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“This will be our reply to
violence: to make music more
intensely, more beautifully,
more devotedly than ever
before.”

How often have we seen Leonard Bernstein’s quote posted on our
friends’ Facebook pages in the last
several years? American composers
are increasingly drawn to respond to
social issues and tragic events in our
country through the composition of
new works. Some are intended to provide solace, some to draw public attention to a crisis or social situation,
and some to educate.
One of the ﬁrst major works in
recent years to serve as a response to
tragedy is Craig Hella Johnson’s Considering Matthew Shepard, based on the
October 1998 murder of a young, gay
student at the University of Wyoming
in Laramie. Much has been written
about this work, and it is ﬁnding its
place on concert stages across the
country. Another recent work is Steven Sametz’s A Child’s Requiem, an oratorio composed to help ease the pain
of those whose lives were aﬀected by
the Sandy Hook Elementary School
shootings in 2012.1
The present article focuses on seven
more recent works by American composers who have crafted choral music
in response to societal issues or tragic
events. These works range from short
octavos with piano accompaniment to
lengthy works with orchestra. Topics
range from gun violence and suicide
prevention to Alzheimer’s and dementia. Each composer discusses the
genesis of the work and any personal
connections to the subject, text selection, and formal structure. Information about duration, forces required,
and score availability is included for
each work presented.

—Leonard Bernstein,
Monday, November 25, 1963,
in response to the death of
President John F. Kennedy
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COMPOSERS RESPONDING TO TRAGEDY
Mass for the Oppressed
Composer: Emerson Eads
Year of Composition: 2016
Forces Required: SATB choir, SATB soloists, strings,
piano, percussion (1 player)
Duration: 32 minutes
Publisher or Score Availability: Private publication
(available by contacting the composer:
www.emersoneads.com)
Performance Link:
www.massfortheoppressed.com/soundcloud.html
Menk: Was this a commission?
Eads: Mass for the Oppressed was written
without a commissioner. I wrote it as a
response to the injustice to four Native
Alaskans who wrongfully spent eighteen
years in prison for a murder they didn’t
commit. It was debuted by Houston Symphony Assistant Conductor Robert Franz at the Alaska
Summer Arts Festival in the summer of 2016, with the
festival orchestra and festival soloists.
Menk: What made you want to compose a work addressing this topic?
Eads: These four men were sentenced and incarcerated
in 1998, the year I graduated from high school. Eighteen years later, the Alaska Innocence Project interceded
on their behalf, securing their release but with the terms
that they could not sue the state for remuneration. Both
the joy of their release and the bitterness of the terms of
their release made my musical response a complicated
one. I decided that a setting of the Mass was the perfect
vehicle for my expression.
Menk: Do you have any personal connection to this topic?
Eads: The personal connection is a powerful one for
me. This murder of a white male happened in my town
of Fairbanks, Alaska, and these men are my age. While
I didn’t know the Fairbanks Four personally, I reached
out to them while I wrote, and they made themselves
available to me. I believe the premiere of this work, with
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these four men and their families in attendance, started
a healing process in my hometown, which is fraught with
racial complexities not unlike many towns and cities in
our country.
Menk: What were your text sources?
Eads: The choice of text was the ﬁrst decision I made
regarding this work. The Ordinary of the Mass became
the structure of the work, with interpolations of poetry from my brother Evan Eads, and a diary entry from
Pope Francis, which takes the place of the Credo. This
diary entry from Pope Francis was written while he was
a seminarian, and it uses as a trope “I wish to believe…”
rather than the typical “I believe…”
I consulted a Newsweek article on the Fairbanks Four,
diary entries from their families, and writings from
University of Alaska journalism professor Brian Patrick O’Donoghue, who broke the initial story about the
plight of the four men.
Menk: What did you learn about this topic while composing the work?
Eads: I learned that the Alaska Innocence Project consists of only one attorney, and there is no possible way one
man can eﬀectively do this job, although William Oberly
does valiant and superhuman work. I also learned that
Alaska is one of eighteen states without compensation
statutes, making it possible to release innocent prisoners
without any remuneration whatsoever.
Menk: Did the topic itself have an impact on the overall
form of the work?
Eads: The choice of using the ﬁve-movement form of
the Mass was made for me when I chose to set the text
of the Ordinary. However, my decision to add additional texts altered the form by essentially adding “scenes,”
which unfolded in and around the text of the ordinary.
Menk: Did you encounter any problems during the
composition of this work that would be of interest to
potential performers, and how did you address these?
Eads: I encountered many problems, but that is the
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nature of composition. One problem was the desire to
keep the forces to one percussionist to cut down on orchestra costs. This led to some compromises in the percussion part. Also, I was faced with decisions regarding
the role of the choir. Are they just onlookers? Are they
part of the action? The answer became clear—the choir
is all of these things. They begin the opening Kyrie as
a congregation and then become indignant protestors,
lamenting family members, and even fellow prisoners.

of my Mass for the Oppressed, I met Hazel, the mother of
Marvin Roberts (one of the Fairbanks Four). It was that
interaction with her, meeting her steely gaze, that made
it clear I had focused on the pain of the innocent victims
with my Mass but not on the innocent mother. So in the
tradition of the Planctus Mariae and settings of the Stabat
Mater, I chose to add my voice.

Menk: Did you revise the work after its premiere? If so,
were any of these revisions based on the conductor’s,
the performers’, or the audience’s reactions to the work?

Composer: Daniel Elder
Year of Composition: 2016
Forces Required: SATB choir, piano, bass drum, chimes
(tubular bells). The percussion is written to be easily
playable by members of the chorus.
Duration: 2 and 1/2 minutes
Publisher or Score Availability: Free if you contact the
composer directly (www.danieleldermusic.com)
Performance Link:
www.youtube.com/watch?v=LGd2gZasj9o

Eads: I did revise the work after its summer 2016 premiere. Most of the changes were dynamic ones for the
orchestra. There were essentially no changes to the
overall structure of the work. Maestro Robert Franz
promoted the work, studied the work, and interpreted
it even better than I was capable of doing at the time.
He had many suggestions about orchestral colors and
changes, which made my recording in the fall so much
easier.
Menk: Are there excerpts from this work that you feel
can stand alone in performance, and if so, which ones?
Eads: I think the Agnus Dei is a stand-alone piece. It was
the ﬁrst movement I composed, and from the opening
of the solo soprano to the tutti conclusion, it represents
the entire work rather well. I eventually built the entire
Mass after having written the Agnus Dei, so in many ways
the entire work comes out of the ﬁnal movement.
Menk: Do you have or are you planning any other
works that address topics of social justice or societal
problems?
Eads: Music of social concern has become my main
area of interest as a choral conductor and as a composer.
I recently performed Haydn’s Stabat Mater and paired a
new cantata of mine, “…from which your laughter rises” for
mezzo soprano, oboe, SATB chorus, strings, and piano.
This piece uses texts from the Bible and from my brother, Evan Eads, which deal with the pain and suﬀering
of the mother. While I was in Fairbanks at the premiere
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Menk: Was this a commission?
Elder: No, I was inspired—say, compelled—to write this on my own time. I
planned to publish and/or sell it at ﬁrst,
but in the past few months I reached a
decision that, in this particular case, it is
not appropriate to limit its reach to those
with a budget. Instead, I would like to give it away to any
and all conductors who would like to share it with their
audiences. We must all do our part to make the world
better, and hopefully I’ll do mine.
Menk: What made you want to compose a work addressing the topic of gun violence?
Elder: It’s the way we see our politicians—the empathetic ones, at least—react each time an incident of gun
violence occurs. They’re helpless. You can see it on their
faces, and I feel the same way in my heart. It seems as
though there is nothing I can do about it except draw
awareness in as broad and non-polarizing a way as possible. Music is my mouthpiece, and so I chose to express
myself through a piece for choir.
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