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Every year, an American composer is awarded a Pulitzer Prize for writing a piece 

of significant dimension and premiering it in the United States. Winners of this award 

have been some of the best and influential composers in history. Growing interest in 

wind band literature has inspired some of these composers to write for the ensemble. 

This is significant because “Works for wind ensemble by Pulitzer Prize winning 

composers are relatively rare…. to have available another composition from a 

respected and important American composer is an opportunity that cannot be 

overlooked” (Pilato, 2007, p. 8). In this paper I will compare Joseph Schwantner’s From 

a Dark Millennium and Karel Husa’s Music for Prague 1968 in regards to their 

orchestration choices and compositional strategies. 	

 Born on 1943 in Chicago, Joseph Schwantner showed interest in music from an 

early age. His first instrument was guitar and eventually he joined his high school band 

as a tuba player. The high school he attended had a large music program with 

orchestra, band, and jazz ensembles as well as music theory and history courses. It 

was here that he began to realize that composition was what he wanted to pursue as a 

career. He was interested in experimental, or “free” jazz, and wrote a twelve-tone piece 

in 5/4 for his high school jazz band. With the success of this piece, he was able to 

attend the Chicago Conservatory College for his studies (Popejoy, 2000, p. 1-2). The 

experiences from his development as musician are heard in the music he wrote later on 

in life. 	

 In his career, Schwantner served on the faculty of Chicago Conservatory 

College, Pacific Lutheran University, Ball State University, and eventually the Eastman 

School of Music in 1970 where he remained until 1999. His first major orchestral work, 
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Aftertones of Infinity, received the Pulitzer Prize in 1979 and the year previously he won 

the Guggenheim foundation fellowship. Schwantner’s early compositions were primarily 

for chamber music because he found that the young musicians in these ensembles 

were willing to experiment with the new was of notation and were willing to put the time 

into preparing new music. 	

The same traits that attracted him to the chamber setting later attracted him to 

the wind band. In an interview Schwantner stated:	

“I’m just widely excited about the wind ensemble medium, even though I 
have only three wind ensemble pieces. People send me tapes all the time, 
so I hear a lot of music. I’m just very impressed with how well they are 
playing, especially the larger schools.” (Popejoy, 2000, p. 6) 
	
His first piece for wind ensemble, and the mountains rising nowhere. . .(1977), 

was commissioned by the Eastman Wind Ensemble and has been considered as one of 

the most important and pivotal pieces in the wind band repertoire. The success of his 

first wind ensemble piece, encouraged the composition of two additional pieces: From a 

 Dark Millennium (1980) and In evening stillness. . .(1996). 	

 The material for From a Dark Millennium is recycled from an earlier chamber 

piece for flute, clarinet, violin, cello, and piano titled Music of Amber; a percussion part 

was added later. The pieces are identical in every way except in orchestration. When 

asked why he reused the material, Schwantner said, “The pieces were fairly close 

together. I guess that sound was in my head. Something occurred to me that this might 

work. It was kind of an experiment to see if it might work, to see whether or not I could 

make it work.” Schwantner didn’t seem to care if people knew the material was recycle 

but said he didn’t want it advertised either (Popejoy, 2000, p. 24).	
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 Karel Husa was born in Prague in 1921; he spent most of his childhood here as 

well. Later in his life he studied at the Prague Conservatory and Academy of Music, and 

at the National Conservatory and ecole Normale de Musique in Paris. Among his 

teachers is the famed composition pedagogue Nadia Boulanger. Like Schwantner, 

Husa was a recipient of the Guggenheim fellow as well as a Pulitzer Prize winner in 

1969 for his String Quartet No. 3 (Camphouse, 2002).	

 Husa has made many contributions to the wind band repertoire with several 

challenging works for band. Among his well-known pieces for this are Apotheosis of this 

Earth (1971), Concerto for Wind Ensemble (1982), and Les Couleurs Fauves (1996). 

The most widely played of his pieces for wind band is Music for Prague 1968 (1968). 

Karel Husa’s resume as a composer extends well beyond the world of wind band music. 

A few of his most successful pieces are a ballet The Trojan Women (1980), Pulitzer 

winning String Quartet No. 3 (1968), and Grawemeyer-winning Cello Concerto (1988) 

(Neal, 2002).	

 Music for Prague 1968 is a piece Husa because Prague is his hometown. This 

piece was written as a response to the Soviet invasion of Czechoslovakia on August 21, 

1968. Husa followed the reports on the radio of the invasion of Prague while living in 

Ithaca. He was so disturbed by the news that he began writing for his recently 

commissioned work from Kenneth Snapp and the Ithaca college concert band as an 

expression of grief and pride he felt for his country and city (Cairns, 2015, p.447).	
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Analysis 	

Though not as different as some, Music for Prague and From a Dark Millennium 

are fundamentally quite different. Both composers have stated that they were heavily 

influenced by serialism. For Schwantner, especially, serialism was the fad during their 

compositional education and for the better part of their careers. Elements of serialism 

are found in both works but the composers have intentionally deviated from the 

traditional application so much so that the pieces sound tonal. Each does so in a 

different way. Music for Prague and From a Dark Millennium are fundamentally different 

on three levels: conception, orchestration, and tonality.	

	
Conception	

Schwantner 

Though From a Dark Millenium is one movement, it is a recreation of the second 

movement from another of Schwanter’s pieces entitled Music of Amber. The titles of 

both come from a poem written by Schwantner himself:	

 SANCTUARY…..	

Deep forests	

a play of Shadows	

Most ancient murmurings	

from a dark millennium	

the trembling fragrance	

of the music of amber.	

Schwantner also considered From a Dark Millenium to be part of a trilogy to be 

performed together, the other pieces being and the mountains rising nowhere. . . and In 
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evening stillness. In an interview Schwantner suggests, “After completing "mountains," 

and "millennium," I began to think about the notion of a possible trilogy of wind pieces 

that could be played on a concert (Taylor, 2015, p. 18).” Schwantner goes on to 

concede that it would be challenging and the production of it would be complicated not 

to mention lengthy. Taylor suggests that the pieces don’t have any context to hold them 

together besides the composer (2015, p. 18).	

Husa 

The poetic conception of “Millennium” differs from the devastating inspiration 

behind Music for Prague. As mentioned before, Husa felt inspired to write while listening 

to reports of the invasion of his home city, Prague. Music for Prague is filled with 

imagery of distress, hope and tragedy. Husa achieves this by the use of an important 

Hussite war song from the 15th century, “Ye Warriors of God and His Law,” which is a 

symbol of resistance during times of distress in Czech (Husa, 1968). Husa breaks down 

the piece in the Foreword of the score into three important ideas. The first is the war 

song that can be heard in the “Introduction and Fanfare”. The second idea is the sound 

of bells that can be heard throughout the piece because Prague is named the “City of a 

Hundred Bells.” The last idea is three chords that can first be heard under the piccolo at 

the beginning. All elements of the conception of this piece imply a deeply personal 

relationship between the musical content and composer (Husa, 1968). 	

	
Orchestration and Scoring	

Schwantner 

The trademark of Schwantner’s wind band is the choice of instrumentation. 

Schwantner chose to use an expanded wind section from the orchestra which is similar 
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to a traditional instrumentation but with the absence of saxophones and euphoniums. 

Schwantner hoped that by using orchestral winds, symphony orchestras would program 

the piece. Very few performances of any of his wind band works have been performed 

by such groups. The orchestration includes:	

3 flute (2nd and 3rd flutes double piccolos)	
2 oboes	
English Horn	
3 Bb clarinets (2nd and 3rd clarinets double bass clarinets) (1st clarinet doubles Eb 
clarinet)	
3 Bassoons	
4 horns in F	
3 trumpets in Bb	
4 trombones (4th bass trombone)	
Tuba	
2 contrabasses	
Amplified grand piano	
Amplified Celeste	
Percussion 1, marimba, 3 remo roto toms (pitches and sizes specified), small sus. cym., 
large	
tam-tam, vibraphone with bass bow (shared with perc. 2)	
Percussion 2, glockenspiel, 4 timbales, med. sus. cym., lrg. sus. triangle, med. bass 
drums	
Percussion 3, crotales, 3 tom-toms, med. sus. cym., large tam-tam, vibraphone with 
bass bow	
(shared with perc. 4)	
Percussion 4, xylophone, tubular bells, 3 remo roto toms (pitches and sizes specified), 
lrg. sus.cym., large bass drum	
Percussion 5, timpani	

 

Additional unusual elements of this instrumentation are the use of amplified 

celesta and piano. The piano is an important color in all of his wind band pieces, 

therefore, the amplification is necessary for balance with a large wind ensemble. Not 

included in this list is the variety of extended techniques Schwantner employs such as 

whistling and singing. He wanted to incorporate these colors in the chamber version but 
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they were not feasible. Schwantner uses other extended techniques and creative 

auxiliary percussion in the other wind band works such as tuned crystal glasses.  	

 An important aspect of Schwantner’s orchestration is a compositional technique 

called “shared monody.” According to Gonzalez (p. 11) Shared monody occurs when a 

single melodic line is divided among several instruments. Figure 1 displays the 

completed melody on the top line for reference. 	

	

	

	 	 	 							Figure	1:	shared	monody	in	From	a	Dark	Millennium	m.	54	

	
 Another orchestration technique used by Schwantner is something he terms 

“static pillars of harmony.” Gonzalez (p. 13) explains that in static pillars of harmony, like 

shared monody, the melodic line is divided among instruments and after the initial 
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entrance; the note is sustained until the harmony is completed by the other instruments. 

An example of this can be seen in Figure 2 in the upper woodwinds and trombones. 	

	

	 	 Figure	2:	Static	pillars	of	harmony	in	From	a	Dark	Millennium	m.	67	

	
Schwantner’s instrumentation and orchestration choices were progressive and so 

was his notation. He wrote all of his scores by hand which he did in open notation. Open 

notation only shows staves that have parts that are played. Instruments that are resting 

do not have visible staves on the score, but everything is still aligned. This is helpful to 

the conductor for cues and makes it easy to see which instruments are playing. The 

open score also assists in the textual interpretation of his music. These were all 

purposeful decisions by Schwantner because he wanted the look of his score to reflect 

the piece.	

“The visual aspect of the score was always very important, and in that light I am	
very much on the same wavelength as my friend George Crumb. If you look at	
any of his scores, they are not only sonically elegant and beautiful, but visually	
stimulating works of art. He often felt that scores that looked good, sounded	
Good” (Popejoy, 2000, p.11).	
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His scores also use unconventional metrical markings. Like in standard practice, 

the top number refers to the number of times the value on the bottom is used in one 

measure. Figure 3 shows the number 4 on top with an eighth note underneath, we 

would refer to this as 4/8. His asymmetrical meters show that the measure is divided 

into three dotted quarter notes with one quarter. When divided, there are 11 sixteenth 

notes. See Figure 3	

	

	 Figure	3:	Examples	of	Schwantner’s	time	signatures	 	 	

 

Husa 

Husa’s choices for instrumentation are much more traditional. He uses a large 

concert band with extended sections using instruments like the contrabassoon, e-flat 

clarinet, and alto clarinet that are not standard in most literature. The instruments he 

uses are: 

Piccolo (doubles Flutes) 
2 Flutes 	
2 oboes	
English Horn 
2 Bassoons 
Contra Bassoon 
Eb Clarinet	
3 Bb Clarinets  
Eb Alto-Clarintet 
Bb Bass Clarinet 
2 Eb Alto-Saxophones 
Bb Tenor Saxophone 
Eb Baritone Saxophone 
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Bb Bass Saxophone 
4 Bb Trumpets/Cornets 
4 F Horns	
3 trombones (3rd bass trombone) 
Baritone	
Tuba 
String Bass 
Percussion: Chimes, Marimba, Vibraphone, Xylophone, Timpani, 3 Antique Cymbals, 3 
Triangles, Cymbals, 3 Suspended Cymbals, 3 Tam-Tams, Snare Drum, 3 Tom-Toms, 
Bass Drum. 

 

Husa uses instruments to enhance the color choices for his piece. In the forward 

of his piece, Husa mentions that one of the main motivic ideas is the church bells of 

Prague. To replicate the bells, Husa used two instrument groups.	One is seen in the 

third movement titled “Interlude.” The Interlude is unique because the instrumentation is 

solely percussion. He calls for metallic percussion to be used in every part so he can 

space bell chimes and control their duration (Cairns, 2015, p.452) .The Figure 4 shows 

the map of how Husa planned the parts to ring.  

 
  Figure 4: Husa’s sketches of “Interlude” from Music for Prague 1986  
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 The second instrument group to replicate the bells is the trumpets. This can best 

be seen in the fourth movement. Here, the trumpets and horns mimic the sound of bells 

while also reintroducing the war hymn from the first movement (Neal, 2002, p.108). 	

	

	 Figure	5:	Trumpets	and	Horns	imitating	church	bells	in	“Toccata	and	Chorale”	m.	200	

	

 Percussion is a prominent orchestration choice for both pieces. Previously, the 

percussion section did not have music that took advantage of the wide range of their 

instruments. Husa and Schwantner both made intentional decisions to write importation 

parts. Husa does this with a percussion-only movement and Schwantner by using 

extended techniques like bowing.	

	
Tonality	

From a Dark Millennium and Music for Prague are monumental pieces for band 

in length as well as compositional methods. Both pieces are substantial in length, 

therefore, the content from the beginning of each work will serve as a representation of 

the full piece. 	

Schwantner 

Though Schwantner and Husa come from the same school of composition, they 

employ serialism or elements thereof in different ways. Schwantner left strict serialism in 
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favor of more flexible styles of composition. He mentioned several post tonal composers 

as major influences on his compositional style such as Messiaen, Boulez, and Crumb 

that can be seen in Schwantner’s open scoring and aleatoric sections (Taylor, 2015, p. 

36). Later in Schwantner’s career, he uses a more minimalistic approach to composition 

and smaller motivic figures. Popejoy (2000) writes that, “Schwantner’s interest was in 

writing a piece that used less material, and exploring what could be done with this 

material” (pg 27) All of these compositional approaches are seen in From a Dark 

Millennium. Schwantner did not limit himself to one style, “it is a blend of twentieth 

century techniques along with pre-existing concepts to yield a unique harmonic 

language” (Pilato 2007, p. 21). 	

Schwantner’s goal was not just to experiment with all of the compositional styles 

but also to employ them while investigating the harmonic and melodic possibilities of the 

octatonic scale. As Schwantner stated, “There aren’t really any big long tunes. It’s not 

about tunes; it’s more about color. It’s about obsessing over the octatonic. It’s about 

elevating this simple device. It’s about putting it in context to give it forward propulsion” 

(Popejoy, 2000, p. 29). The octatonic scale in Figure 6 is introduced immediately at the 

start of the piece.	

	

	 Figure	6:	Octatonic	[2,	3]	scale	used	in	From	a	Dark	Millennium	

The outlined octatonic scale at the beginning in the piano, celeste, and vibes is the first 

motivic idea introduced in the piece. It is broken up into two groups. The first is a set of 
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nine eighth notes (F-F#-C-Eb-D-A-BG#-F#) and the second (F-C-Eb-D-A-B-G#). The 

feeling of nine plus seven is accomplished by alternating f-natural and f-sharp at the 

beginning of every measure. Only F-natural is accented creating a strong sense of tonic 

around F. The F is reinforced in the horns and woodwinds. 	

	

	 Figure	7:	Opening	piano	line	in	From	a	Dark	Millennium	

	

 The full use of the octatonic scale remains through measure 17 where the 

octatonic scale is divided among the parts using three octatonic subsets [0,1,4,6], 

[0,1,3,6], and [0,1,5,6]. The main melodic material outlined here is in the singers, and 

eventually whistlers, that sing an inversion of [0,1,4,6].	

	

	 	 Figure	8:	melodic	representation	of	[0,1,4,6]	in	singers	and	whistlers	
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The additional pitch sets are played in the bowed vibraphone supporting the 

melody above. The outline of each chord played is a fully diminished seventh chord that 

further supports the tonal soundscape of this piece (Gonzalez, 2013, p.15)	

	

	

	 Figure	9:	Vibraphone	tetrachord	progression	in	From	a	Dark	Millennium	m.	20-34	

 

Each section from this point on outlines a different subset of the octatonic scale. 

This further serves the purpose of slowly drawing out the motivic material. Schwantner 

uses orchestration to add interest to the otherwise static harmonic nature of each 

section and highlight the minimalist approach.	

	
Husa 

Husa wrote in primarily tonal and neoclassical styles when living in Prague. After 

moving to America, he began to write atonal and serial works. This piece was written at 

a point in Husa’s life where he still felt strong ties to Prague but had adopted a fully 

American style of composition (Cairns, 2015, p. 446).  The primary melodic material for 

Music for Prague is a Hussite war song that serves as a motive throughout the piece. 	
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	 Figure	10:	Hussite	war	song	used	in	Music	for	Prague	1968	(Neal,	2002,	p.14)	

 

The other melodic material comes from two primary twelve-tone rows that serve 

as generators for further pitch material.	

	

Figure	11:	Primary	twelve-tone	rows	used	in	Music	for	Prague	1968	

	
Husa modifies the pitch material from the original Hussite war song by lowering the E to 

E-flat and raising C to C-sharp to maintain tension. This pitch material is heard at the 

beginning of the Introduction and Fanfare movement in the piccolo and timpani. 	
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Figure	12:	Altered	Hussite	war	song	in	the	introduction	of	Music	for	Prague	1968	

	

	
Husa indicates that the C# to D# (E-flat) movement references the Hussite song 

even though they are altered pitches from the original material (Neal, 2002, p.16). The 

movement from C# to D# creates a harmonic motion toward D which serves as a tonal 

center. D is also the center pitch from the opening pitches. 	

 
Figure 13: Axis of symmetry in Music for Prague 1968 

	

This piece was not written to be tonal but has order and center pitch. Husa’s 

return to the C#-D# movement further establishes the importance of the Hussite chorale 
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as another point of centricity. Husa says this about the tonal centricity and use of the 

war chorale: 	

“Although Music for Prague 1968 is not written in any tonality, the song’s use at 
the beginning and end of the work gives it a strong “center-note” which is D, even 
if the last unison at the end is on E. I have mentioned in the preface a few 
examples of symbolism. Another can be the ending of the work on the E which is 
the highest note of the choral. This note, together with the A (2 measures before 
V), which I have put one octave higher in the trumpets although the line of the 
song descends, is a gesture of defiance and hope” (Neal, 2002, p.16)	
 

Much of the harmonic and melodic movement in this piece exists to show Husa’s 

nationalistic feelings and pride toward Prague. And while there is a great deal more to 

unpack from each movement of Music for Prague, it can be seen that he uses melodic 

gestures from the war song to show his feelings toward his city in each one. 	

In the first movement this is done primarily through the manipulation of the 

Hussite theme within subsets of a twelve tone row. The second movement titled ‘Aria’ 

contrasts the horror of war with the beauty of lyrical melodies. He accomplishes this 

through use of complete tone rows and the layering of them. The third movement 

‘Interlude’ is scored entirely for percussive instruments. This movement exists to further 

add tension before springing into the fourth movement unlike the title “Interlude” would 

imply. Growing directly out of the Interlude, the “Toccata and Chorale” returns to motivic 

material of the Hussite song from the first movement in bold unison gestures once again 

referencing Husa’s pride for Prague	

	
Educational Benefits	

 From a Dark Millennium and Music for Prague are unique contributions to the 

wind band repertoire. Both used new compositional styles and used the wind band in 
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ways never before. As a result, programming these pieces offers performers and 

listeners opportunities to expand their musical pallet. 	

	
Performers	

The primary groups performing these pieces are advanced collegiate ensembles. 

Husa and Schwantner wrote so prolifically for the ensemble, any less mature musician 

may not understand the function and purpose of the compositional choices these 

composers made. Performing music without first understanding it would negatively 

impact the performance. Even with the advance ensembles, it would be a good use of 

time to spend a good part of rehearsal discussing the theory behind each work.	

One of the defining characteristics of From a Dark Millennium is the open score 

notation. This is one of those cases where performers should be able to see the score. 

At first glance the score is intimidating to look at because it isn’t traditional. This is a 

chance to expose students to other forms of notation. Ways of sharing the score are by 

projecting the score onto a screen or scanning the score for students to study. Either 

way, by visualizing the score, performers get a better idea of where they fit into the 

texture, what other instruments share their parts, and how their part interacts with 

others. The interaction with the score is especially important with Schwantner’s works 

because of the “shared monody” aspects of his music. Even if the score is just used for 

novelty, exposure to new notation cannot hurt.	

Performers will also encounter strange notation in their own parts. The notation 

of time signatures is another unique aspect of Schwantner’s composition. While 

advanced performers will mostly likely figure out how these time signatures work, talking 
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about them in rehearsal could open conversation to the benefits, or lack thereof, of 

alternate forms of notation. 	

The multiple composition strategies Schwantner employs should be extracted 

and analyzed in rehearsal. This will introduce popular composition trends in the 20th 

century and educate the performers or students on how they are used. There could be 

group discussions on the minimalistic aspects of the piece or a group analysis where 

everyone looks for notes that are part of the octatonic scale. It would be good at this 

point to discuss the importance of the pitch F and how it serves as a tonic. 	

It should be noted that Schwantner’s band works do not follow the traditional 

instrumentation for wind ensemble and exclude the euphonium and saxophones. 

Programming this work would not have the same educational benefit to them as the rest 

of the ensemble. 	

While Music for Prague doesn’t have the variety of compositional strategies that 

From a Dark Millenium does, it has a clear use of twelve-tone serialism. This 

compositional technique is a little harder to show in a rehearsal and the large number of 

instruments makes analysis difficult. Instead students could be introduced to other 

pieces with twelve-tone serialism that are easier to analyze. They can apply what they 

learn from other pieces to Music for Prague. The conductor may want to research 

ahead of time how twelve-tone serialism is used and communicate that to the 

ensemble. 	

Since Music for Prague never has a strong feel of tonic, playing this piece could 

be challenging for students who are used to relying on a tonal center. A way to ease 

them in would be to look for familiar material in the music. Husa’s use of the Hussite war 
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song is repeated throughout and the last movement is repetitive in nature. Pointing to 

recognizable areas in the music can help students look for patterns and make 

connections to the twelve-tone rows.	

	
Audience	

Neither From a Dark Millennium or Music for Prague are easy on the ears so 

educating an audience can help them appreciate the significance of this music. 	

Audiences won’t always have the musical background to understand the theory 

behind From a Dark Millennium, but some aspects can still be easily understood. It may 

be interesting to attach a page of the score to the program notes to show the unique 

ways of notating that Schwantner uses. Program notes could also discuss the schools 

of composition and methods of composing used in the piece. They may not understand 

but they could see the significance of using so many signature techniques of the 

twentieth century. It would be important for audience members to understand that there 

are more factors deciding what a good piece is then just the way it sounds.	

Though the theoretical concepts behind Music for Prague are not easily 

understood, the inspiration behind the piece is. Husa asked for this to be read before 

every performance of his work:	
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Figure 14: Forward from Music for Prague 1968 

	

Listeners will get, in Husa’s words, the meaning behind what otherwise sounds 

like a collection of dissonant notes. Ascribing meaning to the movements before hearing 

them would keep audience members receptive to unusual ideas. 	

	
To conclude, each piece has earned its place as a wind band standard because 

of the innovative contributions each composer brought to the ensemble repertoire. Each 

piece also offers ensemble and audiences opportunities to learn from alternative styles 

of notation and composition. Programming pieces by such influential composers will 
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expand awareness about the variety of the repertoire and encourage more music to be 

written in new or unconventional ways. 	
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