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Music from a Closed Ward
The BSQ prepares for a premiere 
 page 3
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The summer has seen a season of transi-
tions at the Blair School. Indeed, the 
2011-12 academic year will see more 

changes to the faculty than we have had in 
some time. 

First, Jane and Frank Kirchner have retired 
from teaching at Blair. Jane taught flute at Blair 
for more than 40 years, and Frank was our 
saxophone instructor for many years. They pro-
vided expertise and inspiration to generations 
of Blair and Vanderbilt students, upholding the 
highest standards and guiding the Blair School 
in its dramatic progress. Now they will pursue 
their love of traveling and spending time with 
their grandsons. Although we will miss them 
terribly, we have the consolation of knowing 
that they will continue to live in Nashville and 
plan to attend events at Blair.

In addition, Cynthia Estill and Cassie Lee, 
who have taught bassoon and clarinet, respec-
tively, in our collegiate program for more than 

20 years, are making the transition to our Pre-college Program, which was the founda-
tion of the Blair School and continues to be our anchor. Our pre-college students will 
be fortunate to have the benefit of their wisdom and expertise.

Joining the faculty of our collegiate program will be Brian Utley, adjunct associate 
professor of saxophone; Philip Dikeman, associate professor of flute; and Bil Jackson, 
associate professor of clarinet. You can read more about them on page 7. They join the 
Blair School as the result of extensive (and highly competitive) national searches. We 
are delighted to have these wonderful artists joining the Blair family.

I should add that we have an outstanding new class of 57 first-year students at Blair. 
These students continue a trend of the Blair School’s upward trajectory, a trend that 
confirms the artistry and dedication of our excellent faculty.

There are other transitions, as well. After helping lead the transformation of the Blair 
School as chair of the KeyBoard for the past 16 years, Martha Rivers Ingram has stepped 
down. We are presenting a special concert in honor of Mrs. Ingram on September 18. 
I am pleased to announce that Nashville attorney Jim Harris, JD’67, now serves the 
KeyBoard as chairman, and we welcome him and his leadership in the coming years. 

From the Dean
On the cover: The Blair String Quartet 
clockwise from top (John Kochanowski, 
viola; Cornelia Heard, violin; Felix Wang, 
cello; and Christian Teal, violin) prepares 
for the premiere of Images from a Closed 
Ward written for the group by renowned 
American composer Michael Hersch. 
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A Necessary

Serendipity marks the creation of a new piece by  
composer Michael Hersch for the Blair String Quartet
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Musical Confluence
By Bonnie Arant Ertelt

Creation, translation, 
interpretation, per-
formance. The pro-

cess of bringing a piece of 
music from the composer’s 
hands  to the ears of an 

audience is a long one that 
requires trust and commit-

ment for both the composer and 
the commissioning ensemble. 
When the Blair String Quartet 
approached composer Michael 
Hersch about writing a string 
quartet for them, the tumblers 
fell into place for an extensive 
creative journey. In this case, 
Images from a Closed Ward, made 
possible through funds from the 
James Stephen Turner Family 
Foundation as part of the Blair 
Commissioning Project, has just 
begun that journey. That jour-
ney will not end with the pre-
miere of the work next spring, 
but continue to develop and 
evolve with each subsequent 
performance of the piece.

How Hersch and the 
quartet came to work 
together is described by 
both as serendipitous.
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 “I had been asked a fair number of 
times over the last two decades to write 
string quartets,” Hersch says, “but there 
was nothing in my imagination, nothing in 
my mind’s ear. I didn’t think that I could 
write a good one. I wanted to write other 
things, and I didn’t hear a string quartet.

 “It was an extraordinary confluence of 
events,” he says. “If they had contacted 
me two or three months earlier, I would 
have said no. It’s as simple as that.”

 The ignition point, as Hersch calls 
it, for writing a string quartet was living 
with prints by the American visual art-
ist Michael Mazur, whom Hersch met 
in Rome in 2000. Mazur’s The Inferno of 
Dante, an exhibition of 41 etchings with 
accompanying texts translated into Eng-
lish, was being shown at the American 
Academy in Rome at the time. As Hersch 
wrote in his composer’s note to the piece 
for the Blair String Quartet, “Although we 
worked in different mediums, I often felt 
that Mazur understood what I was doing 
better than most.” A friendship developed 
between the two artists.

 Hersch acquired some of Mazur’s 
prints in 2008 from the Closed Ward 
and Locked Ward series of etchings done  
in the early 1960s. They hang in his work 
space. 

 In mid-2009, “this amazing period of 
serendipitous events happened,” Hersch 
says. “My mind’s ear started composing 
a string quartet around these images of 
Mazur’s, and then I was going to contact 
him.” Instead, Hersch read of Mazur’s 
death in a newspaper the day before he 
planned to reach him. “Not more than a 
few months later, I was contacted by the 
Blair String Quartet.”

The Blair String Quartet listened to 30 

or 40 different composers before deciding 
that they wanted to ask Michael Hersch 
to compose a piece for them. Each mem-
ber of the quartet was inspired by different 
aspects of Hersch’s work. 

 “For me,” says John Kochanowski, 
professor of viola, “it was a certain pas-
sion that he brings to every piece he’s 
written, and a discovery of voicing, as 
Beethoven voiced so beautifully. Michael 
has that ability to voice for four people 
in an extraordinary way. He really under-
stands the conversational attitude, the 
parameters, the darkness, the ecstasy. We 

were excited by the possibility that he 
could be a great quartet composer.”

 “We also wanted a prominent Ameri-
can composer who had not written for 
string quartet, so that this would bring 
some attention as the first string quartet 
of his work,” says Christian Teal, Joseph 
Joachim Professor of Violin.

 Connie Heard, Valere Blair Potter 
Professor of Violin, honed in on Hersch’s 
ability to focus. “When we first listened 
to him,” she says, “we listened to some 

short piano pieces that he was playing. 
They were beautiful, very personal and 
focused—they weren’t trying to do a lot of 
things. He will have the kernel of an idea 
and really develop that kernel rather than 
trying to do six different things at once.

 “He’s not bound by the instruments 
he’s writing for. He’s not afraid to be stark,” 
she says. “He’s not afraid to be performed 
only once.”

 Felix Wang, associate professor of cello, 
was impressed by Hersch’s artistic integ-
rity. “When you hear this piece, it’s not 
going to be something a string quartet 
would sound like. It’s not necessarily going 
to follow those parameters. The voice that 
you hear in his music is original.”

 “I think we just lucked out with the 
timing,” Heard says, “where he was in his 
life, where he was with his composing. His 
thoughts were that we just happened to 
drop in at the right time.”

Hersch was somewhat familiar with 
the Blair String Quartet as well.  

 “I’d never met any of them before,” 
Hersch says, “but I knew John’s name, 
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because he was with the Concord Quar-
tet, and I heard them a lot when I was 
younger. So he was very familiar to me, 
even though I didn’t know him. And I had 
known of the Blair quartet’s reputation 
broadly, because they had been around 
a long time in different iterations. All I 
had to do was hear them, and I listened to 
them a fair amount and was very excited.

  “It just felt right, and deciding to write 
a piece for someone, a group or an indi-
vidual, is a very serious commitment,” he 
says. “A lot has to be right. It’s as intimate 
a connection as you can have in terms of 
creating something.”

 Kochanowski agrees. “There is no way 
to write a string quartet without tremen-
dous intimacy,” he says. “Because of our 
four ways of discussing, arguing, doing 
everything we do with each other musi-
cally, I think it’s a challenge for someone 
to say, ‘I want to get involved in that 
discussion with four human beings.’”

 Writing the piece took less time than 
the quartet expected, with the score 
delivered to them about six months ear-

lier than originally projected. Now that 
they have the score, there will be much 
more interaction between Hersch and the 
quartet, though, as Hersch puts it, the 
collaboration begins when you know for 
whom you’re writing.

 “A lot of people think that there has 
to be a lot of back and forth, and that 
does happen,” he says, “ but in this case, 
the process of composing the piece went 
relatively quickly, and the biggest part 
they played was that I felt that I could 
write whatever I wanted. That is participa-
tory. That doesn’t mean that things won’t 
change after they start working on it,” he 
explains, “but I knew who I was writing 
for from the very beginning, and that’s a 
major collaboration in and of itself.”

The quartet met Hersch last February, 
when he came to Blair with his brother, 
horn player Jamie Hersch, and cellist Dan-
iel Gaisford for a performance of Hersch’s 
Last Autumn for horn and cello. Hearing 
the piece, written in two parts and lasting 
two and a half hours, was revelatory for 
the quartet.

“The piece was stunningly beautiful, pow-
erful,” Heard says. “The idea that someone 
could make French horn and cello work for 
two and a half hours is original and bold, 
and he is both those things. He is not a com-
poser who is always trying to get his works 
performed. He’s writing for the purity of 
what he wants to write.”

 Hersch puts it this way: “At the end of 
the day, one of the most important things 
for a composer is to feel that whatever the 
composer is writing feels necessary. So, if 
I’m going to write for a string quartet, I 
have to feel that the music I want to express, 
it’s necessary that it be a string quartet. It 
couldn’t have been anything else. And if 
you do a good job, all the things that are 
important to the musicians will follow.

 “I was deeply moved that they 
approached me,” he says, “because it 
meant that they felt something in my 
work that they connected with. I will 
assure you that not everybody gets what I 
do,” he says with a laugh, “so when people 
do connect with it, that’s meaningful to 
me. It means that there’s something there 
that’s worth pursuing, because it doesn’t 
happen with regularity.”

 “The performer/composer relation-
ship can be very complicated,” Wang says. 

“Ultimately, it can be very rewarding, but 
it can be complicated because you have 
these artistic personalities that by nature 
have strong opinions. But the creative pro-
cess of taking a piece of music, learning it 
and eventually performing it and letting 
it come to life is very satisfying. Spending 
time in collaboration with someone you 
deem artistically inspiring is very satisfying.

 “And selfishly,” he adds, “we just want 
to be part of the process of bringing to life 
a masterwork.” 

“When you hear this piece, it’s not going to be something a string 
quartet would sound like. It’s not necessarily going to follow those 
parameters. The voice that you hear in his music is original.” 

 —Felix Wang
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 H ow an artist or composer brings a 
work into being varies individually. 
As opposed to visual art, which is 

usually a solitary exercise, composing 
music cannot be entirely a one-on-one 
experience. The composer needs musi-
cians as intermediaries to define the work 
for an audience. In the case of Images from 
a Closed Ward, the creative cycle began 
with visual artist Michael Mazur’s etch-
ings individually eliciting a response from 
composer Michael Hersch. Hersch then 
set about translating his feelings about 
the images musically, ultimately to be 
interpreted by the Blair String Quartet 
and rendered to many people in an audi-
ence, making the process one of creativity 
as domino effect.

 “The fact that it was something visual 
[as a catalyst] was a new experience for 
me,” Hersch says. “It’s not about trying 
to render these [images] musically, it’s 
more a shared experience. I found in 
these images something that I was feel-
ing already, and they became, for lack of 
a better word, sort of companions with 
me in the journey of writing this piece.

 “What I see in the artwork is a shared 
terrain,” he says, “[the artwork and music] 
share similar human landscape. Below 

the surface feels quite similar.”
 How Hersch brings that shared human 

landscape to the music is enhanced by 
his titles for each of the 12 movements 
in the work.

 “Most of his movements have expres-
sive titles,” violinist Christian Teal says. 

“The third movement says ‘longing, quiet, 
extreme grief.’”

 “The second [movement] is ‘fero-
ciously,’” adds violinist Connie Heard. 

“The 11th movement says ‘raging violently 
throughout,’ and it was some of the most 
loud, ‘raging violently throughout’ music 
that we’ve ever played.”

 The climactic 11th movement is a 
massive contrapuntal movement that 
reminds the quartet of Beethoven’s 

“Grosse Fuge”, originally written as the last 
movement of the Opus 130 Quartet in E 
flat Major. This piece has been described 
by NPR commentator Cathy Fuller as “a 
roller-coaster ride: Beethoven takes four 
voices, fully engaged and throbbing at 
high speeds, and drives them to the edge 
of a cliff before stopping them on a dime 
to listen to the vastness of silence.”

“This movement is quite long also,” 
Heard says. “The difference is that in 
[Beethoven’s] ‘Grosse Fuge,’ there 

are moments of relief and moments of 
melodic beauty. In the ‘raging violently 
throughout,’ there is no relief. It was a 
very intense experience to read it the first 
time and say, ‘Wow, how are we going 
to do this?’”

“It’s interesting that for the movement 
right before that movement, [Hersch] 
writes the word ‘frozen’ over that, and it’s 
a very sparse, quiet movement,” Teal says.

“It makes a shocking moment that 
much more shocking,” violist John Kocha-
nowski says. 

 “My expectation would be that if 
someone had the experience of looking 
at these images,” Hersch says, “and they 
separately had the experience of listening 
to the music, it wouldn’t be surprising 
that they came away with similar feelings, 
even though each person is going to bring 
something different to the table.

 “That’s one of the wonderful things 
about art.”

—Bonnie Arant Ertelt

The Blair String Quartet will premiere Michael Hersch’s Images from a Closed Ward 
on Feb. 17, 2012, at Ingram Hall. The New York City premiere will take place on April 5, 
2012, at Weill Recital Hall in Carnegie Hall.

From the Mind’s Ear to a Closed Ward
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Michael Hersch, regarded as being 
among today’s foremost pianists, 
was 25 when he won first prize in the 
American Composers Awards. He was 
one of the youngest recipients ever of 
a Guggenheim Fellowship in composi-
tion. He serves on the composition 
faculty of the Peabody Institute of the 
Johns Hopkins University.
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Philip Dikeman has joined the Blair School 
of Music as associate professor of flute. He 
comes to Blair as acting principal flute 
of the Detroit Symphony Orchestra and 
began playing with the DSO as assistant 
principal flute in 1992. 
A native of Ann Arbor, 
Mich., Dikeman attend-
ed the Oberlin College 
Conservatory of Music, 
where he studied with 
Robert Willoughby and 
received a bachelor of 
music in 1985. In 1987, 
he received a master of music from the 
Yale School of Music, where he studied 
with Thomas Nyfenger and was named 
the George Wellington Memorial Scholar 
for his outstanding musical and academic 
excellence.

In 1987, Dikeman began his profes-
sional career when he was appointed 
principal flute of the Hong Kong Philhar-
monic Orchestra, a position he held for 
five seasons. Prior to joining the DSO, he 
played principal flute for a short period 
with the San Antonio Symphony. He has 
also played guest principal flute with the 
Minnesota Orchestra and the St. Louis 
Symphony, and most recently joined the 
L.A. Philharmonic on its 2010 U.S. Tour 
as guest associate principal flutist.

 
Bil Jackson joins the Blair School as associ-
ate professor of clarinet. He enjoys a varied 
musical career that includes solo, orches-
tral and chamber music appearances. Jack-

son is the principal clari-
netist with the Colorado 
Symphony Orchestra 
and the Aspen Cham-
ber Symphony and has 
performed as principal  
clarinetist with the Pitts-
burgh, St. Louis, Min-
nesota, Cincinnati, and 

Honolulu symphony orchestras. He also 
has appeared as a soloist with the Colo-
rado, Honolulu, Denver, Charlotte, Dallas 
Chamber and Aspen Chamber orchestras.

Jackson was most recently professor 
of clarinet at the University of Northern 
Colorado and is on the artist-faculty of 

the Aspen Music Festival. He has also 
served on the faculties of the University 
of Texas, University of Colorado and 
Duquesne University. Jackson studied at 
the Interlochen Arts Academy, where 
he won the Academy’s Concerto Com-
petition three times and was awarded 
the gold medal for superlative musician-
ship upon graduation. He continued his 
formal study at Northwestern University 
with Robert Marcellus. Jackson is the 
only player ever to win the International 
Clarinet Competition twice, and he was a 
finalist in the Prague International Clari-
net Competition.

Brian Utley has been named adjunct 
associate professor of saxophone at Blair. 
Previously, he was associate professor of 
saxophone at Stephen F. Austin State 
University in Nacogdoches, Texas. The 
Owensboro, Ky., native received the doc-
tor of musical arts in saxophone perfor-
mance, with a minor in music theory, 
from Louisiana State University. He also 
holds the master of music from Louisi-
ana State University and the bachelor of 

music from Murray State University. His 
primary saxophone teachers include Grif-
fin Campbell and Scott Erickson.

Utley maintains a highly active perfor-
mance schedule and has been a featured 
soloist with the Shreveport Symphony 
Orchestra and the Stephen F. Austin State 
University Wind Ensemble. He is a regular 
performer at regional and national con-
ferences of the North 
American Saxophone 
Alliance and has also 
performed at conferenc-
es of the Texas chapter 
of the National Asso-
ciation of Composers, 
USA, the 2003 World 
Saxophone Congress, 
the 2006 Conference of the International 
Clarinet Association, and the 2011 Uni-
versity of Alabama-Huntsville New Music 
Festival. He also performs in a variety of 
chamber music settings and is a co-founder 
of the award-winning Red Stick Saxo-
phone Quartet. He has recorded on the 
New Tertian Records and Magni Publica-
tions labels. 

New Faculty

Attorney Jim Harris chairs KeyBoard
Nashville attorney James (Jim) Harris III, JD’67, founder of the Music Row law firm of Harris Martin 
Jones, took the reins of the KeyBoard this past spring as chairman.

Harris opened his law firm on Music Row in Nashville in 1975 to concentrate his practice on 
music, copyright and entertainment law. An active civil litigator in these fields, he handles contract 
and copyright infringement cases for both plaintiffs and defendants. In the course of his career, he 
has represented artists, managers, writers, producers, 
publishers and the various business entities through which 
these music industry personnel pursue their careers. He 
was certified in February 2009 as a civil trial specialist by 
the Tennessee Commission on Continuing Legal Educa-
tion and Specialization and by the National Board of Trial 
Advocacy. Harris has received an AV rating with Martindale-
Hubbell, which identifies lawyers with a very high to 
pre-eminent legal ability, indicating that they practice in 
accordance with the highest professional and ethical stan-
dards. He was admitted to the Bar of the Supreme Court of 
the United States on June 6, 2011.

Harris has been a member of the KeyBoard since 2006. 
He succeeds Martha Rivers Ingram, who stepped down this 
year after chairing the Blair KeyBoard for 16 years, as well 
as chairing the Vanderbilt University Board of Trust. 
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Within the conducting profession, 
the word “maestro” is some-
times used to describe the per-

son wielding the baton and coaxing joyous 
sounds from voice, instrument or both.

Blair School of Music’s community 
of maestros—gaining influence both at 
home and abroad—is venturing into the 
world of orchestral conducting with an 
energy and success that would spur Jorma 
Panula, renowned teacher of conducting, 
to step from the podium and take note.

Interestingly, Blair’s rise has come 
despite, or perhaps because of, the fact 
that it offers no degree in conducting.

“Fortunately, Blair does not have a 
conducting program, and this is fantastic 
as people like myself were able to take 
advantage of so many resources not avail-
able at other institutions where graduate 
students would have priority,” says Scott 
Seaton, who graduated from Vanderbilt 
in 2004 with a bachelor of music in saxo-
phone performance. He now works at 
Kent State University in Ohio, conduct-
ing the orchestra, chamber orchestra and 
opera theatre, while also teaching under-
graduate and graduate conducting.  

“For example, in my senior year at Blair, 
I was able to form an all-volunteer orches-

tra and perform Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring,” 
Seaton explains. “I am not sure this would 
have been possible at other institutions.”

But those other institutions are, indeed, 
recognizing Blair School of Music’s tal-
ented graduates.    

“Since Blair has had many rising con-
ductors in recent years, I think that people 
are starting to notice that Blair is a fantas-
tic nest for conductors to develop without 
the formalities of a conducting ‘program,’” 
Seaton says.

There may be no structured orchestral 
conducting program at Blair, however, 
Robin Fountain, professor of conducting 
and director of the Vanderbilt Orches-
tra, handles the preparation of orchestral 
conductors in a highly effective manner. 
Fountain’s efforts are the key to why the 
music school has seen its alumni earn 
admission to graduate schools such as 
Yale and Vienna Conservatory.

Fountain graciously downplays his role 
and impact at Blair, saying simply: “I try 
to train young musicians to collaborate 
as performers and conductors.”

Fountain—who has studied at Oxford 
University, the Royal College of Music 
and Carnegie Mellon University—decided 
he wanted to be a conductor when he was 
pressed into service while a member of 
his high school choir.

“I found that not only did I enjoy it, 
but that others enjoyed the work when 
I did it.”

As have Blair students.
“I decided I wanted to be a conductor 

after attending Professor Robin Fountain’s 
beginning conducting class,” says David 
Torns, who graduated from Vanderbilt 
in 1998 with a bachelor’s in violin per-
formance. “From that point, I enrolled in 
the advanced class, and I was fascinated 

A Nest for Conductors
Blair has graduated a number of successful conductors, 
despite having no formal program in orchestral conducting
By William Williams

John concklin, bmus ’06, conducting the July 4th concert of the Georgia symphony orchestra last year.
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with the possibilities of the symphony 
orchestra as a vessel for music. The colors 
and palettes that are available to a com-
poser are limitless. So the possibilities for 
a conductor’s interpretation in serving 
the composer become limitless as well.”

John Concklin played with the Vander-
bilt Orchestra at Blair, eventually earning 
his bachelor’s in 2006 in viola and piano 
performance. The creative director of the 
Cobb Symphony Orchestra in Kennesaw, 
Ga., from 2008-10, Concklin spent this 
past year enrolled at the Cleveland Insti-
tute of Music. He says the tools he uses 
to lead an orchestra are based upon his 
experience as member of an orchestra.

“It’s sort of like playing on a team,” he 
says. “If you know how to play the game, 
then it stands to reason that you may be 
able to lead others in doing it themselves.”

Torns says Blair provided personal 
guidance.

“I had wonderful coaching in chamber 
music from all of the members of the Blair 
String Quartet, which was immeasurable,” 
Torns says. He currently serves as assistant 
conductor of the Baton Rouge Symphony 
and music director of the Louisiana Youth 
Orchestra. 

In addition to recognizing Fountain, 
Torns credits Amy Dorfman, associate 
professor of piano, and Emelyne Bingham, 
senior lecturer of the teaching of music. The 
trio, among many others at Blair, helped 
Torns hone his skills in transitioning from 

hearing the violin to hearing multiple instru-
ments and understanding how they work 
in tandem.

Torns says such aural aptitude involves 
hearing the instruments’ “particular colors.”

“You can begin to pick out what an 
oboe is playing compared to a bassoon, 
for instance, because the two timbres are 
unique to one another,” he notes. “At the 
same time, as a conductor you are trying 
to blend the two colors so that neither 
of them sticks out more than the other.”

Getting to the point of hearing on that 
level requires years of work. For Blair’s 
conductors, much was done long before 
arriving at that point. 

Joseph Lee, who received his bach-
elor’s from Vanderbilt in 1998 after 
studying bassoon, knew at a tender age 
he wanted to wield the baton. 

“When I was 12 years old, I told my par-
ents that I wanted to be a conductor and 
that I would need to begin lessons on a 
string instrument,” says Lee, who filled in as 
adjunct assistant professor of orchestra and 
conducting during the spring 2011 semester 
while Fountain was on sabbatical.

Lee says he was inspired by both his 
middle school band director and civic youth 
orchestra conductor.

Today, Lee is the resident conductor 
of the Huntsville Symphony Orchestra, 
director of the Huntsville Youth Orches-
tra, and music director of the Murfreesboro 
Symphony Orchestra and the Sewanee 

Symphony Orchestra, the latter two to 
which he was recently appointed.

Lee echoes the words of Seaton, empha-
sizing the fact that Blair’s lack of a formal 
conducting program gave him the freedom 
to “create my own path.”

“I began my conducting studies as a soph-
omore,” he recalls. “Not only did I organize 
my own ‘lab’ orchestras by bribing friends 
with pizza and soda, [Emelyne] Bingham 
also allowed me to share the podium with 
her during the Vanderbilt Opera Theatre 
production of Mozart’s Cosi fan tutte.  She 
had me conduct the entire first act, which 
was a monumental first experience for me.”

Lee went on to take Blair’s conducting 
courses and study privately with Fountain 
during the next two years.

 “He would fast become my mentor and 
friend, a relationship that has continued 
into the present,” Lee says.

Dean Whiteside understands the advan-
tages of Blair’s approach. Whiteside, who 
earned his bachelor’s in viola and philoso-
phy in 2010, was admitted to the presti-
gious Universität für Musik und darstellende 
Kunst Wien during his junior year—a nota-
ble accomplishment—but deferred until he 
could finish his Blair degree. He now studies 
conducting in Vienna full time and recently 
made his European debut conducting the 
Ruse Philharmonic (Bulgaria) on tour.

“Music-making should be a dialogue,” 
Whiteside says, “and this is what Blair excels 
at creating.”

david torns, bmus ’98, is assistant conductor of the 
baton rouge symphony and music director of the 
louisiana Youth orchestra.

d
aria d
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  This remarkable Blair pre-college stu-
dent also practices harp and piano four 
hours a day, studies high-school physics, 
pre-calculus, Bible, German and econom-
ics, and takes an online English course 
from Nashville State Community College.

“Amy is one of the most gifted pre-col-
lege students I have ever had the privilege 
to teach at Blair,” says Paul Deakin, senior 
lecturer in music theory. “She completed 
our four-year college-level theory program 
in a year—an incredible achievement. She 
has been taking private composition les-
sons for two years and has already pro-
duced several works of the highest quality.” 

Home-schooled since she was 7, 
Thompson began piano instruction at 
age 6 and lessons on a tiny harp when 

she was 11. She enrolled at Blair in the 
eighth grade, receiving the Myra Jackson 
Blair Scholarship for harp in ninth grade 
and for piano last year. 

Thompson has composed several pieces 
for piano and harp, including “a compel-
ling piece for voice and harp,” Deakin 
says, “a series of haiku by the Japanese 
poet Basho connected to create a cyclic 
form that takes the listener on a journey 
through the seasons. It’s a beautiful work.” 

Thompson is also an accomplished per-
former. She placed seventh in her divi-
sion at the 18th American Harp Society 
National Competition held in Salt Lake 
City, Utah. In 2010 she won the Nashville 
Area Music Teachers Association’s Young 
Artists Achievement Award for piano in 

the junior/senior category, as well as the 
Sewanee Summer Music Festival’s 2010 
Concerto Competition. 

Marian Shaffer, adjunct professor of 
harp, calls Thompson “a wonderfully tal-
ented student who truly loves all aspects 
of music.” Valerie Middleton, adjunct 
artist teacher of piano, says her technique 
and artistry exhibit “a refinement few high 
school students achieve.”

Although she feels most comfortable 
with the piano, Thompson’s heart belongs 
to a beautiful, 80-pound Lyon and Healy 
harp, which she brings back and forth 
from her home in Springfield, Tenn., sev-
eral times a week.

“I love the way the harp resonates and    
vibrates on my shoulder,” she says. “My fin-
gers are in direct contact with what makes 
the sound. I also love the look of the harp.” 

So what does this hard-working stu-
dent do for fun? “Music is fun,” she says. 
But like any teen, the soft-spoken bru-
nette enjoys friendships with the other 
pre-college students at Blair. She also 
completed a half-marathon last year and 
volunteers her time playing the harp at 
nursing homes on a regular basis. 

As for the future, Thompson envisions 
a teaching career. “I want to continue to 
study at an academic university,” she says, 
noting that only three schools in the top 
20 offer courses in harp: Vanderbilt, Rice 
and Northwestern. 

Deakin predicts great things for his 
gifted student: “With all that she’s accom-
plished thus far, I wonder, ‘What’s next?’ 
She has the world at her feet.”  

 A Talent that     
Resonates
Pre-college student Amy Thompson writes 
and performs with remarkable maturity

By Joanne Lamphere Beckham, BA’63

“I love the way the 
harp resonates and 

vibrates on my  
shoulder. My fingers 
are in direct contact 

with what makes  
the sound.”

Not many teenagers would attempt to write a two-act chamber opera 

based on Shakespeare’s play The Winter’s Tale. But that’s exactly what 

16-year-old Amy Thompson has been doing for more than a year.

“It’s been a long, drawn-out project, but I hope to finish it by the end of the 

summer,” she says. 

“It started as an assignment to read one of Shakespeare’s plays and write a 

prelude. As I was reading, I kept thinking, ‘This would make a good aria here.’ 

I was telling that to Dr. Deakin, and he asked if I would like to write an opera. 

I think now, if I could go back, I’d say, ‘No, I don’t want to do this thing that’s 

going to take years,’” she says with a laugh.
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Cornelius Vanderbilt Level
($25,000+)
mr. Jack Golden
mr. robert J. mcmullan
Mr. and Mrs. Kenneth E. Mifflin
James stephen turner Family Foundation
mr. and mrs. blair J. Wilson
anonymous friend
anonymous friend

The Chancellor’s Council 
($10,000—$24,999)
bmi
mr. and mrs. andrew W. byrd
mr. and mrs. Peter m. Fyfe
mrs. landis bass Gullett*
ms. lisa heinz
mr. and mrs. scot c. hollmann
the sartain lanier Family Foundation inc.
mr. and mrs. Johnny m. mcGuire
nissan americas
mr. and mrs. kenneth l. roberts
mr. and mrs. ronald a. stack
mr. and mrs. steve turner
anonymous friend

The Dean’s List 
($5,000—$9,999)
mr. and mrs. lang aston
mr. and mrs. c. davis bauman
mr. and mrs. William G. christie
Gaylord entertainment
mr. and mrs. Frank e. Genovese
mr. and mrs. edward a. Goodrich
the hutton hotel
mrs. martha rivers ingram
dr. and mrs. martin katahn
mr. dana o’brien and mrs. helen Fox-o’brien
mr. and mrs. roland schneller
mrs. linda l. sinsar
mr. and mrs. murray F. somerville
ms. Joanne bell and mr. steven a. steigerwald
dr. barbara engelhardt and mr. Justin P. Wilson

The Blair School of
Music Patrons Society 
The Blair School of Music is honored to receive the annual gifts of $1,000 or more from 
the individuals and companies listed below between July 1, 2010, and June 30, 2011

Benefactors 
($2,500—$4,999)
mrs. robert chalfant 
dr. and mrs. steven eskind
mr. and mrs. William m. Gandy
ms. Jennie smith and mr. James c. Gooch
Page and bzur haun
mr. and mrs. William b. king Jr.
mr. and mrs. robert m. moses
mr.* and mrs. John W. Poindexter
the Presser Foundation 
mr. and mrs. John W. rich 
dr. and mrs. eugene b. shanks Jr.  

Directors
($1,500—$2,499)
beegie and billy adair
mr. and mrs. Gerald averbuch
mr.* and mrs. arthur h. buhl iii
mr. Gordon r. Galloway
mr. James h. harris iii and ms. leslie r. boone
mr. and mrs. h. rodes hart
dr. h. carl haywood

dr. robert m. hodapp  
   and dr. elisabeth m. dykens

susan schroeder Fuller
ms. maria Gall
the reverend Paul richard Game and 
   mrs. anne Zipp Game 

mr. and mrs. Jeffrey a. krew
Provost and mrs. richard c. mccarty
dr. and mrs. alexander c. mcleod
mr. and mrs. adam ramsay michael
ms. susan a. michael
mr. and mrs. Frank i. nebhut Jr.
drs. charles r. and Jane h. Park
ms. virginia F. Payne  
dr. and mrs. W. Faxon Payne
mr. nathan a. randall
dr. and mrs. charles e. roos
the richardson Foundation
mr. and mrs. robert h. street
mr. christian teal 
dean and mrs. mark Wait
mr. Felix h. Wang and ms. carolyn h. huebl 
mrs. James a. Webb Jr.

blair’s brightest students audition each year for a chance to perform on the blair student showcase held during 
the spring semester. 
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Patrons

($1,000—$1,499) 
ms. marcelle Guilbeau and mr. david J. baird
mr. and mrs. John s. beasley ii
dr. tyler berutti and ms. kristen berutti
mr. and mrs.* martin s. brown
mrs. monroe J. carell Jr.  
ms. rinku chaterji
dr. and mrs. eric chazen 
drs. ann n. and James h. clarke 
ms. karin dale coble
mr. and mrs. brownlee o. currey Jr.  
mr. and mrs. mark F. dalton
anna and Walter durham
the reverend kimberlee maphis early and 
   mr. robert l. early

mr. and mrs. mark F. eberle
dr. darrel l. ellis
mrs. annette s. eskind
dr. and mrs. Jeffrey eskind
mr. and mrs. William W. Featheringill 
mr. and mrs. mark t. Geenen
ms. susan c. Gurney
mr. and mrs. richard W. hanselman
the honorable stella l. hargrove and  
   dr. Joel t. hargrove

mrs. alexander heard*
mr. and mrs. russell h. hippe Jr.
mr. and mrs. James l. Johnson
mr. and mrs. Peter katz
mr. and mrs. Fred W. lazenby
dr. and mrs. lewis b. lefkowitz Jr.
mr. and mrs. Peter b. lijoi 
mrs. alexandra mackay
mrs. alyne Queener massey
mr. and mrs. Joseph l. may
mr. and mrs. aaron mayo
mr. William mcinnes

mr. and mrs. robert e. mcneilly Jr.
the honorable Gilbert s. merritt, Jr. 
mr. and mrs. c. Geren moor
mr. and mrs. Jonathan morphett
mrs. nancy Perot mulford  
mr. and mrs. J. mitchell Powers
dr. Pauline l. rabin
drs. nancy and harry ransom
mrs. roscoe r. robinson
ms. Georgianna W. russell 
mr. and mrs. John c. schroeder
drs. susan and steve smartt
street dixon rick Plc 
mr. ernest Frank sutherland Jr.  
   and ms. natilee duning

mr. and mrs. earl s. swensson
the t & t Family Foundation
the reverend and mrs. timus G. taylor Jr.
mr.* and mrs. hall W. thompson
Professor cecelia tichi and mr. William J. tichi
dr. and mrs. alexander s. townes
mr. and mrs. stanley W. trimble
mr. and mrs. cal turner Jr.
vsa arts of tennessee
the Washington Foundation
mr. and mrs. W. ridley Wills ii  
mr. and mrs. William m. Wilson  
mr. and mrs. richard h. Wylly
chancellor nicholas s. Zeppos and  
   ms. lydia a. howarth 
anonymous friend

The Blair KeyBoard

Jim harris, chairman
martha rivers ingram, chairman emerita
mark Wait, dean
lisa and lang aston
del bryant
marianne byrd
ann and Jim clarke
emily eberle
James s. Foglesong
Jennie smith and James Gooch 
Patricia i. hart
bzur haun
alexandra mackay
kevin P. mcdermott
robert m. moses
Georgianna Paul
ellen Jones Pryor
kenneth l. roberts
Judy turner
blair J. Wilson

*deceased

When you support great music education,  
you support great music performance. Please 
consider making a gift to the Blair School at 
http://vanderbi.lt/blairperformance or call  
(615) 322-7650 for more information. 

on april 9, at the blair big band’s spring concert, associate dean dwayne sagen (right) presented billy adair, 
senior lecturer of jazz and director of the blair big band, with the news that the billy adair Fund for Jazz has been 
endowed in his name. The fund, the first of its kind at Blair, will provide discretionary support for the jazz depart-
ment. the anonymous donor who created the endowment wished to honor billy for his treasured friendship and 
support of the students of the blair school.  

artist michael shane neal painted the portrait of del 
Sawyer, the Blair School of Music’s first dean, that 
hangs outside the Office of the Dean at Blair. The  
portrait was unveiled in may 2009.
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Vanderbilt student Patrick Thomas advanced 
to the finals on the NBC television show The 
Voice, which aired on Tuesdays during the 
spring and summer.

The rising junior from Dallas (Class of 
2013), is pursuing a double major in voice 
at the Blair School of Music, and economics 
in the College of Arts and Science.

A country singer who hails from Col-
leyville, Texas, he wowed audiences with 
his rendition of Tim McGraw’s “Live Like You 
Were Dying” in his first audition.

The show is similar to American Idol in 
that home viewers vote for their favorites. 
What’s unique is that the judges, includ-
ing pop songstress Christina Aguilera and 
country crooner Blake Shelton, select which 
contestants they would like to mentor during 
the competition based on hearing them—
but not seeing them—perform.

Blair’s Thomas is finalist on The Voice

Ph
oto courtesY oF n

bc

Kristin Whittlesey (left) has been appointed the 
Blair School of Music’s director of external rela-
tions. Before joining Blair in May, Kristin served 
as the assistant lifestyles editor at The Tennesse-
an. She has a broad array of editorial experience 
in print and online publications, including serving 
as editor of The Rage, All The Rage and Metromix. 
She also worked as a copy editor and news and 
wire editor at the Nashville Banner. 

Cindy Steine, who served as director of 
external relations at Blair for more than 10 years, 
left Nashville to join her husband, Raoul Rus-
sell, who is a member of the diplomatic corps at 
the United States Embassy in Nicosia, Cyprus. 
Cindy joined the Blair School in 2001 as part 
of the team that inaugurated the Martha Rivers 
Ingram Center for the Performing Arts, directing 
the school’s public relations, venue management 
and community relations initiatives. 
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Founder’s Medalist: Lillian Elizabeth Johnson 
Banner Bearer: Madeline Sarah Myers 
Alma Mater Vocalist: Hilary Elizabeth White 
Commencement Performer: Blake Anthony Johnson (cello)
Student Marshals: Erin Mara Steigerwald and  
John A. Woller III 

Newly elected members of the Eta Iota Chapter of  
Pi Kappa Lambda, the music honor society 

Class of 2011 
Paul Jeremy Dab 
Michelle Kiyoko Godbee 
Emily Cannon Green 
Maria Grace Hibbard 
Lillian Elizabeth Johnson 
Scott Franklin Lee 
Madeline Sarah Myers 
Anna Victoria Perretta 
Erin Mara Steigerwald 
John Arnold Woller III

Class of 2012
Peter Neil Dayton III 
Caroline Marie Hart 
Jeannette Lucie Mathieu 
Lindsey Elizabeth Reymore 
Meredith Mallison Vaughan

2011 Commencement Honors and Awards
STeVe G

reen

dean Mark Wait presents lara Pitts with the richard c. cooper award during award 
ceremonies held in april as associate dean Pam Schneller looks on. 

AWARDS
Sigma Alpha Iota College Honor Award: Lara Marie Pitts 
Sigma Alpha Iota Scholastic Award: Kathryn Gay Heaton 
Achievement in Teaching Recognition Award:  
Lauren Elizabeth Pratt 
The Blair Volunteer Service through Music Award:  
Andrew Henry Silverstein and Michelle Kiyoko Godbee 
Martin Williams Award: Lillian Elizabeth Johnson 
Robin Nell Dickerson Award: Kathryn Gay Heaton 
Delene Laubenheim McClure Memorial Prize in Opera: 
Thomas Boatwright Mulder 
Confroy-Lijoi Award: John Charles Fontaine and  
Brent Stanley Baker 
Magda Lachs Award: Matthew Benjamin Edquist 
L. Howard “Zeke” Nicar Award: Thomas Robert Crespo 
Jean Keller Heard Prize: Justin Edward Goldsmith,  
Kelsey Elizabeth Hudson and Dana Jillian Kelley 
Sue Brewer Award: Andrew Henry Silverstein 
Richard C. Cooper Award: Allison Drucker Winstein 
Gall/Martin Collaborative Arts Award: Paul Jeremy Dab 
Elliott and Ailsa Newman Prize: Audrey Olivia Whittle 
S.S and I.M.F. Marsden Award: Erin Mara Steigerwald 
David Rabin Prize: Christopher Daniel Lowry 
Margaret Branscomb Prize: Luke Sebastian Witchger 
Presser Award: Lindsey Elizabeth Reymore
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dean Mark Wait (left) and chancellor nicholas S. Zeppos with Blair Founder’s 
Medalist lillian Johnson during commencement ceremonies.
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Get a check from Vanderbilt! 
Establish a charitable gift annuity with Blair and we’ll pay you for life. 

How it helps you
• Fixed payments for life
• Immediate income tax deduction
• Partially tax-free payments 
• Possible capital gains tax savings

How it helps Blair
• Scholarships
• Master classes
• Support for performance
• Technology upgrades

Learn more by contacting Linda Ray Miller in Vanderbilt’s Office of Planned Giving at (615) 343-3113, 

(888) 758-1999 or plannedgiving@vanderbilt.edu.   www.vanderbilt.edu/alumni/plannedgiving

Benefits on a $10,000 single-life charitaBle gift annuity*

 age annuity rate yearly payment tax deduction

 65 5.3% $530 $3,063

 70 5.8 $580 $3,605

 75 6.5 $650 $4,162

 80 7.5 $750 $4,685

 85 8.4 $840 $5,447

 90 9.8 $980 $6,047

*minimum age of 65 and gift amount of $10,000. Deductions as of July 2011.




