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ABSTRACT 

 Libby Larsen has written three pieces for the bassoon as a featured solo 

instrument. These pieces are Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon (1977), Concert Piece for 

Bassoon and Piano (2008) and full moon in the city (2013). This document examines the 

origin, style, and form of these works to provide performers further information. 

Highlighted is Larsen’s use of American vernacular elements in the pieces. American 

vernacular in this document refers to the use of influences derived from American 

culture, music, and language.   
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

 

Libby Larsen, one of America’s most prominent contemporary composers, has 

written three works featuring the bassoon: Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon (1977), 

Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano (2008), and full moon in the city (2013). Although 

many of Larsen’s works contain bassoon, this set of three works features the bassoon in a 

solo setting. The literature examining Larsen’s work is extensive; however, little has been 

written concerning her solo literature for bassoon. The intent of this document is to fill 

this gap in the research on Larsen’s work and provide background information to 

performers of these pieces.  

In the previous scholarly discussions of Larsen’s work, one interesting insight into 

her style is the investigation of how Larsen gives her music an American quality by 

connecting her work to American culture. Dissertations by Linda Moorhouse
1
 and Mary 

Alice Domenica,
2
 refer to this aspect of her style as the “American vernacular.” In a 

statement on her website, even Larsen herself mentions the “American vernacular” as an 

influence in her work.
3
 “Vernacular” is a term indicating language that is ordinary rather 

than formal. It also carries the implication of belonging to a specific group and time.
4
 In 

Larsen’s work this term references her use of elements from musical styles that might be 

                                                             
1 Linda R. Moorhouse, “A Study of the Wind Band Writing of Two Contemporary Composers: 

Libby Larsen and Frank Ticheli” (DMA diss., University of Washington, 2006), 30-31. 

 
2 Mary Alice Domenica, “The Elements of American Vernacular in Three Selected Chamber 

Works of Libby Larsen: Holy Roller; Barn Dances; and Trio for Piano and Strings” (DMA diss., 

University of Miami, 2010). 

 
3 Libby Larsen, “Frequently Asked Questions – On Music,” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230 (accessed March 2, 2017). 

 
4 “Vernacular,” Merriam-Webster, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vernacular 

(accessed September 15, 2016). 

http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/vernacular


12 
 

considered “popular” in American culture or outside of the more formal Western art 

music tradition. The use of elements of American English in her works, including 

vernacular terminology and the influence of the sound of spoken language, is also 

important. These American vernacular aspects of Larsen’s style frequently appear in her 

works for bassoon. Larsen infuses her works for bassoon with a distinctly American 

character through the use of music quotations, references to American English, and 

influences from popular styles of American music such as rhythms and extended 

techniques. This study will examine how Larsen presents these American cultural 

references in three works for bassoon. The methodology of this project included three 

parts. First, a review of existing research gave a background understanding of Larsen’s 

life and work. Next, an interview with Larsen about the compositions for bassoon gave a 

deeper understanding of their origins and style. Finally, an analysis incorporating this 

knowledge resulted in an informational guide for performers of these pieces. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LIBBY LARSEN 

 

 BIOGRAPHY 

 

Libby Larsen has been described as “one of America’s most performed living 

composers.”
5
 With a compositional output of over 500 works, she has composed for a 

wide variety of art music genres and instrumentations including opera, orchestra, choir, 

wind ensemble, and chamber music. Her talents have been well recognized by accolades 

including a Peabody award, Lifetime Achievement Award from the American Academy 

of Arts and Letters, and the Eugene McDermott Award in the Arts from the 

Massachusetts Institute of Technology. Recently she received the McKnight 

Distinguished Artist award for 2016.
6
 Her skill in composition and text setting has been 

praised in reviews from USA Today, Gramophone, and the Philadelphia Inquirer.
7
 In 

addition, Larsen is notable for her advocacy work in support of the arts. She co-founded 

with Stephan Paulus what would become the American Composer’s forum, originally the 

Minnesota Composers Forum. This organization works to “provide new opportunities for 

composers and engage the community in the creation, performance and enjoyment of 

new music.”
8
 She also served as the Papamarkou Chair in Education and Technology at 

                                                             
5 Libby Larsen, “About,” Libby Larsen, http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=216 

(accessed November 4, 2014). 

 
6 “Grant Programs,” The McKnight Foundation, https://www.mcknight.org/grant-

programs/arts/distinguished-artist (accessed March 4, 2017). 

 
7 Libby Larsen, “About,” Libby Larsen, http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=216 

(accessed November 4, 2014). 

 
8 American Composers Forum, “About Us.” American Composers Forum, 

https://composersforum.org/about (accessed October 11, 2015). 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=216
file:///C:/Users/Brenda/Documents/Larsen/
file:///C:/Users/Brenda/Documents/Larsen/
https://composersforum.org/about
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the Library of Congress from 2003 to 2004, a position where she worked to bring 

together music education organizations and artists.
9
  

Libby Larsen has taken a rare approach to a career in composition. While many 

composers hold academic positions, Larsen has worked almost exclusively on 

commission. She has held residencies with orchestras including the Minnesota Orchestra, 

the Charlotte Symphony, and the Colorado Symphony. Her practice of composing on 

commission influences her compositions significantly and is an important aspect of her 

career as a composer.  

Early Life 

Larsen (b.1950) encountered a variety of musical styles early on in life. Her father 

played clarinet in a Dixieland band.
10

 She also had music training during elementary 

school at Christ the King School in Minneapolis, where she learned to sing Gregorian 

chant.
11

 Larsen credits her early piano lessons with introducing her to many musical 

sounds and colors. These lessons included the styles of “Mozart, Bartok, Stravinsky, 

Japanese music and ‘boogie.’”
12

 As a high schooler, she sang in a rock band.
13

 By the 

time she entered college she had been involved with a wide variety of music outside of 

                                                             
9 Library of Congress, “Composer Libby Larsen Named to Papamarkou Chair in Education and 

Technology in Library of Congress Kluge Center,” Library of Congress, 

http://www.loc.gov/today/pr/2003/03-067.html (accessed March 4, 2017). 

 
10 Libby Larsen, “For Kids – An Interview with Libby,” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=280 (accessed October 2, 2015). 

 
11 Libby Larsen, “FAQ – Influences,” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=232 (accessed October 2, 2015). 
 
12 Ibid. 

 
13 Larsen website, “For Kids – An Interview with Libby,” 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=280 (accessed March 2, 2017). 

http://www.loc.gov/today/pr/2003/03-067.html
http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=280
http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=232
http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=280
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the typical classical repertoire.
14

 These experiences and influences are evident in her 

composition. 

Libby Larsen entered the University of Minnesota with the intention of pursuing a 

degree in voice and eventually a career in vocal performance. However, after being given 

a chance to compose her own piece for her sophomore year jury, she discovered her 

desire to pursue composition.
15

 She continued her studies at the University of Minnesota 

and received a Bachelor of Music degree in 1971, a Master of Music degree in 1975, and 

a Doctor of Philosophy degree in 1978. Larsen’s primary composition teachers were Erik 

Stokes, Paul Fetler, and Dominick Argento. 

 

 STYLE 

 

Larsen’s practice of working on commission plays a significant role in her style 

and is an important component in understanding her work. Deborah B. Crall states in her 

dissertation “Context and Commission in the Large-Scale Texted Works of Libby 

Larsen,” “The commissioner of a work influences Larsen's creative process and the 

finished product by determining in advance such elements as the musical program, texts, 

subjects of the work, forces used, and any limitations placed on the composer.”
16

 Crall 

suggests that working on commission is much more than a source of income for Larsen, 

                                                             
14 Larsen website, “Speeches and Lectures – MENC Vision 2020 Address,” Libby Larsen 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=276 (accessed October 2, 2015).  

 
15 Linda R. Moorhouse, “A Study of the Wind Band Writing of Two Contemporary Composers: 

Libby Larsen and Frank Ticheli” (DMA diss., University of Washington, 2006), 30-31. 

 
16 Deborah B. Crall, “Context and Commission in the Large-Scale Texted Works of Libby Larsen” 

(PhD. diss., The Catholic University of America, 2013), 1. 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=276
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but rather a critical part of who she is as a composer. Regarding the importance of 

working on commission, Larsen herself writes, “Plain and simple: I compose on 

commission because I require the entire process of commission, creating, performing and 

communicating.”
17

 The commissioning of a piece plays a significant role in her 

compositional process. It creates an interaction with the first artists who will play the 

piece and helps to insure performance of all of her compositions.
 18

 Jennifer Kelly writes 

that Larsen “considers performance for an audience an essential capstone to her work.”
19

 

When asked by Laura Williams who she was most concerned about liking her pieces she 

responded, “I care most about the performers, because they are the ones putting the effort 

into it.”
20

 This statement shows that Larsen takes into consideration the performer’s 

experience with the work when composing a piece. She demonstrates this consideration 

by how she enters into a dialogue with the performer through the directions given in her 

music. She often makes use of stylistic directions that give the musicians something to 

contemplate. 

Rhythm Language 

Larsen seems to consider rhythm a defining feature of her style more so than other 

elements such as harmonic and melodic language. Balensula quotes Larsen as saying, 

“My style can be recognized by its rhythm more than anything else. I believe that music 

                                                             
17 Libby Larsen, “FAQ – Career.” Libby Larsen, 

https://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=233 (accessed March 2, 2017). 

 
18 Regarding publication, Larsen has chosen to self-publish her more recent compositions instead 

of working through a publishing company, allowing her to reach more directly the performers of her music. 

The latter two works for bassoon are self-published. 

 
19 Jennifer W. Kelly, "Libby Larsen Composes Love Songs: Five Songs on Texts by Women Poets: 

an Artist's Identity Informs Her Work" (DMA diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2005) 28. 

 
20 Laura M. Williams, “Libby Larsen's Seven Ghosts: A Stylistic and Gestural Analysis” (Master’s 

thesis, The University of Akron, 2012) 68. 

https://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=233
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springs from language of the people. I am intensely interested in how music can be 

derived from rhythms and pitches of American English.”
21

 Not only does this statement 

show how important Larsen considers rhythm in her music, it points to her stylistic 

connection to language, specifically American English. She writes, “Our own American 

language has beautiful rhythms in it; it is this American vernacular and the rhythm of our 

American life that is the language of my music.”
22

 This use of the rhythm of language 

appears throughout Larsen’s music. For example, she incorporated the sound of an 

auctioneer into Bid Call for saxophone and cello through the careful transcription and 

translation of the auctioneer’s voice into musical notation.
23

 The use of “the rhythm of 

our American life” is also an important component to her rhythmic style. Influences from 

the rhythms of popular music and jazz, as well as ideas of the rapid pace of American life 

all come into play in the rhythmic style found in her works for bassoon. 

Another influence on Larsen’s rhythmic style is her early experiences with 

Gregorian chant. A recurring feature in her music is the avoidance of bar lines, an 

element that can be traced back to Gregorian chant. In some cases, Larsen seems to see 

the use of bar lines and meter as a potential hindrance and unnecessary to the music. In an 

interview with Secrest, Larsen states, “Meter as far as I am concerned is always 

metaphorical since you don’t really need it to make music and, of course, if you are 

                                                             
21 Matthew Balensuela, “The Composer - Libby Larsen: Composer Emphasizes Rhythm in Her 

Music,” Terre Haute Tribune-Star (September 5, 1996). 

 
22 Libby Larsen, “ Frequently Asked Questions – On Music” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230 (accessed March 2, 2017). 

 
23 Katherine Jean Lewis, “Extramusical Elements in Selected Viola Music of Libby Larsen: 

Representation, Suggestion, and Abstraction” (DMA thesis, Rice University, 2010), 105. 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230
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singing chant, you don’t need meter at all.”
24

 With this statement, Larsen points to how 

chant influences her concept of rhythm and the use of meter. When writing about 

Larsen’s choral work, Love Songs, author Jennifer Kelly states that Larsen “expects her 

metered rhythm to sound by and large free of bar lines.”
25

 Additionally, Kelly points out 

the influence of chant.
26

 Two examples of this compositional characteristic are found in 

Larsen’s bassoon works: the use of dashes instead of bar lines in the second movement of 

Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano, and a meter marking of N/4
27

 in the first 

movement of full moon in the city. 

Harmonic Language  

Larsen’s compositional style does not focus on harmonic progressions as a 

driving force. Of her harmonic style Larsen writes, “The way I conceive tonality is 

horizontal, not vertical, meaning that the line comes first and the harmonies result.”
28

 

Larsen focuses on the melodic aspects of the music rather than harmonic progression. 

Although her music might have aspects of tonality, it does not make use of traditional 

functional harmony. Larsen tends to avoid the use of key signatures, making use of 

accidentals instead. This elimination of key signatures reflects nonconformity with 

                                                             
24 Glenda Denise Secrest, “Songs from Letters and Cowboy Songs by Libby Larsen: Two Different 

Approches to Western Mythology and Western Mythological Figures” (DMA diss., The University of 

Memphis, 2000),  8. 

 
25 Jennifer W. Kelly, "Libby Larsen Composes Love Songs: Five Songs on Texts by Women Poets: 

An Artist's Identity Informs Her Work" (DMA diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2005), 27. 

 
26 Ibid. 

 
27 The N/4 marking in this piece is an indication that the quarter note receives one beat but there is 

not a defined number of beats in a measure. Larsen has indicated separate measures in these sections only 

with broken bar lines.  

 
28 Libby Larsen, “Frequently Asked Questions – On Music,” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230 (accessed October 12, 2015). 

 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230
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certain norms of functional harmony. She often focuses on the development of a specific 

interval in a piece as a feature of both harmonic and melodic material.
29

 These intervals 

act as connecting material for the piece. The three works for bassoon demonstrate these 

aspects of harmonic treatment. Traditional harmonic progressions are rare, melodic 

aspects of the music take priority over harmonic progression, and specific intervals often 

provide harmonic continuity for these works. 

American Vernacular 

Larsen shows an intentional interest in connecting her music to American culture. 

She has said, “I consciously build into my pieces – subtly if I can, sometimes not so 

subtly – cultural references.”
30

 Larsen connects her music to culture through language, 

accessibility, and use of music quotation. 

For the performer, Larsen makes cultural ties explicit with her use of vernacular 

terminology in the performance directions. Kelly writes, “She often chooses performance 

directions drawn from American culture. Her use of American slang adds a layer of 

meaning within the music, even though this meaning is not meant to be exact.”
31

 

Although she does makes use of more traditional music terminology in Italian, French, 

and German, Larsen’s use of vernacular language calls upon the performer to engage 

with knowledge of American culture beyond the “classical” tradition. For example, in 

                                                             
29 Libby Larsen, “Frequently Asked Questions – On Music,” Libby Larsen, 

http://libbylarsen.com/index.php?contentID=230 (accessed October 12, 2015). 

 
30 Jennifer Kelly, "Libby Larsen Composes Love Songs: Five Songs on Texts by Women Poets: An 

Artist's Identity Informs Her Work" (DMA diss., University of California, Los Angeles, 2005), 33. 

 
31 Jennifer Kelly, “Libby Larsen: Insights and Influences through Love Songs,” The Choral 

Journal 48, no. 8 (February 2008): 26. 
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Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano she instructs the performer to “rock,” a word that 

implies a musical style outside of the Western art music tradition.  

Larsen’s music has been described as “accessible.” For example, The Wall Street 

Journal described her opera Frankenstein as “both musically current and accessible to the 

average audience.”
32

 This review suggests that we see the accessibility in her music as a 

positive quality. Larsen seems to pursue a degree of accessibility in her work. She 

describes accessibility in music as “building into the music ways for the brain to connect 

and follow the discourse the composer has set up in the piece.”
33

 For Larsen, accessibility 

is about the listener being able to connect to the music and understand her ideas. Her use 

of American vernacular elements in the works for bassoon contributes to accessibility. 

For example, when Larsen quotes a song like “Moon River” in full moon in the city, it 

provides a source of connection to a listener familiar with the quoted piece. Likewise, 

other elements of “vernacular” music, such as aspects of jazz or rock music, might 

contribute to connecting some listeners to Larsen’s music. 

Larsen incorporates music outside of the classical canon into her compositions. 

Sometimes this incorporation takes the form of quotation. Crall writes, “Larsen often 

pays homage to the musical past, quoting pieces if the music suits her purpose.”
34

 Crall 

                                                             
32 Glenda Denise Secrest, “Songs from Letters and Cowboy Songs by Libby Larsen: Two Different 

Approaches to Western Mythology and Western Mythological Figures” (DMA diss., The University of 

Memphis, 2000), 3. 

 
33 Laura M. Williams, “Libby Larsen's Seven Ghosts: A Stylistic and Gestural Analysis” (Master’s 

thesis, The University of Akron, 2012), 63-64. 

 
34 Deborah B. Crall, “Context and Commission in the Large-Scale Texted Works of Libby Larsen” 

(PhD. diss. The Catholic University of America, 2013), 27. 
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cites the incorporation of tunes sung by Jenny Lind into the piece Barnum’s Bird.
35

 

Another example of Larsen’s fondness for quotation can be found in her opera Clair de 

Lune, which makes use of many tunes thematically related to the moon.
36

 She also quotes 

a variety of tunes in the movement “Hot Clubs of America,” from the choral piece Seven 

Ghosts, which pays tribute to Louis Armstrong.
37

 As evident in these examples, the use 

of musical quotation is a stylistic feature that is recurrent in Larsen’s work. As will be 

discussed further in Chapter 5, the use of quotation plays a critical role in the second 

movement of Larsen’s work for bassoon and string orchestra, full moon in the city.  

 

 

  

                                                             
35 Ibid., 28. 

 
36 Glenda Denise Secrest, “Songs from Letters and Cowboy Songs by Libby Larsen: Two Different 

Approaches to Western Mythology and Western Mythological Figures” (DMA diss., The University of 

Memphis, 2000), 3. 

 
37 Laura M. Williams, “Libby Larsen's Seven Ghosts: A Stylistic and Gestural Analysis” (Master’s 
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CHAPTER THREE: JAZZ VARIATIONS FOR SOLO BASSOON 

 

 Libby Larsen composed the single movement work, Jazz Variations for Solo 

Bassoon, in 1977 while she was still a doctoral student at the University of Minnesota. 

Lynn Moran Riccardo, a student at Julliard, commissioned and premiered this piece. The 

work takes approximately 5 minutes to perform. Although it is marked as a theme and 

variations, it is not a traditional version of the form. Jazz Variations is an early example 

of Larsen’s incorporation of elements of music outside of the Western art music tradition 

into her music for bassoon. 

 Performers should keep in mind that accidentals do not carry through the octave 

in this piece. In addition, all glissandi should be performed by bending the notes as 

indicated for m. 85 and m. 87.
38

 No indication to swing the dotted-eighth note, sixteenth 

note rhythm is given; however, Larsen assumed this rhythm would be swung when 

appropriate to fit with the jazz influence suggested by the title of the piece.
39

 

 

JAZZ VARIATIONS – FORM AND ANALYSIS  

 

 In a theme and variations, one expects a melodic theme in the first section; 

however, in this work, no melody serves as the basis for the variations. According to 

Larsen, the variations should be understood as a response to the first eleven measures 

                                                             
38 Libby Larsen, phone interview by author, November 9, 2016. 
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instead of a variation of a melodic theme.
40

 She ties these sections together with small 

motifs. In her dissertation, Kristin Nelson refers to the short motifs as cells. Nelson 

identifies each beat in the first measure (Figure 1) as four important cells providing 

connecting material in the piece.
41

  

    
1          2         3            4 

Figure 1. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 1-3. Cells found in the first measure and 

movement between G and B-flat in m. 3.
 42 

 

These four cells occur throughout the piece and help tie the variations together. 

According to Nelson they are especially important at the ends of the variations as a signal 

to the conclusion of the section.
43

 For example, the first three cells are present at the end 

of the opening section and the end of the first variation. Furthermore, the C-sharp grace 

note to D eighth note cell found in beat one of Figure 1 is present near the end of each 

variation often alongside one or more other cells. In m. 38 this gesture is found 

concluding the main section of Variation 2. This important cell occurs again at mm. 64-

65 as the conclusion to Variation 3 (Figure 2). 
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41 Kirsten Marie Nelson, “A Performer's Guide to Published Music for Unaccompanied Solo 
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Figure 2. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 64-66. Cell 1 (circled) found at the conclusion 

of Variation 3.
 44

 

 

Other occurrences appear near the end of the piece in m. 108, 109, and 115. Figure 3 

shows the occurrence of the C-sharp grace note and D eighth note cell near the end of the 

piece at m. 115. The cell from beat three and four of the opening measure are also present 

as part of the first and second beats of m. 115 demonstrating how other cells also serve to 

tie the opening material and the variations together.  

Figure 3. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 115-117. Last use of cells 1, 3, and 4.
45

 

 

Other motifs besides the opening cells also tie the first eleven measures to the 

variations. The glissando in m. 10 (Figure 4) foreshadows the use of the same notes in 

Variation 3 at m. 54 (Figure 5) and m. 58. The glissando gesture is a central idea of the 

first part of Variation 4 and occurs at the start of the variation in m. 66 where Larsen 

                                                             
44 Libby Larsen, Jazz Variations, 1. 
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expands the interval of the glissando from a second to a sixth or seventh (Figure 6). This 

glissando occurs throughout Variation 4 in m. 68, m. 79, m. 80, and m. 85.  

 

Figure 4. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. m. 10. First glissando.
46 

 

Figure 5. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 52-54. The use of the E to D glissando in 

Variation 3.
47

 

 

 

Figure 6. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 66-67. Use of the expanded glissando in 

Variation 4.
48 
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Other motifs from the opening reappear with less frequency but still help to tie the 

variations to the opening material. Larsen’s use of the opening music throughout this 

piece is not limited to exact repetitions. For example, the thirty-second note arpeggio of 

A, D, E, C, D first seen in m. 6 relates to the thirty-second note arpeggios of A, D, E, A, 

C at m. 25 and A-flat, C, E-flat, A-flat, B at m. 44 despite the slight variations in pitch 

material. Larsen uses the accented notes from m. 3 (Figure 1) without the lower B in mm. 

83, 96 and 101. This minor third movement between B-flat and G also occurs transposed 

up an octave in m. 103 and m. 113 (Figure 7). This list of connecting motifs, although not 

comprehensive, demonstrates the complexity of Larsen’s use of the variations as a 

response to the opening music of Jazz Variations. 

 

Figure 7. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. m. 113. Minor third movement from B-flat to G.
49 

 

 Each of the variations has a different character and focus. Variation 1 begins with 

a jazz bass style line interrupted by sixteenth note activity recalling the music from m. 3. 

Variation 2 focuses on a slow, jagged upward climb from the bassoon’s lowest G to a 

high resting point followed by quick descent back to the low G. Variation 3 is the most 

melodic and lyrical of the variations. In contrast, Variation 4 is energetic and frequently 

changes meters, making use of the meters 5/16, 2/4, 6/16, 3/4 and 5/4. It features 

downward glissandi over the interval of a major sixth or seventh. Although Variation 4 is 

                                                             
49
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the last marked variation, a measure long rest separates the music in the first part of 

Variation 4 from the music found after m. 91. The section after m. 91 acts as a closing 

section as it is significantly different from the first part of the variation. The closing 

section focuses on a dotted-eighth and sixteenth note pattern with a swing feel. 

 

JAZZ VARIATIONS – STYLE AND AMERICAN VERNACULAR 

 

 Libby Larsen wrote Jazz Variations in part as a reaction to Gunther Schuller’s 

Third Stream music, a style that combines classical music with jazz music and 

improvisation. Larsen saw Schuller’s music as an “appropriation of jazz in order to create 

an academic profile of jazz and claim ownership of it.”
50

 Larsen was not alone in her 

negative reaction to Third Stream music. David Joyner describes the negative feelings 

related to the Third Stream style:  

Many critics, musicians, and listeners viewed this creation as a mutt – a 

dangerous half-breed that threatened the pedigree of each musical tradition. … 

The idea of infusing jazz with classical music elements seemed to once again 

insinuate that the former needed the latter for that validation, that the European 

musical tradition was still the standard by which all music should be judged.
51

  

 

Jazz Variations explores Larsen’s ideas of how she might incorporate jazz as an influence 

in a different way from the combination of jazz and classical styles in Third Stream. Jazz 

Variations is not jazz and does not aim to be jazz. Larsen states, “I really love jazz but I 
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don’t want to write it. I want it to filter through my music.”
52

 With this piece, she 

explores the inspiration of jazz in her own voice. Larsen was specifically interested in the 

work of John Coltrane at the time of the composition of this work. Coltrane (1926-1967) 

was an influential American jazz saxophonist, bandleader, and composer. Nelson points 

out that this influence of Coltrane’s music is particularly found in the rhythms used for 

Jazz Variations.
53

 Despite the influence of jazz, this piece is far removed from being jazz 

music and should not be thought of as jazz. However, the listener and performer are 

likely to pick up the feel of a strong influence from jazz in the syncopated figures, swung 

sections, and glissandi. 

Jazz Variations is separated from the other two pieces in this study by both the 

date of composition and the style of composition. Larsen composed Concert Piece for 

Bassoon and Piano and full moon in the city in 2008 and 2013 but Jazz Variations for 

Solo Bassoon was composed over 40 years earlier. As one might expect Larsen’s voice 

and style has evolved since the composition of Jazz Variations, which occurred when she 

was still a university student. In an interview she stated, “If I rewrote this piece today it 

would look much different than it does now.”
54

 She indicates that her style has changed 

as well as the way she would notate some of the music. For example, Larsen notated the 

rhythm found in Figure 8 as a dotted-eighth note and sixteenth note. There is no 

indication to swing this section but, according to Larsen, the intent was for the performer 
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to use a swing style.
55

 Larsen notates this swung section differently in full moon in the 

city to achieve the desired effect. In the later pieces, Larsen simply indicates that players 

should swing eighth notes to indicate the rhythm for similar passages or uses a triplet 

notation with the indication to swing (Figure 9).  

Figure 8. Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon by Libby Larsen © 1987 by E. C. Schirmer 

Music Co. Reprinted by permission. mm. 79-82. Glissandi in Variation 4 and dotted-

eighth and sixteenth note rhythm that should be performed in a swing style.
 56 
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Figure 9. full moon in the city. Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt II, mm. 1-2. Indications to swing.
57 

 

The style terminology used in Jazz Variations is also significantly different from 

the other two pieces. In the latter two pieces, Larsen makes frequent use of performance 

indications in English referencing forms of music outside of the Western art music 

tradition. Jazz Variations, in contrast, has very few marking in English, none of which 

refer to other forms of music besides the title indication of “jazz.”  

Despite some of the differences between Jazz Variations and the other pieces, 

some elements in Larsen’s style carry through to the later compositions that demonstrate 

Larsen’s more fully developed style. For example, in the two later pieces Larsen 
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continues to use the influence of American music including jazz. Furthermore, she 

incorporates the glissando technique used in Jazz Variations again in her later work 

Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano.
58

 Jazz Variations foreshadows the way Larsen 

writes for bassoon in the two later works.  

   

  

                                                             
58 Larsen writes some similar rhythmic figures in both pieces, showing another connection in 

compositional style for bassoon even over many years. For example the rhythm found in m. 3 (Figure 1) 

and m. 23 of Jazz Variations is similar to the music found in the first movement of Concert Piece for 

Bassoon and Piano at m. 10 and m. 18 (Figure 34).  
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CHAPTER FOUR: CONCERT PIECE FOR BASSOON AND PIANO 

 

The International Double Reed Society commissioned Concert Piece for Bassoon 

and Piano. The premier performance took place at the IDRS conference at Brigham 

Young University in Provo, Utah on July 24, 2008 with bassoonist Benjamin Kamins and 

pianist Jason Hardink. Larsen consulted Kamins on the early drafts of this piece. She 

credits him with giving her the courage to take the piece towards its final form including 

the use of the influence of language in the first movement.
59

 Concert Piece is in three 

movements: I. Strong, Deliberate; II. Ebb and Flow Throughout; and III. Flat Out.  

In her notes, Larsen designates a specific role for the bassoon in this piece as 

describing our culture. She writes that the piece “casts the bassoon in the role of 

minstrel/poet – a Broadway Bard, if you will – who has gathered us for a Tell about our 

culture’s expressiveness.”
60

 One assumes that by “our” Larsen refers to her own 

American culture. The bassoon in the piece speaks of this culture’s expressiveness by 

drawing on ideas and sounds from American culture. These references are not direct 

quotations of “American” music but rather general features that might be found in the 

music of American culture: a syncopation inspired by jazz, a bend from a rock guitar, and 

performance instructions that reference music found in American culture such as boogie. 

 Larsen describes how she views our culture by saying, “Our expressiveness, the 

way we speak, move, and communicate, is a deeply lyrical narrative combined with a 
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syncopated, percussive, multi-inflected, and driving nature.”
61

 In Concert Piece, we can 

see this perspective in the use of both highly lyrical and highly rhythmical music. The 

first and last movements have a driving rhythmic force that often makes use of 

syncopation with occasional lyrical moments. In contrast, the second movement focuses 

on flowing lyrical lines and de-emphasizes the drive of meter. The accompaniment of this 

movement is nearly static in harmonic material and emphasizes the piano’s gentle 

percussive nature. 

 This piece demonstrates Larsen’s use of a recurring interval as important 

connecting material in her harmonic language. The use of the interval of a fourth plays an 

important role in the harmonic language of all three movements. It is the main feature of 

one of the accompaniment figures in Movement I. One can understand the primary chord 

in Movement II as a combination of two quartal chords. The interval of a fourth is a 

significant part of the main motif in the melody of Movement III and serves as the 

foundation of some harmonies. The prominent use of the interval of a fourth in harmonies 

and melodies in all three movements represents one way in which Larsen creates a 

cohesive musical language throughout the piece. 

 

MOVEMENT I – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 Movement I, “Strong, Deliberate,” has a rhythmic drive only shortly interrupted 

by a rubato section containing two short cadenzas. It is 93 measures long and lasts just 

over four minutes.  
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There is no clear form to this movement but harmonic, rhythmic, and melodic 

motifs unite the sections. For example, in the solo part, the opening motif, appearing in  

m. 2 as D, F, F-sharp, G (Figure 10), produces the basis for much of the bassoon’s 

melodic material as well as some of the accompanimental material. This music also 

appears at m. 20 transposed down by a step. Another important figure for the bassoon is 

an ascending minor seventh chord, which often occurs alongside a simple yet significant 

idea for the bassoon: a single note or two notes a half step apart repeated rhythmically as 

seen in Figure 11. These recurring melodic ideas give cohesion to the music. 

 

 
Figure 10. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano, Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I. mm. 1-3. Opening motif.
 62
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Figure 11. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I. mm. 14-15. Rhythmic motif, ascending 

32nd motif, and ripple accompaniment pattern.
 63 

 

One way of looking at the structure of this movement is through the three main 

accompanimental figures found in the piano. The first pattern is a syncopated section 

based on the opening melodic motif (Figure 10). The piano first has music based on this 

melody in mm. 4-5 (Figure 12). It also appears in mm. 10-11, 45-56, 61-62, 79-81, 83,87, 

and 92. This frequency shows it is significant throughout the movement.  

 

Figure 12. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 4-5. Accompanimental pattern based 

on opening motive.
64
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Initially this section is marked “dirty boogie, lightly” implying ideas of the “boogie-

woogie” genera of blues, dancing, and possibly even partying. Later Larsen gives this 

same accompanimental pattern the stylistic marking of “rock,” a concept that will be 

addressed in depth in the next section, Movement I – American Elements.  

The second accompanimental pattern is a continuous sixteenth note figure marked 

“ripple” that first occurs at mm. 6-7 and repeats in mm. 8-9. Figure 11 shows the next 

occurrence of this pattern in mm. 14-15. The ripple accompaniment here is in a lower 

octave and offset by a sixteenth note from the first time this accompanimental pattern 

happens. A more altered version then appears in mm. 16-17 and repeats in mm. 18-19. 

This “ripple” pattern again occurs after a caesura at m. 28 and continues with slight 

variations until m. 43. The “ripple” pattern does not return after m. 43 but instead is 

replaced by a sixteenth note ostinato using just the notes A, E, F-sharp, G first occurring 

at m. 63.  

The third accompanimental idea, shown in Figure 13, is made of syncopated 

repeated chords marked “jazz rhythm and balance.” According to Larsen, the term “jazz 

rhythm and balance” means “an even weight is given to each finger that is working in the 

chord. There is no voice leading.”
65

 In addition, it is also an indication to push through 

the notes in a manner similar to crescendos through each note as is indicated in the 

bassoon part of this movement (Figure 11).
66

 The chords in this section are made of 

stacks of fourths, introducing the fourth as an important harmonic interval throughout the 
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piece. As a unifying factor, Larsen uses chords with a similar voicing in the other two 

movements of the piece.  

Figure 13. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 12-13. Jazz rhythm and balance 

accompanimental pattern.
 67 

 

  Although these three different accompanimental figures at first have their own 

distinct section, they begin to combine starting in m. 58. Table 1 shows a graphic 

representation of the occurrences of these accompaniment figures. “A” represents the 

accompanimental pattern based on the opening melody, “B” represents the “ripple” motif 

with “B1” being the steady ostinato that replaces the “ripple” motif. “C” represents the 

“jazz rhythm and balance” motif. “C1” represents the quartal chords that are a variation 

derived from this motif. A large section of bassoon solo with minimal accompaniment 

also appears in the chart at m. 45. 
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Table 1. Chart of accompanimental patterns occurring in Concert Piece for Bassoon and 

Piano, Mvt. I. 

Measure  Section  Accompaniment 

1-5 A Based on opening motif 

6-9 B Ripple 

10-11 A Based on opening motif 

12-13 C Jazz rhythm and balance 

14-19 B Ripple 

20-21 A Based on opening motif 

22-27 C Jazz rhythm and balance 

28-43 B Ripple 

44 C Jazz rhythm and balance 

45-56 Solo with A Solo bassoon with short accompaniment 

interjections 

57-60 C Jazz rhythm and balance 

61-62 A Based on opening motif 

63-78 B1 and C1 Combination 

79-80 A  Based on opening motif 

81-93 A, B, and C1 Combination 

 

 

MOVEMENT I – AMERICAN VERNACULAR 

 

The first movement of Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano contains many 

components that link it to American culture. These linking features are present in the 
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terminology used for performance directions, rhythmic patterns, and extended techniques. 

The connections to the American vernacular are strong in this movement. 

The performance directions in movement one of Concert Piece for Bassoon and 

Piano invite the performer to consider musical concepts that borrow from American 

popular culture. Terminology typically found outside of the Western art music tradition 

appears in this movement. The words and phrases that appear throughout the movement 

include “jazz rhythm and balance,” “dirty boogie,” ”rock,” and “blue.” Although these 

terms appear alongside other more traditional terminology, they ask the performer to 

draw on cultural knowledge that includes music from American popular culture to 

determine the appropriate way to play the passage.  

As an example of the implications these references to American popular music 

might have on the performance of the piece, the use of the word “rock” in this movement 

will be examined. The marking “rock” appears twice in the first movement: once at  

m. 45- 46 as simply “rock” (Figure 14) and again at m. 81 as “rock to the end.”
68

 This 

word is referring to the style of the popular genre of music, rock. The Oxford Dictionary 

of Music defines rock as a “Species of popular music originating in the USA (as 

rock’n’roll) in the early 1950s.”
69

 Although rock music has spread to many other 

countries, it is a feature of American popular culture and history. 
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Figure 14. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 45-46. Example of the use of the term 

"rock."
 70 

 In order to play this section as the composer intends, it helps to have a concept of 

what it means to rock. With the use of this term, Larsen draws the performer into thinking 

of this cultural reference to American popular music. However, rock is a style with a 

wide variety of possible characteristics. Each performer might interpret what to rock 

means from a slightly different background and understanding of rock. To reflect the idea 

of rock one might choose to use a slightly different timbre to the sound or play with more 

exaggerated articulations. Likewise, the terms “blue,” “jazz,” and “boogie” carry an 

implication of musical styles with many variations drawn from across American culture. 

Although the interpretation of these styles might vary, not taking into consideration these 

musical styles would be to ignore Larsen’s expressive markings and intent. The 

importance of these terms seems to be in the permission they give the player to explore 

these styles rather than in a consistent interpretation rock, jazz, blues, or boogie. As 

Larsen states, there is “a choice for an adventurous spirit with this piece.”
71

 Larsen gives 
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the performer the opportunity to play in a way that is outside of the standard sound and 

style for the bassoon. Each performer must consider what these indications mean to one’s 

own style of playing.  

Larsen’s intention in referring to jazz, rock, blues, and boogie seems to be to 

engage in a dialogue with the performers, through music, about what these cultural 

references might mean. When discussing performance directions that reference American 

culture in Larsen’s vocal work Love Songs, Kelly says that Larsen “hopes for a certain 

amount of thought or even discussion arising from these performance indications.” 
72

 

Likewise, the references to forms of popular music in Concert Piece calls on the 

performer to reflect on this music and through the piece enter into a discussion on these 

aspects of American culture. In an interview about the use of these references to 

American popular music in Concert Piece, Larsen discussed her intentions: 

What I was hoping for is that the person playing the piece thinks very hard about 

how they are going to produce what their interpretation of blue or rock is. What’s 

your interpretation of rock? Not in words but in sound. So I’m indicating a search 

for a style beyond classical for that particular moment of the piece in the way the 

notes are colored and inflected.
73

  

 

Although these forms of music might mean different things to each person, it is important 

to consider how these cues can inform one’s style of playing. Larsen gives detailed 

articulation and rhythmic markings for the performer to use to play in the correct style. 

However, according to Larsen, drawing on one’s knowledge of these styles gives the 
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piece energy.
74

 These references to popular forms of American music show how Larsen 

is working to describe “our culture’s expressiveness” through this piece. 

 One significant aspect of Larsen’s style is how she views music’s connection to 

language, especially to spoken American English. Larsen demonstrates that she has given 

thought to the way language connects to music: “I began examining rhythmic patterns, 

pitch range, tempo and phrase contour in American spoken English.”
75

 She states, “Our 

language is rhythmic. It is not a pitched language. It’s a rhythmic language.”
76

 She views 

American English as particularly rhythmic in nature, rather than melodic. In the first 

movement of Concert Piece, Larsen uses this notion of rhythmic language in her style. 

One of the most important melodic ideas found in the solo line of this movement is the 

repetition of two notes at a small interval or a single pitch that repeats in a quick fashion 

with a variable rhythm. Measures 46 (Figure 14), 50 (Figure 15), 67-68, 73, and 77-78 

present examples of this idea. For example, in m. 50 the bassoon primarily plays a C-

sharp that repeats quickly with a varied rhythm. This music is highly rhythmic and 

lacking in lyricism. Larsen appears to draw on her concept of American English in these 

sections and the rhythmic characteristics she perceives in the spoken language. Indeed, 

the bassoon seems to be speaking in a frantic fashion in these passages. According to 

Larsen, she also references the sound of evangelical preachers in this movement with the 

large register jumps and energetic rhythms much in the same way as she did with the 
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saxophone piece Holy Roller.
77

 Measure 51(Figure 15) shows this energetic jump in 

register that refers to the sound of an evangelical preacher. Although the details are left 

up to the listener’s imagination, in this section, it seems the bassoon talks using Larsen’s 

ideas of the American English language to communicate something about American 

culture and fulfill the role designated for the bassoon in Larsen’s performance notes. 

 
Figure 15. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 50-51.
 78 

 

 Larsen indicates “bends” near the end of the movement that reference the sound 

of an electric guitar. The music in m. 82, m. 84, m. 86, and m. 88 indicates that the 

performer should bend a held note both up and down. Figure 16 shows one instance of 

this indication on the G half note. All four uses of this effect are in the closing section of 

the movement marked “Rock to the end.” This uncommon extended technique for 

bassoon gives the impression of an electric guitar in a rock setting using the tremolo bar 

on the instrument. Larsen’s use of this technique outside the bassoon’s typical sound, but 

common for the sound of an electric guitar, once again might cause the performer and the 
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listener to draw on knowledge of cultural references outside of Western art music. This 

effect is another way that Larsen connects this piece with the American vernacular. 

 
Figure 16. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. 1, mm. 82-83. Example of the up and down 

bend referencing an electric guitar.
 79

  

 

 

MOVEMENT II – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 The second movement of Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano provides a sharp 

contrast to the first and third movements of this work. While the other two movements 

are quick in tempo and highly active, the second movement is largely lyrical with a 

calmer and freer nature. This movement is marked “ebb and flow, rubato throughout.” At 

a slow tempo (quarter note = 58-63 beats per minute), the movement lasts approximately 

four and a half minutes. 

  The accompanimental harmony consists of one single chord for the majority of 

the movement. This main chord of the movement can be described as two quartal chords 

separated by a third and spelled D, G, C, E, A, D. An example of this chord is circled in 
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the accompaniment of Figure 17. If the chord were reduced to its smallest interval, it 

would be a cluster of mostly major seconds. However, Larsen uses this chord with a 

voicing that spreads it into fourths throughout the movement.  

Figure 17. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 4-6. Example of the main chord of 

the movement and A as a resting point for the melody.
80

 

 

She uses a similar chord voicing in the first movement with the chords marked “jazz 

rhythm and balance.” Of this style of chord she states, “I just like the sound much better; 

it’s ambiguous.”
81

 The nature of the main chord gives it no clear direction and allows the 

music to move forward without the need for arrival. For over half the total movement, the 

only pitch classes present in the accompaniment are the D, G, C, E, A of the main chord. 

After the first twenty-six measures, Larsen introduces a new pitch class in m. 27 with the 

appearance of F and A-flat, marked with an arrow in Figure 18. However, these 

additional pitches disappear with the start of the closing section in m. 36 where the 

accompaniment returns to playing only the main chord.  
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Figure 18. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 27-29. Rhythmic activity (circled) 

and new pitch classes (marked with an arrow) in the middle section of the movement
82 

 

In contrast to the accompanimental part, the bassoon line is not as restricted in its 

pitch content, using all of the possible pitch classes with the exception of C-sharp/D-flat. 

Despite the contrast in the two parts, they are related. Important structural points in the 

bassoon line rest on pitches found in the main chord. The most frequent note at the end of 

phrases in the melody is A. Figure 17 shows the first occurrence of A as a resting place at 

the end of the first phrase in m. 5. Phrases ending on the pitch of A also occur at m. 9, m. 

17, m. 25, and m. 36. Notes besides A also function as points of arrival. When the 

harmony changes at m. 27 the F that has been introduced into the accompaniment plays 

the role of an arrival point for the melody. Notes outside of the accompanimental chord 

function in a way that leads to or connects chord tones. In other words, the notes outside 

of the main chord act in a way that is ornamental to the structural chord tones. In Figure 

19 the non-chord tones are marked with an arrow. The B-flat in m. 14 functions as an 

upper neighbor to the chord tone of A. The E-flat acts as an appoggiatura that leads to the 
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chord tone of E. Likewise, the B-flat in m. 15 also acts like an appoggiatura. Although 

the F and B-flat in beat two of m. 16 are not technically passing tones, they function in a 

similar way to a passing tone by connecting the A, D, and G chord tones. The G-sharp in 

the fourth beat functions as a passing tone between the G and A. 

Figure 19. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 14-17. The use of non-chord tones to 

connect chord tones in the melody line.
83 

 

D serves as the bass note throughout the entire movement and gives the 

movement a sense of tonal grounding. In the middle section of the movement, Larsen 

uses the D diminished triad when she introduces F and A-flat. An example of this 

harmony can be seen in the last beat of m. 27 found in Figure 18. At the end of the 

movement, a tonal center of D is confirmed with the melody’s closing notes of A and F-

sharp hinting at D Major despite the presence of the dissonant main chord.  

The second movement of Concert Piece has an ABA organization that moves 

from calm opening music to a more intense middle section and then returns to the feel of 

the opening music. As with the first movement, the accompaniment indicates the form of 
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the movement. The accompaniment at the opening of the movement is highly static in 

harmonic nature. Rhythmically, the single chord found at the start of the movement is 

articulated in a slow and unpredictable manner. Both the solo line and the 

accompanimental part build in intensity moving the music into the climactic middle 

section. This build in energy begins around m. 19 where the indication to “gradually 

intensify to m. 25” signals this change.  

By m. 27 it is clear that the more energetic middle section of the movement has 

begun. Here, Larsen introduces new pitch classes to the single harmony that has been 

present since the start of the movement. Leading into m. 27, the rhythmic activity 

increases through an escalation in the frequency of attacks on the main chord and the 

introduction of a new rhythmic idea (circled in Figure 18). According to Larsen, the 

growing intensity of the movement can also be traced through the attacks of the low D in 

the piano as they increase in frequency. The bassoon line ties into this repetition of the D 

and responds to these reiterations.
84

 Furthermore, the measures in the middle section 

contain fewer beats than the very long initial measures, echoing the condensing of the 

attacks on the low D in the bass of the piano line. The activity of the middle section 

continues until m. 36 where the music suddenly returns to the controlled feel of the 

opening in both rhythm and harmony. 

 The meter of the second movement is a noteworthy aspect of Concert Piece. As 

can be seen in Figures 17, 18, and 19, Larsen uses broken bar lines and long measures 

with shifting meters to erase the feel of bar lines from the movement. Larsen states that 
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“the music should just flow and not be inflected by bar lines.”
85

 In this movement, she 

treats bar lines as only a way to help the performers organize the music rather then 

something that gives the music a metered feeling. Furthermore, by using bars with a high 

number of beats Larsen creates measures that last nearly 13 seconds. In these ways, 

Larsen has worked to free the music of any sense of meter in the outer sections of the 

movement. 

 

MOVEMENT III – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 The performance directions at the beginning of the third movement of Concert 

Piece for Bassoon and Piano indicate that this music should be energetic and athletic. 

Like the first movement, this movement is full of energy and drive. It lasts only 3 

minutes. 

 The third movement has three sections. The beginning and end of the movement 

have a driving motion to them. However, the middle of the piece, mm. 52-56, breaks this 

driving motion with a rubato section containing two cadenzas. One main motif with the 

pattern of moving down a perfect fourth then moving up by a half step twice connects the 

melodic material in the third movement. For example, the notes in the first occurrence of 

this motif are G, D, D-sharp, E (circled in Figure 20). Larsen repeats this intervallic 

pattern with a variation in rhythm in the next two measures and in other places 

throughout the movement.  
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Figure 20. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. III, mm. 1-2. Main melodic motif.
86

 
 

One rhythmic variation of the motif Larsen uses throughout the movement is a triplet 

pattern (Figure 21). Although it is a variation of the main motif, it is also a diminished 

chord that has been filled in with ornamental notes. This pattern, used throughout 

Movement 3, has the feel of a fill used in jazz music. 

 
Figure 21. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. III, mm. 75-76. Main melodic motif with 

triplet pattern.
 87 
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 The accompaniment plays a near equal role with the bassoon in the third 

movement of Concert Piece passing the melodic material back and forth in an “abstract 

call and response dance.”
88

 The two parts have more equality in this movement than they 

do in the first or second movements. The piano often plays lines in octaves or thirds with 

parts in rhythmic unison. When chords are present, they are voiced in a similar way to the 

other movements where chord tones are spaced at the interval of a fourth or larger. 

Larsen refers to the similarity of these chords between all three movements as a “unifying 

gesture.”
89

 Many of these harmonies are quartal chords such as in m. 4 (Figure 22) where 

the first chord is a stack of an augmented fourth and two perfect fourths.   

 
Figure 22. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. III, m. 4. Chords made of fourths.
90 

 

Other harmonies have a similar voicing but a different harmonic content. Although the 

chord in m. 52 (Figure 23) can be reduced into a minor seventh chord with an added 

major third, the pitches in this chord are spaced at an interval of a fourth or fifth. Like in 
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the other movements, the voicing of these chords gives the chords a less dissonant and 

more stable feel.  

 
Figure 23. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. III, m. 52. Chord voicing.
91 

 

 

MOVEMENT III – AMERICAN VERNACULAR 

 

Larsen begins the third movement of Concert Piece with two terms that are 

packed with possible implications. Both the terms “Flat out” and “Groove,” used to 

indicate the tempo and style of the movement, carry with them cultural associations. 

According to the Merriam-Webster dictionary, the term “flat out” can mean “in a very 

clear or direct way” or “at the fastest possible speed.”
92

 This definition gives a clear idea 

of one way to understand this term. It tells the players to play fast and clean. There is also 

a cultural implication to this term because of other times it is used in reference to music.
93
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However, it might connect to the idea of American vernacular in a deeper way. About the 

term “flat out” Larsen states, “It’s also a cultural reference to an American trait seen 

through the eyes of other cultures that we are always speeding ahead, speeding ahead 

without thinking of the consequences.”
94

 It connects to culture in Larsen’s view by 

implying a perceived American trait.  

The term “groove” refers to the rhythmic feel of the music. About the idea of 

“groove” Larsen states “groove is something I’ve been working on in my own mind and 

my own composition for …maybe the last 5 or 6 years. I’ve been trying to understand 

how groove can exist in Western musical perspective.”
95

 In this movement, Larsen 

explores the incorporation of “groove”. Like other aspects of culture outside of the 

classical tradition, the incorporation of the idea of groove is another vernacular element 

in Larsen’s music. The idea of groove might bring to mind many connections to the 

American vernacular. The word “groove” makes appearances as part of the album titles 

and movie titles.
96

 According to the Grove Dictionary of Music, the term “groove” refers 

to the manipulation of the timing of the music in funk and jazz.
97

 In jazz, it refers to a 

                                                                                                                                                                                     
Öyster Cult. American jazz artist, John Scofield, also used the term “flat out” as an album title in 1989. 

These are just a couple examples of the use of the “flat out” in reference to music. 

 
94 Libby Larsen, phone interview by author, November 9, 2016. 
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96Although Larsen is not directly referencing these occurrences of the word “groove” some 

examples of the term in reference to popular music include Bob Dylan’s 1988 album Down in the Groove 

and Miles Davis’s 1957 album Bags’ Groove. Band names have used the term such as Tongue and Groove 

and the R and B group Groove Theory. It even appears as the title of a movie, Groove, about San Francisco 

raves from 2000.  
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Press) 
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persistent pattern but also has implications of dance, sex, and aesthetic judgment.
98

 One 

of the ways Larsen explores the idea of groove in this movement is with the persistent 

repetition of one melodic motif.  

What does it mean to “flat out, groove?” Although this cultural knowledge does 

little to inform precisely how this music should be played, it gives the performer an 

indication of the feel the music should have. Moreover, these terms enter the performer 

into the discussion about “our culture’s expressiveness” referred to in the composer’s 

program notes on Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: FULL MOON IN THE CITY 

 

 Libby Larsen wrote the three-movement piece, full moon in the city, for bassoon 

and strings. It has a programmatic title that complements the idea of a late night stroll and 

music that endeavors to represent this atmosphere. The title of the work references the 

quotation of songs about the moon as well as the late-night setting. The thematic concept 

of the piece originated through Larsen’s friendship with bassoonist George Sakakeeny 

that developed while they were both at Interlochen. Sakakeeny commissioned and 

premiered full moon in the city. The cover notes state that this piece “imagines a bassoon, 

after hours, out on a walk in the club district of an unnamed city.”
99

 The titles of the 

movements reflect the passage of time during this late night stroll. The first movement 

has the programmatic title of “…at 3am.” The middle movement’s title, “Juking the 

Moon” reflects the idea of hearing fragments of songs from different clubs as one passes 

by around 4am at night. The last movement moves us into the early morning with the title 

of “…5am.”  

The piece has a feeling of going somewhere and nowhere at the same time. 

Writing about the character of the piece, Larsen reveals that the first and third movement 

“use the technique of meander to move somewhere but stay in the same place.”
100

 Much 

like her writing in the second movement of Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano, Larsen 

accomplishes a sense of movement without a clear goal for arrival through her harmonic 

language. The first and last movements make use of tritones and diminished chords along 
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with chords that lack traditional functionality. Similarly, the middle movement, although 

having a different tonal character, moves without harmonic destination. The harmonic 

language in the second movement contains a pattern of two alternating bass notes 

throughout the movement. The rocking back and forth of the bass line gives this 

movement motion without harmonic arrival.  

 

“…3AM” – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 In “…at 3am”, the first movement of full moon in the city, melody and harmonies 

all give the impression of wandering at a slow pace with no clear destination. The lack of 

defined form reinforces this feel. Larsen gives the movement continuity by the repetition 

of different musical units. Table 2 shows the occurrences of these units of music along 

with a brief description of the music in each section.  
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Table 2. Chart of the form in full moon in the city, Mvt. I. 

Measure Section Description 

1-4 A Opening melody 

5 Transition 1 Glissando chords 

6-12 B Harmonics (D,E,F,G) 

13-17 C Diminished chords with added 4th 

17 Transition 2 Ascending arpeggio 

18-21 D Tritone glissando 

22-25 C Diminished chords with added 4th 

26-31 D Tritone con legno 

32-37 C Transposed diminished chords with added 4th 

(no third) 

38-40 B Harmonics (D,E,F,G) 

41-43 C Transposed diminished chords with added 4th 

44,45 Transition 1 and 2 Glissando measure plus the music from m. 17 

46-47 A Opening melody 

48-49 B Harmonics (D,E,F,G) 

50-52 Transition 2 transposed Transposed ascending arpeggio  

53-57 Transition1  Glissando chords 

 

Each accompanimental section has a corresponding melody connected to it. With the 

repetitions of a section, Larsen often varies an aspect of the melody or accompaniment. 

For example, the accompaniment pattern that first occurs at m. 6 uses the pitches D, E, F, 

G and the technique of string harmonics (Figure 24). The occurrences of this 

accompaniment and melody unit are referenced as section B in Table 2. The melody that 

occurs with this accompaniment pattern starts with the notes C, B, G, E. At the second 

occurrence of this harmonic pattern in m. 38 (Figure 25), the melody begins with the 

same notes but the rhythm is changed to a dotted-quarter note on the G and an eighth note 

on the E instead of the original triplet rhythm. Larsen then continues to use similar 

melodic material but removes an F and G from the abbreviated B section at m. 38-40.  
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Figure 24. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. I. mm. 6-10. First occurrence of section B.
101
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Figure 25. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 38-40. Second occurrence of section B.
102

 

 

 The interval of a tritone is important in “…at 3am” and occurs as a major feature 

in mm. 18-21 and mm. 26-31. Table 2 refers to these measures as section D. This section 

again demonstrates how Larsen varies the melody and accompaniment with each new 

appearance of melody and accompaniment unit. With its first occurrence, Larsen 

highlights the use of tritones between the second violin and viola by using a glissando 
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effect (Figure 26). In the second occurrence, the tritones between the second violin and 

viola are highlighted by the use of “con legno” (Figure 27).  

 

Figure 26. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 18-21. Tritones with glissando effect.
103 

 

                                                             
103

 Ibid., 2. 



61 
 

Figure 27. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 28-30. Tritones using “col legno.”
104 

 

  

“JUKING THE MOON” – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 The second movement of full moon in the city, “Juking the Moon” is through-

composed. The use of quotations drives the content of the movement. However, during 

the course of this movement, there are a few ideas that appear regularly throughout the 

movement and provide continuity. The bass line alternates between two eighth notes of D 

and two eighth notes of E for the entire movement (Figures 9, 29, 30, and 31) providing a 
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consistent foundation for the rest of the musical ideas. Additionally, this bass line 

provides a sense of motion without a feel of arrival or direction. A second inversion F 

Major chord also frequently occurs in the first half of the movement and helps to tie the 

harmonic content of the movement together. A reoccurring melodic triplet figure, first 

appearing on the fourth beat of m. 4 in the upper strings, sometimes occurs at the ends of 

the bassoon’s melodic ideas and helps to connect the different melodic segments.  

 

 “JUKING THE MOON” – AMERICAN VERNACULAR  

 

The use of musical quotation is an essential feature of the middle movement of 

full moon in the city. Using quotation is not new to Larsen’s style. She has utilized 

musical quotation in a number of her works. One example of musical quotation in 

Larsen’s work can be found in her chamber piece Holy Roller where she quotes gospel 

hymns.
105

 In another example, Larsen quotes well-known tunes and evokes a “hot-club-

like experience”
106

 in the fifth movement of her choral work Seven Ghosts, “United Hot 

Clubs of America.” In a similar manner, Larsen uses extensive musical quotation to 

evoke another scene in “Juking the Moon,” the second movement of full moon in the city. 

In the cover notes of the piece, she explains this use of quotation and the feel she intends 

to create. She writes, “’Juking the Moon’, the inner movement, muses on the idea of the 

bassoon around 4am, strolling along the street detecting fragments of songs about the 
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moon as jukeboxes and bar musicians play into the night.”
107

 With these song fragments, 

Larsen creates an atmosphere where listeners can imagine themselves taking this late-

night stroll.  

In the composer’s performance notes, Larsen states that this use of song 

fragments is creating a tone poem inspired by the artist Red Groom.
108

 Red Groom is a 

contemporary American artist and sculptor born in 1937 whose work focuses on urban 

life.
109

 According to Kletchka, Groom’s images “exalt the activities of the people in their 

everyday lives, recognizing the inherent complexities of their world, and celebrating the 

mundane.”
110

 The image of Looking Along Broadway Towards Grace Church, a 3-D 

mixed media piece, demonstrates these characteristics of Groom’s work (Figure 28). The 

complex cartoon-like scene portrays an image of daily activities such as a working, 

shopping, or commuting in a busy city environment. The second movement of full moon 

in the city certainly contains an atmosphere reminiscent of the characteristics of the 

subject of Groom’s work. Larsen’s use of popular music and program of a late-night 

stroll both fit into the idea of the everyday lives of people and a focus on the more 

ordinary events of life rather than the extraordinary. 
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Figure 28. Looking Along Broadway Towards Grace Church, 1981. Red Grooms 

(American, 1937- ). Mixed media (alkyd paint, gatorboard, celastic, wood, wax, foam-

core); overall: 180.3 x 161.9 x 73 cm (70 15/16 x 63 11/16 x 28 11/16 in). The Cleveland 

Museum of Art, Gift of Agnes Gund in honor of Edward Henning 1991.27 © 1981 Red 

Grooms / Artists Rights Society (ARS), New York / ADAGP, Paris 

 

 Another inspiration for the construction of the movement “Juking the Moon” 

comes from the mash-up genre.
111

 The mash-up genre may be defined as “a twenty-first-

century popular music genre in which musical works are created by overlaying, 

juxtaposing, and digitally manipulating samples of two or more preexisting 
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recordings.”
112

 By taking these two or more existing pieces, the mash-up artist produces a 

new narrative distinct from the original pieces. A notable example of the mash-up genre 

is Danger Mouse’s The Gray Album (2004), a combination of Jay-Z’s The Black Album 

and The Beatle’s The White Album. Songs in the mash-up genre are not limited to the 

inclusion of just two songs but can contain a large quantity of different original pieces. 

One type of mash-up is a piece that incorporates many of the most popular songs of the 

year. For example, DJ Earworm has released many mash-ups of this type that use twenty-

five or more of the year’s most popular songs. 

The influence of the mash-up genre is clear in the second movement of full moon 

in the city. Larsen has taken small pieces of many different songs and combined them to 

construct her narrative of a stroll past clubs playing different songs in the late night. 

Larsen provides with the score a complete list of pieces that she has quoted in the second 

movement. This inclusion echoes the practice for many mash-ups where artists include a 

list of sampled songs with the YouTube post of their pieces. The following chart (Table 

3) shows the appearances of the excerpted pieces. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                             
112 Melissa Hok Cee Wong, "Mash-up," Grove Music Online. Oxford Music Online. Oxford 

University Press, 
http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2250170 

(accessed March 5, 2017). 

http://www.oxfordmusiconline.com.ezproxy3.library.arizona.edu/subscriber/article/grove/music/A2250170
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Table 3. Chart of the occurrences of quoted songs in full moon in the city, Mvt. II. 

Song Title and Composer Measure 

“Moondance” by Van Morrison 2, 4, 7, 20, 28, 46,49, 53-54 

“Astronomy Domine” by Pink Floyd 3-4, 5, 12, 15-19, 31, 33, 36, 38 - 40 

“Space Oddity” by David Bowie 9-12, 14-15, 23-24, 47-48 

“Fly Me to the Moon” by Bart Howard 12-14, 19-23, 38- 41 

“Walking on the Moon” by The Police 14, 16, 21 

“Moon River” by Henry Mancini 24-25, 28-30, 42-45, 55-59 

“Howling at the Moon” by The Ramones 22-23 

“Bike Ride to the Moon”  

by Dukes of Stratosphere 

17-18, 50-51 

“By the Light of the Silvery Moon” 

by Hawley Ades 

26 -27, 52-53 

 

Larsen uses some of these tunes in a recognizable form, while other quotations are 

of only brief or obscure fragments of the songs. For tunes like “Fly Me to the Moon” or 

“Moon River,” a large segment of the main tune is quoted and is easily recognizable. In 

other pieces she uses smaller portions of the main tune or even accompanimental parts. 

Some tunes are briefly passed through whereas other tunes occur multiple times. For 

example, the opening notes of the vocal line in “Howling at the Moon” on the lyrics “Sha 

la la la la” is found in m. 22 with the notes C, B-flat, C, B-flat, C, D, B-flat in the violins 

(Figure 29). Although it is a significant melody in the original song, it is somewhat 

hidden in this movement. It only occurs twice and alongside two other melodies.  
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Figure 29. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 22-24. Quotation of “Fly Me to the Moon” (A), 

"Howling at the Moon" (B), "Space Oddity" (C), and “Moon River” (D).
113

 

 

In contrast, the seven-note melody excerpted from “Space Oddity” occurs throughout the 

piece. The quoted tune comes from the music that accompanies the opening words 

“ground control to Major Tom” in the original piece by David Bowie. This fragment of 

melody is significant in the original song as the main melody. The first occurrence of the 

tune from “Space Oddity” in “Juking the Moon” happens at m. 9 and is the main melody 

found for the measure (Figure 30). Figure 29 also shows the incomplete occurrence of 

this quotation at m. 23. in the quarter note triplets. In contrast, the use of the tune “Moon 

                                                             
113

 Libby Larsen, full moon, 8. 
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River” might be more noticeable than “Howling at the Moon” or “Space Oddity,” since it 

dominates the music from m. 55 to the end of the movement, unobscured by the use of 

other tunes. 

                                    
Figure 30. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 22-24. First occurrence of the quotation from "Space 

Oddity."
114

 

 

Since “Fly Me to the Moon” is one of the most prominently quoted tunes in the 

movement, it deserves a closer look. Larsen uses this tune in the strings at mm. 12-14 and 

mm. 19-21. She follows these statements immediately by a short quotation in the solo 

                                                             
114

 Ibid., 7. 
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voice of the tune containing only five notes in m. 22 (Figure 29). In this manner, Larsen 

weaves short occurrences of “Fly Me to the Moon” in and out of the voices. The most 

prominent statement of the tune in the solo voice occurs at mm. 38-41 (Figure 31) with 

the final note in the tune’s appearance ornamented by a motif used throughout the 

movement.  

Figure 31. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. II, mm. 38-41. Use of "Fly Me to the Moon" (circled).
115 

 

Although the melodic contour remains, there is some rhythmic alteration from familiar 

versions of the tune. The effect of music mixing from different sources as one walks by is 

enhanced by the contrast of duple rhythm in the melody against a background using 

triplets.  

                                                             
115
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Other quotations in this movement do not appear in such large or obvious 

fragments. Larsen does not always make use of the main melody of the song that she 

quotes, using instead a more obscure segment of the song. For example, the first 

inversion chords in a triplet pattern come from the song “Astronomy Domine” by Pink 

Floyd. This musical fragment, which is part of the accompaniment in the original piece, 

is used often in “Juking the Moon.” According to Larsen, Van Morrison’s “Moondance” 

inspired the bass line that occurs throughout the movement.
116

 She also includes a short 

excerpt of the melody from “Moondance” that first occurs at m. 2. This tune is 

transformed into the F, E, D sixteenth note triplet figure which occurs throughout the 

movement at the ends of phrases. Although these quotations are not as easily identifiable 

as many of the quotes, these musical fragments play an important role in the movement 

and are used throughout the piece.  

 

“…5AM” – FORM AND ANALYSIS 

 

 Larsen’s approach to the third movement of full moon in the city is very similar to 

the first movement. Once again, the way she approaches the form of the movement 

creates an atmosphere of wandering without direction by the use of recurring themes that 

alternate back and forth along with harmonies that are not used as part of traditional 

harmonic progressions. Larsen unifies the entire piece by including ideas introduced in 

the previous movements as well as using a theme from the first movement as the closing 

four measures of the piece.  
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 Libby Larsen, phone interview by author, November 9, 2016. 
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 As observed in the first movement, different accompanimental patterns are 

attached to melodic material forming two main sections in this movement. The A section 

has an accompanimental pattern that is based on quartal chords. The B section has a 

steady bassline of quarter note C to quarter note G, a countermelody in the violins, and a 

descending line in the solo. These units of music repeat, alternating three times, to give a 

unified structure to the movement (Table 4). 

Table 4. Chart of the melody and harmony units in full moon in the city, Mvt. III. 

Measure Section Description 

 

1-7 A Quartal and quintal chords 

with tritones 

8-10 Transition Begins pattern of B section 

except with E in the bass 

11-18 B C to G bass pattern 

 

19-24 A Return of the tritone and 

variation of opening melody 

25-32 B C to G bass pattern with 

almost no variation 

33-35 A Recitative variation to the 

opening melody and chords 

36-37 B Very brief use of C to G 

bass pattern 

38-41 Closing String harmonics from 

Mvt. I 

  

 Larsen ties the music in the third movement of full moon in the city to the first 

movement through the chord structure in the A section. The opening melody and 

accompaniment unit, section A, makes use of the tritone. This use of the tritone and chord 

structure is foreshadowed by the chords in m. 5 and m. 44 of “…at 3am” and the use of 

tritones in mm. 18-21 and mm. 26-31 of that same movement. Measure 23 of the last 

movement even references the glissando effect used in the first movement at mm. 5, 18-
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21, 44, and 53-57. The first chord in the A section of “…5am” contains a tritone between 

the two lowest notes. The remainder of the chord is built of fourths, creating a quartal 

harmony. The majority of chords in this section retain this quartal structure and contain 

the tritone. This dissonant harmony of the A section provides a striking contrast to the B 

section that has a more major quality. 

Larsen retains the contour of the melody in all three repetitions of the A section 

but varies the rhythm of the notes in a similar manner to what was observed in the first 

movement. For example, the melody of B, D, B, F-sharp, G-sharp is found in m. 1, m. 19, 

and m. 33. Each occurrence of this melody is accompanied by the same quartal harmony. 

However, Larsen varies the rhythm and repetition of notes in the melody each time. A 

clearer understanding of what Larsen has done to vary this melody can be seen by 

comparing the music shown in Figures 32 and 33. Although the same pitches are used, 

Larsen alters the metric placement and repetition of the notes between these sections. The 

remainder of the melody in the three A sections is treated in a similar fashion.  
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Figure 32. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. III, mm. 19-20. Variation of the A melody.
 117
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Figure 33. full moon in the city Copyright © 2013 Libby Larsen. All Rights Reserved. 

Used by permission. Mvt. III, mm. 33-34. Variation of the A melody.
118

 

 

The B section hints at a major harmony, has an actively moving bass line, and 

contains a countermelody in the upper strings. The bass line in this section moves back 

and forth between one beat of C and one beat of G much in the same way the bass moved 

between D and E in “Juking the Moon.” Although a sense of C Major is present here, the 

occasional F-sharp and G-sharp prevents the full establishment of C Major. The use of G 

and D on beats two and four, as well as the F-sharp, hint at G Major as the tonal center of 
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the section; however, this tonality is also never fully stabilized. The lack of established 

tonal center leaves the section with an impression of uncertainty and, one could say, a 

meandering feel. The harmonics found in this section are reminiscent of the harmonics 

used in the first movement of the piece and foreshadow the use of the harmonic section 

from the first movement as the closing material of the movement. 

 

“…5AM”- AMERICAN VERNACULAR  

 

In the third movement of full moon in the city, Larsen makes use of performance 

direction in English. These performance directions are simultaneously specific and 

ambiguous. What does it mean to “treat each note as a wave, lapping the shore” or to play 

“as steady and calm as moonlight?” It would be wrong to give a definitive answer to the 

question. Like Larsen’s references to popular music in other pieces, each performer might 

interpret these directions differently. Concerning these directions, Larsen states, “I offer 

them as a way of thinking about how you want to do it…. [T]hey’re just indications to 

muse upon.”
119

 Rather than trying to influence the performer to play in a specific way, 

Larsen is more interested in creating a dialogue with the performer on what these 

concepts might mean. Each performer will and should find a slightly different meaning in 

these directions, since each person will feel differently about the idea that Larsen has 

presented. As Larsen points out, moonlight “gives you the idea that it’s steady, and 

depending on your mood it might be calm … but it’s really constantly vibrating and 
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glowing.”
120

 By this statement, it is clear that Larsen wants performers to think deeply 

about these performance directions and the various meanings they may have to each 

person.   
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CHAPTER SIX: CONCLUSIONS 

 

STYLE AND FORM 

 

 Although Larsen does not use traditional harmonic progressions or forms in her 

works for bassoon, each piece contains a unified style and sound. In Jazz Variations for 

Solo Bassoon, Larsen uses short motifs as connecting material to establish continuity. In 

the later works, each movement has some form of recurring melodic content. In Concert 

Piece this content takes the form of a few important melodic ideas used throughout the 

first movement and one motif used in the last movement. In full moon in the city, the first 

and third movements contain melodic patterns associated with specific accompanimental 

figures which repeat with variations throughout the movement.  

 In the multi-movement pieces there are features that are carried through the 

movements to tie the piece together as a whole. Larsen uses a similar voicing structure 

for many of the harmonies. Both Concert Piece and full moon in the city contain many 

harmonies built of fourths and fifths. In Concert Piece, these quartal-type chords are one 

idea that is carried through all three movements. The use of the tritone connects the 

harmonic language of the first and last movement in full moon in the city. 

 In the two accompanied pieces, one way that Larsen creates structure is through 

the repetition of accompanimental patterns. The first movement of Concert Piece and 

both the first and last movements of full moon in the city clearly demonstrate this 

strategy. Larsen uses this concept in a more all-encompassing way in full moon in the city 
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with the repetition of an accompanimental figure from the first movement in the last 

movement as concluding material.  

 

AMERICAN VERNACULAR 

 

 Despite the distance of many years between the composition of the first work for 

bassoon and the latter two pieces, one main component that carries through these pieces 

is the idea of the bassoon connecting to American culture. Larsen uses the bassoon, in her 

words, as a “cultural vehicle”
121

 in all three of these works. Through these works, she 

explores how the bassoon can connect to American culture by combining it with aspects 

of culture outside of the classical tradition.  

Although these three pieces each have an individual character, they all use some 

concept of American vernacular. These American vernacular elements in Larsen’s 

musical language appear in many forms referencing ideas of jazz, rock, American 

English, and other connections to American culture. Some instances are overt, such as 

quotations of popular tunes in “Juking the Moon” from full moon in the city. Some 

examples of vernacular elements draw on styles of music found in America such as jazz 

and rock. These references give the performers permission to explore other styles and 

enter into a dialogue on how the bassoon can incorporate these other forms of music. 

Other ideas are more subtle, such as rhythms drawn from the influence of American 

language in Concert Piece or “flat- out” referring to an American cultural trait. Larsen 

                                                             
121

 Libby Larsen, phone interview by author, November 9, 2016. 



79 
 

connects the voice of the bassoon to the culture around her by using elements of 

American music, language, and culture as inspiration for her work.  

 

PEDAGOGICAL USES 

 

 All three of Larsen’s works for bassoon, Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon, 

Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano, and full moon in the city, present challenges to the 

players and opportunities for pedagogical use. Careful consideration should be given to 

these challenges before undertaking one of these pieces or assigning them to a student. 

These works are most suited to the professional bassoonist or advanced student. 

However, these pieces also present the opportunity to explore the expressive and 

technical abilities of the instrument. 

Jazz Variations for Solo Bassoon presents different challenges from the other two works. 

Its nature as an unaccompanied piece presents challenges in endurance as well as 

interpretation. Beyond observing the articulation and style markings, the influence of jazz 

suggested by the title should be taken into consideration for the best interpretation. This 

concept is specifically helpful in the interpretation of the dotted-eighth, sixteenth note 

rhythms that should be played with a swing rhythm.
122

 Pedagogically the piece presents 

students an opportunity to work on an unaccompanied piece with the extended technique 

of glissandi. The many tempo changes give the bassoonist the opportunity to work on 

accurately executing these changes. The piece also gives players the ability to explore the 

incorporation of jazz influence into the voice of the bassoon.  
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Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano is in many ways the most challenging of 

these three compositions. It contains a highly active bassoon part that presents a variety 

of challenges in range, flexibility, and style. The challenging nature of this piece is by 

design. When the comment was made about the difficulty of the work, Larsen responded, 

“Yeah, on purpose. It’s what I think of as a challenge piece … that’s worth your time but 

also worthy of your talent.”
123

 Concert Piece does in fact require great skill to play but 

provides an impressive showpiece in return. It covers the entire practical range of the 

bassoon reaching from the bassoon’s lowest B-flat to the highest E and presents the 

bassoonist a challenge in flexibility as the player is asked to jump over an octave and 

back within the span of a beat. Measures 18-19 of Movement I give a good example of 

the range and flexibility demands presented to the player (Figure 34).  

Figure 34. Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano Copyright © 2012 Libby Larsen. All 

Rights Reserved. Used by permission. Mvt. I, mm. 18-19. Large leaps in the bassoon 

solo.
124

 

 

                                                             
123 Libby Larsen, phone interview by author, November 9, 2016. 

 
124 Libby Larsen, Concert Piece for Bassoon and Piano (Minneapolis, MN: Libby Larsen 

Publishing, 2008), 3. 
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The influence of rock challenges the bassoonist to play in a style that is atypical 

for the traditionally trained bassoonist. In addition, Larsen has included the extended 

techniques of bends and glissandi. Because of the inclusion of all of these features, this 

piece is most suited for a technically skilled and musically mature player. However, the 

inclusion of stylistic elements not often found in music for bassoon gives the performer a 

rare opportunity to explore the influences of new sounds, such as that of an electric 

guitar. 

Because of the difficulty of both the bassoon part and the piano part, ensemble 

may present some challenges in this piece. Precise rhythmic playing in the first and last 

movements is required for the intricate interaction of the lines to work. The difficulty of 

counting accurately during the up and down bends near the end of the first movement 

may present issues. In the second movement, long measures along with the rubato feel of 

the movement can result in an unsure moments of ensemble if good communication is not 

maintained between the performers. In the last movement, shifting meters may make 

accurate entrances difficult to execute. For ensemble to work well in this piece the 

performers must play with a high level of accuracy. 

Full moon in the city also presents unique opportunities and challenges for the 

bassoonist. The piece requires the performer to use the majority of the bassoon’s range, 

from the lowest D-flat to the highest D. Although there are moments that require large 

leaps of over an octave, there is time for adjustment between octaves. The piece does not 

contain many technical passages; however, the lyrical nature of the piece presents its own 

set of challenges. Stylistic interpretation is both a challenge and an opportunity in this 

work. Successfully playing a work with the reflective nature of full moon in the city 
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requires a mature player who will give careful thought to phrasing and the expressive 

details of each note. Larsen’s stylistic directions such as “treat each note as a wave, 

lapping the shore” indicate the level of consideration expected of the player. Musical 

quotation in “Juking the Moon” offers the bassoonist the opportunity to explore the 

incorporation of styles outside of typical Western art music. Some level of comfort with 

swing rhythm is required. Pedagogically this piece provides a good opportunity to work 

on the phrasing of longs lines and the incorporation of jazz and popular music influences.  

Ensemble considerations present some challenges for performance of full moon in 

the city. Rhythmically free sections such as the opening of the first movement marked 

N/4 can be difficult to execute. In these sections both the bassoonist and orchestra must 

be particularly aware of the other part. Rhythmic activity created by layers of quotations 

in “Juking the Moon” presents another challenge. Here different quotations each have a 

different rhythmic idea creating complex interaction such as a slightly swung eighth note 

pattern occurring alongside triplets and straight eighth notes. Although a piano score is 

available, some aspects of the style of the piece are lost when performing it with piano 

because the piece is originally written for a string ensemble. The piano is not able to 

perform the glissandi, “con legno” technique, and harmonics found throughout the 

original score. Furthermore, the reduction presents a challenge for the pianist to play a 

number of quoted tunes simultaneously in the second movement where in the original 

score a different orchestral section covers each separate quotation. It is difficult for the 

pianist to smoothly play some sections where numerous lines occur at the same time. 

Furthermore, the aural definition of individual lines is not as easily achieved by one 

pianist as by multiple orchestral sections.  
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The three works by Larsen present excellent opportunities for the advanced 

bassoonist to explore the use of American vernacular elements. These challenging pieces 

offer the bassoonist the chance to explore a style outside of the typical sound for the 

instrument and incorporate ideas of the bassoon relating to American culture. 
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