
Celebrating Lukas Foss’s 85th Birthday

By Amanda Angel

(06/19/2007)Mark Mangini first heard “The Prairie,” by
Lukas Foss, as a young professional singer hired to
augment the Grace Choral Society of Brooklyn. The
cantata was unlike any other choral piece he had heard.
Its text, taken from Carl Sandburg’s epic poem
“Cornhuskers,” was secular rather than religious. The
rhythms were complex and constantly shifting.

Something about it touched me,” Mr. Mangini said. It’s
“a really great choral piece. There’re not a lot of choral
pieces that are American in spirit and in English.”

Over the next 30 years, Mr. Mangini carried the piece
around in his head, hoping for another chance to
perform it. In that time span, he became the director of
the Greenwich Village Singers and the Choral Society of
the Hamptons, and a professor of music at the City
University of New York, Hunter College, and others.
However, he never had the right opportunity to bring the
cantata to the stage.

Two summers ago, Mr. Mangini was invited to a dinner
for the Music Festival of the Hamptons, at which he was
conducting Mozart’s “Requiem.” Also at the dinner was

Mr. Foss, the festival’s music director, who was conducting
at the festival as well. Mr. Mangini knew that Mr. Foss and
his wife, Cornelia Foss, a painter, owned a house in
Bridgehampton, but they had never met until that night.

“I asked him if he still liked ‘The Prairie,’ and he said he
did,” Mr. Mangini said. “That was the beginning of the
project.”

On June 28 at 8 p.m., almost two years after Mr. Mangini’s
proposal, he will conduct “The Prairie” in “An American
Awakening,” a concert celebrating Lukas Foss’s 85th
birthday at the Rose Theater, Home of Jazz at Lincoln
Center. Mr. Foss’s “Renaissance Concerto for Flute and
Orchestra” and a selection of Aaron Copland’s “Old
American Songs” are also on the program. The concert will
also be performed at 7 p.m. on July 7 at the Channing
Daughters Sculpture Garden in Bridgehampton.

Mr. Mangini said it will be the first time in 30 years that
“The Prairie” will be heard live in New York City. However,
the piece has received renewed interest. The Providence
Singers in Providence, R.I., performed it this spring with
funding from the National Endowment for the Arts and
have recorded it. Mr. Mangini hopes the two upcoming
performances will help establish “The Prairie” in the choral
music canon.

“I’ve asked myself that question many times,” Mr. Mangini
said when asked why the piece has been neglected for so
long. “All that I can come up with is it’s so rhythmically
complex, it’s scared people away.”

The Prairie will conclude the concerts in New York and
Bridgehampton. The hourlong piece has seven sections and
is written for a large chorus and 30-piece orchestra. The
voices will be from the Choral Society of the Hamptons and
the Greenwich Village Singers. The orchestra will be the
Brooklyn Philharmonic. The soloists are Elizabeth
Farnham, soprano, Julia Spanja, mezzo-soprano, Gerard
Powers, tenor, and Robert Osborne, bass-baritone.

When “The Prairie” premiered at Town Hall in New York in
May 1944, its composer was hailed as a major talent. It
received an honorable mention from the New York Music
Critics Circle. At a performance the following year, The New
York Times said it was “music fresh in quality and feeling,
technically expert . . . yet wholly sincere and unaffected in
its expressive purpose.”

Had Become a Citizen

Mr. Foss was 19 years old and a recent American transplant
when he wrote “The Prairie.” He was born in Berlin in 1922
into a cultivated Jewish family. The family fled to France in
1933 and came to the United States in 1937.

At that time he had already been recognized as a published
composer and talented pianist. He enrolled at the Curtis
Institute in Philadelphia, studied composition with Paul
Hindemith, the famous German composer who taught at
Yale, and was mentored by Serge Koussevitzky, the
legendary conductor of the Boston Symphony Orchestra and
champion of contemporary music.

“I had just become an American,” Mr. Foss said, when he
started writing “The Prairie.” Though he doesn’t remember
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how he first came across Carl Sandburg’s poem, “since I
was interested in poetry I found this work, and I found
that this was a perfect thing to set to music.” Mr. Foss
arranged Sandburg’s words himself, cutting and
repeating them.

A year after Koussevitzky started the Berkshire Music
Festival at Tanglewood in 1940, Mr. Foss was the
youngest composer of a group there, which included
Leonard Bernstein, studying composition and
conducting over the summer.

“Koussevitzky became a father figure, Bernstein became
like my brother — older brother of course,” Mr. Foss
said. They were all influenced by Aaron Copland, who
also spent summers at Tanglewood.

It was “optimistic, brash, and looking toward the future,”
said Samuel Adler, a composer and conductor who
emigrated from Germany to the United States in 1939
and spent time in residence at Tanglewood in the 1940s.
The music created there expressed “the freedom we felt
compared to Europe,” he continued. “In those days we
were all striving to create American music, and Copland
was our great inspiration.”

A few years later, Mr. Adler would conduct the
premieres of Mr. Foss’s first symphony and first piano
concerto, with Mr. Foss at the keyboard. “Lukas was a
model for all of us,” he said. “I can’t think of anyone
besides Bernstein in our time who was a composer, a
musician, and a conductor.”

Burton Bernstein, Leonard’s younger brother, also spent
the summer of 1943 at Tanglewood as a 14-year-old
lighting assistant and remembered Mr. Foss as “a fellow
. . . recent émigré from Europe with a very thick accent
— and everyone recognized him as a great protégé.”

In an article for The New York Times in 1948, Copland
wrote about seven promising young American
composers, including Leonard Bernstein and John Cage,
who were ushering in new forms of American music.
“Lukas Foss is, in a way, the wunderkind of this group of
composers, and something of the aura of wunderkind
still hangs about him,” he wrote.

After Mr. Foss’s success with “The Prairie,” he remained
an active performer, a prolific composer, and a teacher of
composition at several American universities. He won a
Guggenheim Fellowship, a Fulbright Fellowship, a Prix
de Rome, and was accepted into the American Academy
of Arts and Letters. It was during his time at the
American Academy in Rome that he met his wife,
Cornelia, whose father, Otto Brendel, was also a fellow at
the academy.

Mr. Foss has been known for deconstructing musical
styles, whether they were Copland’s Americanism or a
Rameau baroque melody, and reworking them into a
distinctive original sound. When pressed to explain his
style, Mr. Foss declined. “There are no words for it,” he
said.

He has composed over 350 pieces, and won a New York
Music Critics Circle Award for “Time Cycle.”

“The first performance,” of “Time Cycle,” Mrs. Foss said,
“was done with the New York Philharmonic with Leonard
Bernstein conducting. And the reason it was so
extraordinary was that when Bernstein finished conducting
it he turned around to the audience and said, ‘I think that
this piece is so extraordinary it bears repeating; I’m going to
perform it all over again for you.’ And it was a first, I mean
nobody had ever done anything like that.”

“I was amazed that the audience didn’t leave,” Mr. Foss
said.

Mr. Foss also maintained a busy schedule as a conductor
and pianist. He led some of the best orchestras in the world
and was the music director of the Jerusalem and Buffalo
symphonies, and the Brooklyn Philharmonic.

The first Foss piece on the program, the “Renaissance
Concerto,” comes from much later in his career. It was
written for the flutist Carol Wincenc in 1986. Ms. Wincenc
had known Mr. Foss during his time in Buffalo from 1963
to ’71. Joseph Wincenc, her father, was a conductor at the
Buffalo Symphony. When Ms. Wincenc gained renown as a
flutist, she commissioned her first piece from Mr. Foss.

“I thought it was a good idea to do a renaissance concerto,”
Mr. Foss said. “First of all she would like it and second of
all it’s a good thing to do for flute. The flute is sort of an old
instrument.”

“This was typical Lukas. A month before the first
performance he was still finishing the piece,” Ms. Wincenc
said. She said she had played the concerto over 100 times
since then and called it “amazingly invigorating.” Ms.
Wincenc will perform the concerto at both concerts.

The other selections to be performed in “An American
Awakening” are from Aaron Copland’s “Old American
Songs.” When Mr. Foss heard that Copland’s choral pieces
would be on the upcoming concerts, he delighted in the
selection. “Copland is my favorite American composer. His
Americanism is very special and very convincing,” he said.

In another connection to Mr. Foss’s career, Mr. Foss led
the Brooklyn Philharmonic from 1971 through 1989. During
that time, he became a leading proponent of modern
American music.
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Lukas Foss with his granddaughters Eugenie and Olivia,
at home in Bridgehampton.



“We were looking for someone who could give the
Philharmonic a raison d’etre,” said Maurice Edwards, a
former artistic director of the symphony who now serves
as its archivist. “Lukas did that.”

Mr. Foss promoted contemporary classical music in his
“Meet the Moderns” series, and performed marathon
concerts each devoted to a composer. Mr. Foss also
conducted several of his own pieces with the Brooklyn
Philharmonic. “He would never insist on performing his
own pieces. He was very modest,” Mr. Edwards said.

“I don’t prefer doing my own work to conducting
Brahms, Beethoven, or Mozart,” Mr. Foss admitted. “I
don’t prefer it, but I certainly enjoy it.”

In 1995, Eleanor Sage Leonard was looking for someone
to help her develop the music festival she had started on
the South Fork. Mr. Foss, who had bought the house in
Bridgehampton in 1988, was a natural choice. He served
as the festival’s director for 11 years.

This spring the Greenwich Village Singers performed
selections from “The Prairie” during a symposium on
Carl Sandburg at the New York Institute of the
Humanities at New York University. Mr. Foss has
Parkinson’s disease, but he accompanied the singers.

“It was astonishing,” said Andrew Ormson, the president
of the Village Singers. “It was difficult to reconcile the
image of the frail man with his astonishing piano
playing.”

Mr. Foss said he is not composing as often as he used to,
but he is writing a piece for soprano and cello. He will
also attend both performances of “An American
Awakening.”

As for his hope for the concerts, Mr. Foss said: “Well,
sometimes music leaves you blank and meaningless and
sometimes it means a lot. So I hope that it means
something to them.”
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