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eighth blackbird
• formed in 1996
• has won numerous competitions
• is in residence at the Universities of Richmond and Chicago
• likes wine and cheese
• recently performed in the Netherlands, South Korea, Mexico, Poland and all 
 over the  US of A including Carnegie Hall and Lincoln Center 
• especially loves Iowa
• has been featured by such acronyms as CBS, NPR, MPR and the NYT
• has released three discs on Cedille: thirteen ways, beginnings and fred
• uses 12 hands, plays over 50 instruments and is at last count 186 years old 
• looks good for their age
• is represented by ICM Artists, Ltd.
• occupies one small portion of cyberspace at www.eighthblackbird.com

frederic rzewski
• was born in Westfield, Massachusetts in 1938
• currently lives in Brussels
• has written music that has experimental and improvisational elements
• makes excellent oatmeal
• has written music that uses graphic notation and twelve-tone techniques
• is a fantastic pianist
• sometimes smokes cigars
• likes Shostakovich, who has always been one of his favorite composers
• enjoys green tea 
• wrote Pocket Symphony for eighth blackbird in 2000

this cd was made possible by
• eighth blackbird’s incredible families
• their fantastic and supportive spouses/partners 
• their dedicated manager at ICM
• their devoted publicist at 21C 
• Cedille, their kick-ass record label
• the man himself: Frederic Rzewski  
• the letter F and the number 8

eighth blackbird fred
                                    Music of Frederic Rzewski (b. 1938)

1–6 Pocket Symphony (2000) (27:40)

7 Les Moutons de Panurge (1969) (11:38)

8 Coming Together (1971) (arr. Matt Albert, 2000/2003) (18:51)
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POCKET SYMPHONY
Matthew Duvall (MD): What do you think 

about the piece that you wrote for us? 
Do you think about it?

Frederic Rzewski (FR): Well I think you 
guys play it very well and it’s been 
played by a couple of other groups 
in Europe, also quite well. And it 
seems to work pretty well. I’m pret-
ty happy with it. 

   But I can say that you have made 
that into something very special.  As 
I say, it’s been performed by several 
other groups but your group plays it 
in its own special way. And of course, 
you can record it, but you know the 
way you do it, it’s kind of theater 
(laughing)…. 

Lisa Kaplan (LK):  Hmmm.

FR:  So . . . you really have to see it.  I think 
it’s a piece for live performance. I 
mean I’m sure . . . you already have 
recorded it?

Matt Albert (MA): We already have record-
ed it.  That’s right. 

FR:  I’m sure it’s a very good recording, 
but I think your performance last year 
in Cincinnati was unforgettable. 

MA:  Thank you.

FR:  It was so theatrical. You turned it into, 
some kind of like a play of Ibsen or 
something. 

MA:  Wow, yeah. 

FR:  There seemed to be you know all of 
this sexual energy going on. 

Molly Barth (MB): (lots of laughter)

   So, you didn’t know us. Did you have 
any idea if we would be intimidated or 
excited by the cadenzas that you had 
indicated for each of us?

FR:  Well of course I had no idea what your 
improvisational experience was…

MB:  Right, right.

FR:  . . . but personally I feel very strongly 
about it. Improvisation . . . I always 
try to include it somehow. So . . . and 
I knew you were hotshot players, 
because Allen Otte told me so.

MB:  Okay (laughing)

MA:  (laughing)

FR:  (laughing)

MA:  And his word (laughing) is…

FR:  So I wasn’t worried about that.

MB:  Okay.

FR:  And as for the improvisations I mean 
it’s, it’s you know, it’s not obligatory. 
You don’t have to improvise. 

MB:  Uh huh

FR:  You can also do nothing.

MA:  I certainly never thought about it the 
way that you were describing, where 
this is something that you can or 
cannot do. The cadenza felt like an 
obligation to figure out, the first few 
times that we performed it. And we 
certainly worked on it that way as a 
group. But I think we really grew from 
that. Trying to figure out something 
to say that made sense in the course 
of the whole piece. 

FR:  I don’t think you can really play classi-
cal music if you don’t improvise. 

MA:  Yeah?

FR:  Because actually improvisation is a 
very important part of classical music 
that’s something they don’t teach you 
in school. 

MB:  That’s right.

FR:  They call it interpretation. 

MA:  Right. 

FR:  You know, classical musicians actu-
ally do improvise all the time, it’s just 
that they are reading the music.  And 
they’re reading it in their own way, 
and that’s what improvisation is. 

MA:  You seem very inspired by what’s 
going on around you. If “inspired” is 
the right word. 

Nicholas Photinos (NP):  Well it seems 
like there’s definitely these political 
pieces that you have but then there’s 
also these . . . you know . . . like “Pocket 
Symphony” which is completely . . . 
I mean there’s no political message 
there. 

MA:  Is there? (laughing)

FR:  No. No. I don’t think so. 

NP:  Yeah and so I mean how does the 
process differ for you, in terms of 
composition?

MA:  or inspiration?

FR:  You mean if it’s political or not politi-
cal?

MA, NP:   Yeah.

FR:  I don’t know. I mean it doesn’t matter. 
Sometimes you might think it’s not 
political and it turns out to be politi-
cal or the opposite. You don’t know 
what you’re doing. I don’t know what 
I’m doing. . . 

MA:   (laughing)

FR:  . . . usually.

NP:  So it’s more a process of figuring out 
what it is while you’re doing it?

FR:  I never know what I’m doing until I’ve 
done it and even then I don’t know 
what I’ve done. 

NP:  (laughing)

FR:  . . . and I think this is a good thing 
because in fact when I have this feel-
ing that I really don’t know what I’m 
doing this seems to me like a good 
sign because it means at least I’m not 
doing the same old thing. 

  If I think that I do know what I’m 
doing, there’s something wrong. And it 
usually turns out to be like a bad idea. 

  Because it means you’re doing some-
thing that you already did and it’s not 
going to be as good.  It’s much better 
to go out on a limb and try to do 
something where you really have seri-
ous doubts (laughing) . . . It’s danger-
ous of course.

  Because you know, composing music 
is a very strange kind of job. There’s 
nobody who can tell you how to do it. 
It’s different from most jobs. If you’re 
a truck driver or a heart surgeon or 
an airplane pilot or a policeman or a 
banker there’s somebody there who 
tells you, “You’re doing the job right. 
Do it that way” or “It’s not right, do it 
some other way.” But writing music, 
there are people who will tell you 
that, but you can’t believe them.
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MA:  Well why don’t we move on and talk 
some about the next piece chrono-
logically, Coming Together, and what 
inspired you to write that and how 
you wrote it the way that you did, 
that one.

FR: I was living in New York in. . . I went 
there in early ’71. I was living in New 
York when the uprising took place. . .

MA:  In Attica?

FR:  . . .in Attica, and of course, like many 
people, I was horrified.  I certainly 
didn’t think about making a piece of 
music until I read in Ramparts maga-
zine I believe in November of ’71. Two 
months or so after the fact Ramparts 
magazine — which no longer exists, 
but at that time it was a left-leaning 
magazine — published some letters 
by Sam Melville.

MA:  Okay.

FR:  Who was killed, who was murdered 
actually. Now there’s a lot of docu-
mentation that has come out, espe-
cially since they finally, the state finally 
awarded compensation to the people 
that were tortured there.

 
  I didn’t know the facts that much in 

detail, but what impressed me about 
this particular text was not only its 
poetic quality, but also the cryptic 
quality of this text. It seemed to con-
tain a coded message.

MA:  I see. Because of the way he phrased 
certain things. 

FR:  Yes, and I read this text over and over 
again because there was something 
fascinating about it. And I realized as 

I was reading it over and over again 
that this in fact was the right way to 
read this text.

MA:  Just over and over again?

FR:  Yes, and it struck me, you know, 
this thing of reading a text over and 
over again could have many different 
dimensions, just the act of reading and 
re-reading a text. For example, the 
mother of a dead person might read 
that person’s last letter many times.

FR:  This was a text, this letter I believe 
was written to his brother, or a friend.

MA:  Oh really?

FR:  I’m not sure myself exactly.

MB:  And then published after his death?

LK: So it’s a strange foreshadowing, or 
foreboding of what happened.

FR:  Yes, and it’s also written in such a way 
that . . . It’s not just an ordinary let-
ter. 

MD,  MA:  No.

FR:  It’s almost as though it were written 
for. . . posterity or something. 

  And I had to write a piece for this 
Composer’s Forum concert at the 
Donnell Library. I think it was in 
February of ’72.

MA:  Okay.

FR:  So the music was written, the letter 
was published I think in November of 
’71 and it took me about a month, the 
month of December probably to get 
it all together. It took me a long time. 
I didn’t really know what I was doing. 

MA:  How did you decide to set a piece that 
way? I mean the text isn’t sung, it’s 
not rhythmically spoken, the words 
are combined with this ostinato, this 
bass- line. Even the way it’s combined 
with it makes the words . . . it gives 
them even more import because 
they’re spaced out so much. You can’t 
just say a sentence with normal syn-
tax or pacing.  I’m just curious how 
any of that came about. 

FR:  I don’t really know. Besides, you know, 
you don’t know these things all at 
once.

MA:  Of course.

FR:  A lot of it I didn’t really understand 
until we actually performed it. 

MA:  You made some interesting com-
ments before to me about what you 
thought about the arrangement I 
did. . .

FR:  Refresh my memory. 

MA:  Well, I think you said something 
about how Coming Together is reflec-
tive of this prison riot or the times 
around this prison riot at Attica and 
how you created a piece that had very 
few rules and many options, and what 
I did is make an arrangement with 
tons of rules and no options. And I 
placed all these boundaries and rules, 
restraints on it. And that is not at all 
what you intended, I think, with that 
piece.

FR:  No, but what you did is certainly a 
possible version. 

   
  COMING TOGETHER

i think the combination of
 age and a greater coming 

together is 

responsible for the speed
 of the passing time. its

 six months 

now and i can tell you tr
uthfully few periods in m

y life have 

passed so quickly. i am 
in excellent physical and

 emotional 

health. there are doubtle
ss subtle surprises ahead

 but i feel 

secure and ready.

as lovers will contrast t
heir emotions in times of

 crisis, so 

am i dealing with my envi
ronment. in the indiffere

nt brutal-

ity, the incessant noise,
 the experimental chemist

ry of food, 

the ravings of lost hyster
ical men, i can act with c

larity and 

meaning. i am deliberate 
— sometimes even calculat

ing — sel-

dom employing histrionics
 except as a test of the

 reactions 

of others. i read much, e
xercise, talk to guards a

nd inmates, 

feeling for the inevitabl
e direction of my life.

(Letter from Sam Melville. A
ddressed to “dear brother”. 

Dated 5/16/70.)

LES MOUTONS DE PANURGE
Our friend Panurge, without any further tittle-tattle, throws you his ram overboard into the middle of the 
sea, bleating and making a sad noise. Upon this all the other sheep in the ship, crying and bleating in the 
same tone, made all the haste they could to leap nimbly into the sea, one after another; and great was 

the throng who should leap in first after their leader. It was impossible to hinder them; for you know that 
it is the nature of sheep always to follow the first wheresoever it goes....

— from Gargantua and Pantagruel, Book IV by François Rabelais 
   (Translated from the French by Peter Antony Motteux in 1708)

LK:  Can I just ask how you got the idea 
to write a piece based on the Les 
Moutons fable?

FR: Frans Brüggen, the Dutch record-
er virtuoso, who is now a conduc-
tor with the orchestra of the Age of 
Enlightenment. . .

MA:  Okay. . .

FR:  I guess it’s called. He had a group at 
that time called Sour Cream.

LK: Sour Cream?

FR:  Yeah, recorder players. Him and some 
of his students I guess.

LK: Uh huh.

FR:  And he asked me to write a piece 
for his group.  And so. . . I don’t know 
why I did this because actually there’s 
really nothing, you know, relevant to 
the recorder in this piece, but it just 
happened to be what came out at the 
time.  That was in September of 1968. 
I remember I was walking down the 
street in Paris near the Ecole Militaire 
and I had just bought one of these 
Philips micro-cassette recorders. They 
had just come out. And I was having 
fun, just, you know, playing with it. And 
I was walking down the street and I 
just whistled this tune, and recorded 
it on this machine and then I played 
it back and I liked the tune and I 
was trying to think how can I make 
a piece out of this and I don’t know 
anymore why I chose that particular 
idea. I remember that I was in Paris 
and I’d been to a party and somebody 
spoke about Les Moutons de Panurge 
and I thought “what’s that?” and they 
explained to me what this expression 
means. It means, in French people use 
this expression, it means like “jump-
ing on the bandwagon” or something. 
And. . . 

MA:  The phrase “Les Moutons de 
Panurge” means that?

FR:  Yes, yes. You say something is “Les 
Moutons de Panurge,” you mean this 
guy has nothing original to say; he’s 
just following other people. . . . It’s 
a literary figure of speech because 
it refers to Rabelais. And so, I had 
read Rabelais before, but I had never 
read that particular passage and so 
I went and re-read the Pantagruel 
and it struck me that there was this 
idea there. Also I knew that Picasso 
had done a series of paintings in 
which a series of, now I really don’t 
know, I’m not on solid ground here 
because I really don’t know what I’m 
talking about, but it’s something I 
remember that Picasso did. He had 
taken a bunch of famous paintings 
and chopped them up into pieces 
and…

LK: …and made them into a new version 
of a painting?

FR:  Yes. Besides, and it struck me that 
you could take, that you could make a 
piece by building it up this way. 

MA:  And that’s just the tune, as it occurred 
to you, as you wrote it?

FR:  Completely. That tune is absolutely 
what I whistled walking down the 
street. 

MA:  Really?

FR:  I didn’t change it at all. 

MA:  You whistled a 65-note tune…

FR:  Yes

MA:  …In f minor slash major?

FR:  Yes.

MA:  Okay. (laughter)

FR: Yes, and then I transcribed it. And I 
think of course, I’ve lost the original 
recording. 

MA:  Of you whistling?

FR: Yeah, I don’t know what happened to it.

MB:  That’s too bad.

MA:  That would be fun.

FR:  But I remember I transcribed . . . 
really . . . I mean as best as I could. It’s 
a literal transcription of that moment 
. . . and I just thought, well it might be 
interesting to apply this completely 
mechanical procedure to it (laughing), 
because this was like a week before 
the concert or something.

MA:  Really.

FR:  I had to go to Amsterdam and I had 
to deliver this piece.

MA:  And what was that concert?

FR:  It was in the Concertgebouw. . .

MA:  Okay.

FR:  . . .of Amsterdam and that was inter-
esting too, the concert. It was in 
the Kleine Saal, the small hall of the 
Concertgebouw. . .

MA:  Okay. . .

FR:  . . .and I think they didn’t rehearse 
it at all. It was like something, you 
know this business about having peo-
ple come with instruments. I think 
we gave instruments to people in 
the audience.  And the audience was 
mostly hippies and you know, Dutch 
hippies and. . .

MA:   And when you say “they”, who was 
performing it?

FR:  Frans Brüggen and his friends. 

MA:  Okay, got it.

FR:  There were . . . I don’t remember how 
many people there were, there were 
probably 7 or 8 people playing plus 
the audience. 

MA:  Uh huh.

FR:  And you know everyone came, Louis 
Andriessen and Mischa Mangleberg 
and the whole crowd was there, and we 
cooked up quite a storm I remember.

MA:  (laughter) 

FR:  And the funny thing was also there 
was a real classical concert going on 
in the large hall next door. . .

MA:  Okay.

FR:  . . .and we made quite a bit of noise. 

NP:  (laughter)

FR:  I remember also the intermission 
of the two concerts happened to 
coincide and the two audiences 
came together in the bar and it 
was very interesting this combina-
tion, because there were these very 
bourgeois Dutch people who had 
gone to the straight concert, and 
then there were all these hippies 
who were smoking dope, and they 
were all together. You know that was 
quite an unusual scene. . .

Hint:  This piece is a musical game. 

65 sheep = 65 notes . P layer s  s tar t  
with the first note and keep adding 
notes until the melody is complete .  
At that point, they begin to get rid of 
the notes, one at a time, until all that 
remains is the last note.

Object:  To stay in an orderly herd for 
as long as possible, but when sheep 
start straying from the herd, feel free to 
follow them.

Outcome:  Lots of wet sheep. 


