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Mobile, Alabama - Miami, Florida - Milwaukee, Wisconsin (from Some Towns and 
Cities)  — Benjamin Verdery 


Tonight’s program explores the many ways music can express the essence of a place, 
with several selections dedicated to locations and communities from around the globe. 
A guiding thread through the program is Benjamin Verdery’s Some Towns and Cities, a 
diverse collection of fifteen musical portraits of American communities both large and 
small. Verdery, an eclectic composer and longtime chair of the guitar department at 
Yale University, considers each town’s history, culture, and personality in its sonic 
sketch. In “Mobile, Alabama,” the program’s opening piece, Verdery pairs a guitar 
played in the classical manner with one played with a slide, a nod to Blues guitarists 
like Ed Bell, Johnny Shines, and Robert Johnson who performed and traveled in 
Alabama and the US South in the first half of the twentieth century. “Miami, Florida,” 
the rousing conclusion to the program’s first half, captures some of the Latin influence 
coursing through much of this city’s music. Originally recorded by Verdery with Spanish 
flamenco guitarist Paco Peña, the piece brims with style and rasgueado (a strumming 
technique common to Spanish and Latin guitar music). “Milwaukee, Wisconsin,” in 
contrast, offers a slice of the American Midwest. Following a dreamy introduction 
featuring chords of strummed harmonics (the gentle lapping of Lake Michigan’s waves, 
perhaps?), the piece explodes with an energy fit for a rathskeller. 


Juba (from In the Bottoms) — Nathaniel Dett

  

Composed for the piano by Nathaniel Dett in 1913, the five-movement piano suite “In 
the Bottoms” depicts scenes of Black life along the river bottoms of the Southern 
United States. “Juba,” the suite’s lighthearted final movement, is based on the juba 
dance rhythm popular with antebellum slaves and often encountered in Louisiana folk 
music. This rhythm, notated in “Juba” by an eighth note + two sixteenth notes + two 
eighth notes, reflects the stomps and claps characteristic of the dance form. Dett was 
himself a trailblazing Black composer, performer, and music professor with a strong 
interest in Black folk music (an interest he may have first developed while studying 
piano at the Oberlin Conservatory). With its striking syncopations, pentatonic melodies, 
and prominent use of open fourths and fifths, “Juba” reflects an era of the early 
twentieth century when Dett and other American composers sought to combine folk 
and classical idioms on the concert stage. It appears on tonight’s program in an 
arrangement by Duo Noire.        




Mallorca — Isaac Albéniz


From the American south to the Iberian peninsula: “Mallorca,” composed by the post-
Romantic Spanish composer and pianist Isaac Albéniz, pays homage to the color and 
beauty of the large Mediterranean island of the same name lying off the coast of Spain. 
According to one biographer, Albéniz stated that in this and other works from his early 
period, “there is less musical science, less of the grand idea, but more color, sunlight, 
flavor of olives.” Indeed, “Mallorca” remains among his most popular compositions not 
because of any great musical subtlety, but because of its masterful evocation of time, 
place, and feeling. Like Nathaniel Dett, Albéniz nurtured a lifelong interest in folk music 
and dance, especially the rhythms, “exotic” scales, and cante jondo or “deep song” 
characteristic of Andalusian flamenco music. In the opening and closing sections of 
“Mallorca”, prominent dissonances and an ambiguous harmonic palette lend the music 
a mysterious air that is nevertheless unmistakably Spanish. The sun comes out in the 
major-mode middle section, which is marked by long-breathed melodies over steady 
accompaniment.


Soli Deo Gloria — Courtney Bryan  


The Latin term Soli Deo gloria means “Glory to God alone” and has long been used by 
composers to signify that a work is meant to praise or glorify the Christian deity. In this 
piece, composed in 2017 and commissioned by Duo Noire, Bryan leads us through 
stages of a prayer: contemplative; unsettled and searching; questioning and hoping; a 
prayer; pursuing; realization; and acceptance. A native of New Orleans, Bryan draws on 
jazz, gospel, and hymnody in much of her work. There are hints of these styles 
throughout “Soli Deo Gloria,” but the pervading mood is one of quiet reverence 
punctuated by moments of more fervent emotion.  


Figments - 7E — Raymond Lustig


“Figments - 7E” is one of a collection of six pieces for two guitars composed by 
Raymond Lustig (7E was the apartment number he and his wife shared when they were 
wed). In Lustig’s own words, each “figment” explores “a wholeness that is shared in 
two non-independent parts. Melodies and rhythmic schemes exist not in either player's 
part but in the sum of the two, so the two parts must be together to make sonic 
sense.” Indeed, the texture is spun gossamer, with each guitarist’s line finely woven 
into the other’s. Hypnotically repetitious outer sections frame a more agitated and 
virtuosic middle.  


Hocus Pocus — Clarice Assad


This frothy witches’ brew is the concoction of one of Brazil’s leading musical voices, 
Clarice Assad. The first movement, “Abracadabra!”, conjures a midnight scene of 
magical revelry. Extended techniques like Bartok pizzicato (pulling up on a string and 
releasing it to achieve a loud, harsh sound), string bending, and percussive drumming 
accentuate the piece and give it more than a hint of the supernatural. In “Shamans,” 



the second movement, the music drifts between quiet, dreamlike outer sections and an 
unsettling middle passage of squeaks, scratches, and clicks. In societies that practice 
shamanism, the shaman is thought to have access to the world of both good and evil 
spirits, and perhaps we can hear both in this movement. “Hocus Pocus” concludes 
with “Klutzy Witches,” a more cartoonish than menacing portrait of a coven of crones. 
Shifting meters and syncopation represent their “klutziness,” but the piece itself 
demands a high degree of precision and coordination between performers. A surprise 
final chord seems to suggest that there is more grace to these witches than we first 
suspected! 


Jongo — Paulo Bellinati


The program concludes with one of the better-known pieces by Brazilian guitarist 
Paulo Bellinati, “Jongo.” Like the juba, the jongo is a dance and music genre 
originating in the slave communities of the New World, in this case those who worked 
the large coffee plantations of Brazil. The jongo was traditionally an all-night affair of 
drumming, dancing, and call-and-response singing in Portuguese sprinkled with words 
of African origin. Published for two guitars in 1989 and dedicated to the famed Assad 
brothers (who are father and uncle to Clarice Assad, the composer of “Hocus Pocus”), 
Bellinati’s “Jongo” thrillingly captures the outsized energy and rhythmic vivacity of the 
genre. From the opening measures, the piece barrels forward at a whirlwind tempo 
marked by constant hemiola (the effect of shifting between triple and duple meter). In 
the work’s climatic section, Bellinati transforms the two guitars into percussive 
instruments, with each performer slapping the strings, fingerboard, and sound board in 
a wonderful imitation of the fire-tuned drums used for centuries in the traditional jongo 
celebration. A spirited reprise of the opening measures and a striking final chord bring 
the festivities—and tonight’s program—to a jubilant close.          


– Michael Bane



