CONCERTO FOR NATIVE AMERICAN FLUTE
AND STRINGS
ANDREW DOWNES

Andrew Downes' Concerto for Native American Flute and Strings, the first concerto ever composed
for this exquisite instrument of the North Amenican Indians, was conceived during and afier the
composer made several visits to New Mexico in the mid to late 1990s to hear performances of some of
his other works.

The instrument, made of cedarwood, creates a most beautiful woody, haunting sound which seems to
come directly from nature, as if it is part of the living world. Indeed, the instrument is seen as a
living, vibrant entity by the culture from which it derives, and the player and instrument are seen as a
single entity out of which a beautiful natural sound is created.

The strikingly beautiful and natural gualities of the instrument were central to the composer's
overall concept when writing the concerto. The instrument is very delicate and quite small in its
dynamic range, and any attempt to emulate the wide dynamics of the concert flute would result in a
complete destruction of the essential grace of the instrument's natural sounds. The flute is therefore
often accompanied by soloists from the orchestra.

The First Movement, Andante Leggiero, begins with a plaintive melody on flute - over 2 cushion of
quict tremolo strings. It perhaps suggests a lone Native Flutist playing on an isolated sacred rock in
the middle of the New Mexican desert. The theme is take@ over by a solo viola, with the flute playing
a counter-theme. It is then played by violas and divisiceilos, while the counter-theme, now played on
pizzicato double bass, becomes more rhythmic, jazzy and exciting. After a majestic bridge passage,
there is a gradual calming down leading fo a contiaguntal development of theme and counter-theme.
In the recapitulation, the themes are slightly al’ered, leading naturally into the coda in which legato
phrases wind in and out of each other to form,a natural, if unusual, conclusion.

The Second Movement, Allegro Vivace,.is ioosely within a scherzo simicture, but never losing its
Native American character. The flute skips along over answering strings. and even when the strings
move into a majestic melody, the skipping nature of the flute remains. There then follows a more
legato second subject with a jazzypiszicato chordal accompaniment. A third section has very much a
"pop" feet , and leads naturally into-a recapitulation of the first and second themes. The second
subject is then developed, becoming more earnest, particularly in the pizzicato strings. The opening
scherzo theme, with variations and echoes, then returns and becomes more and more excited until its
abrupt end.

The Finale, Adagio Espressivo, starts with a low drone on double bass, suggestive, perhaps, of the
wide open spaces of the New Mexican desert. Solo violins, in harmony, answered by lower string
soloists, play a theme characterised by short phrases in a lazy, jazzy rhythm, over the top of which the
flute gives the impression of improvising. As all these ideas become bigger and more exciting, the
double bass drone continues. An ostinato on lower strings then accompanies a flowing melody on
violins, which is then treated more meditatively by the flute. All the ideas so far are treated to
development in the lower strings, with the occasional rhythmic pizzicato interpolation, suggestive,
perhaps, of native American dance. A new flowing accompaniment on violins introduces a theme
quoted from Andrew Downes' Oratorio: New Dawn (based on Native American poetry), with the solo
flute winding throughout the texture with a counter-theme. The double bass drone suddenly returns,
and fragmentary versions of previous material bring the work to a quiet close.
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LYNWOOD MUSIC
2 Church Street, West Hagley, Stowrbridge, W.Mids. DY9 ONA England
telephone & fax: +44 (0)1562 886625 email: downlyn@globalnet.co.nk
website: www users.globalnet co.uk/~downiyn
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