measure 178 large gong plays a rhythm that progressively slows down as 

timpani, toms, field drum, and bass drum begin a roll that will also decrease in speed as the 

movement ends, illustrating the death of our planet. 

 

 

Fig 5.9, Apotheosis of this Earth, Tragedy of Destruction, mms. 180-184, percussion section 

progressively slowing 
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 Finally, Husa’s attention to detail, especially when scoring for percussion, allows the 

percussion section to produce unique colors.  This is not unique to the second movement of 

Apotheosis of this Earth as Husa is specific about color choice in most of his works for wind 

ensemble, save for Divertimento for Brass and Percussion.  Most percussion entrances require a 

specific mallet or stick, instrument size, or playing area on the actual instrument.  For example, 

in measure 38, Husa instructs the performer to roll on a small gong “progressively from dome to 

edge.”  This produces allows the performer to create a unique sound that progressively goes from 

articulate to inarticulate as the roll continues.  Husa asks for traditional tam tam sounds in much 

of the work for three different instruments, marked small, medium, and large.  Husa asks for a 

variety of colors from the cymbals, and typically writes instructs the performer to use a specific 

implement—sticks, soft, medium, hard yarn sticks; and specific striking areas (edge).  

Additionally, Husa asks for three different sizes of suspended cymbals (small, medium, large), 

sizzle cymbal, and crash cymbals.   Husa requests the bass drum be played flat, striking the head 

in the upright position.  This helps the performer gain more power and energy out of the bass 

drum, as placing the drum horizontally allows the percussionist to switch between gongs, snare 

drum, and field drum quickly.  Husa also asks the player to use two hard timpani mallets to 

articulate fast rhythmic passages. 

5.2.3 Postscript 

 The final movement of Apotheosis of this Earth, “Postscript,” asks the question: “Why 

have we let this happen?”  One of the defining overall characteristics of this work is Husa’s use 

of vocal recitation throughout the whole ensemble.  The only words spoken in this movement are 

“This,” “Beautiful,” “Earth,” and all of their respective syllables.  Like the rest of the ensemble, 

the percussionists have to be able to recite the words or syllables in sextuplet rhythms. 
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Fig. 5.10, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, mms. 12-13, vocal syllables 

 

 In measures 6 and 10-11, the vibraphone reinforces the notes presented by the long 

sonorities from the clarinet choir. In measure 11, Husa adds the glockenspiel to give the music an 

ethereal, glistening timbre before the first entrance of vocal recitation in measure 12.  Husa 

continues his interest in sound mass in measure 19 by using ringing metallic percussion 

instruments. 

 

 

Fig. 5.11, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, ms. 6, vibraphone outlining the clarinet choir 

 

 At different times during the movement, Husa references themes and motives from the 

first two movements in the percussion section.  In measure 22, the tom rhythm is executed in 

exact tempo and repeated indefinitely until the end of measure 32.  Using the toms, Husa 

references the dominant percussion rhythms from “Tragedy of Destruction.” 

 

 

Fig. 5.12, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, mms. 25-26, tom sextuplet figure 
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In measures 53-56, Husa uses chimes, glockenspiel, bell lyre, vibraphone, and xylophone to 

reference the previous two movements again.  In measures 53-54, the intervals in the split 

melody between the bell lyre and glockenspiel is a direct quote from the measure 9-13 in 

“Apotheosis.”  The xylophone triplets in measures 55-56 use the same pitch content (D, F#) as 

the xylophone solos from the first two movements 

 

 

Fig. 5.13, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, mms. 53-54, split melody between bell lyre 

and glockenspiel 

 

 

 

Fig. 5.14, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, mms. 55-56, xylophone triplets 

 

 

The piece ends with a xylophone solo in the same character as the previous piccolo solo.  Both 

solos are reminiscent of birdcalls, an imitation device Husa experimented with in the 1960s.57 

 

 

                                                           

57 Hartzell, “Husa, the Man and His Music” 102. 
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Fig. 5.15, Apotheosis of this Earth, Postscript, mms. 65-68, ending xylophone solo 

 

 In a somewhat ironic, circular fashion, the piece opens with Earth as glimmer of light 

represented by a solo glockenspiel note, and ends with the xylophone, an instrument that 

represents anguish throughout the piece. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

AL FRESCO 

6.1 Background and Instruments Present 

Husa wrote Al Fresco in 1974 after being approached by Carl Wickstrom, conductor of 

the Ithaca College Concert Band.  The piece would be the first work as part of the Walter Beeler 

Memorial Commission Series and Husa decided to revise an earlier composition in order to meet 

the quick deadline.  He decided to rearrange one of his previous pieces, Three Fresques for 

Orchestra (1947, rev. 1963), and completed Al Fresco in 1974. The Ithaca College Concert Band 

premiered the piece on April 19, 1975 at the MENC Convention with Karel Husa conducting. 

Even though the musical material for Three Fresques and Al Fresco is nearly the same, 

Husa expanded the percussion section from two percussionists plus timpani in Three Fresques, 

to four percussionists plus timpani in Al Fresco.  He also expanded the ranges for the wind 

instruments, and used timbral modulation and quarter tones in the piece.  Percussion instruments 

in Al Fresco include: 

Glockenspiel  

Vibraphone 

Xylophone 

Marimba 

Small Suspended Cymbal 

Large Suspended Cymbal 

Pair of Crash Cymbals 

Large Gong 

Snare Drum 
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Bass Drum 

Timpani 

 

The piece requires only a 4.0 octave marimba (lowest note C3), and a 3.0 octave vibraphone 

(lowest note F3).  Husa does occasionally write for optional extended ranges and notates the 

parts in brackets in case the performer has access to a 4.3 octave marimba (lowest note A2), or a 

3.5 octave vibraphone (lowest note C3).   

Similar to his other pieces for large ensembles, Husa writes a detailed set up diagram for 

percussion.  

 

 

Fig. 6.1, Al Fresco, Set up 
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 Al Fresco is one of his more accessible pieces for wind band because of the relatively 

shorter length of the piece at 12 minutes and the reduced demand of the wind and percussion 

parts when compared to some of his more advanced wind band works. 

 While Al Fresco is written for younger performers, Husa still manages to write 

interesting and unique parts for the percussion section.  Husa uses percussion for color and 

texture in the piece, but he does not give the percussion prominence like in his other pieces for 

wind band such as Music for Prague 1968, Apotheosis of this Earth, and Concerto for Wind 

Ensemble.  Rather, the percussion section is used more often in a support setting, usually paired 

with different sections of the winds to provide interesting and unique colors.  This could have 

been a conscious decision as he wrote this piece for younger players in comparison to his other 

masterworks for wind band. 

6.2 Musical Elements 

 Al Fresco opens with marimba sustaining a roll on C3.  At the time of the premiere, this 

was more than likely one of the lowest notes available on marimba.  In this instance, the 

marimba serves as a pitch center for the opening of the work, as the solo winds are also 

sustaining long notes. The wind players then bend the pitch in order to create dissonance against 

the sustained, steady C in the marimba.  The marimba is a logical choice to serve as the pitch 

center for this opening section as the player does not need to breathe and can hold a steady pitch 

for an infinite amount of time while wind players are typically restricted to how long they can 

sustain between breaths. Beginning at measure 20, the marimba has a melody counter to the 

flutes that Husa instructs the performer to “bring out.”  The vibraphone serves a more rhythmic 

role during this passage, and Husa asks for “normal/medium mallets.”  Husa is also specific 

about the suspended cymbal colors during this phrase, as he marks “Suspended Cymbal, on the 
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dome,” in measure 20, and instructs the performer to strike the cymbal “in the middle” in 

measure 26.  Also in measure 26, the vibraphone repeats the same countermelody as the 

marimba found a few measures before, but this time with the alto saxophones.  In measure 30, 

the marimba starts with the same melodic contour, but this time supported by the piano.  As the 

phrase progresses, Husa constructs an orchestrated crescendo by adding the vibraphone in 

measure 33 that leads to the next section of the piece.  

 

 

Fig 6.2, Al Fresco, mms. 1-4, marimba sustaining while wind soloists bend pitch 

 

 The second large section of Al Fresco starts at measure 37 and lasts through measure 80.  

During this section of the piece, the short, syncopated, almost agitated rhythms dominate the 

texture compared to the previous passage.  Husa orchestrates the snare drum, bass drum, and 
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timpani with the low brass, providing a rhythmic base for the other brass instruments to present 

syncopated melodic figures.  Compared to the wind rhythms, which are predominantly dotted 

eighth sixteenth rhythms, the rhythms in the percussion section are much simpler and rest 

generally on strong beats.  At measure 43, Husa uses the snare drum and suspended cymbal to 

imitate the long-short sounds in the upper woodwinds, a favorite technique found in other pieces.  

At measure 59, the suspended cymbal (with wooden stick) and the snare drum play a rhythmic 

groove under a low brass melody. 

 

 

Fig 6.3, Al Fresco, mms. 59-60, snare drum and suspended cymbal rhythm 

 

The next significant percussion entrance happens at the end of this section of the piece in 

measure 80 where the suspended cymbal, vibraphone, and snare drum are all sustaining sounds, 

while the marimba is playing sextuplet rhythms with the flutes, E flat clarinets, and trumpets.  

This texture builds until measure 82 where the marimba and vibraphone play descending 

chromatic sixteenth notes offset by one half step.  This creates a thick, agitated texture that will 

descend to the lowest notes of the vibraphone and marimba.  Husa writes additional notes in 

brackets in case the performers have access to ranges larger than the standard range of the 

vibraphone and marimba in 1974.  The bass drum and timpani begin a roll lasting two bars while 

the snare drum and cymbal release on the downbeat of measure 82.   
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Fig 6.4, Al Fresco, mms. 80-83, vibraphone and marimba descending chromatically 

 

 Husa changes textures and instrument choice for the next section of the piece beginning 

at measure 89.  This decision allows the piece to relax a little while creating a much gentler 

texture.  The vibraphone plays an ostinato with marimba eighth interjecting in every bar.  The 

marimba pitch content creating a major thirds and minor thirds harken back to the melodic 

content in the more agitated section of the piece.  In measures 98-99, the snare drum brings back 

the dotted eighth sixteenth rhythm that dominates wind parts in the previous section of the piece.  

This rhythm in the snare drum accompanies the bassoon, bass clarinet, Bb clarinet, and English 

horn as they play the rhythm over the two bars.  Beginning in measure 100, the marimba and 

vibraphone present a continual series of eighth notes and sixteenth notes with pitch content that 

is almost pentatonic.  This two instruments together function as a pad texture under the melody 

in the flute.  This texture lasts until measure 112, and Husa brings back the dotted eighth 

sixteenth note figure in the snare drum in measure 115 to allude to the next section beginning in 

measure 120. 

 Measure 120 brings back the main melodic figures from measure 37 and Husa begins to 

experiment with previous textures by combining different elements from the agitated and gentler 

textures.  The percussion writing is sparse in these measures compared to other sections of the 

piece, but there are some significant doublings of wind instruments and rhythms found in the 

percussion section.  In measure 137, Husa pairs the glockenspiel and vibraphone with the 

piccolo, a combination that creates an ethereal metallic texture.  Additionally, Husa instructs the 
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glockenspiel player to ad lib. using the black and white keys to create a glissando effect 

signifying the end of the ethereal phrase from measure 137-153.  

 Measure 158 begins an oscillating texture with rapid soft sixteenth notes in the alto and 

tenor saxophones, glissandos with Harmon mutes in the trombones, and a rolled passage on 

marimba where Husa writes the instructions, “mysterious vibrating sound.”  In measures 187-

191 Husa writes glissandos in the vibraphone part, with distinct starting and stopping pitches on 

specific rhythms. 

 

 

Fig. 6.5, Al Fresco, mms. 187-191, vibraphone glissando 

 

 This glissando leads into a new section of the piece, where the winds and percussion 

gradually build intensity between measures 219-238, a section that eventually grows until all of 

the parts are ad lib until 239.  During these measures, the percussion is not entirely ad lib., as 

Husa notates some specific pitches he wants the percussion to play.  Although he notates specific 

pitches, Husa’s main concern with this part of the piece is textural.  The snare drum has specific 

instructions to start at a given tempo, and gradually speed up until the performer is too fast to 

play perceivable rhythms.  At this point, the snare drum rolls until the climax of the section and 

entire piece at measure 241.  In measure 242, the keyboards are paired with piccolo, flutes, 

oboes, English horn, clarinets, saxophones, trumpets, and horns.  The band reaches the climax of 

the piece in 253, signaled by loud impacts in the bass drum, gong, and crash cymbals.  The 

marimba begins an ascending figure in measure 254 similar to the descending figures found in 

the vibraphone and marimba in measures 80-83.  The piece dissolves all of the energy built up 

from the previous section. In measure 255 the vibraphone alludes to the agitated rhythms of the 
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rhythms found in the beginning of the piece while the timpani begins a long descending 

glissando that lasts until measure 260.  The remaining vibraphone notes in measure 265-270 

again reference the beginning agitated rhythms from measure 37 as the piece ends similar to how 

it began.  The marimba and the timpani play a soft roll on C3 that decreases in volume to 

nothing. 

 It is believed that less demand is put on the performers due to the target skill level of the 

ensemble.  While the piece is still very difficult, the percussion writing is not nearly as intricate 

as the parts found in his previous works of Music for Prague 1968 and Apotheosis of this Earth, 

nor are they as difficult as the work that could come after.  Husa does not use percussion to 

introduce primary motivic material, but rather in a support capacity to double the winds in order 

to bring out a unique color, create rhythmic grooves, and build intensity. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

CONCERTO FOR WIND ENSEMBLE 

7.1 Background and Instruments Present 

Husa completed the three movement Concerto for Wind Ensemble the summer and fall of 

1982.  The work was commissioned by the Michigan State University Alumni Band, and was 

premiered by the Michigan State University Wind Ensemble conducted by Karel Husa on 

December 3, 1982.  The work is designed to highlight not soloists, but rather entire sections of 

the wind ensemble.  In April 1984, the United States Marine Band performed Concerto for Wind 

Ensemble at the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.  Like Husa’s previous works for wind 

ensemble, music critics praised Concerto for Wind Ensemble.  Kate Rivers, music critic of the 

Washington Post, said, “Like Husa’s other works, the Concerto will surely secure a high place in 

contemporary wind repertoire.”58  For this piece, Husa won the Sudler International Wind Band 

Composition Competition in 1983, and received the Sudler Medal of the Sousa Order of Merit 

while conducting the Marine Band in a performance of his Concerto for Wind Ensemble. 

 One of the defining and interesting features of this piece is the set up.  Foregoing the 

traditional wind ensemble set up, Husa requested the brass section be grouped into four quintets 

and provides exact locations for the rest of the instruments in the ensemble with the brass in a 

single line across the back on top of risers.  The location of the percussion section is also distinct.  

The placement of the timpanist, at the front of the ensemble and to the conductors left, highlights 

the virtuosic part, notably in the first and third movements.  Husa groups the rest of the 

                                                           

58Allen Molineux, “The Elements of Unity and Their Applications on Various Levels of the First 

Movement of Karel Husa’s Concerto for Wind Ensemble,” Journal of Band Research 21, no. 1 (Fall 

1985): 43. 
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percussion on the opposite side of the stage to the conductor’s right.  The seating chart for 

Concerto for Wind Ensemble is presented below.   

 

 

Fig. 7.1, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Set up 

 

Percussion instruments include: 

Chimes 

Vibraphone 

Glockenspiel 

Antique Cymbals 

Xylophone 

Marimba 

Suspended Cymbal 

Snare Drum 



71 

 

Tom-toms (5) 

Bass Drum 

Timpani 

Gongs (Small, Medium, Large) 

Wood Blocks (3) 

Temple Blocks 

7.2 Musical Elements 

7.2.1 Drum Ceremony and Fanfare 

 Husa divides the first movement of Concerto for Wind Ensemble into two sections, as its 

title “Drum Ceremony and Fanfare” suggests.  The movement begins with loud bell sounds in 

the metallic percussion instruments paired with a dramatic crescendo in the trumpets on the pitch 

E.  As the overall tonic of the first movement is A, with a pitch center of E in the first section 

Husa establishes an overall dominant-tonic relationship between the first and second sections of 

the piece.  The first section (“Drum Ceremony”, beginning to letter C) features virtuosic solo 

timpani and percussion, with low brass glissandi prolonging the dominant, E. Arguably, the most 

innovative percussion writing in this piece is the prominence of the timpani and percussion parts.  

Beginning in measure three, the timpani begins a cadenza that lasts to letter C.  This passage is 

particularly challenging for the timpanist with many tuning changes and pedaling in the middle 

of phrases.  

  Similar to his other pieces, Husa often uses percussion instruments to initiate or conclude 

phrases in other instruments.  We find an instance of this kind of writing at letter A, where the 

toms support the timpani by helping initiate each sextuplet figure.  At letter B, the tom-tom 

imitates the timpani by playing almost the exact same rhythms one beat later with minor 
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exceptions such as the first beat in measure 36 as the overall dynamic of the piece shifts from 

solo timpani to a percussion soli. 

 

 

Fig. 7.2, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Drum Ceremony and Fanfare, mms. 1-18, timpani 

cadenza 

 

 

Between measures 41 and letter C, Husa writes for the entire range of the timpani as this passage 

begins in the lowest range for timpani, and after a long glissando ends on one of the highest 

notes for timpani.  This upward motion is mirrored in the low brass glissandi.  Toms and timpani 

are finally in unison at measure 46 as they play repeating figures that add grace notes in every 

iteration to build tension into the fanfare at letter C. 

 Starting at letter C, Husa uses percussion as support role to help accentuate the brass and 

in particular, the quick woodwind rhythmic figures that dominate this section of “Drum 

Ceremony and Fanfare.”  Still using the percussion to initiate and conclude phrases and motives, 

we see examples of this type of writing in unpitched percussion between measures 54-69 (letter 

D). At letter D, Husa develops the sextuplet motive from the winds in the marimba through 

continuous addition of one note per iteration.  Husa fully realizes the sextuplet motive in the 

xylophone and marimba at measure 80, and doubles the marimba with first baritone, horns, 
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baritone saxophone, and alto saxophones, while the xylophone doubles the baritone, horn, bass 

saxophone, tenor saxophone and contrabass clarinet.  At letter E, the percussion takes on a 

different role and establishes rhythms and note clusters imitated by winds.  This section is very 

rhythmically difficult as the winds must be able to play precisely in time along with the rhythmic 

percussion parts.   

 At measure 128, Husa reintroduces material from the first section of “Drum Ceremony 

and Fanfare” and splices together motivic material from both sections in a final coda.  Material 

from both sections are present in the percussion section in the coda.  Additionally, this is the first 

and only time Husa briefly introduces the sextuplet fanfare motive in the timpani. 

 

 

Fig. 7.3 Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Drum Ceremony and Fanfare, mms. 128-133, 

reintroduction of drum ceremony motive 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.4, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Drum Ceremony and Fanfare, ms. 139,  

fanfare sextuplet motive in timpani 

 

 

7.2.2 Elegy 

 In the second movement of Concerto for Wind Ensemble, the first percussion entrance in 

measure 26-28 in the timpani references the coming secondary theme of “Elegy” found later in 

the movement.  Husa uses the notes D#, G#, and E natural to outline the chord used in the 
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secondary theme.  A few measures later, Husa uses the percussion to enforce oscillating texture 

in the trumpets with Harmon mutes in measures 27-31 by using vibraphone with fast motor.  The 

quarter notes in vibraphone further support the layered trumpet texture of covering and 

uncovering the mute with their hand. 

 

 

Fig. 7.5, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Elegy, mms. 26-28, timpani outlines chord of 

secondary theme 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.6, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Elegy, mms. 29-30, vibraphone texture with motor 

 

 

 Husa uses timpani to introduce a secondary theme of “Elegy.”  This theme is a rapid 

ascension of thirty-second notes beginning on a low D# in timpani ascending to notes oscillating 

between E natural and F natural in the upper register.   

 

 

Fig. 7.7, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Elegy, ms. 46, first presentation of secondary theme 

in timpani 
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Husa develops this theme through rhythmic addition and subtraction.  Furthermore, he spreads 

the gesture around the percussion section, oftentimes orchestrating interlocking parts between 

percussion instruments.  This continues until letter E, when the winds in unison present a fanfare.  

Underneath the fanfare, keyboard percussion play the secondary theme in unison at fff in 

measures 60-61, 63-64, 67, 71, and 72.  Some instances are transformed by addition or 

subtraction of notes. 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.8, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Elegy, ms. 51, secondary theme spread between 

percussion 

 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.9, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Elegy, mms. 60-61, keyboards presenting secondary 

theme in unison 
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7.2.3 Perpetual Motion 

 The final movement of Concerto for Wind Ensemble, “Perpetual Motion.” uses the 

percussion section to their greatest strengths and requires a mature percussion section to execute 

the demanding parts.  Husa uses the percussion for extreme motivic development in this 

movement more than anywhere else in his wind ensemble catalog.  By the time he composed this 

piece, Husa had truly conceived of the percussion section as an equal among the woodwinds and 

the brass.   

In the beginning of the movement, Husa presents a three-note motive in the winds that 

will become the basis for the entire movement.  Husa manipulates this motive in many different 

ways and the percussion is important in much of that development. In measure four, solo snare 

drum preceded by bell tones in the chimes, glockenspiel, and vibraphone expands upon the three-

note motive.  Eventually, Husa develops this into an extended rhythmic motive in measures 33-

39.  This snare drum motive returns multiple times throughout this movement, usually to 

announce the end of a section. 

 

 

Fig. 7.10, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 4-6, motivic development 

by the snare drum 

 

 

 

Fig. 7.11, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 33-39, further motivic 

development by the snare drum 
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 From letter B-E, Husa writes aleatoric solos for multiple instruments and some groups of 

instruments.  At letter B, the first solo Husa writes is one for the xylophone.  The solo begins 

with a single high D6 followed by each instance adding one note to the gesture.  Husa does not 

write strict notation, but rather suggestions for when the gestures should happen during the bar.  

Husa follows this general rule for all soloists during this section, but he also writes parts in other 

instruments that are strictly in time.  For example, the snare drum and toms bring back 

compound rhythmic figures reminiscent of the snare drum solo from the opening of the work in 

measures 63, 69-71, 80-83, and 92-95. 

 

 

Fig. 7.12, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 41-44, xylophone solo 
 

 

 At letter E, Husa begins the vibraphone passage with the three-note motive from the 

beginning, this time expanding the initial interval from minor third, to a perfect fourth.  

Following the short reintroduction of the initial motive, the vibraphone emphasizes duple 

sixteenth notes in compound meter to create a groove for the soli passages in the flutes and 

clarinets. 

 

 

Fig. 7.13, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 113-116, 

vibraphone groove 
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The groove mirrors the texture of the wind instruments by rolling when the winds sustain.  The 

vibraphone plays a quick descending gesture to end the section. 

  At letter F, Husa writes a short duet passage between the marimba and xylophone.  

While both parts are marked solo, one instrument performs ascending or descending figure while 

the other sustains rolls.  The ascending or descending figure is the important line and should be 

emphasized.  The timpani play a duple sixteenth note groove reminiscent of the vibraphone 

passage found at letter E while the snare drum continues to reference compound meter in 

measures 140-146 and again with timpani in measures 160-170. 

 

 

Fig. 7.14, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 128-131, 

Xylophone and marimba duet 

 

 

 Husa manipulates the vibraphone timbre in measures 182-189 by asking the performer 

essentially to mute every note by keeping the mallet on the bar after initial contact.  This creates 

a very short, stopped sound that mirrors the stopped horn sounds that precedes the vibraphone.  

Husa again uses the extreme ranges of the keyboard percussion; writing for double stop unison 

notes three octaves apart in measures 194-196. 
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Fig. 7.15, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 194-196, 

Vibraphone and Marimba double stop 

 

 

 In the next passage, the keyboards trade off rhythmic eighth notes figures with layered entrances 

from the brass and woodwinds. 

 From letters J through P, Husa uses the percussion section in a less thematic role and 

more in a gestural and support function.  During this section, timpani and toms have multiple 

isolated gestural passages all marked “freely.”  Due to the set-up, the timpani and toms are on 

opposite ends of the stage that provides a stereo effect.  Husa writes the rhythms the performers 

should follow and when they should begin, but the intention is not to be rhythmically precise. 

 

 

Fig. 7.16, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 235-237, Timpani gesture 

 

 

The entrances become more rhythmically precise beginning in measure 321 and the snare drum 

ends the section in measure 338 with another reintroduction of the initial compound motive.  
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Fig. 7.17, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 338-344,  

Snare drum theme 

 

 

The keyboard percussion in this section (vibraphone, chimes, marimba) mirror the chorale 

entrances in the winds. 

 A quasi fugue section begins at letter P with the statement of the fugue subject in the 

clarinets.  The timpani rolls at pp, filling out the low end of the section as the clarinets play the 

soli passage.  The timpani and snare drum play running eighth notes to help reinforce the meter 

in measures 358 and 377.  The vibraphone states the fugue subject at 383, and the marimba and 

xylophone enter with a fragmented version of the subject in measure 394 and 401, respectively.  

 

 

Fig. 7.18, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 383-388,  

Statement of vibraphone fugue subject 

 

 

At measure 421, the texture of the music changes to emphasize the section playing of the 

ensemble.  The keyboard percussion with the addition of the toms are the first soli passage in this 

section.  The soli passages develop and manipulate the initial fugue subject. 
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Fig. 7.19, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 421-425,  

percussion soli  

 

 

The timpani and toms trade off references to the fugue subject in measures 438-486.  Each 

iteration is developed through addition and becomes progressively longer until a recapitulation of 

the initial theme in the winds at measure 496.  With the theme from the beginning of the 

movement, Husa also brings back the initial snare drum motive in measure 498. 

 

 

Fig. 7.20, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 498-502,  

snare drum motive 

 

 

At the climax of the entire piece, Husa evokes the timpani cadenza from the “Drum Ceremony 

and Fanfare” in measure 532 before launching into the coda of the third movement. Underneath 

the timpani, there are bell tones similar to the beginning of the third movement. 
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Fig. 7.21, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, ms. 531-532,  

recap of timpani cadeza from “Drum Ceremony and Fanfare” 

 

 

At letter Z, Husa uses the temple blocks for the second time in the entire piece.  The ensemble 

plus temple blocks state the motive from the third movement in its entirety.  Being a non-pitched 

percussion instrument, the temple blocks rely on the contour of the theme rather than specific 

pitches. 

 

 

Fig. 7.22, Concerto for Wind Ensemble, Perpetual Motion, mms. 545-547,  

temple blocks stating the theme of the third movement 

 

 

The percussion section layers entrances as Husa builds energy towards the end of the piece.  The 

piece concludes with the same pitches that begin the movement, C, D#, and E. 

7.3 Conclusion 

 Although Karel Husa was not the first composer to conceive of the percussion section as 

an equal voice in the modern wind ensemble, Husa’s works for wind ensemble stand as an 

evolution in percussion writing for the ensemble in the 20th century.  In examining his five major 

works for wind band, it is clear that Husa helped solidify the percussion section’s importance in 

the wind band.  In particular, percussion is included in the development of primary motives, and 

takes center stage in many of his pieces.  His use of timbre and color in his percussion writing is 
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also unique, as it helps illustrate and accentuate many of the wind parts.  In addition, Husa used 

many of the non-pitched instruments in melodic ways that expanded the percussion section’s 

potential.  Further research may include investigating the percussion writing in his concertos, 

namely his Concerto for Percussion and Wind Ensemble (1972).  
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