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PROFILE

Shawn D. Vondran is in his twelfth year as the Associate Director of Bands 
at Northwestern University’s Bienen School of Music. His responsibilities 
include conducting the Symphonic Band along with teaching courses in 
conducting, wind repertoire, orchestral repertoire, and other courses in the 
music performance and education curricula. During his tenure at North-
western, the Symphonic Band was selected to perform at the 2020 College 
Band Directors National Association (CBDNA) North Central Division 
Conference. The ensemble frequently engages with a number of composers 
and participates in consortia to support the creation and performance of 
new music for the wind band medium. 

Vondran served on the faculties at Ball State University, Western Illinois 
University, and Youngstown State University prior to his appointment at 
Northwestern University. He began his career as a band director at  Mentor 
High School in Ohio, where his ensembles consistently received accolades 
for their performances. 

Vondran was elected by his peers to the prestigious American Bandmas-
ters Association. He also received the College of Fine Arts Dean’s Teaching 
Award while at Ball State University for excellence in teaching and dedica-
tion to his students. Additionally, the Ball State University Symphony Band 
was selected to perform at the 2012 and 2014 Indiana Music Education As-
sociation Conference during his tenure. 
 
Vondran maintains an active schedule with engagements throughout the 
United States as a guest conductor, clinician, and adjudicator. In addition 
to performance engagements, he is an ongoing contributor to the Teaching 
Music Through Performance in Band series published by GIA and appeared 
in the National Band Association Journal. He has also presented a clinic at the 
Midwest International Band and Orchestra Clinic. Vondran has worked with 
a number of composers in the preparation, performance, and/or recording of 
their works for the wind band medium. These artistic collaborations include 
John Corigliano, Christopher Rouse, David Maslanka, Michael Daugherty, 
Steven Bryant, Joel Puckett, and Jennifer Higdon. He is a member of the 
College Band Directors National Association, where he serves as the Illinois 
state chair, and Pi Kappa Lambda. 
 



Vondran received his Doctor of Musical Arts degree in instrumental con-
ducting, with an emphasis in music education, from the University of Mi-
ami (FL). Vondran completed a Master of Music degree in instrumental 
conducting at Youngstown State University and earned a Bachelor of Music 
Education degree (magna cum laude) at The Ohio State University.

PROGRAM NOTES

George Gershwin  
“Why be a second-rate Ravel when you can be a first-rate Gershwin?” This 
quote, attributed to the renowned composer Maurice Ravel, would not be 
the last refusal Gershwin received from a French master. Gershwin greatly 
admired Ravel, who in turn wrote famed teacher Nadia Boulanger about 
the young American composer. Gershwin returned to Paris only to be told 
by Boulanger that she could not teach him. “What could I give you that you 
haven’t already got?” Both Ravel and Boulanger feared that imposing clas-
sical European standards upon Gershwin would overshadow his unique, 
jazz-infused voice. Undeterred, Gershwin returned home determined to 
continue forging a musical style widely regarded as the soundtrack of the 
“Roaring Twenties.”  
 
It is little wonder that Gershwin’s music captures the convergence of cul-
tures present in early 20th century America. The son of Jewish immigrants 
from Russia, Gershwin grew up in Brooklyn, surrounded by the blues and 
ragtime traditions of Black Americans, the dance rhythms he encountered 
in Hispanic neighborhoods, and the energy of Tin Pan Alley. These influ-
ences, along with his familiarity with Jewish musical traditions, formed a 
distinctly American voice unlike anything audiences had previously heard. 
 
Despite this, Gershwin remained deeply inspired by the works of not only 
Ravel, but Chopin, Liszt, and Debussy during and after his commercial 
successes. His interests, writes one historian, ranged from “Bach to Alban 
Berg.” Having moved to Los Angeles after the premiere of Porgy and Bess, 
Gershwin befriended Arnold Schoenberg and asked him for lessons. Simi-
lar to Ravel’s sentiment, Schoenberg told him, “I would only make you a 
bad Schoenberg, and you’re such a good Gershwin already.” His continued 
fascination with the European masters reveals a composer determined to 
place his developing American style within a broader artistic tradition. 
 



What we have of Gershwin’s music is perhaps the first volume of a promis-
ing yet uncompleted oeuvre, cut short by an undiagnosed brain tumor that 
took his life at age thirty-eight. One cannot help but wonder what music 
Gershwin might have written had he lived longer. Writing in 1955, Leonard 
Bernstein stated, “I don’t think there has been such an inspired melodist 
on this earth since Tchaikovsky.” Despite his relatively short life, Gershwin’s 
music has endured for generations, delighting us with its genius, charm, 
and the unapologetic sound of an emerging America. 
		  —Shawn D. Vondran

Strike Up the Band 	  Gershwin
Strike Up the Band is a political satire about a proud American owner of 
a cheese factory who is outraged when Switzerland protests a tariff on 
imported cheese and convinces the U.S. government to declare a war he 
would finance. Gershwin saw this as an opportunity to write in the style of 
W.S. Gilbert and Arthur Sullivan. The musical failed initially due to its bit-
ing critique of both American politics and the military-industrial complex 
leading to its closure in Philadelphia. It was later heavily rewritten for a 
successful Broadway revival in 1930.  
 
John P. Paynter originally arranged this work for the Northwestern Uni-
versity ‘Wildcat’ Marching Band. In 1960, the arrangement was used as 
the musical material, and show title, for a documentary compiled about 
the marching band, its history, and enduring legacy. This version for wind 
ensemble highlights rambunctious trombones, thumping percussion, and 
dexterous woodwinds, with Paynter masterfully capturing Gershwin’s co-
medic voice in an arrangement that entertains on both the football field 
and in the concert hall. 	
		
Second Prelude 
Gershwin’s Three Preludes are short piano pieces first performed by the 
composer at the Roosevelt Hotel in New York in 1926. Gershwin originally 
planned to compose a set of twenty-four preludes, though this number 
was reduced to five in early performances and eventually narrowed to the 
three published today. They remain Gershwin’s only original works for solo 
unaccompanied piano. 

Gershwin described the Second Preude as “a sort of blues lullaby.” It begins 
with a contemplative bass line before other voices enter with a slinking, 
undulating melody. In this arrangement, the trumpet and alto saxophone 



present the initial melodic material. A brief con moto middle section intro-
duces brighter, swung musical motives in the trombones, supported by an 
upper woodwind countermelody, before the work returns to the wander-
ing bass ostinato and original theme. The music then gradually fades into a 
non-conclusive ending, almost as though drifting into a quiet sleep. 

John Krance’s 1964 wind arrangement is designed to capture the mood 
and beauty of the original piano score while also taking advantage of the 
textural variety inherent of the wind ensemble. 

Cuban Overture 
In mid-1932, George Gershwin left New York with several friends to take 
a vacation in Havana, Cuba. He had just presented a successful show on 
Broadway, Of Thee I sing, and the premiere of his Second Rhapsody for 
Piano and Orchestra. While there, he became fascinated with the native 
music of Cuba and returned to New York armed with Cuban percussion 
instruments and new creative ideas. These ideas culminated in a sym-
phonic work entitled Rumba; its first performance was presented in an all-
Gershwin concert in Levisohn Stadium on August 16, 1932, conducted by 
Albert Coates. On November 1st of the same year, it was presented at the 
Metropolitan Opera under the new title, Cuban Overture.  

The work is divided into three main sections. The opening, Moderato e 
Molto Ritmato, begins with a forceful introduction that presents several 
of the work’s primary thematic ideas. A solo clarinet cadenza serves as the 
transition into the middle section, which takes on a more plaintive and 
reflective character. Written as a gradually developing canon in a polytonal 
style, this portion steadily builds in intensity before reaching a climactic 
statement driven by an ostinato based on the canon theme. The final sec-
tion develops much of the preceding material in a stretto-like manner, ul-
timately leading back to the principal theme. The work concludes with a 
vibrant coda that prominently features Cuban percussion instruments.  

Cuban Overture portrays a composer in transition. A major source of 
this change was due to Gershwin’s studies with Joseph Schillinger, which 
started in 1932. This work serves as Gershwin’s last effort at composing a 
significant concert work before his untimely death in 1937 at thirty-eight 
years old. 



Catfish Row: Symphonic Suite based on Porgy and Bess 
Porgy and Bess is a landmark American opera that emerged from the col-
laboration of George Gershwin, DuBose Heyward, and Ira Gershwin. Its 
origins trace back to 1927, when the New York Theatre Guild produced 
Heyward’s play Porgy, based on his novel depicting the life of a crippled 
African American beggar in Charleston, South Carolina, and the struggles 
of the impoverished Catfish Row community. Gershwin became deeply 
drawn to the story after reading the novel, and by 1932 he began compos-
ing the opera with Heyward and Ira Gershwin shaping the libretto. After 
an enthusiastic Boston preview, where Serge Koussevitsky hailed it as “a 
great advance in American opera,” the work faced a more mixed reception 
in New York, leading to touring productions intended to stabilize costs and 
audience reach.  

In 1936, Gershwin created an orchestral suite from the opera for a five-
city tour in which he was to perform his own Concerto in F (1925) with 
local symphony orchestras. His suite tied together some of the opera’s ma-
jor arias with contemplative and exciting orchestral etudes. Such songs as 
Summertime, I Got Plenty of Nuttin, My Man’s Gone Now, and It Ain’t Neces-
sarily So are intermixed with a fugue (taken from the Act III, Scene 2 fight 
in which Porgy kills Crown) and music from the hurricane in Act II. The 
latter two instrumental works illustrate a strong influence of the master or-
chestrator Ferde Grofé, who scored Rhapsody in Blue (1924) for the White-
man Band more than a decade earlier.  

It was Ira Gershwin who resurrected the score in the 1950s, publishing the 
work under the title of Catfish Row, distinguishing it from Robert Russell 
Bennett’s earlier Symphonic Suite (1941). Today, many consider Porgy and 
Bess to be one of the finest American works of its genre. The current edi-
tion has been scored for wind ensemble by Donald Hunsberger.  
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FOR YOUR INFORMATION

• 	Latecomers will be seated at the discretion of the house manager. In consideration 
of the artists and other members of the audience, patrons who must leave before the 
end of the concert are asked to do so between pieces.

• 	Photography and audio/video recording of performances is strictly prohibited with-
out prior written consent of the Concert Management Office. 

• 	A limited number of assisted listening devices are available for the hearing impaired. 
Inquire at the box office.

• 	Smoking is prohibited by law in all Bienen School of Music performance venues.
• 	Every patron who will be occupying a seat must have a ticket in order to be admitted into 

the concert.
• 	The presenter reserves the right to ask any patron who is disrupting the event in any 

way to leave the concert hall.
• 	In the event of a medical emergency, please notify the nearest usher.
• 	When joining us for upcoming concerts, please leave the Concert Management 

Office phone number (847-491-5441) with anyone who might need to reach you in 
case of emergency.


