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Taking a Tribute to Lukas Foss

On the Road

Choral Society will travel to New York for
‘Prairief

By Mary Cummings

Lukas Foss was just 21 years old in 1943 when
he was hailed as a major talent following a
performance by the Boston Symphony of “The
Prairie,” his composition for chorus, soloists and

orchestra inspired by a poem from Carl
Sandburg’s “Cornhuskers.”

“It made Lukas Foss famous,” said conductor
Mark Mangini, whose idea it was to celebrate the
composer’s 85th birthday by organizing two full-
scale performances of “The Prairie,” the first at
the Rose Theater in New York on June 28, and a
second at the Channing Sculpture Garden in
Bridgehampton on Saturday, July 7.

In an interview, Mr. Mangini, who has directed
the Choral Society of the Hamptons since 2001,
said that the piece had made a powerful
impression on him when he first heard it some 30
years ago. He recalled promising himself at the
time that “someday | will do this piece, but 1 will
wait to have the right resources.”

That “someday” has now arrived for Mr. Mangini,
who also leads the Greenwich Village Singers and
has accumulated a long list of professional credits
in those 30 years, including director of music at
Grace Church in Brooklyn Heights, conductor of
the Bach Vespers Series at Holy Trinity Lutheran
Church in New York and frequent guest
conductorships. With two “medium-size”
choruses under his leadership, he has the many
voices he needs to do justice to Mr. Foss’s epic
musical expression of the American spirit.

He also has the collaboration of the Brooklyn
Philharmonic (of which Mr. Foss was music
director for many years) and soloists Elizabeth
Farnum, soprano; Julia Spanja, mezzo-soprano;
Gerard Powers, tenor; and Robert Osborne, bass-
baritone. Under the title “An American
Awakening,” the full program will include Mr.
Foss’s “Renaissance Concerto for Flute and
Orchestra” with Carol Wincenc on flute and
selections from Aaron Copland’s “Old American
Songs.”

“The Prairie” has not been performed in the New

York area for more than 30 years now, ac-
cording to Mr. Mangini, and has been neglected
in the repertoires of most orchestras and
choruses.

“That,” said Mr. Mangini, “is something | have
never understood.”

Mark Mangini, standing at right, conducts members of
the Choral Society of the Hamptons in rehearsals for
their upcoming performance at The Rose Theater, Jazz
at Lincoln Center. DANA SHAW

Of course, he acknowledged with endearing
candor, “l didn’t help matters. | never talked
about it and kept it to myself.” The Prairie
Project, as it is known, was his dream and it was
to be his project.

Having confessed to hoarding the idea until he
was ready, Mr. Mangini was just as quick to share
the credit for its realization.

“A lot of people have done a tremendous amount
of work,” he said.

Nothing happens without money, of course, and
big sums are bound to be involved when the plan
is for two performances of a program involving
scores of musicians playing at prestigious
venues.

“Most of the fund-raising energy has come from
Long Island,” said Mr. Mangini.

As the composer and honoree, Lukas Foss “hasn’t
had to do too much,” he said, though he added
that Mr. Foss would no doubt attend rehearsals.
The most important thing, he suggested, is that



Mr. Foss has been enthusiastic about the project.

“We are delighted he is behind it,” said Mr.
Mangini. “He is a great talent and this piece is
evidence of his genius.”

Mr. Mangini had a chance to work with Mr. Foss
when he participated in an all-Mozart program at
the 2005 Music Festival of the Hamptons, of
which Mr. Foss was the director. He took the
opportunity at that time to broach the subject
that had been so much on his mind, “The
Prairie.”

“l asked him, ‘Do you still like it?” And he said
yes,” recalled Mr. Mangini.

That was all he needed to hear. “I started
planning,” he said.

People familiar with “The Prairie” recognize it as
an expression of Mr. Foss’s love for America,
where he settled after fleeing Europe and the
Nazi threat. In this excerpt from a 1944
statement about the piece, he touches on the
reasons why the Carl Sandburg poem touched
him so deeply:

“Sandburg’s epic poem ... in its earthy and almost
religious approach ... is a new expression of an
old faith drawn from the native soil. The
protagonist, simply, is the prairie, but through
this poem the prairie grows until it becomes the
symbol for the all-embracing principle of growth
itself.”

With the two performances bookending the
Fourth of July, the most American holiday, Mr.
Mangini believes that there could hardly be a
better time for Americans to rediscover this
choral masterpiece.

“It's an American piece, inspired by the
settlement of the West, very uplifting, very
optimistic,” he said. “It's wonderful to have a
secular piece with words by an important
American poet and music by a great American
composer, Lukas Foss.”

Tickets for the June 28 performance at the Rose
Theater in New York are $35, $50, $65 and $100
and may be purchased by calling Center Charge
at 212-721-6500 or online at www.jalc.org.

Tickets for the July 7 performance at the
Channing Sculpture Garden, 1947 Scuttlehole
Road in Bridgehampton, are $35, $50 or $100
(includes a post-concert reception). The number
to call to purchase tickets or for additional
information is 631-204-9402.



