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Keeping Time: Mary Kathleen Ernst, piano; Blanton Alspaugh, producer; 
Philip Blackburn, director; Chris Campbell, operations manager. Innova 868 
(2014)

As the millennium of 2000 drew near, the distinguished and internationally 
acclaimed concert pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst intensified her commitment 
to champion the extraordinary contribution of American women composers 
by increasing the exposure of their most compelling works on the concert 
stage ( Charity Innovators and Creative Talent Report, 2014). With the mar-
ket share of recordings for the entirety of “classical” music hovering around 
three percent, Ernst is acutely aware of the grave difficulties facing contem-
porary composers of serious music, especially women. 

Heralded by the critics as “a marvel of clarity and precision” ( The Times 
Picayune, New Orleans), Ernst performs internationally, often premiering 
twentieth and twenty first century American works and appearing at many 
of America’s most prestigious music festivals. A graduate of the Juilliard 
School (BM, 1977; MM, 1978), Ernst held the position of Artist-in-Residence 
at Shepherd University, West Virginia (1988-1994) and joined the faculty of 
the University of Virginia in 1997. Ernst says she performs in appreciation of 
the music “of these exceptional women, [who] captivated me and became 
an integral part of my repertoire as a pianist.” Released in commemoration 
of Women’s History Month, March 2013, this recording celebrates the piano 
music of Vivian Fung (b. 1975), Jennifer Higdon (b. 1962), Katherine Hoover 
(b. 1937), Jing Jing Luo (b. 1953), Judith Shatin (b. 1949), Stefania de Ke-
nessey (b. 1956), and Nancy Bloomer Deussen (b. 1931).

In selecting the disc’s repertoire, Ernst considered her relationships with the 
composers and the musical repertoire that directly impacted her education 
and professional career, and she searched for an idea that would character-
ize the recording. Keeping Time (2011), by the emerging Canadian compos-
er Vivian Fung, exemplified for Ernst the current direction of contemporary 
serious music in its merging of Western musical forms with non-Western 
elements. Fung was inspired by the  kajar or kempluk, the Balinese gamelan 
instrument that maintains an unfaltering pulse for the ensemble. Throughout  
Keeping Time is an unwavering, incessant pulse that resounds in a percus-
sive, pianistic display, juxtaposed dramatically with the formidable and 
rhythmically varied passagework presented by the piano, rendered meticu-
lously and with finesse by Ernst.
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The inclusion of  Secret and Glass Gardens (2000) by Jennifer Higdon, the
recipient of the 2010 Pulitzer Prize in Music for her Concerto for Violin and 
Orchestra (2008), is à propos. With its mysterious and graceful ambience 
created through the use of luminous polychords, rhythms that develop into 
polyrhythms and quickly unravel, and ethereal, meandering motifs,  Secret 
and Glass Gardens shares a decided correspondence with the compositional 
material and aesthetic of Debussy. Ernst’s performance exhibits a keen un-
derstanding of the subtleties of expression and the refinement of technique.

Although reminiscent of the indeterminate works of post-World War II avant-
garde composers,  Chai Variations (1995) by Judith Shatin emphasizes col-
laboration, especially salient in the professional associations of women com-
posers and musi41 cians. In  Chai [Life] Variations on Eliahu HaNavi (Elijah 
the Prophet), the artist selects the order of each variation, thereby creating 
an aesthetic totality generated by the individual pieces. Ernst’s arrangement 
of the variations juxtaposes the dark solemnity of the theme with moments 
of serene beauty and virtuosic majesty without overpowering or diminishing 
the sincerity of the Jewish folk musical material.

The following works also grace the album with their diversity and stand as 
examples of extraordinary compositional mastery, celebrating “the timeless-
ness of friendship and the ways in which great music binds us together” 
(liner notes ): an agitated musical depiction of  Mosquito (1991) by Jing Jing 
Luo; the mysterious and beautiful first movement, “A Recollection,” of the 
suite  Musings: Circa 1940 (1995) by Nancy Bloomer Deussen; the imagina-
tive and diverse  Dream Dances (2008) by Katherine Hoover; and the his-
torically informed concerto  Spontaneous D-Combustion (2012) by Stefania 
de Kenessey. 

Ernst delivers a meticulous, nuanced performance and is able to convey the 
essence of each composition.  Keeping Time is a moving, personal offering 
that pays homage, with gratitude, to the hands that created these works. For, 
according to Ernst: “Over time I watched [the composers] break barriers and 
bring to life music of great beauty and complexity that will no doubt stand 
the test of time. I feel privileged to be a long time champion of their work.”

-Kimberley Greene

Kimberly Greene is a PhD candidate in musicology at Claremont Graduate Univer-
sity, CA. Currently, she serves as Adjunct Professor of Music History at California 
State University, Fullerton. Greene’s notable commissioned publications include 
several named articles for Oxford Music Online (2013) and a series of articles for 
the Peter F. Drucker Graduate School of Management (2013). She holds a master 
of arts degree in Music History & Literature from CSUF, with additional degrees in 
German Studies, French Language and Literature, and Business Administration.
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