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Antifonys, for Chamber Orchestra

George Walker

George Walker lived a life of historic 
firsts and lasting artistic influence. He 

began his studies at Oberlin, then enrolled at 
the Curtis Institute, becoming its first Black 
graduate. He received his Ph.D. from the 
Eastman School of Music, becoming its first 
Black graduate. While he considered himself 
a pianist first and foremost, he was an ac-
claimed composer and committed teacher. 
He was the first Black tenured faculty mem-
ber at Smith College, and he chaired the Rut-
gers music department from 1969 to 1992. In 
1996, he became the first Black American to 
win the Pulitzer Prize for Music, for Lilacs, a 
setting of Walt Whitman poems for soprano 
and orchestra.
 A sudden timpani strike opens Walker’s 
Antifonys, plunging the ensemble into a ter-
rifying chaos from which every instrument 
is trying to make some sense. As a lab mouse 
darts erratically about a well-designed maze, 
so too does this collection of strings, winds, 
and percussion scramble to find a lasting me-
lodic fragment in the cacophony that Walker 
has constructed.
 Listening now, with the privilege of hind-
sight, the turbulent nature of this piece re-
flects the zeitgeist of its year of composition, 
the momentous year of independence move-
ments, political assassinations, escalations 
of war, and protests.
 Indeed, 1968 was pivotal not only for the 
world but also for Walker’s development as a 
composer. In a 2000 interview in The Musi-
cal Quarterly, he recalled that at that time he 
was “not especially interested in becoming 
a composer” in its own right, instead pursu-
ing it as a “technique that would be useful” 
should he decide to make the pivot to career 
composer from concert pianist.
 Then, several months before the assassi-
nation of Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., Walker 

was invited to a Black composers’ sympo-
sium in Atlanta that, he said in a 1982 New 
York Times article, “proved to him that there 
were other Black serious composers in the 
country.” This connection with other com-
posers, combined with the ever-increasing 
fervor with which Black America was de-
manding civil rights, delivered a revelation 
unto the composer: “When I understood that 
at last I was able to get my works performed, 
I really had an incentive to compose.”
 This was the culmination of a turn toward 
composition that had begun in 1957, when 
Walker moved to Paris to study with legend-
ary composer-pedagogue Nadia Boulanger. 
“The importance of my connection with 
her was that she was the very first person to 
acknowledge my ability as a composer and 
to express her confidence in it to me and to 
others,” he recalled in that 2000 interview. 
On the basis of works including the song The 
Bereaved Maid, he became one of her favored 
students. Equally important, she gave him a 
platform to showcase his works, something 
he hadn’t found in the US.
 His output increased, and a decade later 
Walker composed Antifonys, which had its 
premiere at the Composers Conference at 
Bennington College. In it, Walker serves up 
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a unique brand of organized noise, demon-
strating his mastery of discord. The listener 
is here for the textures, to run their fingers 
across the di!erent fabrics that make up this 
musical quilt. From frightening strings to the 
oboe spiraling out of control, to the violent 
crack of a snare, to the unhinged celesta, we 
are reminded of not only a tumultuous time 
but of the universe’s ultimate truth — that 
chaos reigns.
 Yet the title Antifonys also evokes antiph-
ony: the musical texture relying on a pair of 
separate voices or choirs singing back and 
forth to one other, not unlike call-and-re-
sponse. Antifonys can be heard as a dialogue 

as well. Despite the friction, each section isn’t 
necessarily talking over the other (though 
whether they understand each other is a dif-
ferent question), and there are brief moments 
when they find some kind of peace.

Instrumentation: flute (doubling piccolo), 
oboe, clarinet, CBTTPPO�horn, trumpet, trom-
bone, timpani, snare drum, vibraphone, 
xylophone, suspended cymbal, wood block, 
gong, orchestra bells, celesta, and strings.

— James Bennett II, a writer and critic cur-
rently living in Brooklyn and employed by 

GBH in Boston 

And What of Public Reception?

Recent works, just like those that have been around for cen-
turies, can elicit polarized reactions from audiences and 
critics. Walker’s oeuvre was not immune to such criticism 
that came his way, despite the honors he received. But 
he maintained a distant, philosophical stance toward the 
possibility of negative criticism. He argued that when con-
temporary pieces receive multiple performances over time, 
audience understanding of the music deepens:

I have never been concerned about audience reaction be-
cause my primary focus is to write a good work, a work 
that I can live with. No one can predict how an audience 
will receive a contemporary work, particularly when it is 
performed for the first time. The average listener cannot 
begin to understand it. Since many contemporary works 
only get one or two performances, the audience receives 

only a general impression of the work. I would never assume that I could write anything that 
would automatically please a listener.

 Antifonys is over half a century old, and orchestras are programming this and other works by 
its Pulitzer Prize–winning composer as never before. His music is with us to stay. That said, don’t 
get caught up in the accolades or worry about what there is or isn’t to “get.” Your gut will let you 
know.

George Walker


