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Biography: 

Vincent Persichetti was born in Philadelphia in 1915.  Neither of his parents were 

musicians, however they had a player piano in the house.  From a young age, Persichetti was 

absolutely enthralled with the sound of the player piano and could spend hours listening to it 

(Corporon, 3).  This early experience with music ignited a passion that would carry over to his 

career as a composer.  Persichetti’s wife recalls that during a family vacation, “I made Vincent 

leave home the music paper…[but] you know, it didn’t do any good ‘cause he can get paper 

anywhere” (Corporon, 3). 

Persichetti was, in all senses of the term, a prodigy.  At the age of 5, he began taking 

piano lessons.  Shortly after learning the piano, he began studying organ, double bass, tuba, 

theory, and composition.  At the age of nine (4
th

 grade), Persichetti began studying counterpoint, 

score reading, transposition, and composition (Hardy, 53).  He began his professional career at 

the age of eleven (6
th

 grade), performing as a member of an orchestra, an accompanist, a radio 

staff pianist, and a church organist.  By the age of fourteen (9
th

 grade), he had composed his first 

composition (Fennell, 23).   

He received his Bachelor’s Degree in Music from the Combs College of Music.  After 

receiving a Diploma in Conducting with Fritz Reiner at the Curtis Institute, he received his 

Master’s and Doctorate Degrees from the Philadelphia Conservatory.  Persichetti went on to hold 

faculty positions at the Philadelphia Conservatory (Professor of Theory and Composition) and 

Julliard (Professor of Composition).  He died in 1987.  

His other famous works for band include: Divertimento (1950), Psalm for Band (1952),    

Pageant (1953), Serenade No. 11 for Band (1960), Masquerade for Band (1965), and Parable IX 

(1972). 

 

 



 

 

Background of the Piece: 

 

 Before he wrote his landmark “Symphony for Band”, Persichetti was already developing 

esteem as a prominent band composer.  His “Divertimento for Band” was lauded as a huge 

success in the band world when it was premiered in 1950 (Corporon, 5).  He championed the 

wind band as a worthy medium of serious music, proclaiming, “I [do] not wish to avoid the word 

‘band’, which at one time had the connotation of a poor quality of music.  One should no longer 

apologize for the word” (Hardy, 58). 

In 1955, he received a commission by the Washington University Chamber Band to write 

an eight-minute piece for a wind ensemble.  Interestingly, Persichetti has remarked, “I'd never 

write on commission, I would say…I'd accept the commissions when they coincided with my 

ideas of what I want to do” (Duffie, 2).  This perhaps explains why he later exceeded the eight-

minute time limit of the commission.  Persichetti originally wrote the 2
nd

 movement of the piece 

(6 minutes in length), but then was compelled to develop other musical ideas that significantly 

extended the piece.  His commission was increased from $500 to $1,000 and the work became a 

fully fledged symphony (Corporon, 8).   

The piece was premiered in 1956 in St. Louis, MO at the MENC convention.  The 

premiere performance featured Clark Mitze conducting the Washington University Band.  It was 

noted that, “After 23 years, the composer sadly remembers the ‘people walking in and out during 

the performance’” (Corporon, 8-9). 

 

Historical Perspective: 

 

 The time period during which Persichetti’s “Symphony for Band” was written is 

intrinsically tied to the birth of the modern wind ensemble.  When Persichetti joined the faculty 

at Julliard in 1947, he became acquainted with fellow faculty member Richard Franko Goldman.  

Starting in the 1930s, Richard Franko Goldman (who conducted the Goldman Band) began 



 

 

trying, “to convince composers to write original music for band” (Corporon, 4).  Persichetti was 

highly influenced by Goldman, and it is speculated that Persichetti was alluding to the Goldman 

band when he remarked, “In the late forties, I chanced upon a wonderful combination of wind 

instruments” (Corporon, 4).   

In 1946, Frederick Fennell wrote an article entitled “A Modern Use of Percussion”.  The 

article outlined percussion instruments, mallets, and techniques in fine detail.  This article most 

likely inspired Persichetti’s integral percussion writing in his “Symphony for Band”.  In 1952, 

Frederick Fennell created the first true wind ensemble at the Eastman School of Music and 

sparked a high demand for wind ensemble music (Fennell, 4).  It is perhaps no coincidence that 

Persichetti received the commission for “Symphony for Band” a mere 3 years later. 

 

Compositional Influences: 

 

 In terms of its compositional elements, Persichetti’s “Symphony for Band” draws from 

many other pieces from its era.  It contains many elements of the Neoclassic style, such as 

transparent textures, chamber-like writing, classical forms, and 20
th

 century tonality.  Ingolf 

Dahl’s “Concerto for Saxophone” was written in 1949 and features balanced and chamber-like 

writing.  William Schuman’s “George Washington Bridge” was written in 1950 and features 

heavy use of bitonality.  Paul Hindemith’s “Symphony in Bb” was written in 1951 and is the first 

large scale symphony ever written for wind band; it also features significant motivic 

development.  It can be argued that Persichetti was influenced by “klangfarbenmelodie
1
”, a 

compositional technique where a melody is fragmented between instruments in order to create 

pointillistic timbres.  This technique was popular with many other classical composers around 

this era such as Edgar Varese, Anton Webern, and Arnold Schoenberg.   

 

                                                           
1
 German for “tone-color melody” 



 

 

Theoretical Overview: 

 

 If Persichetti’s “Symphony for Band” could be essentially summed up in one phrase, it 

would be “lots of contrast, lots of change”.  The composition features dramatic shifts and 

juxtapositions of articulations, dynamics, textures, colors, styles, characters, and moods.  

Melodic lines are extremely fragmented, which creates a highly complex web of interacting 

activity throughout the ensemble.  With the exception of the 2
nd

 movement, the work is largely 

polytonal and features rapidly changing key centers.  Interestingly, the tempo or pulse of each 

movement is entirely constant, almost to the point of becoming stagnant or mechanical.  There 

are only two spots in the entire symphony where the tempo is changed once it has been set in 

motion
2
.  Though, beneath this constant tempo are an abundant amount of syncopations and 

implied rhythmic feels.   

Persichetti’s use of motivic development is simply incredible and is a hallmark of this 

piece.  He once remarked, “A piece that has a limited amount of material and spins out of this 

and enlarges the content toward what I call the better music of our time really makes a good 

piece” (Duffie, 5).  Another special aspect of this piece is its sensitive use of balance and clarity.  

Fennell cleverly notes that, “So many pages look like a piece of large chamber music” (17).  The 

formal design of “Symphony for Band” follows the typical structure of a classical symphony.  

The first movement is in sonata form, the second movement is a slow movement, the third 

movement is a light dance or intermezzo, and the fourth movement is a rondo.  

 The first movement opens with a slow, dark, and dramatic introduction.  At a first 

glance of this introduction, one can clearly see how vital the role of the percussion is to 

contributing to the overall ensemble sound.  All three of the motives that will be used for the 

remainder of this movement are introduced in this section
3
.  The exposition section of this 

                                                           
2
 These spots are: Mvt. I, mm. 21 and Mvt. III, mm. 59 

3
 See the “Resources” section at the end of this paper for a complete list of motives 



 

 

movement begins in mm. 21 with the “Theme B” statement in the xylophone part.  Although the 

exact beginning of the development section is ambiguous, it is clear that the majority of the 

movement is devoted to the idea of motivic development.  The piece recapitulates in mm. 220 

with a restatement of the “Theme B” motive in the xylophone.  After a low brass restatement of 

the “Theme A” motive in mm. 280, the piece lingers on a BbM/FM polychord before it fades 

into nothingness.  The percussion tags the end of the piece with two sixteenth notes, which 

echoes the end of the slow introduction. 

 The second movement is an overwhelmingly beautiful composition.  It is the most 

conventional movement in the entire symphony, featuring homophonic texture, triadic (but non-

functional) harmony, and uniform style and character throughout.  The melody is loosely based 

on the hymn “Round Me Falls the Night” 
4
.  The sound of the piece is constant and sustained 

(“adagio sostenuto”) and the mood is sorrowful or painful (“doloroso”).  The movement features 

both a trumpet solo and a euphonium solo.  After three iterations of the melody, the piece ends 

unfulfilled on a D Open 5
th

/E Open 5
th

 polychord. 

 The third movement is a whimsical and nostalgic interlude that features two contrasting 

motives.  The playful “Theme A” motive (opening measures) is in 6/8 and is scored with a thin, 

chamber like woodwind sound.  The humorous “Theme B” motive (mm. 27) is written in 2/4 and 

features a rhythmically complex web of activity.  It is scored with a thick (but light) muted brass 

sound.  The movement alternates between these two motives with a few brief variations and 

interludes thrown in.  The piece is rather ephemeral, featuring a short duration and an abrupt 

ending. 

The fourth movement is analogous to a trip through an insane asylum
5
; the character of 

the piece is extremely mercurial (everything from ‘grazioso’ to ‘violento’) and there is a dark, 

                                                           
4
 See the Resources section at the end of this paper for the lyrics to this hymn 

5
 No offense intended! 



 

 

demented sense of humor throughout.  The movement is in rondo form and has quite a brisk 

tempo.  There are five new motives that are introduced in this movement, with the “Theme A” 

motive signaling the restatement of each “A Section” in the rondo form.  A quasi-development 

section with a quiet, reserved character begins in mm. 148.  After a sudden explosive climax, the 

horns enter in mm. 212 with a jarring restatement of the “Theme A” motive from Movement I.  

This signals the start of the closing section, which recalls themes taken from all of the previous 

movements.  The texture here is extremely dense, sometimes featuring as many as 5 different 

motives occurring at the same time (mm. 251 and 260).  After a brief restatement of the hymn 

tune from Movement II (mm. 281), the piece ends on a polychord with all 12 chromatic tones. 

Conductor Considerations: 

 

 In order to successfully tackle this piece, the conductor’s absolute first concern is the 

percussion section.  The section should not only consist of solid players, but also devoted players 

who are ready to spend extra sectional time with the conductor.  The conductor should have a 

refined knowledge of the mallets and techniques required for this piece.  Persichetti loves writing 

for the clarinet and French horn, so the conductor must be sure these sections of the band are 

strong.  Since there are extended periods of rest in Persichetti’s chamber-like writing, the 

conductor should write in many cues into the score.  There are a vast array of stylistic markings 

(know your Italian!), which translates into a vast spectrum of articulations.  The conductor 

should be able to effortlessly demonstrate or model exactly what kind of articulation Persichetti 

is calling for.  The conductor’s ictus or pulse should be absolutely solid to help the players 

navigate through the dangerous shifting rhythmic feels and syncopations.  The hardest 

movements are by far the first and fourth; be sure to plan rehearsal time accordingly.  The 

ensemble may find “Symphony for Band” a little inaccessible or difficult to comprehend on a 

first listen.  With the proper amount of encouragement and strategic rehearsal planning, the 

conductor can help the ensemble delve into the music and love this tremendous piece! 
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“Round Me Falls the Night” 

Music: Adam Drese (1698) 

Text: William Romanis (1878) 

 

Round me falls the night 

Savior be my light 

Through the hours in darkness shrouded 

Let me see thy face unclouded 

Let thy glory shine in this heart of mine. 

 

Earthly work is done 

Earthly sounds are none 

Rest in sleep and silence seeking 

Let me hear thee softly speaking 

In my spirit’s ear whisper I am near. 

 

Darkened now each ray 

O’er the traveler’s way 

Let me know that thou hast found me 

Let me feel thine arms around me 

Sure from every ill thou wilt guard me still 

 

Mvt. I 

Mvt. III 

Mvt. IV 


