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Carlisle Floyd, composer of great

American opera; Robert Owen

Butler, Pulitzer Prize winner; the late

Sir Harry Kroto, recipient of the Nobel

Prize. Tallahassee has been home to

those who accomplish great things.

They shop at Publix, drink coffee at

Starbucks, rake their gardens and get

stuck in traffic like the rest of us. Yet

our city is made richer by these quiet

geniuses. And they’re worth seeking

out.
Dr. Andre Thomas is among them. For the

last 30 years, as professor of Choral Music
Education at Florida State University and di-
rector of choral activities, Thomas has cham-
pioned the merged human voice by directing,
composing for, and educating those who see
choral music as a pinnacle of beauty.

Just before Easter, Thomas, who is also the
artistic director of the Tallahassee Community
Chorus, shared some of his love of blended
voices in presenting the Bach St. John Passion,
which will be Sunday at Ruby Diamond Hall.
He speaks with an easy familiarity of Bach and
the ancient instruments that were used to ac-
company the Community Chorus. Thomas 

PASSION
FOR VOICE 
FSU music professor Andre
Thomas: ‘Music is my tool ...
people are my purpose’

MARINA BROWN DEMOCRAT CORRESPONDENT

See Thomas, Page 4D
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Andre Thomas conducts
rehearsals of the Tallahassee

Community Chorus at St.
John’s Episcopal Church April

10 in preparation for their
performance of Bach’s St.

John Passion.
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As an accomplished
composer, musician, and
Francis Eppes professor
at the FSU College of
Music, Ellen Taaffe Zwil-
ich’s works have been
commissioned by some
of the most celebrated
orchestras and ensem-
bles in the world. Howev-

er, she stands by her belief that compo-
sition cannot be taught and instead is an
active process of exploration and
searching for one’s unique stance in the
field.

As a professor, she always hopes to
enable young artists to discover their
own identities, allowing them to take
their time in crystallizing their artistic

inclinations. Similarly, she likens this
process to her own path of understand-
ing herself as a composer, describing it
as a voyage rather than a set method-
ology. Zwilich finds she embarks on a
new expedition with each piece she’s
written.

“I always say even with all the expe-
rience I’ve had, I still feel like I’m at
the starting gate,” smiles Zwilich. “I
have this image of one foot on very
solid ground and the other foot is dan-
gling over something, and I don’t know
if it’s 6 feet down or 600 feet down.
You’re on solid ground but you’re tak-
ing a chance.” 

Her newest commission for the Tal-
lahassee Youth Orchestras and the
Tallahassee Ballet, “Ballet 2017: Celes-
tial Dance,” is a composition in three
movements that Zwilich says mimics
the general concept of DNA. She fol-

lowed musical ideas and impulses that
transformed and grew into the unex-
pected, much like a small acorn holds
all the potential to become a large oak

tree. Zwilich says she always kept a
kinesthetic awareness about the piece,
as she knew the orchestral score would
be used for choreography. 

“I’ve been very taken with the idea
that these will all be young performers,
both the dancers and the players, and
that was very inspiring,” says Zwilich.
“I hope they enjoy playing it because
there’s something wonderful about
trying your best that enables you to
enjoy something more. You have to 

Zwilich composes ‘Celestial Dance’ for youth orchestra
AMANDA SIERADZKI
COUNCIL ON CULTURE & ARTS

See Zwilich, Page 6D

STEPHEN MASTERSON

Youth Orchestra rehearses with Tallahassee
Ballet and conductor Dr. Jimenez. 

Zwilich 
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have a love for it that
drives you.”

Zwilich can clearly
recall her own exuber-
ance as a young perform-
er — even as a toddler,
she remembers climbing
up on her piano bench at
home and plinking away
at the keys, completely
transfixed with music.
This fascination carried
over through her initial
music lessons, her educa-
tion in her Coral Gables
high school music pro-
gram, and her tenure in
the undergraduate pro-
gram at Florida State
University. 

An exceptional violin-
ist, trumpet player, con-
ductor, and composer,
she was also the first
woman to graduate with
her doctorate in music
studies from Julliard.
Additionally, she was
named the first female to
win a Pulitzer Prize in
music, however, Zwilich
never felt these gen-
dered distinctions war-
ranted her designation as
a pioneer. While she feels
grateful to be able to
open a door for others,
she instead asserts that
“you’re always a pioneer
as a composer.” 

“I’ve never written
music to exemplify a
style or make a certain
stylistic choice,” re-
marks Zwilich. “Music is
a deeply human experi-
ence, but in many ways,
it’s some mysterious
force that affects our
thinking, our feelings,
our desire for movement.
It covers the whole hu-
man in ways that we
don’t quite comprehend,
but I’ve never gotten
over the sort of magic of
it.” 

Her time charting new
territory in a multitude
of environments in-
formed much of her
processes as a composer,
as she learned to “create
anywhere.” At one point,
she was teaching at an
NYC college, playing
violin full-time in the
American Symphony
Orchestra, all while earn-
ing her doctorate—her
life was so crowded she
had no choice but to learn
how to “cocoon” her
mind and work wherever
she could, never finding
inspiration the same way
twice. 

She’s written a num-
ber of compositions
watching water and even
set some music to the
poetry of A.R. Ammons.
Reading and immersing
herself in philosophy,
history, and other arts all
contribute to her cre-
ative practices as well.
When she composed a
piece for solo violin, she
“had a fiddle under [her]
chin every day;” howev-
er, Zwilich says she pre-
fers imagining how the
orchestra sounds as she
writes independently
from composing on a
particular instrument.
Whether she’s writing
music for chamber, sym-
phony, or orchestra, she
believes the music and
the musician should al-
ways be in conversation
with one another.

“In the world we live
in, we’d do so well to
follow the model of
chamber music because
there are no set roles,”
says Zwilich. “The ob-
jective is to make the
whole thing bigger than
the people, so sometimes

I’m leading and you’re
following, or you’re lead-
ing and I’m following, or
we’re reacting to one
another. I feel that way
about any kind of music,
and think the best sym-
phonic music is about
this interaction going on,
not in rigid ways, but
very open ways. Actual
music is something that
lives and breathes and
these kinds of interac-
tions are the key to the
best music of all kinds.”

Zwilich is looking
forward to the culminat-
ing performance of her
current collaboration
with Dr. Alexander Jimé-
nez, as he will conduct
the Tallahassee Youth
Orchestras performance
of “Ballet 2017: Celestial
Dance” during its pre-
miere in Ruby Diamond
Concert Hall on Sunday,
May 7. The tandem show-
case with the Tallahassee
Ballet will give attendees
a chance to see live
dance performance
alongside the composi-
tion. 

She believes the “rela-
tionship with the compos-
er to performer is at the
heart of the music,” and
ultimately, hopes attend-
ees will come to the per-
formance with open ears
and an open heart, allow-
ing the music to speak
volumes instead of listen-
ing for something in
particular.

“I’ve won prizes and
all that, but the biggest
prize is when I feel the
performer owns the mu-
sic,” says Zwilich. “I
happen to have written it,
but it’s theirs. That mo-
ment is like heaven for
me.”

Amanda Sieradzki is
the feature writer for the
Council on Culture &
Arts. COCA is the capital
area’s umbrella agency
for arts and culture
(www.tallahas-
seearts.org).

Zwilich
Continued from Page 1D

Ellen Taaffe Zwilich with members of the Tallahassee Ballet, who will be dancing to her new composition. 
PHOTOS BY AMY RECHT

Youth Orchestra rehearses Ellen Zwilich’s composition.

If you go
What: Tallahassee Youth
Orchestras: Ballet 2017: Celes-
tial Dance
When: 3 p.m. Sunday, May 7 
Where: Ruby Diamond Con-
cert Hall, 222 S Copeland St.
Cost: General Admission
seating, $10 for children, $20
for adults 
Contact: For tickets and
more information please visit
http://www.tallahasseeyouth-
orchestras.com/ballet-2017.

Ellen Taaffe Zwilich works with the Tallahassee Youth
Orchestra on “Celestial Dance,” a composition.
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