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FROM J.A.C. REDFORD, FEBRUARY 2008 

People sometimes ask, “Where did you get the idea for that piece?” Often it’s hard to 
explain where an idea comes from, because a musical composition is the intersection 
of so many ideas. The three compositions recorded for this CD, however, are each 
clearly inspired by “images.” One work is a meditation on four paintings – images in 
the literal sense. Another is the cinematic underscoring of a word-picture: the vivid 
nightmare described by a man who lived many centuries ago. The third is a response 
to images from nature. 

October Overtures, composed in 1980, is the earliest of these three works. It was written 
near the beginning of my career as I was just learning to play that complex and 
colorful instrument which is the orchestra. A sense of “play” is key to enjoying 
this work, because it does turn out to be a bit of a romp. As the title suggests, it was 
composed in the autumn. There’s more than a hint of nostalgia here. Four years 
earlier, my family and I had moved from the foothills of the Wasatch Mountains in 
Utah, where we had genuine seasons, to southern California, where we eff ectively 
did not. Before beginning to write this piece, I felt I needed a change of scenery. As 
October began, I left the record-breaking smog in Los Angeles for the canyons of Utah 
where, surrounded by the brilliant variety of color in the monumental stillness of that 
country, I found ideas began to form, patterns to emerge. October Overtures revels in its 
sources of inspiration and has no deeper ambition than to delight the ear and heart 
with sound responding to nature. 

The work is unabashedly lyrical. An expectant introduction gives way to the 
opening theme in two parts: a passionate folk dance with Celtic roots, followed by 
a jaunty clarinet solo. The dance melody is then repeated and brought to a ringing 
conclusion. After a short bridging passage, a subordinate theme is introduced, 
scored fi rst for woodwinds and fi nally dissolving into a poignant section for strings. 
A forthright motive for horns announces a return to the dance theme, which is 
concluded with the bell-like music that ended the fi rst section. The development 
section is made up of several variations on the themes, ending with a resonant chorale. 
Growing from this, the introductory material appears once more, leading home to the 
dance theme which concludes the work. 

The Ancient of Days, by contrast, has a very specifi c program in mind, as it is a dramatic 
music narrative based on the Bible’s seventh chapter of Daniel. I like to think of it as a 
movie without pictures. During the course of the work, the chapter is read by a narrator 
while music accompanies Daniel’s rich imagery with cinematic gestures. Commissioned 
by the Westminster Brass, the piece was originally composed in 1993 for brass quintet, 
organ and percussion. For this recording, I expanded the instrumentation to a large 
orchestra including triple woodwinds and six French horns. 

I became interested in setting the chapter to music while reading the book of Daniel 
aloud with a small group of friends. I was fascinated by Daniel, who was transplanted 
from his own Hebraic culture to a life within the aristocratic ruling class of Babylon. He 
charted a precarious course as a trusted counselor to at least three diff erent regimes in 
two antagonistic empires. As a devout follower of Israel’s God, he surely must have felt the 
tension between his life and faith and the prevailing paganism of Babylonian society. His 
was a diffi  cult journey through mine fi elds of political intrigue, religious competition and 
moral decline. Yet somehow he kept this balance and even fl ourished. It’s in this context 
that Daniel had his great apocalyptic vision recorded in chapter seven. 

The Ancient of Days begins with a simple, stately theme modeled after the hymns of the 
Protestant tradition. It gives the listener a touchstone or reference point, as preparation 
for the turbulent images to come. At the second statement of the theme, however, shifting 
dissonances and broken military rhythms on the snare drum suggest a culture in decline, 
like Daniel’s and our own. This sort of treatment highlights one of the salient features of 
The Ancient of Days: it employs the technique of “word painting” to color the literary images 
with specifi c musical eff ects intended to bring the images to life between the listeners’ ears. 

The music that describes the opening of the vision is dreamlike, punctuated by trumpet 
calls that hint at the violent nature of the things Daniel is about to see. The listener 
knows that this will be no pastoral idyll, but a fi erce and terrifying nightmare. The piece 
unfolds in earnest as winds whip up the sea in a tempestuous section, orchestrated for 
the full ensemble. Out of the sea arise four great beasts, each characterized by its own 
particular music. 
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The fi rst beast is like a lion with eagle’s wings. Many believe that this animal represents 
the Babylonian Empire under King Nebuchadnezzar. My primary metaphor for this 
music was found in stone friezes at the British Museum that depict the Babylonian lion 
hunts. In a vulgar show of manliness, Babylonian kings would release hundreds of lions 
into an arena, chase them about in chariots, and slaughter them with arrows and spears. 
With this in mind, the music takes the form of a garish, bloody hunt. Daniel watches 
this beast until its wings are plucked and a man’s heart is given to it. This is descriptive 
of Nebuchadnezzar’s transformation and the restoration of his kingdom after seven years 
of insanity. This transformation is addressed musically with a brief reprise of the opening 
hymn tune.

The second beast is like a bear, generally interpreted to symbolize the Medo-Persian 
Empire that came into power after the Babylonians. I use the trombones, tuba, and 
timpani, along with contrabassoon and bass clarinet to depict this huge, lumbering 
creature gnawing on its feast of ribs. The third beast is like a leopard with wings, 
usually thought to represent Alexander the Great and the Greek Empire. The primary 
musical image is one of fi erce speed, representing the force and swiftness of Alexander’s 
conquests. This relentless energy is portrayed by the trumpets, using a technique called 
double-tonguing that allows the trumpeters to play in very quick staccato rhythms, and 
is accompanied by the xylophone. 

The fourth beast is more terrible than the other three, traditionally signifying an evil 
leader who will appear on the scene to dominate the world in its last days. Musically, 
this section begins with an arrogant initial statement that eventually turns into a fugue 
that never quite gets off  the ground. It sinks under the weight of its own turbulent 
sonorities, fi nally yielding to a militaristic march theme that describes the war that this 
beast will wage. The beast theme and warlike elements return repeatedly throughout this 
section until the music degenerates into complete chaos which builds to a fever pitch and 
suddenly ends as God, the Ancient of Days, arrives to deal with the beasts.

The appearance of the Ancient of Days is expressed with a melody developed contrapuntally 
from a single phrase of the primary theme, suggesting divine order and inevitability. But 

overwhelming power is present also, described in the climactic moment as the beasts 
are judged and destroyed. Finally, the Son of Man steps forward to receive his rightful 
kingdom, accompanied by a quiet and straightforward statement of the hymn in its 
purest form, which grows gradually to a triumphant fi nish. 

The fi nal work on this recording, The Alphabet of Revelation, is an abstract musical meditation 
on four 20th century paintings paintings: The Treachery of Images (1929) by René Magritte, 
The Persistence of Memory (1931) by Salvadore Dalí, Gare Montparnasse (The Melancholy of Departure) 
(1914) by Giorgio de Chirico and Dance, Issy-les-Moulineaux (1909-10 ) by Henri Matisse. 

I. THE TREACHERY OF IMAGES

The Treachery of Images is one of Magritte’s best-known paintings. Below a large pipe are 
the words “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” (“This is not a pipe”). With this sly comment, Magritte 
gets us to think about the complex relationships between an image and the thing it represents. 
The music begins with a huge block chord, the very essence of solidity and certainty. “A pipe 
IS a pipe,” it seems to say. Out of this chord, however, notes begin to slide, with tenuous 
glissandi at fi rst, eventually forming into scales and drifting upward like smoke, underlaid 
by an ambiguous harmonic progression. The scales gradually move faster and faster, 
building to a climax when suddenly the music takes a left turn and the strings deliver a 
series of crunching rhythmic dissonances over which the piano introduces the primary 
theme of the quartet, an angular melody composed of short motifs of thirds and fi fths 
linked by fragments of scales. Soon the music turns left again, becoming a circus waltz. 
The movement ends with a question mark. 

II. THE PERSISTENCE OF MEMORY 

One of Dalí’s most recognizable works, The Persistence of Memory gives us a surrealistic 
landscape of melting watches, each set to a diff erent time, along with marauding ants 
and a distorted image of the artist’s own face, defl ated like a balloon. It’s a powerful 
picture of a world that has lost its certainties. The music takes shape as an ironic scherzo.
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III. THE MELANCHOLY OF DEPARTURE 

Early in his career, Giorgio De Chirico painted a series of Italian street scenes. But 
unlike the bustling Parisian streets of the French impressionists, De Chirico’s streets 
were stark and lonely places, full of shadows but disturbingly devoid of life. The music 
of this movement is about loneliness, both experienced and observed. 

IV. DANCE

By contrast, Dance is a painting of joy and vitality. As I refl ected on this wonderful painting, 
the words of T. S. Eliot echoed in my mind: “at the still point of the turning world, there 
the dance is.” A seeming contradiction, the “still point” and the “dance” co-inhabiting the 
same point in space and time. All of these ideas soaked into my thinking about the fourth 
movement. About midway through work on the fi rst three movements, I realized that the 
fourth was not going to bring together the material from these movements in some fi nal, 
transformed and triumphant form, but that it was going to be radically “other.” This 
realization felt like a discovery rather than a decision on my part. It’s almost as if the best 
response to the angst of the fi rst three paintings is not an explanation, but a letting go of 
explanations, in the whirling motion of the dance that circles joyously at the still point of 
the turning world. 

Mulling over the big picture, I suspect the story these four paintings tell me is one 
of spiritual transformation, the upheaval of change through a process of questioning 
one’s cherished certainties, watching them melt in a harsh Spanish light or be overrun 
by ants, walking through the disorientation, loneliness and alienation which the loss of 
fi xed assurance leaves in its wake, and fi nally discovering the dance that awaits at the end 
of the path. 

The quartet’s title, The Alphabet of Revelation, is taken from a 1929 painting by Magritte. This 
painting features four symbols, organized clockwise from top left, a pipe, a key, a leaf, and 
a goblet. The pipe reminds me of The Treachery of Images, the key of The Persistence of Memory, 
the leaf of The Melancholy of Departure, and the goblet, enduring symbol of both high spirits 
and Eucharist, reminds me of the Dance.

V VI

Art Direction by Geoff  Stevens
Packaging created by Aaron Greene (Art Direction), Cory Godbey (Paintings), 
Christopher Koelle (Art & Design), Matt Mantooth (Design) at Portland Studios. 

Images in order of appearance (L-R): 
The Treachery of Images (Magritte) © 2008 C. Herscovici, Brussels / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York
The Persistence of Memory (Dali) © 2008 Salvador Dali, Gala-Salvador Dali Foundation / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York 
Gare Montparnasse (The Melancholy of Departure) (de Chirico) © 2008 Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / SIAE, Rome
Dance (Matisse) © 2008 Succession H. Matisse, Paris / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York




