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Program Notes

James Grant's Stuff: Theme with Seven Variations for Unaccompanied Tuba

Stuff for tuba was composed by James Grant in 2001 as the first of four works
commissioned through the Solstice/Equinox Commissioning Consortium. The
consortium brought together 78 tubists from 30 states and three countries, with
a new work commissioned for each solstice and equinox throughout 2001. Stuff
presents a theme followed by seven contrasting variations: “Lullaby,”
“Insistent,” “Cartoon Music,” "Gregarious,” “Urgent,” “More Urgent,” and
“Swing It!"” Grant is an American-Canadian composer and educator who holds
a DMA in composition from Cornell University. Stuff is one of the few recognized
solos for both unaccompanied tuba and contrabass tuba categories.

Johannes Brahms: Four Serious Songs

The Four Serious Songs was composed by Johannes Brahms in 1896, near the
end of his life. Originally written for bass voice and piano, the composition
stands as a personal, philosophical exploration of mortality, human suffering,
and the ultimate transcendence of love. The primary driver for the piece was
the slowly declining health of Clara Schumann, who was Brahms’ closest
lifelong friend and had suffered a stroke. The Four Serious Songs were written
during her final iliness, and Brahms privately presented the manuscript to
Clara’s daughters as a memorial sacrifice after her funeral. No less than a year
later, Brahms would succumb to cancer. He had to experience many deaths
in his social circle, including Theodor Billroth, Hans von BGlow, and Philipp Spitta.

Johannes Brahms was raised as a Lutheran and had a wide knowledge of the
Luther Bible, although he was an agnostic and humanist rather than a strictly
orthodox Christian. When choosing the texts for his composition, he purposely
selected a psychological progression from the darkest existential despair to
humanistic hope. He had famously joked to his publisher that the songs were
so “Godless” that they might have been banned if the texts weren't straight
from the Bible.

Movement 1, “Denn es gehet dem Menschen wie dem Vieh” (For that which
befalleth the sons of men befalleth beasts), used texts from Ecclesiastes 3:19-
22 toillustrate that humans have no physical advantage over animals in death;
both return to dust.

Movement 2, “lch wandte mich und sahe an alle die Unterdrickungen” |l
turned and saw all the oppressions that are done under the sun), used texts
from Ecclesiastes 4:1-3 fo illustrate the sorrow of living. Distressed by the injustice
in the world, the text declares that the dead are luckier than the living, and
those who were never born are the luckiest of all.




Movement 3, “"O Tod, wie bitter bist du” (O death, how bitter is the
remembrance of thee), used texts from Sirach (Ecclesiasticus) 41:1-2 to
describe the two faces of death. It is bitter to those who are happy and
wealthy, but it is also a relief to those who are old, broken, and suffering.

Movement 4, “Wenn ich mit Menschen- und mit Engelszungen redete”
(Though | speak with the tongues of men and of angels), used texts from 1
Corinthians 13:1-3, 12-13 to emphasize the supremacy of love. Brahms did not
end his cycle on a note of death; rather, he chose Paul’s famous letter on faith,
hope, and love to provide the ultimate antidote to the despair of the first three
movements. Even if life is fleeting and full of suffering, human love gives life its
ultimate meaning. Without love, all knowledge, faith, and prophecy are
entirely worthless.

Moving forward in time, retired Regents Professor of Tuba at the University of
North Texas and retired principal tubist of the Fort Worth Symphony and Dallas
Opera, Donald Little, tfranscribed The Four Serious Songs specifically for low
brass instruments such as the tfrombone, euphonium, and bass tuba, which are
played as the written original octave, and contrabass fuba, which was written
down an octave. Historically, the tuba lacked original Romantic period solo
literature, forcing players to use franscriptions to study the style. The
franscription allows developing tubists to understand the expressive cantabile
style and deep emotional projection.

Julian C. Torres: Greek Gods and Goddesses

Greek Gods and Goddesses was written by contemporary composer and
educator Julian C. Torres. As a fairly new piece, it adds to the list of
unaccompanied solo tuba repertoire and, more specifically, contrabass tuba.
Torres has a specific fascination with composing unaccompanied ftuba suites
modeled after ancient pantheons, including Greek Gods and Goddesses,
Egyptian Gods, and Aztec Gods. Torres is a graduate of Stephen F. Austin State
University and studied under J.D. Salas.

Vladislav Blazhevich: Lento Fantastico

“Lento Fantastico,” often referred to as Solo Etude, was composed by Russian
composer Vladislav Blazhevich. As a frombonist around the early pre-Soviet
era, Blazhevich knew that low brass instruments were heavily relegated to
background harmonic and supporting roles in orchestras. As a way to move
forward with the development of the musicality for these instruments, he wrote
Solo Etude alongside his famous textbook methods, such as 70 Studies for BBb
Tuba, Vol. 1T and 2, to elevate low brass players into expressive soloists. Solo
Etude is one of the few solos added to the confrabass tuba repertoire,
originally written as an exercise, but later acknowledged as a solo with piano
accompaniment. It has evolved into audition repertoire for orchestral tubists,
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breath control, and tuning. While not technically demanding like The Ralph
Vaughan Williams Tuba Concerto, it serves as a way to expose a tuba player's
core weaknesses.

Brett Copeland: THUMP

THUMP was written by Dr. Brett Copeland in 2025 for two tubas and fixed
media. Copeland earned his DMA in Tuba Performance and Literature from
the Eastman School of Music. A strong advocate for modernizing brass
pedagogy, he has composed numerous electro-acoustic works and created
popular lo-fi backing tracks for traditional low brass fundamental routines. True
toits title, the work is centered around head-nod-inducing grooves and heavy
low-register licks. The accompanying fixed media track features wonky
saxophone loops layered over a driving, boom-bap-inspired drum track.




