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American Riversongs: A Folksong Setting for Band
Pierre LaPlante

Unit 1: Composer

Pierre LaPlante is a French-Canadian composer born in Milwaukee, Wisconsin. He
attended the University of Wisconsin at Madison, where he received his Bachelor’s and
Master’s degrees in music. LaPlante spent several years teaching in the public schools in a
variety of musical settings. LaPlante remains active as a composer, educator and performer in
the Wisconsin area. Among his catalog of compositions are several settings of folk and
traditional American music.

Unit 2: Composition

American Riversongs is a trio of traditional and composed Americana folk songs, from a
time period “when the rivers and waterways were the lifelines of a growing nation.” This work
explores, in three movements, three American folk melodies. The first movement, a jaunty
setting of “Down the River,” features joyous interweaving melodic lines based around the
original tune. The second movement is a dramatic and expressive setting of “Shenandoah,” also
known as “Across the Wide Missouri.” Finally, the third movement explores American brass
bands, ragtime and Creole music in an energetic interpretation of Stephen Foster’s “The Glendy
Burk.” The composition was published in 1991 by Daehn Publications in Wisconsin, and it is
listed at Medium difficulty on the music retailer J.W. Pepper?.

Unit 3: Historical Perspectives

As the title suggests, American Riversongs: A Folksong Setting for Band is deeply
rooted in folk music and American history. The program notes describe how the composer
derived inspiration from the era of Manifest Destiny, and the excitement of a rapidly growing and
developing nation. The first movement, based on the folk song “Down the River (Down the
Ohio).” The lyrics tell of adventure on the Ohio river.

The second movement is an expansive and colorful setting on the folk song
“‘Shenandoah,” also known as “Across the Wide Missouri.” This strophic folk song is a
passionate ode to the Missouri River, which has remained in American popular consciousness
since its initial appearance among Canadian fur traders in the 19th Century.

The third movement is based “The Glendy Burk,” by prolific American songwriter
Stephen Foster. Composed in 1851, this song wasn't published until 1860, a few years after the
titular boat itself sank in the Mississippi River. The Glendy Burk worked the southern reaches of
the river, near the Louisiana Delta and, of course New Orleans.

' LaPlante, Pierre. American Riversongs: A Folksong Setting for Band. Oskaloosa, lowa. C.L. Barnhouse
Company, 1991.

2 American Riversongs by Pierre La Plante| J.W. Pepper Sheet Music. Accessed January 20, 2018.
https://www.jwpepper.com/American-Riversongs/2255933.item#. Ws9mTtPwZbU.



In LaPlante’s setting, the initial performances of the tune are performed in a very classic
19th Century brass band setting, featuring a cornet solo over an “oom-pa” accompaniment
reminiscent of both European brass bands and American military marches from this time period.
Further development occurs in the second section of this movement, as LaPlante presents a
“Creole bamboula tune that (likely) originated in the region®.” Initially performed with flutes and
tambourine accompaniment, the syncopation of the bamboula provides an exciting backdrop for
increasingly varied settings of the “Burk” tune, culminating in a frenetic counterpoint. By drawing
inspiration and material from the Creole music-culture, as well as American composers and
even European-style musical norms, LaPlante creates a rich musical environment that reflects
the rich history of cultural diffusion of southern Louisiana.

Unit 4: Technical Considerations -

-During the three movements of American Riversongs, LaPlante switches textures
rapidly, moving from monophony or homophony to densely syncopated polyphony that can
prove challenging for the ensemble. This is particularly true in the third movement. Additionally,
there are several instances of canonic writing which require a great deal of player
independence. Nearly all harmonies are functional and within the key of the piece, or a
closely-related key to a given section. One noteworthy exception is the clarinet harmonies in
measure 215, which apply some decorative chromaticism. Finally, as is the case in much of
LaPlante’s work, American Riversongs features frequent use of asymmetrical phrases in
addition to phrase ellisions.

Movement 1:

This movement is to be performed lightly and with an energetic bounce. Performing with
too much weight, particularly in percussion and the accompanying woodwinds, will cause the
movement to drag. LaPlante frequently layers descant melodies over the original tune, so it is
necessary for the ensemble members to understand the importance of those lines, such that
they may be balanced appropriately. The frequent dynamic changes of this movement are also
important, and they certainly pose challenges due to their placement in the phrase. Measure 40
is the first moment in which canonic writing appears, requiring a great deal of player
independence. This leads into measure 48, in which a three-part counterpoint occurs in the
woodwinds. This, once again, requires great proficiency and independence so that all three
parts can be heard. Even in the concluding phrases of this movement, where the ensemble is
marked at a tutti fortissimo, balance across the sections is paramount, such that all three
melodic lines can be heard.

* LaPlante, Pierre. American Riversongs: A Folksong Setting for Band. Oskaloosa, lowa. C.L. Barnhouse
Company, 1991,
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Movement 2:

This movement is to be played expressively, and not too slowly, as it is marked at
Moderato. The main melody is primarily presented in solo instruments, and LaPlante employs
an almost Grainger-esque level of melodically-oriented accompaniment. Balancing this section
can prove difficult for developing musicians, particularly flutes who are not accustomed to
playing the harmony. In rehearsal, it is important to make sure that these accompanying lines
are performed expressively and dynamically, but that the ensemble also “makes room” for the
solo (or soli) to perform the main melody. In addition, the overall dynamic range of this section
can prove difficult for developing players, with some sections traversing a range of piano to
fortissimo in only nine beats.

Movement 3:

The transition from movement two to movement three is subtly notated in the score. This
is the most technically challenging movement, from a melodic standpoint. Although the “Glendy
Burk” melody is diatonic and simple by virtue of its folk origins, the tempo can prove challenging.
Measure 120 has cornets 1 and 2 simultaneously performing vastly different melodies, which
requires facility and player independence.

Throughout this movement, LaPlante employs phrase extensions and elisions that will
challenge developing ensembles. Measures 165 to 215 are without a doubt the most technically
challenging in this piece. Rhythmic accuracy and sectional independence is vital, as the dense
counterpoint builds and LaPlante’s combination of canonic writing combines with unorthodox
phrase lengths in a cacophony reminiscent of Charles Ives. This very challenging section ends
with a grand pause, followed by a more relaxed revisiting of the bamboula theme, and one final
canonic section on the Burk melody. Here, once again, player independence and rhythmic
accuracy are vital considerations.

Unit 5: Stylistic Considerations

American Riversongs is collection of musical vignettes that are designed to capture the
spirit of a very specific place and time. By utilizing folk music, LaPlante is suggesting that this
music should be enjoyable for performer and audience alike. Performers should take note of not
just the melodies themselves, but also the lyrics of the original songs upon which these
melodies are based. This will result in a more informed performance, as the ensemble will be
able to gain better insight into the composer’s interpretation of the folk song.

Given that this work originated with folk songs, every line should be played with a
singer’s aesthetic in mind. In the opening movement, a lightness of tone is paramount, with
attention paid to the fluctuation of dynamics. LaPlante employs various descant melodies over
the original theme throughout the work, and it is important for the ensemble to be aware of the
balance and musical intent of these melodies, such that each element of the piece be heard.
The second movement is expansive, pastorale and soothing in nature. Ensemble members



should work to make every note warm, open and resonant. Finally, the last movement is to be
full of energy, but not to the point of being too raucous that the ensemble loses control.

Unit 6: Musical Elements

Melody v

American Riversongs provides simple, tuneful melodies set to lively accompaniments.
-Melodic lines are generally scale-oriented and diatonic. Key areas are Bb Major for the first
movement, Eb Major for the second and F for the third. Movements 1 and 3 are based around
lively melodies, whereas Movement 2 is considerably more pastorale and lyrical.

LaPlante utilizes canon and imitative polyphony throughout the work to embellish these
melodies. In the first movement, there occurs'a canon between trumpets, tenor saxophone and
low brass, as well as a dense polyphonic passage between the woodwinds. This is reapplied in
the second movement as an echo between flutes and trumpets. In the final movement, LaPlante
applies very dense polyphony and canonic writing.

Harimony

In keeping with the folk song origins of this work, Amer/can Riversongs contains mostly
primary diatonic harmonies. The few chromatic harmonies are functional, generally borrowed
from the parallel minor of the given key. As mentioned previously, the first movement remains in
the key of Bb Major with very little deviation from primary harmonies. The second movement is
largely in Eb Major, although occasional deviations to the parallel minor occur. lhe fmai
movement is in'F Major, with few deviations from thie key. '

Rhythm
~ The first movement is in a lilting 6/8 time. Much of this movement is consistent of
idiomatic 6/8 rhythms with common compound-meter rhythmic patterns. The first of several
canonic moments occur during this movement, as well as the first polyphonic passage.
Rhythmically, the movement retains its pulse and overall energy throughout.

The second movement is mostly in a legato 4/4 time, with occasional % measures. While
the melody of “Shenandoah’ is performed, accompanying instruments perform rhythms that are
both syncopated and across-the-measure, creating yet another polyphony.

Finally, the third movement is in a lively 2/4. The primary melodic and rhythmic motives
in the first half of the movement are not syncopated, and are largely based around the folk song
melody. In the second half of the movement, LaPlante adopts a syncopated Creole rhythm
known as a “bamboula,” under which the primary melody is performed. In this section of the
movement, LaPlante expands the polyphony, canonic writing and syncopation to the limits of the
piece.

Timbre

LaPlante applies a wide realm of timbral elements to American Riversongs. Common
throughout the piece are oscillations between full band and small consort, along with the
aforementioned canonic passages. Much of the first and third movements keep the style of the
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American wind ensemble at the turn of the century: melodies frequently occuring in the soprano
voices alongside basic percussion and bass accompaniments.

The pastorale effect of movement two features flowing brass melodies supported by a
soaring woodwind line and overall consonant harmonies. Although this movement contains
counterpoint, the density is decreased such that it provides a contrast to the first and third
movements.

LaPlante’s arrangement alludes to the styles of classic wind band composers. As
mentioned previously, the second movement acknowledges some of the compositional style of
more lyrical Percy Grainger works. The third movement alludes to Charles Ives’ work for wind
band. An ensemble who is familiar with the compositional styles of these figures will meet with
successful performance of American Riversongs.

Unit 7: Form and Structure

SECTION EVENT SCORING

Movement 1
Introduction (based on A 1-12 Opening is based on a fanfare of the A

melody) theme of the movement, introduced by high
woodwinds and trumpet, followed by a
response in the snare drum, saxophones,
lower cornets and horn over low brass and
woodwind pedals

A - Exposition (repeats 1 and | High woodwinds perform the A theme over
2) - | block chords. On the second repeat of

measure 12, low clarinets, tenor and -
baritone perform a countermelody

B - Exposition 21-29 Woodwinds perform the B theme, with
homophonic accompaniment from the
trumpets, over a pedal in the bass voices

B’ - Restatement with 29-36 Restatement of B theme, with the addition

of saxophone and baritone performing a
countermelody

countermelody

Phrase elision from B’, brief t‘ransitioning
fanfare with some referential material to A

C - Transitionary material 36-40




A’ - Canonic restatement

40-48

High woodwinds and trumpet introduce the
A theme, with trumpets completing the
phrase. In measure 41, bassoon, tenor and
low brass perform a canon on the A theme,
followed by a countermelody.

89-98

Trombones and baritones perform the
“Shenandoah” melody, supported by a
more active and melodic accompaniment.
At 95, the melody returns to the upper
voices, arriving at a climax in measure 97.

B” - Contrapuntal .
development

48-56

Flute, oboe and Eb clarinet perform
referential material to the B melody, upon
which an additional two voices of
counterpoint are laid. Accompanied by
tambourine and triangle

B’ - Completion

98-102

Dramatic recapitulation of referential
material from m85-89

B™ - Introduction of
simultaneous themes

56-64

Trumpets perform the most clearly
referential material to the B melody.Clarinet
3, tenor saxes, horn and baritone perform
verbatim the countermelody from m.29.
Flutes, oboe, upper clarinets and
saxophones perform new counterpoint
layers

A’ - Conclusion

102-108

Canonic restatement of A melody; initial
statement in flutes and trumpets, followed
in m.104 by trombones, ending on an Eb
chord, pianissimo

Movement 3

B"” - Continued development,
conclusion

64-72

Flute, oboe, clarinets, trumpets and
baritones perform B material. Altos, horns
and trombones 1 and 2 perform B
countermelody. Low brass and woodwinds
perform new countermelody. The
movement ends on a staccato unison Bb,
held over by horns (and cross-scored for
saxophones)

Introduction

108-115

Tempo changes from moderato to “Fast,
Rhythmic” without a break. Trumpets enter
with a fanfare (referencing the B melody),
to which the percussion respond in
imitation

Movement 2

Introductionb

72-76

Oboe solo (cross-scored for flute) performs
introductory melody with clarinet '
accompaniment. Flutes and clarinets
complete the phrase, with an echo in the
alto sax.

A - Partial Exposition

115-120

Flute, oboe, clarinet, alto and tenor
saxophone perform the concluding phrase
of the A melody, and in measure 118, the
accompaniment enters.

76-85

Trumpet solo performs the “Shenandoah”
melody, supported by a mostly homophonic
and melodically-oriented accompaniment.
At measure 82, flutes join the melody,
supported by horns, saxophones and
clarinets.

A - Complete Exosition

120-129

Trumpet solo performs the A melody in its
entirety, accompanied by “oom-pah” in the
low brass and percussion. At the second
repeat, the piccolo joins the melody, and
second cornet performs a simultaneous
countermelody.

B - Interjection

85-89

Woodwinds perform a grander
recaptiulation of the introduction from
measure 72.

B - First Presentation

129-138

Flute, oboe, Eb clarinet, and trumpets
perform the B melody, accompanied by a
countermelody in clarinet and baritone.













approach to the literature.

Unit 7: Form and Structure

Tt

unconventional instrumentation. For t

While these sets of doublings are not particularly unique to concert band writing, they do
create a challenge for the ensemble to create an authentic “big band” sound with
he director, this is an opportunity for instrumentalists who
may not traditionally be exposed to playing jazz to become acquainted with the style and

SECTION

MEASURES

SCORING

Introduction

1-5

A

Tutti performance of opening phrase of
“Mood Indigo,” alto and horn perform
chromatic interjection in measure 3.
Fermata in 4 carries into new tempo

Take the “A”
Train

Introduction

5-11

Drum set introduces mid-tempo swing
rhythm. Measures 7-11, flutes and oboe
perform Ellington’s piano introduction from
original recording, harmonized by clarinets
and vibraphone '

11-21

Melody in sax section, accompaniments in
the rest of the ensemble. Walking bass line
appears in bass clarinet, baritone sax, tuba
and upright bass parts. Section is repeated
twice.

21-29

First phrase of melody in low brass, 4
followed by trumpets, accompanied by
sustained woodwind chords.

A’

29-37

A melody returns, with new

accompaniment: diatonic descant lines in
flutes, homophonic chords in brass. Section
ends with the same ending as Ellington’s
arrangement. Direct segue via low brass
and woodwinds with drum set into next
section.
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Don’t Get
Around Much
Anymore

37-46

Low brass and drum set perform
homophonic accompaniment pattern.
Melody in flute and clarinet.

46-55

Restatement of A. Solo trumpet performs
melody. Addition of blues patterns in flute,
clarinet and vibraphone. Section ends with
tutti Ab and a brief pause.

Mood Indigo

55-64

Woodwinds perform homophonic melody.
Flute arpeggios decorate the chord in
measure 57. Melody mostly homophonic
with occasional chromatic statements from
individual instruments.

64-71

Saxophones and clarinets perform
homophonic chords beneath clarinet solo.
Whole ensemble performs final phrase in
measure 68, fermata and direct segue into
next section.

Caravan

1

71-91

Tempo set by bass line and percussion.
Melody performed by flute, oboe bassoon,
clarinets. Each phrase concluded with
trumpet growl figure.

91-106

Restatement of the melody with the
addition of saxophone accompaniment.
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It Don’t Mean
a Thing (If It
Ain’t Got That
Swing)

Drum Solo 106-111 Drum solo to set new tempo

A 111-127 Low brass introduce melody, followed by
response from ensemble. Various
blues-scale based interjections occur
throughout this section.

B 127-135 * Woodwinds perform first phrase of melody,
followed by trumpets. Woodwind section
perform a two-measure unaccompanied
blues/bebop scale-based passage, followed
by pivot chord to new key of G minor.

A 135-141 Trumpets perform A melody, woodwinds

‘ respond with blues pattern.
Conclusion 141-150 Sequence of trumpet-woodwind passage,

followed by a concluding passage that
utilizes “Don’t Mean a Thing” material as
well as the concluding line from “A Train.”
Ensemble performs Bb#9 chords futti, as
directed. The arrangement implies a
rallentando, but one does not appear in the
score. Drum set fill on the last chord,
followed by a Bb quarter note from the

ensemble (minus flutes).

Unit 8: Suggested Listening

1. “Take the “A” Train” on Remembering Duke Ellington. RTE Concert Orchestra.
Hayman, Richard. Naxos 8.555017. 2004. 3:45
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4. “Mood Indigo” on Remembering Duke Ellington. RTE Concert Orchestra. Héyman,
Richard. Naxos 8.555017. 2004. 3:45

6. “Caravan” on Remembering Duke Ellington. RTE Concert Orchestra. Hayman,
Richard. Naxos 8.555017. 2004. 3:45

15. “It Don’t Mean a Thing If It Ain’t Got That Swing” on Remembering Duke Ellington.
RTE Concert Orchestra. Hayman, Richard. Naxos 8.5655017. 2004. 3:45

4. “Take the “A” Train” on It's What's Happenin’ - The Varitone Sound of Clark Terry.
Terry, Clark. Verve Music Group. 1967. 6:17.

Additional Resources

Britannica, The Editors of Encyclopaedia. "Duke Ellington." Encyclopaedia Britannica.
December 27, 2017. Accessed March 3, 2018.

hitps://www.britannica.com/biography/Duke-Ellington.

"Take the "A" Train." NMAH | Albert H. Small Documents Gallery - Duke Ellington and
Billy Strayhorn: Jazz Composers -Take the "A" Train. Accessed March 23, 2018.

http://americanhistory.si.edu/documentsgallery/exhibitions/ellington_strayhorn_6.html.

68



