
Joan Tower 
(b. 1938) 

 
Nationality / Residence: US, Red Hook, NY. Spent childhood (starting age 9) in Bolivia, 
South America where she developed interests in rhythm and percussion. 
Non-compositional activities: Performed as a pianist from 1969-1984 with Da Capo 
Chamber Players, an ensemble she founded in 1969 and which won a Naumburg award in 
1973. Started teaching at Bard College in 1972. From 1985-8 was composer-in-residence 
with the St. Louis Symphony Orchestra and then returned to Bard as a professor. Conducts 
her pieces and often plays with or conducts the Da Capo players as a guest artist. Is on the 
artistic advisory panel of BMI Foundation. She also serves frequently as consultant, lecturer, 
panelist, and mentor to people and institutions in music and academia. 
 
Principle works (date) - genre: (see Schirmer webpage for full listing) 
*Black Topaz (1976) for piano, fl., cl, Bcl, tpt, Tbn, and percussion (2 mar., 2 vib., range of 
temple blocks, tom-toms. Colorful writing, suggesting changing colors of gem-stone. (13 
min.) 
*Sequoia (1981) – Her first full-scale orchestral commission for the American Composer’s 
Orchestra. It is in one mv. Accessible, rhythmic and colorful. Themes of balance and 
contrast, and explores the textural and dynamic range of orchestra. Emphasis on rhythmic 
drive and coloristic effect. Depicts giant redwood from trunk to needles. (16 min.) 
*Silver Ladders  (1986) – one mv. three parts. Notable for motivic dev., chamber like solos,  
Rhythmic and dynamic contrasts, and prominent use of percussion. Written while at  SLSO. 
(22 min) 
*Petroushskates (1980)- homage to Stravinsky (approx. 6 min) 
*Music for Cello and Orchestra  (1984) ( 
*Piano Concerto No. 1(1985)- homage to Beethoven (approx. 20 min) 
*Fanfare for the Uncommon Woman (1987)- homage to Copland, but dedicated to ‘women who 
are adventurous and take risks.’ Written while at SLSO. Scored for 3 trumpets, 4 horns, 3 
trombones, tuba and percussion. N.B. wrote subsequent other Fanfares for the Uncommon 
Woman (1-5) with different orchestrations. Second( 1989) adds one percussion, third (1991) 
scored for double brass quintet, and fourth scored for full orchestra.. Fifth and final 
commission for Aspen Music Festival in 1993 and was written for Joan Harris. 
*Très Lent (1994)- homage to Messiaen, particularly his Quartet for the End of Time. For piano 
and cello. Intervallic arches, expansion and contraction of harmonic bands and pedals.  
*Night Fields- String Quartet No. 1 
*Rapids (1996)- Piano concerto no. 2. 
*Tambor (1998)- written for the Pittsburgh Symphony Orchestra. 
*DNA – for percussion quintet commisseioned for Frank Epstein. 
*Celebration- dedicated to Hillary Rodham Clinton and conducted in 1993 at the White House 
by Tower. 
*In Memory- (2002) 2nd String Quartet, premiered by Tokyo SQ and toured with them. 
*Made in America- (2004) Ford Made In America commissioning program (see notes below) 
*Incandescent- her third string quartet for the Emerson SQ who toured it throughout the 
world. 
*Purple Rhapsody  (2005)– for viola and orchestra (17 min). 
*Chamber Dance- (2006) -commission of Orpheus Chamber Orchestra. Toured in Japan and 
Korea. (16 min) 
*Strike Zones (2007)– Percussion concerto perf. at Carnegie Hall and the Kennedy Center by 
Slatkin with the NSO and Evelyn Glennie. 



Principle styles and periods / characteristic traits:  
Over all the evocative titles of many of her works suggests that imagery, rather than a 
specific program influenced her compositional style. Her work has been described as 
impressionistic and sometimes as neo-romantic. Bold contrasts, surprising subtleties, honesty 
of expression, imagination and sensitivity. Miniaturist in her work on small articulations and 
motives even when they result in large compositions, small details resound clearly, especially 
in her rhythms. 
1960’s serial- influenced by Babbitt and Wuorinen. 
Starting with Black Topaz (1976)–moved towards a style more influenced by Messaien and 
Crumb after having heard Quatuor pour la fin du Temps. 
Compositions written for the Da Capo Chamber Players like Hexachord (1972), Platinum 
Spirals (1976), Amazon I (1977), Petrroushskates (1980) and Wings (1981) informed by and 
reflect her experiences as a performer with a small chamber group. 
Many pieces were composed with a particular performer in mind: Music for Cello and Orchestra 
(1984) for André Emelianoff and Night Fields (1994) for the Muir Quartet.  
 
Principle genres: mostly instrumental genres. Concertos (difficult!) for solo instruments 
including piano (2), flute, clarinet, violin, percussion, and a Concerto for Orchestra (joint 
commission from SLSO and CSO and NY Phil. Two string quartets and numerous tone 
poems which she calls “sonic pictures”. Wrote a ballet Stepping Stones (1993) commissioned 
by the Milwaukee Ballet. Clarinet Quintet for David Shifrin and the Chamber Music Society 
of Lincoln Center, Elegy for Trombone and String Quartet for John Swallow and the 
Cleveland Quartet. Quite a bit of solo music, and even a piece for youth chorus and 
percussion entitled Can I (2007). Band music (2007) Vast Antique Cubes/ Throbbing Still.  
 
Key terms / definitions / stylistic innovations:By and large she didn’t invent anything 
truly new, but rather took her inspiration from nature, minerals, people, and composed to 
their beauty, complexity, and strengths. Her textures are fresh, her rhythmic energy is 
undying, and her music is often lyrical, and embodies a vast emotional range. 
Influenced by / studied with: Chou Wen-chung. Otto Luening, Jack Beeson, and Vladimir 
Ussachevsky (all at Columbia). Beethoven was her ‘bible’. Stravinsky, Messiaen, Copland.  
 
Personally associated with: Joel Lester (v.), Patricia Spencer (fl.), co-founding members of 
Da Capo. Leonard Slatkin has been a champion of her works, and it was he who invited her 
to be composer-in-residence of the SLSO after her Sequoia caught his eye (or ear!).  
 
Biographic notes: Her father (mineralogist) was the initial push behind her musical studies 
(her relationship with him can be seen in her works like Black Topaz and Silver Ladders. 
Studied at Bennington College (1958061) and Columbia University (MA 1965, DMA 1978). 
She won a Guggenheim Fellowship (1977). She was awarded numerous commissions from 
the Koussevitzky, Fromm, Jerome and Naumburg foundations.  Her Third Fanfare for the 
Uncommon Woman (1991) inaugurated the gala concert for the centennial of Carnegie Hall. 
She was the first woman to receive the Grawemeyer Award in 1990 for Silver Ladders (1986). 
In 1997 became composer-in-residence with the Orchestra of St. Luke’s. In1998 she 
received the Delaware SO’s Alfred I. DuPont Award for Distinguished American 
Composers and was granted membership in the American Academy and Institute of Arts 
and Letters (1998). In 2002 she won the Annual Composer’s Award from the Lancaster (PA) 
Symphony. In 2004 the Pittsburgh SO’s recording of Tambor, Made in America, and Concerto for 
Orchestra earned a Grammy nomination. In 2004 Carnegie Hall’s “Making Music” featured a 
retrospective of her works performed by such artists as the Tokyo String Quartet and 



pianists Melvin Chen and Ursula Oppens. She was the first composer (2005) commissioned 
for the “Ford Made in America” program (a collaboration between Meet the Composer and 
the League of American Orchestras), which involves smaller-budget orchestras as 
commissioning agents. Her 15 minutes Made in America was performed in all 50 states during 
the 2005-2007 seasons. In 2008 Slatkin’s recording of Made in America with the Nashville 
Symphony won three Grammy Awards; Best Orchestral Performance, Best Classical Album, 
and Best Classical Contemporary Composition. Joan Tower has been the subject of 
television documentaries on PBS's WGBH television station in Boston, on the CBS network 
program, Sunday Morning, and MJW Productions in England. She is published exclusively 
by Associated Music Publishers. 
  
Discographic notes: 
Tower: Made in America/Tambor/Concerto for Orchestra Naxos  
Chamber and Solo Music Naxos 
Silver Ladders/Island Prelude/Sequoia Naxos 
Cantos Desiertos/BEASER/TOWER/LIEBERMANN Naxos 
WORLD PREMIERE COLLECTION Naxos 
Joan Tower Concertos d’Note Classics (violin, flute, piano, and cl. concerti) 
Joan Tower: Petroushskates, Wings, Amazon, Platium Spirals, etc.   
Joan Tower Instrumental Music Naxos (includes In memory, Big Sky, Wild Purple, No Longer Very 
Clear, Island Prelude)  
Black Topaz – Joan Tower New World Records (Night fields, Snow dreams, and Black Topaz) 
Duets, Five Fanfares for the Uncommon Woman, Concerto for Orchestra  Koch label. 
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