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“Am I,” Ned Rorem asked in 1982, “the only living expatriate American 
composer who never studied with Nadia Boulanger?” It seemed that way at 
the time, and things haven’t changed much. A pianist on the Contemporary 
Arts Center’s Festival of New Music gave a recital devoted to Boulanger stu-
dents, and the program stretched from Philip Glass and Larry Alan Smith to 
Aaron Copland, Walter Piston and Roy Harris. In fact, that was the program. 

From the early 1920’s until the decade of her death, the 70’s, Boulanger 
was the pedagogue most sought out by musical Americans abroad. She 
molded the men who molded quintessentially “American” music. But was 
she a cookie cutter? Pianist Mary Kathleen Ernst’s illuminating performances 
Saturday night proved otherwise, but one sensed common ingredients—or 
method—in the products. The differences appeared not only between com-
posers, naturally, but within the works of a single composer, Copland, and 
in the same form, his Four Piano Blues. Spanning more than two decades, 
these blues ranged in expression from pop-simple Joplinesque pleasures and 
an anticipation of Boogie-woogie, to modern abstractions of the folk idiom. 

Copland’s Piano Sonata represented his tone-row interests, a row that Bou-
langer thought unworthy of hoeing. But work it he did, and not at a com-
plete loss of native American personality. Blues elements surface, as does 
the open-spaces expansiveness that characterizes his popular concert, ballet 
and film scores. Of the other elders on the program, Piston was represented 
by a Passacaglia, Harris by an exuberant Toccata that makes a great last-act 
curtain for any musical event. Glass’ short “Opening” was readily recogniz-
able as transparent Glass, and Smith’s Third Piano Sonata of 1979 displayed 
great unity of approach and rhythmic vitality, though the fury sometimes 
outweighed the interest of the sound. Each student apparently was endowed 
with a respect for clarity. Or did Ernst’s playing make it seem that way? The 
pianist was a marvel of clarity and precision, and she infused each work—
even the straightjacketed Glass—with maximum expressiveness.

- Frank Gagnard

www.marykathleenernst.com

For booking information:
Mary Kathleen Ernst

MK@MaryKathleenErnst.com
202.288.9600

“The pianist  
was a marvel  
of  clarity and  
precision.”




