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NSU FACULTY RECITAL 
PAUL CHRISTOPHER, CELLO 

WITH FLUTIST KELSEY WRIGHT MCDONALD AND CELLIST MILOVAN PAZ 
 

Program Notes by Jackson Harmeyer, NSU Alumnus 2013 

 
The music we hear performed tonight by cellist Paul 

Christopher represents a variety of styles and eras. The 
first piece is a new work by Greg Robin written especially 
for this occasion and its performers. Meanwhile the 
compositions by Henri Pousseur and Sofia Gubaidulina are 
each defining works of the twentieth-century cello 
repertoire even if they result from wildly different visions 
of what post-tonal music can be. Finally the works by 
Johann Sebastian Bach and Jacques Offenbach which 
conclude tonight’s program come from the familiar, tonal 
tradition of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. No 
matter the style though, there is a depth and ingenuity 
which unites all of this music. This recital is dedicated to 
the memory of Paul’s sister, Marie, who passed away on 
December 26, 2021. The works by Bach and Offenbach 
which close our program were among her favorite music 
and always a joy to hear her brother play. 

 
Our first piece this evening, Interrupted in the Distant Past 
for flute and cello, is by Lafayette-based composer, Greg 

Robin. Dr. Robin has written the following statement 
about his piece which here receives its world premiere by 
Paul Christopher and flutist Kelsey Wright McDonald: 
“Interrupted in the Distant Past is my version of Bach 
borrowing. What do I mean by this? The composition takes 
components from a movement for flute and cello from my 
DMA document (2009) and melds it with a recent short 
solo cello piece (2021). This idea of compositional 
borrowing from oneself was a necessary job requirement 
for Bach! The conceptions of the two works are vastly 
different. The 2009 composition was created with small 
pitch sets as foundational elements. In addition to this, 
there is an interplay of similar timbral gestures between 
flute and cello. The 2021 composition is based on a twelve-
tone row from Luigi Nono’s Il canto sospeso. What I found 
intriguing was how easily these two separate works 
worked together. While I did have to add things to the 
music, I found that little to nothing had to be removed. The 
title pays homage to the two works in that the new 

elements tend to interrupt or disturb the flow of the 
musical elements composed in the distant past (2009).” 
 
The Belgian composer and music theorist Henri Pousseur 

(1929-2009) belonged to the generation of mid-twentieth 
century composers who challenged musical norms. While 
a student in Liège from 1947 to 1952, he was exposed to 
the serialist compositions of Anton Webern which became 
a decisive influence. Soon he met Pierre Boulez and 
Karlheinz Stockhausen, and by 1954 he was participating 
in the Darmstadt summer courses as one of the leading 
proponents of integral serialism. With the electronic piece 
Scambi and ensemble work Répons, he moved into mobile 
form and aleatoric technique. His decisive break, 
nevertheless, came with Votre Faust, a work which he and 
his collaborator the French author Michel Butor called a 
“variable fantasy in the style of an opera.” A 
reinterpretation of the Faust legend as told by Goethe, this 
encyclopedic work created from 1960 to 1968 contains 
about seven hours of music, although its variable structure 
limits any given performance to only about three hours. 
The music is written not only by Pousseur but also drawn 
from his contemporaries and others from throughout the 
history of Western music, including Monteverdi, Gounod, 
and Mussorgsky. In a way, it is Pousseur’s grappling with 
the Western tradition at a time when he felt the serialist 
avant-garde had devolved into mere academicism and as 
he sought to better communicate with his audience. 
Indeed the audience is encouraged to stand up and protest 
anything on stage they dislike with the guarantee that the 
actors will then change course. As one critic complained, 
however, this scheme backfired at the Milan premiere 
when it became evident that the only ones willing to 
interrupt had been placed there to do so—they all shouted 
cease in the creators’ French, not Italian. 
 
Although three subsequent runs of Votre Faust have been 
no more successful, the opera remains a scholarly curiosity 
and spawned several “satellite” works. These include the 
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cycle of seven pieces, Echos de Votre Faust for female 
voice, flute, cello, and piano published by Universal Edition 
in 1969. This evening we hear the first piece from this 
cycle, a work for solo cello which is known either as La 
Ligne des toits or simply Echo I. This work starts with a fast 
section with many leaps around the cello’s register. This 
msuic also demands frequent shifts where the player must 
change the location of his fingers on the fingerboard. 
Often the quick runs can seem to spiral out of control as 
the meter is unfixed from measure to measure and the 
tempo keeps accelerating and decelerating too. A slower 
middle section is more like an opera aria, expressive and 
lyrical. Still there is something overblown as if parodied 
from the real thing: what worked in Gounod’s Faust, we 
could say, is now deprived of meaning in Pousseur’s. 
Several brief interludes marked librement are 
characterized by harmonics and fermatas. To the cellist 
Anner Bylsma, who discusses the work with a student in a 
filmed masterclass, the figures here should sound like 
birds, but not “human birds… it is very hard to make a bird 
in such a way that is not a human bird… you have to 
become all senseless.” Although this second section never 
regains the drive of the first half, the later music is related 
enough to match its predecessor and bring an adequate 
conclusion to the piece. 
 
Our next piece is by Sofia Gubaidulina (born 1931) 
whose distinctive voice has made her one of the most 
renowned contemporary composers. Hailing from the 
Tatar Republic, whose capital Kazan is some 800 
kilometers east of Moscow, Gubaidulina’s Tatar father was 
the son of a Muslim clergyman while her mother was an 
ethnic Russian. She initially studied music at the Kazan 
Conservatory before transferring to Moscow where 
Nikolay Peyko and Vissarion Shebalin were her main 
teachers. Upon graduation in 1959, her music was 
criticized for not following the strict tenets of Socialist 
Realism. Dmitri Shostakovich, however, defended her 
commenting, “Everybody thinks that you are moving in the 
wrong direction. But I wish you to continue on your 
‘mistaken’ path.” Significantly different from the 
proscribed idiom, her music gained little recognition until 
the early 1980s when the violinist Gidon Kremer 
introduced her concerto Offertorium in the West. 
Relocating to Hamburg in 1992, she has received 
numerous prestigious commissions resulting in major 
works like her Viola Concerto (for Yuri Bashmet), The 
Canticle of the Sun (for Mstislav Rostropovich), St. John 
Passion and Easter (for Helmuth Rilling), and a second 
violin concerto, In Tempus Praesens (for Anne-Sophie 
Mutter). Her ninetieth birthday this past year was 

celebrated with the release of a new album on Deutsche 
Grammophon by Andris Nelsons and the Gewandhaus 
Orchestra featuring three of her recent compositions, 
Dialog: Ich und Du, The Wrath of God, and The Light of the 
End. It has been praised as “one of the most remarkable 
musical and spiritual journeys ever conceived.” 
 
The music of Gubaidulina thrives on oppositions: East 
versus West, old versus new, intellectual versus spiritual. 
Her mixed ancestry and remove from cosmopolitan 
centers like Moscow and St. Petersburg has prompted her 
to integrate Russian and Central Asian folk instruments 
into her compositions. This includes the bayan, a type of 
accordion for which she has created solo and chamber 
works as well as the concerto, Fachwerk. Yet her interest 
in unfamiliar timbres extends further. A Japanese 
commission prompted In the Shadow of the Tree, a 
concerto for koto and zheng which are, respectively, 
Japanese and Chinese plucked string instruments. More 
often though Gubaidulina exploits unfamiliar sounds on 
standard Western instruments either through extended 
techniques or unusual combinations. She has reacted 
strongly to commentators who describe her music as 
“avant-garde.” Her concern is not the “new,” but depth, 
and she has stated, “Composers make efforts in a certain 
direction not because they wish to show people that they 
are better or ‘newer’ than the others, but because music 
itself demands it, and our efforts naturally start to turn in 
this direction.” Something of the traditional, from folk 
music to a reverence for Johann Sebastian Bach, always 
permeates her music despite its unfamiliarity and at times 
its sheer alienness. There is also an intensely spiritual 
dimension to her music, one which is affirmatively 
Christian but neither Orthodox nor Western exclusively. In 
the music of Bach, she finds the perfect balance between 
intellectual rigor and spiritual intuition. Her St. John 
Passion revisits the Lutheran tradition of passion oratorios, 
and specifically those of Bach. It is answered, nevertheless, 
by an Easter oratorio, an Orthodox conviction that the 
passion account is incomplete without a narrative of the 
resurrection. Further her choice to set St. John reflects her 
identification with the mysticism of this evangelist. 
 
Gubaidulina wrote her Ten Preludes for solo cello which 
Mr. Christopher plays this evening in 1974 before 
Offertorium and her rise to fame in the West. It is in ten 
brief movements each titled after the playing styles 
employed. In most movements, these are employed in 
opposition, so that the First Prelude is a transition from 
staccato to legato and the Second is its reverse (i.e., legato 
to staccato). As these terms suggest, the playing of the 
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First Prelude begins articulated and disjoint before 
growing more smooth. There is no single transition in the 
Second Prelude, rather the oppositions are instantaneous 
from figure to figure. The Third Prelude is marked con 
sordino – senza sordino and is again instantaneous; this 
time though the contrast is between muted and unmuted 
bowing. The Fourth Prelude is marked ricochet and, with 
each figure, the bow is indeed bounced off the string. The 
Fifth Prelude emphasizes three playing styles on a 
spectrum: sul ponticello ordinario sul tasto. These terms 
refer to bow position, starting with on the bridge, then in 
a normal middle placement, and finally on the fingerboard. 
Whereas sul ponticello is harsher and richer in harmonics, 
sul tasto is gentler and sleeker. The Sixth Prelude, whose 
title flagioletti refers to a small flute, finds its way into the 
extreme upper register of the cello through its use of 
harmonics; it also alternates between giocoso (joy) and 
doloroso (sorrow). The Seventh Prelude, al taco – da punta 
d’arco, mirrors the Fifth with its emphasis on bow position; 
this time the opposition is between quickly touching the 
strings and playing with the point of the bow. The Eighth 
and Ninth Preludes answer the First and Second: while 
Eight moves from arco (bowed) to pizzicato (plucked), the 
Ninth does the reverse. The Tenth, in culmination, is titled 
senza arco and is without bowing. 
 
The three works which conclude tonight’s program should 
be more familiar than that which has preceded. Indeed the 
Cello Suite No. 1 in G major, BWV 1007 by Johann 

Sebastian Bach (1685-1750) might be the best-known 
piece in the whole cello repertoire. It is believed that Bach 
composed his six suites for solo cello around 1720 when 
he was Kapellmeister to Prince Leopold of Anhalt-Cöthen. 
Unlike his set of sonatas and partitas for solo violin, 
however, the cello suites did not receive acceptance until 
the early years of the twentieth century when cellist Pablo 
Casals began introducing them to the public. Casals had 
discovered the then unknown works in a music shop 
around 1890 and rehearsed them privately for a dozen 
years before ever playing them publicly. Like the other 
suites, the First is also in six movements, starting with a 
Prélude and continuing with stylized dances. Here the 
sequence is Allemande, Courante, Sarabande, Menuet I 
and II, and Gigue. It is often forgotten about Jacques 

Offenbach (1819-1880), hailed as the genius of Parisian 
light opera, that he was first a virtuoso cellist and 
pedagogue. Mr. Christopher has done much to revive 
Offenbach’s cello duets, having over a dozen years 
recorded all the duets known to have survived. Milovan 
Paz, who plays second cello tonight, joined Paul later in the 
recording project for CDs 6 and 7. Their performance this 

evening includes the Duet in C major, Op. 19 No. 1 and the 
Andante from the Duet in C major, Op. 49 No. 1. The Op. 
19 No. 1, a two-movement duet, was thought lost, but 
eventually turned up as others still might. Op. 49 
meanwhile belongs to Offenbach’s Cours méthodique 
which, published in 1847, marks Offenbach’s highest 
achievement in pedagogical music for multiple cellos. 
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