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Preface 

David Evan Thomas, a prolific and award-winning composer from Minneapolis, has 

written a number of substantial organ works. His compositions include not only hymn-based 

miniatures suitable for a church service, but also large concert works, a monumental organ duet, 

and a significant number of pieces for organ and instruments.  

These varied forms provide performers many different opportunities to explore his works. 

However, it is through the works’ musical elements that Thomas provides an accessible and 

multi-faceted – though no less difficult or appealing – contribution to American organ literature. 

These include clear forms, mostly sacred programs or textual basis, tight motivic construction, 

and a contemporary harmonic language that remains tonal. A unique combination of American 

“Gebrauchmusik” with Thomas’s musical expression of – albeit an uneasy relationship with1 – 

faith in the concert hall illustrates how the composer meets both practical and performance needs 

of twenty-first century organists. 

This project will provide relevant biographical information of the composer and an 

overview of his compositional style. The analysis that follows is intended to be useful to future 

performers in their preparation and execution of Thomas’s work. Mr. Thomas has graciously 

been available for discussion with the author. The information he has provided through 

interviews, his website, scores, and recordings form the foundation of this project.  

                                                 
1 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Of Things 

Hoped for” http://www.davidevanthomas.com/works/of_things_hoped_for.php (accessed April 
25, 2016) 
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Chapter 1: Biography 

 David Evan Thomas (b. 1958 in Rochester, NY) grew up in a musical family. He was 

born fourth out of five children, all of whom played instruments or sang. Though at first reluctant 

to study music, he began playing the trumpet in fourth grade. 1  

 One of his most important early influences was his father, John Thomas, a flautist and 

professor of music at the Eastman School of Music. John was also an organist who, at one time, 

considered studying under Arthur Poister at Oberlin Conservatory, and owned many Romantic, 

symphonic organ scores. Some of Thomas’s earliest published pieces, Carol Suite and Pastorale, 

are for flute and organ.2 

 Thomas’s trumpet studies continued through high school as a student at the Eastman 

“Prep” Department and a member of the Rochester Philharmonic Youth Orchestra.3 While the 

trumpet instilled in him a love of melody, it was beginning piano at age 13 and, later, keyboard 

harmony that initiated an interest in composing.4  

 As a high school student, Thomas was encouraged to compose by two individuals. He 

played trumpet at Asbury Methodist Church in Rochester, where the organist, Marian Craighead, 

encouraged him to write small pieces for services. “Church was the place where I could get 

music performed.”5 Thomas also reflected that Marian and her late husband David, who was an 

                                                 
1 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Biography,” 

www.davidevanthomas.com/biography.php (accessed October 15, 2015). 

2 David Evan Thomas, interview by author, Minneapolis, MN, January 19, 2018. 

3 Thomas, “Composer: Biography.” 

4 David Evan Thomas, e-mail message to the author, January 19, 2018. 

5 Ibid. 
 



2 
 

organ professor at Eastman, inspired him to write an organ duet.6  

 Secondly, Thomas’s father connected him with then professor of music theory at 

Eastman, David Russell Williams. As Thomas brought him finished pieces, Williams – a 

keyboardist and composer in addition to a theorist7 – mentored him informally throughout high 

school: “Williams introduced the idea of harmony generated by voice-leading. Also(,) the 

importance of a dynamic tonality and melodic shape. In some ways, he was my most formative 

(teacher).”8  

 Thomas says that his most formative experience as an undergraduate student – he 

graduated with a Bachelor of Arts in Music with composition and conducting emphases9 – at 

Northwestern University (Evanston, IL) was singing in the Alice Millar Chapel Choir under the 

direction of Grigg Fountain. The unique program at the chapel encouraged not only serious 

choral singing, but also student administration, student conducting, improvisation, and student 

composition.10 A student piece or arrangement was performed every week, encouraging Thomas 

to work on a deadline. Thomas’s indebtedness to Fountain – who worked informally with him on 

composition – is evident in a tribute published in The Diapason: 

Two years in Chapel Choir transformed choral singing for me; all subsequent 
choral experiences seemed tame and dull…it was a community, not just an 
ensemble…For all the opportunities you gave me to sing, conduct, arrange, play 
the trumpet or the organ, perhaps your greatest gift to me, Grigg, was the 
seriousness with which you treated me as a composer, young as I was…you 

                                                 
6 Ibid. 

7 University of Memphis Libraries, “Memphis Composers: David Russell Williams,” 
http://libguides.memphis.edu/c.php?g=94312&p=1614805 (accessed January 24, 2018).  

8 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, January 19, 2018. 

9 David Evan Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 9, 2019. 

10 Kurt R. Hansen, “In Chorus,” Quaecumque (Spring 1980): 21-22. 
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helped set me on a path I haven’t strayed from since.11 

 David also studied composition with Alan Stout, who dabbled in organ composition, 12 at 

Northwestern and took a few organ lessons with then teaching assistant Robert Delcamp. 

Delcamp then became Professor of Music and University Organist at University of the South in 

Sewanee, TX until his retirement in 2016.13 Through organ lessons, he learned basic technique 

and registration, enabling him to play summer services at a small church for three years. He also 

worked briefly for an organ builder during his last undergraduate year.14 

About choosing to study composition seriously, David reflects: 

 I wonder if any composer “decides” to become what they are.  It’s more a 
tendency.  But to choose to focus on it means acknowledging: that one is an 
introvert, is detail-oriented, can survive for long periods without extrinsic 
rewards. I became a musician because I really couldn’t imagine doing anything 
else with my time.15 

 Nevertheless, Thomas returned to Eastman to pursue composition as a graduate student, 

studying under Samuel Adler and Robert Morris. Thomas valued Adler’s teaching on 

orchestration, and symphonic writing plays an important role in his organ works.16 

 During the 1980’s, Thomas taught at the University of Montana in Billings and was 

                                                 
11 “A Tribute to Grigg Fountain,” compiled by Marilyn Biery, The Diapason (July 2010): 

22-23. 

12 Alan Stout, Eight Organ Chorales (Minneapolis, MN: Augsburg Publishing House, 
1969). 

13 Naxos Records, “Robert Delcamp,” https://www.naxos.com/person/Robert_ 
Delcamp/156.html (accessed January 24, 2018). 

14 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, January 19, 2018. 

15 Ibid. 

16 Ibid. 
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principal trumpet player in the Billings Symphony Orchestra.17 He also began his career as a 

composer – the most active one in the Billings area. 

I tried on the role of “avant-garde” composer, since there was no one else doing 
that. I tried writing serial music, thinking that was what I was supposed to do. (I) 
also tried incorporating indeterminacy, limited aleatory techniques, and music that 
was not based on thematic identity. After moving to Minnesota I gradually left it 
all behind.18 

During this time, he wrote his first well-known piece: a virtuosic Psalm VIII for organ and choir. 

This composition won first place in the American Guild of Organists Composition Competition 

(1986-87),19 and is an example of many of the techniques Thomas lists above (Example 1.1). He 

calls it a “dubious recognition”, as almost none of his later works replicate this compositional 

style.20 

                                                 
17 Thomas, “Composer: Biography.” 

18 Thomas, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2018. 

19 David Evan Thomas, Psalm VIII (Boston: E. C. Schirmer Music Company, 1987), 3. 

20 Thomas, interview with author, January 19, 2018. 
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Example 1.1. David Evan Thomas, Psalm VIII, m. 5421 

  

 In 1989, Thomas moved to Minneapolis, MN, where he still lives today. He studied under 

and assisted Dominick Argento at the University of Minnesota, completing the Ph.D. program in 

1996.22 Working with Argento was formative for Thomas, especially concerning process. 

Argento mentored Thomas in treating text or subject matter and simplifying his style as it 

became more lyrical.23 In a recent article to which Thomas contributed on the occasion of 

Argento’s death in February 2019, Thomas reiterates how central vocal writing was to his late 

teacher: “The voice is at the heart of everything Dominick wrote…the fact that a voice is connected to 

                                                 
21 David Evan Thomas, Psalm VIII (Boston: E. C. Schirmer Music Company, 1987), 12. 

22 Thomas, “Composer: Biography.” 

23 Thomas, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2018. 
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a human being and an emotion was hugely important to him.”24 Vocal writing plays a role in all of 

Thomas’s works, even the atypical and dissonant Gesualdo Fragments (1990) – composed 

during his time studying with Argento and performed by Dean Billmeyer, Professor of Organ at 

the University of Minnesota25 – which is based on fragments from motets.  

 From 1997-2005, David became actively involved with music organizations in the Twin 

Cities. One with which he remains involved is the Schubert Club. He was composer-in-residence 

from 1995-2001 and composed multiple chamber works for the organization.26 Others include 

the American Composers’ Forum, the Faith Partners Program, and the American Guild of 

Organists.  

 Thomas valued the comradery he found in places like The American Composers’ 

Forum.27 Though the nationalization of the organization, originally the Minnesota Composers’ 

Forum, in the 1990’s hurt the local efforts of the Minnesota chapter, 28 many initiatives have still 

benefitted Thomas, including direct commissions, the McKnight Foundation Fellowship, and the 

Faith Partners Program.29  

                                                 
24 Terry Blain, “Minnesota Composer Dominick Argent was the Last Great American 

Romantic,” Startribune.com, http://www.startribune.com/minnesota-composer-dominick-
argento-was-the-last-great-american-romantic/506513932/ (accessed March 14, 2019). 

25 David Evan Thomas, “Works for Organ,” http://www.davidevanthomas.com/ works-
organ.php (accessed April 25, 2016). 

26 The Schubert Club, “History: Commissions,” https://schubert.org/about/ 
history/commissions/ (accessed January 27, 2018). 

27 Thomas, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2018. 

28 Randall Craig Speer, “The American Composers Forum and Its Impact on Choral 
Music in the United States” (DMA diss., University of Cincinnati, 2001), 25-35. 

29 Thomas, “Composer: Biography.” 
 

http://www.startribune.com/minnesota-composer-dominick-argento-was-the-last-great-american-romantic/506513932/
http://www.startribune.com/minnesota-composer-dominick-argento-was-the-last-great-american-romantic/506513932/
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 The Faith Partners Program helps churches sponsor composers-in-residence who 

“collaborate with these faith communities to create new works reflecting the religions and 

regions they serve.” 30 Thomas served as composer-in-residence for the Cathedral of St. Paul (St. 

Paul), where James Biery was the Music Director, and Westminster Presbyterian Church in 

Minneapolis, where Melanie Ohnstad has been Music Director since 1995, from 2002-2003.31 

While working with Westminster Presbyterian Church, Thomas composed Festive Prelude for 

organ and brass (2004) in addition to choral pieces and hymns.32  

 The Twin Cities American Guild of Organists Chapter directly commissioned Canticle of 

the Sun (2000) from Thomas, and, in honor of the 2008 National Convention, the chapter 

commissioned The Minnesota Organ Book, which includes Thomas’s Psalm and Dance.33 One 

tangential benefit of the TCAGO hosting the national convention in 1980 was the founding of 

the radio program “Pipedreams.”34 Some of the only recordings of Thomas’s organ pieces are in 

the “Pipedreams” archives.  

 In 1996, Thomas renewed a friendship he had begun at Northwestern with James and 

Marilyn Biery. James and Marilyn are a husband and wife team of active composers and 

                                                 
30 American Composers Forum, “Faith Partners,” accessed May 18, 2016, 

https://composersforum.org/program/faith-partners.  

31 American Composers Forum, “Full List of Faith Partners as of July 2014,” accessed 
May 18, 2016, https://composersforum.org/program/faith-partners.  

32 Thomas, “Composer: Works for Organ.” 

33 Ibid. 

34 Michael Barone and Mary Ann Dodd, “Pipedreams at 20: A milestone observed, a 
glance backward, and a look to the future,” The American Organist 36 (2002): 74-75.  
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recitalists who, at the time, worked at the St. Paul Cathedral.35 “It’s no exaggeration that most of 

the organ-based music I wrote in the late 1990’s and 2000’s was inspired, commissioned or 

requested by James and Marilyn.”36 These include Written in the Dust and Of Things Hoped for. 

Marilyn also connected Thomas with Augsburg Fortress, encouraging him to explore chorale 

preludes.37 He remarks overall at their encouragement: 

Jim and Marilyn are remarkable, multi-faceted musicians and fine organists. They 
have encouraged me not to be too specific in my organ writing, to allow for 
variations between instruments. As a result, I tend to conceive of organ music in 
“glasses-off” terms. All the notes, rhythms and expressive indications are there, 
with the organist bringing it all into focus.38 

 Since 2005, Thomas has been self-employed as a composer, pianist, and program 

annotator. 39 Though many choral and chamber works have been performed outside Minnesota, 

the number of elite performing groups in the Twin Cities area ensure that, here, his music is 

performed widely and well. Groups that have commissioned or performed his works include the 

Minnesota Orchestra, National Orchestral Association, Rochester Chamber Orchestra, St. Paul 

Chamber Orchestra, Minnesota Chorale, Minnesota Sinfonia, National Lutheran Choir, Rose 

Ensemble, Greater Twin Cities Youth Symphony Orchestra, and Zeitgeist.40  

 Thomas’s most recent awards and accolades include winner of the VocalEssence 

                                                 
35 Joyce Johnson Robinson, “He Said, She Said: A Conversation with James and Marilyn 

Biery,” The Diapason 99 (June 2008): 23-24. 

36 Thomas, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2018. 

37 Ibid. 

38 Ibid. 

39 Ibid. 

40 Thomas, “Composer: Biography.” 
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Welcome Christmas Carol Contest (2017, Carol of the Night), the Renée B. Fisher Composer 

Award in the Elementary/Middle School Division (2017), the recipient of the Schubert Club’s An 

die Musik Award “in recognition of outstanding dedication and commitment to the work and 

mission of The Schubert Club” (2016), and the Sinfonia McKnight Foundation New Works prize 

(2015, Suite Populaire). 41  

 In addition to pieces for organ, Thomas has written over fifty choral works, twelve song 

cycles, and forty chamber works. Other pieces include an opera (The Lass of Galway), an 

oratorio (The First Apostle), many piano miniatures, and some larger, mostly commissioned, 

orchestral works.42 In the future, Thomas hopes to continue writing chamber music and pursue a 

piece for chorus and orchestra.  

 One struggle Thomas faces with his organ and church music is its accessibility to 

musicians today. He says, “Pieces are not really musically important unless they’re heard.”43 He 

hopes, therefore, to also write some more useful music for the church. Along these lines, he 

recently composed three hymns for the Lutheran Arts’ Martin Luther Hymn Prize, which was 

awarded to commemorate of the 500th anniversary of the Protestant Reformation. He also shared 

with the author his interest in composing short organ pieces as “warm ups” for larger works. It is 

my hope that our informal collaboration may result in some more service music gems for 

organ!44

                                                 
41 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas: Composer/Awards” 

https://davidevanthomas.com/awards/ (accessed January 29, 2018). 

42 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas: Composer/Published Music,” 
https://davidevanthomas.com/shop/ (accessed January 29, 2018). 

43 Thomas, e-mail message to author, January 19, 2018. 

44 Thomas, interview with author, January 19, 2018. 
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Chapter 2: Compositional Influences, Process, and Style 

Influences 

Though American organ music of the twentieth and twenty-first centuries remains 

diverse and difficult to categorize, Sharon Hettinger identifies some overarching trends that are 

reflected in Thomas’s compositional style and output. These include the symphonic style of the 

late Romantic French organists, the return to classical forms, especially in liturgical organ music, 

and the economic use of musical material.1   

Thomas’s list of influences centers around early-twentieth century composers that 

continued in the Romantic tradition while developing their own idiomatic style. Ravel, Mahler, 

Sibelius, Nielsen, all masters of orchestration, composed in the Romantic style but “invented 

their own solutions.”2 Aaron Copland, Roy Harris, William Schuman, and, to a lesser extent, 

Howard Hanson were New England composers who reflected their unique American heritage. 

British composers of influence include Henry Purcell, Ralph Vaughan Williams, Gerald Finzi, 

Edward Elgar, Benjamin Britten, and Michael Tippet. Other composers whose contributions to 

song repertoire influenced Thomas are Hugo Wolf and Robert Schumann.3 

Process 

In an e-mail message to the author, Marilyn Biery articulates how Thomas is unique 

among composers writing for the organ. Composers writing accessibly for the instrument are 

often church musicians who know the organ and wish to produce serviceable repertoire for it. In 

                                                 
1 Sharon Hettinger, “The United States,” in Twentieth Century Organ Music, ed. 

Christopher S. Anderson (New York: Routledge, 2012), 243-261. 

2 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, January 19, 2018. 

3 Ibid. 
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addition, many trained composers, including most of Thomas’s teachers, choose not to write 

significant works for organ. Thomas recalls that Dominick Argento echoed Stravinsky’s 

sentiment concerning “the beast that never breathes.” Thomas, therefore, stands apart because he 

is a trained composer who has worked in many genres – not only church music – and yet has 

worked closely enough with the organ and organists to gain an understanding of the instrument 

and an insight into composing for it.4  

Thomas also distinguishes himself in the careful crafting of his music. He believes that 

learning keyboard harmony and counterpoint should be the foundation of a composer’s training 

and that many current pedagogical approaches negate this traditional foundation. He argues that 

composition should be the final stage of a musician’s training process, not the first. For him, the 

composing process does not begin with the “spinning out” or elaboration of improvisation, but 

with the careful working out of an idea. 5 

Before sitting down with pencil and paper – and the piano for harmonically intricate 

passages – Thomas often forms a melody or a structure while walking around. He then formally 

composes using what Roger Sessions calls a “musical idea” – a cell that has a harmonic, 

rhythmic, or melodic identity and is worked out in numerous ways. In one composing session, he 

may come up with pages of material that don’t yet specifically function or relate with each other. 

Material starts to meld once a “critical mass” has formed, and taping individual pages together 

allows him the flexibility to place material anywhere in the piece.6 

 

                                                 
4 Marilyn Biery, e-mail message to the author, February 20, 2018. 

5 Thomas, interview with the author, January 19, 2018. 

6 Ibid. 
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Style and Reception 

Thomas has admittedly avoided many post-war compositional trends. As a student during 

the 1980’s and 1990’s, he was taught composition in many different styles. Particularly, he 

remembers a seminar class at Eastman under the tutelage of Robert Morris called “Current 

Practices” in which students explored atonal, serial, stochastic, indeterminate, and aleatoric 

compositional styles, among others.7 As he established himself as a Minnesota composer, 

Thomas became convinced that not all approaches were equal or valid choices. He is especially 

adamant against the inherent qualities of minimalism and its suitability for his personal style.  

Tonality is one of the most important parts of music, and we no longer teach 
students how to write tonal music…Counterpoint, tonality (or tonal movement), 
color, phrase – a lot of those things don’t function in minimalism. If you’re going 
to set up a musical structure that lasts any amount of time, you have to move 
tonally, otherwise the music will die.8 

 Twin Cities audiences and performers have been receptive to Thomas’s music (see 

Chapter 1): 

The music culture has, overall, been welcoming to composers: There are many 
patrons who support the arts. Audiences are generous, conservative, and not 
particularly discriminating…it’s not good to stand out too much…9 

When asked if this conservative environment has impacted his compositional style or output, 

Thomas remarks that the style of his earlier pieces have certainly not found acceptance: one 

example he gives is the dramatic and virtuosic Hydra (1980) for oboe trio. However, “the music 

I’ve written here, I think of as returning to a more authentic expression of my musical voice, 

                                                 
7 Ibid. 

8 Ibid. 

9 Ibid. 
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particularly in its vocality.”10 

 Thomas remarks that as a composer, he is responsible for simultaneously satisfying 

consumers interested in music’s utility, audiences interested in an experience, and performers 

interested in both utility and an experience. Since Thomas has been able to make a living through 

his free-lance work, “selling stuff…(is) a luxury.”11 Creating music for performers and audiences 

seeking an experience is more important than creating works of utility. It is his hope that works 

like his organ music – which were all composed to explore a concept, such as Early American 

Tunes for Organ, or fulfill a commission – will maintain longevity based on their musical worth, 

not on their utility, commercial success, or popularity.   

Defining Characteristics 

Thomas’s music often connects with that of the past using traditional or clear forms. One 

of the best examples of a contrapuntal form is the ground bass in “VI. St. Denio, Variations on a 

Ground” (in Preludes on Welsh Tunes). Here, Thomas combines traditional variation techniques 

– accompaniment in thirds and sixths, figural variations, arpeggios, ornamented melodies, and 

toccata, here defined as virtuosic figuration over a slow-moving pedal line – with his own 

harmonic language, rhythmic intricacies, idiomatic motives, and concern for dramatic form (see 

Chapter 3). Other traditional forms include fugue (Gesualdo Fragments), ritornello (“Suo Gân,” 

“Rhys,” “Westminster Air”), ternary form (“Cwm Rhondda,” Song in the Night, Pastorale, A 

Wedding Triptych), variations (“Wondrous Love,” “Middlebury,” Variations on Simple Gifts, 

Canticle of the Sun), and modified sonata form (Festive Prelude). 

The monumental first movement of Written in the Dust is a unique example of a 

                                                 
10 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 9, 2019. 

11 Ibid. 



14 
 

programmatic form. Here, Thomas uses picturesque themes to illustrate a mob taunting and 

threatening to stone a woman caught in sin. Table 2.1 shows how two main themes (d and e) and 

a stoning motive (c) alternate and build to a convincing A major culmination. These motives 

delineate a structured narrative amidst active, dense material. 

Table 2.1. “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in the Dust. 
 

A: mm. 1-30 Introduction mm. 1-9: Divine Presence (a) 
mm. 10-22: Woman’s Theme (b) 
with a 

A major 

B: mm. 31-82 Stoning mm. 31-60: Stoning Motive (c)  
mm. 61-82: Interlocking fourths (x) 
  

A minor/ 
G minor 

C: mm. 83-128 Malevolent 
Dance and 
Culmination 
of Stoning 

mm. 83-96: Dance Theme (d) 
mm. 97-101: Transition with x 
mm. 102-110: d with c 
mm. 111-128: c with x, transition  

F minor/ 
C minor 

D: mm. 129-156 Contrasting 
Latin Theme 

mm. 129-137: Latin Theme (e) with 
d 
mm. 138-146: Transition in 7/8 with 
e 
mm. 147-156: e with x  

E-flat 
Major 

E: mm. 157-180 Contrasting 
Lyric 
Interlude 

mm. 157-180: Lyric Theme (f) A-flat 
major/ 
minor 

C’ (D’) and 
Coda: mm. 181-
219 
  

Recapitulatio
n and Coda 

mm. 181-190: d 
mm. 191-200: Transition with x 
mm. 201-208: c and x 
mm. 209-218: e, c, and x 

F minor/ 
A major 

 

Another important element of structure for Thomas is the need for contrast. In an 

interview with the author, Thomas spoke about how music requires movement between ideas 
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that have greater or less tonal, contrapuntal, or melodic importance. In Of Things Hoped for, for 

example, we see many short – seemingly disconnected – sections that have greater or less 

thematic importance (mm. 32-35; 36-40) or contrapuntal weight (mm. 59-65; 66-77). Though the 

performer should focus on smooth transitions between textures, tempos, and registrations, the 

varied sections tie into the sacred program (from Hebrews 11:1). Thomas explains that the grand 

statements of the two main themes mirror the certainty of one's faith after and through doubt. 

Some sections, therefore, are fluid and uncertain, and other parts are ebullient and assured:  

Faith and I have an uneasy dialogue. But just as the act of writing a letter is the 
quickest way to draw a friend close, the meditation of writing music often makes 
the ineffable concrete. I found when all my notes were down that a reverent 
murmur had grown into a crowning shout of praise.12  

Thomas’s passion for vocal music and lyricism is evident in his expressive melodic 

themes. He identifies his father, John, as a major influence in this style of writing.  “He basically 

taught bel canto principles that have stayed with me: the primacy of the phrase; the importance 

of legato; the necessity of variation; and of course, the value of expression.”13 Thomas also 

desires performers of his music to be aware of the virtuosic, refined, and perfected quality 

inherent to the bel canto style.14 The main theme Song in the Night, from which nearly all other 

musical material comes, exemplifies this.  In the theme (Example 2.1.), we immediately see the 

balance between rest and movement, the gradual expansion and ascent, the economic use of 

musical material, which includes repetition and sequences, and the regular phrase structure. One 

finds similar constructions of themes in Written in the Dust (mm. 10-22), Of Things Hoped for 

(mm. 4-7), La Croix (mm. 1-11), Variations on Simple Gifts (mm. 145-149), and Pastorale (mm. 

                                                 
12 Thomas, “Of Things Hoped for.” 

13 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, January 19, 2018. 

14 Thomas, interview with author, January 19, 2018. 
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5-13).  

Example 2.1. David Evan Thomas, Song in the Night, theme in cello, mm. 8-1115 

 
Thomas’s careful crafting of material is also evident as he thoughtfully constructs 

independent accompaniment material when setting a pre-existing melody. This often gives a new 

perspective to a familiar tune. About “Resignation” from Early American Tunes, Thomas writes, 

“In this melody chorale(,) the descending thirds of the accompaniment complement the 

ascending triads of the tune.”16 Despite its serene, rocking quality, the accompaniment and its 

implied extended tertian chords provide a refreshing break from the melody's pentatonicism, 

particularly at cadences (Example 2.2). 

Example 2.2. David Evan Thomas, “Resignation,” in Early American Tunes, 
L.H. and pedal, mm. 35-3817 
 

 

                                                 
15 David Evan Thomas, Song in the Night (Minneapolis: Self-published, 2016), 3. 

16 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Early 
American Tunes,” http://davidevanthomas.com/product/early-american-tunes/ (accessed April 5, 
2016). 

17 David Evan Thomas, “Resignation,” in Early American Tunes: For Organ 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 11. 
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Marilyn Biery summarizes Thomas’s harmonic language in her 2001 article on Written in 

the Dust. This piece provides a good example of how over-arching harmonic goals unify a large 

and often dissonant piece:  

The harmonic language used by Thomas for Written in the Dust is reminiscent of 
late-19th-century post-Romantic tonality or early 20th-century Impressionism. 
Thomas's harmonies are functional, yet he uses dissonance in biting as well as 
gentle ways. Each movement is based on a tonal center (A, D-flat, E), providing a 
structural framework that outlines an A-major triad.18 
 
Thomas often combines two tonalities to achieve different results. In the second 

movement of Gesualdo Fragments (“And bitter indeed will it be”), already dissonant chords a 

step apart violently depict the bitterness in the title (Example 2.3). Canticle of the Sun, 

contrastingly, often combines tonalities for gentle tension at cadences (Chapter 6).  

Example 2.3. David Evan Thomas, “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” in “Gesualdo 
Fragments,” mm. 71-7319 

 
Additionally, to create dissonance, Thomas layers simple musical material that 

“naturally” collides when stacked. In Preludes on Welsh Tunes, Thomas creates much of the 

                                                 
18 Marilyn Perkins Biery, “New music for organ at the end of the twentieth century: A 

series on the compositions of six American composers. IV: David Evan Thomas,” The American 
Organist 35, no. 7 (July 2001): 68. 

19 David Evan Thomas, “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” in “Gesualdo Fragments,” 
Manuscript, Personal Collection, Minneapolis, 9. 
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accompaniment using thirds, sixths, or triads in first inversion. However, he combats the inherent 

consonance of this material through layering. Three examples are listed below. 

1. Aberystwyth, mm. 9-12 (thirds) 
2. Llanfair, mm. 33-74 (sixths) 
3. Cwm Rhondda, mm. 49-60 (first and second inversion chords, Example 2.4) 

 
Example 2.4. David Evan Thomas, “III. Cwm Rhondda,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, mm. 
54-5820 
 

 
Though Thomas is not an organist himself, his writing remains idiomatic for the 

instrument. Toccata figuration always fits within the hands and follows predictable patterns, 

enabling a dexterous and virtuosic execution (Of Things Hoped for, mm. 36-40). Contrapuntal 

forms, which are often essential to the form, flow, and texture of a piece, play a critical role in 

his writing style. Thomas notes that these contrapuntal textures are particularly idiomatic to the 

organ. Examples can be found in Carol Suite (canon), Variations on Simple Gifts (inversion in 

Variation 4), Song in the Night (imitation and inversion), and Gesualdo Fragments (fugue in 

Movement III). In addition, Thomas’s “glasses off” approach to registration, which refrains from 

providing specifics, enables performers to adapt pieces to any instrument. Thomas called his 

                                                 
20 David Evan Thomas, “III. Cwm Rhondda,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Fortress, 2003), 16. 
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scores, “instrumental composition(s) that organists realize.”21

 

  

                                                 
21 David Evan Thomas, interview with Michael Barone, American Public Media: 

Pipedreams archive, http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/listings/2008/0818/ (accessed February 
26, 2018). 
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 Chapter 3: Hymn-based Works and Service Music for Solo Organ 

Early American Tunes for Organ 

Early American Tunes for Organ (2001), Thomas's first hymn-based collection for solo 

organ, pays homage to an important teacher: 

The Early American Tunes were written in honor of organists Grigg and Helen 
Fountain... I was introduced to the shape-note hymns of Kentucky Harmony and 
The Sacred Harp by Grigg, who is a southerner by birth, so American tunes 
seemed an appropriate homage.1 

Thomas organizes this collection (and the later Preludes on Welsh Tunes) symmetrically: 

the outer movements are short variations, and the inner movements are cantus firmus works. The 

“symphonic” progression of the movements moves from stately opening through introspective 

middle to virtuosic finale, indicating that they can be performed as a set. 2  

These pieces are shorter than later hymn-based works, and the sectional outer works can 

easily be broken up to fit an organist’s service needs. They also tend to use one motive 

throughout a variation or an entire setting, though small changes like inversion of texture often 

highlight the phrase structure of the melody.  

The collection was published in 2001, and two settings were included in the Augsburg 

Organ Library series, published by Augsburg Fortress. Performers of these settings should make 

sure to consult Marilyn Biery’s list of errata in her 2006 article on Thomas’s chorale preludes 

(see Appendix C). 

Middlebury 

The tune “Middlebury” is most often paired with Charles Wesley’s exuberant text for the 

                                                 
1 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.” 

2 Marilyn Perkins Biery, “The Chorale Preludes of David Evan Thomas,” The American 
Organist 40, no. 5 (May 2006): 84. 
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Ascension, “Come Away to the Skies.” While Wesley’s text is in anapestic meter, which sounds 

playful and even trite, the tune “Middlebury” is march-like and uses duple meter with a strong 

emphasis on the downbeat. 

This stately character influences the opening of Thomas's setting. The constant eighth-

note motion and wide range of the accompaniment connects the introduction with the first 

variation and gives the opening a powerfully expansive quality when played on full organ.3 The 

leaping contour of the second half of the melody is echoed by the change in the accompaniment 

pattern.  

 In the second variation (mm. 24-36), sustained clusters and bell-like staccatos accompany 

a lightly ornamented soprano melody that “ascends to the skies”4. More elaborate ornamentation 

highlights the third phrase of the melody, and a brief contrapuntal episode on the final phrase 

transitions to the last variation (Example 3.1).  

Example 3.1. David Evan Thomas, “Middlebury,” in Early American Tunes, 
mm. 35-405 

 
                                                 

3 David Evan Thomas, Middlebury, performed by Marilyn Biery, 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v =SxIyLVyPSRg (accessed September 3, 2017) 

4 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.”  
 
5 David Evan Thomas, “Middlebury,” in Early American Tunes: For Organ 

(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 4. 
 



22 
 

The stately character returns to close the first movement, and the cantus firmus fittingly 

appears in the bass voice. A repetitive, dotted rhythm accompaniment gives way to a brief 

recollection of the opening (mm. 58-59) before thickening, ascending textures (mm. 69-75) call 

us to look heavenward.  

Marilyn Biery’s performance of the entire collection Early American Tunes at 

Rockefeller Chapel in Chicago shows the freedom of the performer to highlight the melody in 

“Middlebury” on a different manual.6 This also occurs in “Wondrous Love.” The performer 

might consider varying the registration of mm. 43-77 despite the unifying rhythmic pattern; 

Biery, for example, introduces a solo trumpet at m. 73. 

I Wonder 

This colorful setting of “I Wonder” gives a jazzy perspective to the traditional tune. 

Particularly, the harmonic implications of the flute solo sharply contrast the melody’s triadic 

nature.  

The ambiguous perspective provided by a flute “possessed by the blues”7 matches the 

unique harmonic implications of the cantus firmus. Though G minor is clearly implied 

throughout the melody, it concludes on C. In this way, the tune perfectly pairs with the 

unanswered questions of a searching speaker in the traditional hymn text. The unsettled blues 

harmonies in Thomas’s setting particularly arise at cadences, and the final cadence at the coda 

rests on IV7 as the flute – searchingly – trills. 

The simple structure, which treats each phrase in succession, allows our focus to remain 

on the accompaniment. Thomas does not leave the wandering flute to its own devices, however, 

                                                 
6 David Evan Thomas, “Middlebury,” performed by Marilyn Biery, YouTube, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SxIyLVyPSRg (accessed September 3, 2017). 

7 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.” 
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as the solo line almost resembles an ostinato at the beginning. In the middle of the piece, the 

melody becomes improvisatory, complete with trills and flourishes, before reaching an 

expressive climax in its highest register (mm. 30-32). Near this point, the rhythm of the tune is 

also augmented (mm. 24-36), providing a natural ritardando to conclude the piece. 

Resignation (see Chapter 2) 

In addition to the novel harmonic implications of the accompaniment, Thomas 

counteracts repetitions in the cantus firmus through other subtle variations. Once the tune enters, 

the pedal is absent until the second phrase (mm. 12-20), and in the climactic third phrase, it 

enters off the beat. The shift of the accompaniment pattern in m. 27 to begin on the downbeat 

drives the music forward, ascending through triplets to a suddenly still cadence in mm. 33-34. 

The melody is augmented at m. 43, and the accompaniment here combines the harmonic 

language of the two opening phrases. The final chord is intended to be short.8  

Wondrous Love 

Thomas describes how the text of the hymn “Wondrous Love” is connected to the final 

setting in this collection:  

I think the text is sometimes explicitly conveyed, other times alluded to or used as 
a basis for texture. I think I was using the verses of the text to portray different 
states or postures of worship, and thus the textures of the sections…9 

  
 The introduction to this set of three variations opens with “three searching, toccata-style 

phrases.”10 The harmonic sequence of the three phrases contributes to their “searching” quality 

                                                 
8 David Evan Thomas, Resignation, performed by Marilyn Perkins Biery, 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EJV9Pn_HzO4 (accessed September 3, 2017) 

9 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

10 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.” 
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until a conclusive move to D minor at mm. 10-11. These phrases alternate between free and strict 

segments: the strict segments use dotted rhythms that foreshadow the exclamatory chords that 

shout “Wondrous!” at the conclusion of the piece (mm. 92-93),11 and the free passages use a 

four-note motive taken from the opening of the melody. In this way, the opening text and its 

melody unify the introduction, proceeding variation, and the conclusion.  

The toccata of the first variation begins like an ostinato, but a rhythmic change in m. 23 

sets up a brief interlude in mm. 25-29 that showcases Thomas’s economic use of material. 

Example 3.2 shows how the top voice (m. 26) is the retrograde version of the opening figuration. 

In addition to providing motivic variation, this short contrasting section also provides harmonic 

relief with a move to D-flat major in mm. 26-28. It is significant that this break in the cantus 

firmus occurs when the text of the first stanza refers to the dreadful curse of sin.12  

Example 3.2. David Evan Thomas, “What Wondrous Love,” in Early American Tunes, 
R.H., m. 12 and top voice, m. 2613 

 
The second variation contrasts in texture, character, and harmony. A new accompaniment 

figure occurs in mm. 39-42; again, the figure is taken from the opening intervals of the cantus 

firmus, though the final interval in the left hand is inverted (Example 3.3). Coupled with a tempo 

                                                 
11 Thomas, e-mail message to author, March 10, 2019. 

12 Ibid. 

13 David Evan Thomas, “Wondrous Love,” in Early American Tunes: For Organ 
(Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2001), 13-14. 
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change, the back-and-forth between the right and left hands slow us down, transporting listeners 

to a walking, quarter-note pulse as the melody soars above on a 2’ stop in the pedal. This high, 

esoteric texture, paradoxically, reflects the disembodiment of speaker “sinking down” in the 

second stanza of the hymn.14 Though the cantus firmus begins and ends in G (m. 43 and m. 53), 

the shift in the accompaniment to C minor (m. 45) results in some poignant Phrygian cadences. 

The tonality is equally colorful at mm. 50-51 and 64-65, where the final notes of the melody are 

echoed at the second (Example 3.4). 

Example 3.3. David Evan Thomas, “What Wondrous Love,” in Early American Tunes,  
mm. 41-4215 

  

                                                 
14 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

15 Thomas, “Wondrous Love,” in Early American Tunes for Organ, 16. 
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Example 3.4. David Evan Thomas, “What Wondrous Love,” in Early American Tunes,  
mm. 64-6716 

The brief final variation begins confidently with stately imitation (mm. 67-85), which 

may reflect the confidence and communal nature of the confession “To God and to the Lamb, I 

will sing” from stanza three.17 As the imitation begins, the tenor and alto voices are essentially a 

canon at the fifth, resulting in many open harmonies conducive to the shape note hymn. The 

toccata figuration from the opening returns (m. 86), and its eruption from the canon mirrors the 

liberation from death articulated in the final stanza of the hymn.18 An augmented version of this 

figure occurs as a virtuosic pedal solo in mm. 90-91 before rhythmic accents (mm. 92-93) 

declare “shouts (of) ‘Wondrous! Wondrous!’ ” to conclude the piece. 19 

Preludes on Welsh Tunes 

The collection Preludes on Welsh Tunes (2002) was written after Thomas’s first trip to 

Wales earlier that year. Initially, he intended to research his family ancestry; however, the trip 

also had an unexpected personal effect on him. This inspired him to compose this collection of 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 17. 
 
17 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

18 Ibid. 

19 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.”  
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six settings, each dedicated to a different organist friend.20 Marilyn and James Biery – to whom 

the bookend movements are dedicated – premiered the entire collection in 2003 in St. Paul, 

MN.21  

Marilyn Biery writes that “the overall construction (of Preludes on Welsh Tunes) is a 

subtlety that contributes to the integrity of the collection.”22 Again, the movement types form a 

symmetrical pattern, with the freest (“Cwm Rhondda”) and most introspective (“Aberystwyth”) 

settings in the middle. The opening fanfare and closing variations on a ground are typical of a 

suite or cycle. The second and fifth pieces are ritornello forms.23  

Hymn-tunes not overtly stated in the following settings can be found in Appendix A. 

I. Llanfair 

The collection begins with “I. Llanfair,” a martial yet rhapsodic movement in ternary 

form (ABA’). The character of the piece broadly reflects the celebratory Easter text “Jesus Christ 

is Risen Today.”24  

The A section embodies the triumphant character of the cantus firmus, while its 

improvisatory quality contrasts the proceeding B section. Fragments of the cantus firmus first 

alternate with toccata-like interludes over pedal points. The toccata provides increasingly 

                                                 
20 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Preludes on 

Welsh Tunes,” https://davidevanthomas.com/product/preludes-on-welsh-tunes-2002/ (accessed 
July 19, 2017) 

21 Thomas, “Works for Organ.”  

22 Marilyn Perkins Biery, “The Chorale Preludes of David Evan Thomas,” The American 
Organist 40, no. 5 (May 2006): 84. 

23 Ibid., 85 

24 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 
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elaborate musical commentary on the melismatic “Alleluia” of the hymn. It also incorporates the 

ascending fifth and falling third of the cantus firmus in imitation at the fifth (mm. 2-6). The 

ascending lines here mirror the resurrection.25 A final, stately “Alleluia” grounds us at mm. 18-

19.  

A brief transition into the B section (mm. 20-32) mirrors the three repetitions of the 

toccata interludes in mm. 1-20. The ascending fifth returns in a theme introduced by the pedal 

and repeats three times. The final statement also incorporates the imitative texture of the 

opening.  

Contrary motion is an important transition marker in Thomas’s organ music, and mm. 26-

32 are an excellent example of this. Here, the two canonic voices ascend to the highest register of 

the organ while the pedal descends by step. This fanning out of textures, combined with a return 

to G major from E minor, marks a triumphal move to the B section.  

Though the B section appears very repetitive, Thomas uses rhythm and layering to 

develop simple material. Maintaining the correct accents of these independent layers is critical, 

particularly in dense passages like mm. 65-70. The irregularity of mixed meter is compounded 

with a theme seven beats long (Example 3.5), though a marching quality, which may imitate 

Jesus’s processional into Jerusalem,26 remains. This theme utilizes the beginning of the third 

phrase of the cantus firmus, but the melodic fragment of the theme remains incomplete despite 

its extensive use. So, the pedal’s overt statement at mm. 40-50 gives listeners a welcome 

resolution. Layers are thickened and added to with increasing complexity; polytonality even 

makes a brief appearance near in mm. 58-63. Thomas says the cross-relations nod to the mention 

                                                 
25 Ibid. 

26 Ibid. 
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of the cross in the middle of the stanza.  

Example 3.5. David Evan Thomas, “I. Llanfair,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, mm. 33-3527 

 
A’ reintroduces imitation at the second (m. 83) and fragments of the B theme in three-

part canon at mm. 86-89. The conflict between duple and triple continues with a triumphant 

hemiola at the final cadence.  

Marilyn Biery’s live performance illustrates how tempo can contrast the rhapsodic outer 

sections with the stricter middle.28 The rhythmic qualities of the toccata figuration can be a good 

guide for rubato, particularly in mm. 9-18. In registering this work, the performer should be 

cautious when coupling, as doing so often obscures intertwined, but independent, layers of 

material.  

II. Suo Gân 

 The words “Suo Gân” mean lullaby, and this melody is usually associated with a secular 

                                                 
27 David Evan Thomas, “I. Llanfair,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes (Minneapolis: 

Augsburg Fortress, 2003), 6. 

28 David Evan Thomas, “I. Llanfair,” performed by Marilyn Biery, American Public 
Media: Pipedreams archive, http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/listings/2014/1442/ (accessed July 
19, 2017).  
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text. An English translation of the first stanza is included below: 

Sleep child on my bosom 
Warm and cozy this; 
Maternal arms tightly on thee, 
Mother 's love in my heart; 
Nothing to harm (your) nap, 
It does not do you harm a solo (child); 
Sleep child, there is here 
N(aught) to frighten you; 
Sleep quietly, dear child, 
Sleep gently on your mam.29 
 

Thomas’s gentle setting reflects this secular text and the composer suggests organists utilize it at 

Christmas.30 The pairing of this melody with the Advent text “Now the Heavens Start to 

Whisper” by Mary Louise Bringle (b. 1953), a Presbyterian professor of religion who has won 

multiple hymn-contests,31 also supports this. The tune has also appeared with two texts for Easter 

or times of renewal: “Christ Has Risen” (John Bell, b. 1949, associated with the Iona 

Community) and “As the Winter Days Grow Longer” (also by Bringle).32 

Some of the Welsh tunes Thomas chooses to set, such as “Suo Gân,” suffer from 

repetition. However, Thomas always finds innovative ways to present the cantus firmus and its 

accompaniment. The ritornello itself comes from the high point of the cantus firmus (compare 

with the pedal in mm. 37-40). The leap, here, is expanded (m. 3) and ornamented (mm. 5-6). Its 

expansiveness contrasts the restrained stepwise motion of the cantus firmus, and the ritornello 

and melody are perfectly balanced when superimposed in mm. 9-28. In the melody, each phrase 

                                                 
29 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

30 Ibid. 
 
31 Eric Routley, “The United States, 1976-2000” in A Panorama of Christian Hymnody, 

2nd edition, ed. Paul Richardson (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2005), 545. 

32 Hymnary.org, “Suo Gân,” https://hymnary.org/tune/suo_gan_welsh (accessed March 
14, 2019). 

https://hymnary.org/tune/suo_gan_welsh


31 
 

begins on beat two. This combats the downbeat-heavy nature of the original harmonically and 

rhythmically. Thomas’s interest in writing idiomatically for the organ is also evident as the 

melody is played with a 2’ stop in the pedal.  

The ritornello behaves typically through the rest of the piece: it establishes tonal centers, 

though does not always appear in its original guise or its entirety. It modulates through IV to ii 

for the third phrase. The accompaniment texture here also inverts (m. 33). As the texture and 

dynamics thicken and increase (mm. 35-40), the ritornello succumbs to the gradual ascent of 

voices in parallel motion, which leads to the final, cumulative statement phrase of the cantus 

firmus in the bass with the added 16’ pitch. An expectant vi9 harmony in m. 46 gives way to a 

sudden rest (m. 47) that returns listeners to the gentle rocking of the final ritornello. 

III. Cwm Rhondda 

 “III. Cwm Rhondda,” unlike most of the other settings, elaborates the cantus firmus in a 

ternary form independent of the structure of the melody.  

In A (mm. 1-36) and its return (mm. 61-81), Thomas uses rhythm to enliven repetitive 

material. In the beginning, the first phrase of the melody begins on the unexpected second beat 

and continues in mixed meter. The performer must choose between the natural accents of the 

martial cantus firmus, harmonic accents, and metric accents. Thomas plays with varying groups 

of duple and triple meter; this includes hemiola patterns throughout mm. 13-28. 

The outer sections also showcase the spirited elaborations on the cantus firmus as 

Thomas adds manual changes and lively articulation to simple motives, often based on thirds and 

sixths. This is evident in Example 3.6, where the material in the right hand foreshadows the third 

phrase of the cantus firmus (fully realized in mm. 61-68). In mm. 69-76, the urgency created by 

alternating manuals is replaced with varied rhythm that includes triplets, dotted rhythms, 
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sixteenth notes, and eventually sweeping ascending scales. The final two phrases of the melody 

slowly emerge from this free material to conclude both A sections.  

Example 3.6. David Evan Thomas, “III. Cwm Rhondda,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes,  
mm. 17-2033 

 
The B section (mm. 37-60) provides a contrasting, reflective perspective on material 

introduced earlier. The opening returns, but with an altered harmony (F-sharp minor), voicing, 

accents, and textures. First inversion chords accompany a new scalar that hints at high point of 

the melody (m. 11 of the cantus firmus). Though the mixed meter here is similar to that of the 

opening, the relaxed tempo and new, lyric character obscure this connection. 

IV. Aberystwyth 

“IV. Aberystwyth,” the central and most introspective setting, is dedicated to Thomas's 

father, whose ancestors lived near the town for which this melody is named.34  

Thomas labels it an ornamented chorale, and its rounded form loosely mirrors the cantus 

firmus.  

                                                 
33 Thomas, “III. Cwm Rhondda,” 14. 

34 Thomas, “Early American Tunes.”  
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Table 3.1. “IV. Aberystwyth,” rounded form. 

A: mm. 1-8  A’: mm. 59-67 

B: mm. 9-24 (c.f., phrase 1) B’: mm. 48-58 (c.f., phrase 4) 

C: mm. 25-47 (c.f., phrases 3 and 4)  

 
 

A carefully crafted solo line creates an introspective backdrop contrary to the stately, 

scalar nature of the cantus firmus. Fluctuations between major and minor evade cadences, and a 

disjunct contour proves difficult to shape. Note, however, the subtle details of construction in the 

inner and outer voices (Example 3.7). The harmonic implications of the line are fleshed out in 

the mysterious conclusion (mm. 59-67), and the contrasting contour to the cantus firmus is 

highlighted when the two are superimposed in the central C section (mm. 32-47).  

Example 3.7. David Evan Thomas, “IV. Aberystwyth,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, L.H., 
mm. 1-735 

 
 Thomas ornaments the cantus firmus in mm. 9-24 and mm. 49-58. He often obscures the 

main notes of the melody by placing them on weak parts of the measure or in an ornament (mm. 

9-16). Example 3.8 shows the climactic fourth phrase of the cantus firmus in the soprano line. 

                                                 
35 David Evan Thomas, “IV. Aberystwyth,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, 18. 
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Here, the melody is obscured by rhythm, octave displacement, and changing voices. Listeners 

are grounded by more blatant statements of melodic fragments in mm. 7-8, 15-16 (pedal) and 

mm. 32-39 (manual II).  

Example 3.8. David Evan Thomas, “IV. Aberystwyth,” in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, mm. 
39-4336 

 
As performers try to balance figural ornamentation with the overall flow of the piece, 

some may benefit from listening to recordings of Thomas’s works for flute and organ and 

considering a more instrumental approach to the melody. Though Biery favors a less flexible 

approach to tempo in her performance, I believe more rubato is necessary to capture an 

introspective quality. 

V. Rhys 

In this picturesque setting, the plaintive, vocal quality of the upper voices and the 

steadiness of the rain drop-like bass pattern parallel the prayers for peace and the presence of 

God through and after life in the hymn text by Welsh hymn-writer H. Elvet Lewis (1860-1953), 

found in Appendix 1.  

“V. Rhys” is a ritornello form similar in construction to “II. Suo Gân”. In the opening 

ritornello, the bass descends at irregular intervals, and, except at the arrival of the cantus firmus, 

                                                 
36 Ibid., 20. 
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rarely plays a foundational harmonic role. The interplay of the two upper voices results in few 

harmonic arrivals as they often avoid the tonic (mm. 4-5). As before, the expansive character of 

the ritornello material – which resembles the final phrase of the cantus firmus (mm. 29-30) – 

contrasts the restrained cantus firmus (mm. 8-17). The repeated notes of the melody, however, 

are echoed by sigh figures in the accompanying voices. Performers of this work would benefit 

from dissecting these expressive imitative voices and articulating them independently. 

When the ritornello moves to F minor (m. 18), both unifying motives receive different 

treatment. The upper voices break up into shorter units which ascend (mm. 18-25) and descend 

(mm. 26-28) with increased rhythmic urgency. The directional nature of this imitation and its 

phrasing helps urge the piece to climaxes in tessitura (mm. 24-25), dynamics (m. 25), and 

harmonic tension (mm. 25-28). The lengthy two-octave descent of the bass line (mm. 22-28) 

heightens these climaxes. 

VI. St. Denio: Variations on a Ground 

The ground bass in “VI. St. Denio” incorporates both the meter and the pitch of the 

cantus firmus. However, in off-setting the two and in lengthening the ground to five measures, 

Thomas imparts a playful, ironic, and irregular character to the rest of the piece (Example 3.9).  
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Example 3.9. David Evan Thomas, “VI. St. Denio: Variations on a Ground,” 
in Preludes on Welsh Tunes, mm. 1-537 

 
In the ensuing variations, Thomas incorporates an immense variety of techniques. The 

variations are typically ten measures in length, but Variations 4, 5, and 10 add one more 

repetition of the ground. These extensions help delineate large sections which, I believe, suggest 

a ternary form. Variations 1-4 (mm. 5-49, exposition) highlight thirds and sixths. In addition, the 

ground always remains in the bass voice, usually in its unaltered form. Contrastingly, Variations 

5-8 (mm. 50-96, development) explore more complicated and disparate techniques: the ground 

moves to various parts of the texture, modulates to i and V, and is even ornamented (mm. 86-97, 

Example 3.10). These variations are also less homogenous than those at the beginning. The 

darkness and dissonance of mm. 50-66 contrast the “bright” Variation 6. The sparsity of 

Variation 7, then, interrupts the dense textures of Variations 5-6. The spacious arpeggiation 

beginning in m. 76 juxtaposes the confined accompaniment in Variation 8. In the remaining 

variations (mm. 97-125, conclusion), the energy and rhythmic activity increases gradually 

(beginning at m. 97). The entire cantus firmus is finally separated from the ground bass in m. 126 

                                                 
37 David Evan Thomas, “VI. St. Denio: Variations on a Ground,” in Preludes on Welsh 

Tunes, 27. 
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– including the elusive third phrase, withheld until this point – and encapsulates the summative 

and dramatic nature of this conclusion.  

Example 3.10. David Evan Thomas, “VI. St. Denio: Variations on a Ground,” in Preludes 
on Welsh Tunes, R.H., mm. 91-9638 

 
 

One additional structural element connects Variation 5 and the coda. Here, Thomas 

incorporates canon, often at the second. The first occurrence (mm. 50-66) indicates a drastic 

change in character and texture to begin the developmental variations. The second (mm. 127-

140) highlights the only appearance of the third phrase of the cantus firmus. 

Traditional variation techniques and figuration are modernized by Thomas's idiomatic 

harmonic language. The independent contour of parallel thirds and sixths often clashes with the 

harmonic implications of the ground (mm. 35-50). Thomas does not shy away from dissonance 

in the brief canonic sections (mm. 50-66). He creates harmonies by expanding from a single tone 

in mm. 97-107 amidst a traditional “suspirans” figure. The toccata figuration in mm. 116-124 

progresses by subtle, yet colorful, changes between harmonies.  

Performers of this final work will enjoy the rhythmic challenges it presents, especially 

                                                 
38 Ibid., 31-32. 
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within the longer variations. Two examples include the hemiola patterns in mm. 25-35 and the 

interaction between the accompaniment and the ground in m. 36. One technical challenge is the 

toccata figuration near the end of the piece (mm. 108-124). Practicing in different rhythms for 

evenness can be beneficial, and performers of the work should also develop the independence of 

Fingers 4 and 5 in both hands. The author finds mm. 117-123 particularly challenging as they 

require playing the downbeat with Finger 3 or 4 of the left hand, not Finger 5. 

Changes in registration should be made with concern for form and character. The 

description “dark” at Variations 7 may lend itself to a 16’ in the manuals. The “bright” Variation 

8 could contrast with light mixtures or mutations. And, the texture at Variation 13 suggests reeds. 

Coupling manuals should be avoided in mm. 66-76 and coupling manuals to the pedal should be 

avoided at mm. 97-107 to facilitate a smooth transition.  

A Taste of Cana’s Wine: A Wedding Tryptich 

A Taste of Cana's Wine: A Wedding Triptych (2004) contains three accessible, 

picturesque miniatures that are usable during weddings and as more general service music. To 

illustrate the latter, “A Taste of Cana’s Wine” was included in the collection Augsburg Organ 

Library: Baptism and Communion. The story of Jesus’s miracle occurs during Epiphany in many 

lectionaries, and the piece would be equally appropriate there. The composer dedicates the pieces 

to friends with whose weddings he was involved. Melanie Ohnstad – the dedicatee of the second 

and third movements who worked at Westminster Presbyterian while Thomas was composer-in-

residence there – premiered the collection in 2005.39  

                                                 
39 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/A Taste of 

Cana’s Wine,” https://davidevanthomas.com/product/a-taste-of-canas-wine/ (accessed August 
29, 2017). 
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A Taste of Cana’s Wine 

In “A Taste of Cana's Wine,” one of two pieces in ABA form, the character of the 

melody and the florid quality of the B section gracefully depict the flowing wine from Jesus’s 

first miracle at Cana. As the melody enters – “a generous and hearty tune in a rolling meter”40 – 

regular phrases emphasize its quiet dignity. Poignant suspensions in the accompaniment, 

particularly at the return of A, create movement and anticipation. In the B section (mm. 18-35), 

flowing passages bridge the short phrases of a new melody in the Dorian mode. The gentle rise 

and fall, here, lends itself to rubato and expressive playing. In m. 32 (Example 3.11), Thomas 

plays with momentum: a cascading pattern first holds back with an ascending half-step, and then 

falls through a descending broken seventh chord. When A returns, sustained harmonies (mm. 42-

46) and increased ornamentation create a full, rich texture; the motive from the opening measure, 

which had also appeared imitatively in the B section, reappears briefly in m. 56 to round off the 

piece. 

Example 3.11. David Evan Thomas, “A Taste of Cana’s Wine,” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine: 
A Wedding Triptych, mm. 32-3441 

 

                                                 
40 Ibid. 
 
41 David Evan Thomas, “A Taste of Cana’s Wine” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine: A Wedding 

Triptych (Minneapolis: Augsburg Fortress, 2005), 5. 
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A Rose Unfolding 

The composer incorporates a variety of contours and textures to illustrate the image of the 

title, which Thomas says may have been inspired by the opening credits of Martin Scorsese’s 

1993 film The Age of Innocence42 (see Bibliography). The searching main theme first circles 

around C before wider leaps (mm. 5-6) and ornamentation (mm. 9-14) open it up. New 

accompaniment and harmonic areas “unfold” in the contrasting B section, where gentle dotted 

rhythms and scalar contrapuntal voices move the music forward. A free solo line (m. 27) 

transforms into the accompaniment for the return of A. The use of the climax of the theme (m. 7) 

for this accompaniment defies the constrained nature of the opening of the theme (Example 3.12 

and mm. 35-41). After a descent into a low tessitura in mm. 34-38, the final “unfolding” (mm. 

39-41) moves to highest register of the manuals. 

Example 3.12. David Evan Thomas, “A Rose Unfolding,” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine: A 
Wedding Triptych, mm. 28-3143 
 

  

                                                 
42 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

43 David Evan Thomas, “A Rose Unfolding,” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine: A Wedding 
Triptych, 9.  
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Westminster Air 

The maestoso conclusion of the Triptych combines traditional features of a trumpet 

voluntary with subtle elements of Thomas’s compositional style.  

The ritornello form (Table 3.2) is the clearest tie to the traditional trumpet voluntary. The 

ritornello itself is typical in its solo and tutti statements of the theme and the thirds and sixths of 

the accompaniment. Perhaps Thomas additionally nods to English Renaissance and Baroque 

music in the cross-relation at m. 4 between A-flat and A-natural.  

Table 3.2. “Westminster Air” ritornello form. 
 

A Ritornello mm. 1-19 I – V   

B Episode mm. 20-29 V – ii – I  

A Ritornello mm. 30-36 I 

C Episode (modulations using 
ritornello material) 

mm. 37-52 VI – vii – I  

A  Ritornello/Coda mm. 53-69 I 

  

 However, the lyricism of the opening theme, the alternation between dotted and straight 

rhythms, and the varied articulation are more indicative of Thomas’s personal style. Some of 

these contrasts carry into the episodes, one example being mm. 20-28. Here, the dotted style at 

m. 20 is contrasted by the straight rhythms in m. 24; additionally, the suspensions and 

counterpoint between the upper two voices emphasize a legato momentum (Example 3.13).  
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Example 3.13. David Evan Thomas, “Westminster Air,” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine:  
A Wedding Triptych, mm. 26-2844 

 
Certain harmonic moments also modernize this traditional form. Thomas leads out of B-

flat major in mm. 36-37 with an F minor9 cluster. And, the tenor melody at m. 45 is accompanied 

by short first-inversion chords that are sometimes at harmonic odds with the theme (also see mm. 

60-66).  

The organist should modify the accompaniment when playing with trumpet to avoid 

doubling. Since this results in some sparse textures, discretion might be used to fill out the 

texture without losing the soloist and ensemble effect. The trumpet does enhance the piece by 

creating antiphonal effects in some phrases (mm. 20-23) and adding flourishes left out of the 

organ part (mm. 58-60). Some of the articulation in the organ part, especially accents, should be 

interpreted from a wind instrument perspective.45

 

  

                                                 
44 David Evan Thomas, “Westminster Air,” in A Taste of Cana’s Wine: A Wedding 

Triptych, 11. 

45 David Evan Thomas, e-mail message to the author, April 10, 2018. 
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Chapter 4: Concert Works for Solo Organ 

Gesualdo Fragments 

 Thomas composed the secular concert work Gesualdo Fragments in 1990 and revised it 

in 2006. Dean Billmeyer, Professor of Organ at the University of Minnesota, collaborated with 

Thomas and gave the original premiere in 1993 at the First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis. 

The revised version was also performed in 2006 by Stephen Self at Bethel University in Arden 

Hills, MN.1 

 The work is in three movements, each using a motive from a composition by Carlo 

Gesualdo as “the basis for ornamentation and transformation.”2 Though noting an affinity 

between Gesualdo’s use of dissonance and his own, Thomas calls this early organ composition 

his most abstract and difficult organ work.3 

I: Ah, incongruous life!  

Of all the fragments used, the one that opens the first movement has the most definitive 

structural role. “I. Ah, incongruous life!” develops the fragment shown in Example 4.1 (mm. 5-6, 

“Ahi, disperata vita” in Book III of Madrigals) in juxtaposition with toccata-like figuration.4 It is 

interesting to note that, until m. 57, the scoring is for manuals alone. Thomas says this is partly to 

“capture the sense of flight and of unfulfilled movement (in the text), and getting rid of pedals 

                                                 
1 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Gesualdo 

Fragments” https://davidevanthomas.com/product/gesualdo-fragments-download/ (accessed 
January 29, 2018). 

2 Ibid. 

3 David Evan Thomas, e-mail message to the author, October 18, 2015. 

4 Thomas, “Gesualdo Fragments.” 
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was one way to untether things.”5 When the pedal enters in m. 57, it is with a slow, chromatic, 

contrapuntal line. The textural elements of virtuosic toccata figuration for manuals, slow moving 

chromatic lines, and little pedal recall toccatas of the Italian Renaissance and Baroque – Thomas 

says references to these historical antecedents, however, were likely unintentional.6 

Example 4.1, David Evan Thomas, “I. Ah, incongruous life!” in Gesualdo Fragments,  
mm. 1-27 

 
 The unaltered fragment enters four times throughout the piece, distinguished by its 

texture, clear harmonic goal, and articulation; two other sections elaborate or develop the 

fragment. In mm. 14-18, creeping figuration based on fourths surrounds the theme’s descent, 

which occurs in dialogue between the tenor and the bass. And, at the end of the movement (mm. 

57-69), the descent of the theme is accompanied by dissonant counterpoint (Example 4.2). This 

is always followed by gentle rhythmic dialogue between voices that moves us forward 

harmonically. The reassertion of the fragment in mm. 65-70 asserts its dominance over the fluid 

soprano line that had taken over the texture. The addition of double pedal adds weight and 

finality, but not volume or intensity, to this section – Thomas says that the light referenced in the 

                                                 
5 Thomas, e-mail message to author, March 10, 2019. 

6 Ibid. 

7 David Evan Thomas, “I. Ah, incongruous life!“ in “Gesualdo Fragments,” 2. 
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sprightly preceding toccata sections now becomes sweet, low, and enveloping as the speaker in 

the text at the end of Gesualdo’s madrigal turns to the memory of his beloved for comfort.8  

Example 4.2, David Evan Thomas, “I. Ah, incongruous life!” in Gesualdo Fragments,  
mm. 57-599 

 
 Though the toccata sections vary in character and length, they all serve to contrast the 

texture and tonality of the fragment and showcase the performer’s facility.  

 In the first two, the light, homophonic texture of the Gesualdo quote is instantly 

confronted with a low rumble of figuration. Tonality often fluctuates between two keys or 

between major and minor, and the juxtaposition of different rhythmic groupings, which occurs 

throughout the piece, presents a technical challenge for the performer right from the start. 

 The central toccata section (mm. 22-56) builds towards the climax through various 

textures and a gradual crescendo. In mm. 22-34, a sprightly, playful character is created through 

a triadic motive in the right hand, meter changes, manual changes, and contrasting articulations 

between the two voices. Chordal suspensions occasionally interrupt the toccata but are left 

behind after mm. 38-40 as the figuration melds into a legato, unison line. Quasi-ostinato patterns 

in a violent, persistent staccato take over in mm. 44-50. Here, the texture again splits into two 

                                                 
8 Thomas, e-mail message to the author, March 10, 2019. 

9 Thomas, “I. Ah, incongruous life!” in “Gesualdo Fragments,” 7. 
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voices, and frequent hand-crossings challenge the performer. Ascending legato arpeggios in mm. 

50-51 lead into the climactic sustained textures of mm. 52-56. The tonal center of D, confidently 

reached, sets up a contrast to the mysterious concluding section. 

II: And bitter indeed will it be 

Example 4.3, Carlo Gesualdo, “Plange quasi virgo” in Tenebrae Responses for Holy 
Saturday, mm. 27-3410 

 
 In the second movement, “the fragment (Example 4.3) is not directly stated, but provides 

a harmonic backdrop, with prominent unresolved sevenths and cross-relations.”11 As in 

Movement I, two ideas alternate and combine. Theme 1 is accompanied by chords that illustrate 

the text with harsh, dissonant harmonies (see Chapter 2), whereas Theme 2 has a motivic 

correlation to Gesualdo’s responsory. We note the cross-relations evident in both themes.   

                                                 
10 Carlo Gesualdo, “Plange quasi virgo,” Noctorno 1, Response 3 in Tenebrae Responses 

for Holy Saturday, ed. Diana Thompson, Choral Domain Public Library, 
http://www2.cpdl.org/wiki/images/8/80/Gesualdo_Plange_quasi_virgo.pdf (accessed February 
10, 2018). 

11 Thomas, “Gesualdo Fragments”. 
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Table 4.1. “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” Form. 
 

mm. 71-83 
Theme 1 

Steadily, moderate 
(Tempo I) 
♩ = 63 

Violent, “bitter” chords 
Alternating manuals 

B (m. 74) 

mm. 84-88 
Theme 2 

Slower, singing 
(Tempo II) 
♩ = 46 

Trio texture and suspensions C# minor/ 
E major 

mm. 89-102 
Theme 1 

Tempo I Theme is developed 
New accompaniment with 
triplets, suspensions 

Modulates 
through 
sequences 

mm. 102-113 
Theme 2 

Tempo II Voices inverted in trio, octave 
displacement in soprano line 

A minor  

mm. 114-140 
Theme 2 
(Theme 1, 
mm. 138-
140) 

Faster (Tempo I) 
♩ = 80 
Accelerando 

Chordal, interspersed with 
flourishes 
Toccata, pedal solo  

Various 

m. 141 Quite freely Free interlude, use of wedge 
Indeterminate flourishes 
Alternating manuals and dynamic 
levels 

Indeterminate 

mm. 142-
152 
Theme 2 

Slowly, gently Direct paraphrase 
Incorporates m. 141, chords from 
opening 

G – C 

m. 153-161 
Theme 1 

Tempo I  B (ends on v) 

 
 
  Amidst a very jarring and dissonant movement, Thomas poignantly uses tonality and 

consonance to draw attention to important motives and themes. Theme 1, which enters in the 

pedal at m. 74, is quite triadic in nature, though it fluctuates between major and minor. The 
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beginning of Theme 2 (Example 4.4) also contains the cross-relations so prominent in 

Gesualdo’s music and initiates Thomas’s use of Gesualdo’s harmonic language for the trio 

sections. Here (mm. 84-88), we hear chains of suspensions, though Thomas occasionally leaps to 

the resolutions of the suspensions to make the line fit a modern, angular idiom. When Theme 1 

returns in mm. 89-102, triplets establish tonal areas through V-I relationships and suspensions. 

Though Thomas moves away from consonance and tonality in the middle of the piece, the final 

measures provide some harmonic respite. The leaner texture and solo registration highlight the 

harmonic essence of Theme 2; this more consonant theme even cadences on a second-inversion 

C chord. Remnants of B major and minor occur in the return of Theme 1 (m. 154) despite the 

accompanying chord. Two voices move in thirds at the end, though the angularity and contrary 

motion obscures what could be heard as consonance. 

Example 4.4. David Evan Thomas, “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” in Gesualdo 
Fragments, mm. 83-8412 

 
 

 The harmonic bitterness accompanying Theme 1 and the cross-relation of Theme 2 

combine for the violent central section (mm. 114-140). First, Theme 2 appears with various 

accompaniments as the texture builds. We see it in the upper voice of a dense chordal texture that 

is separated by triumphant flourishes in dotted rhythms (mm. 114-121). Then, loose imitation of 

Theme 2 thickens the texture in mm. 121-128. As a new repetitive – though irregular – toccata 

figuration enters in the left hand (Example 4.5), bitter, dissonant chords remain at harmonic odds 

                                                 
12 Thomas, “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” in “Gesualdo Fragments,” 10. 
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with the sustained C in the soprano voice and the V-I relationships hinted at in the pedal. The 

pedal takes over the toccata figuration in m. 133 for a virtuosic finish and recalls the irregular 

rhythms from mm. 114-121. The texture of the opening returns to conclude at m. 138. 

Example 4.5, David Evan Thomas. “II. And bitter indeed will it be,” in Gesualdo 
Fragments, mm. 128-13013 

 
 We can see Thomas’s foray into modern compositional techniques and styles in m. 141, 

where weights (wedges) hold down keys. The mysterious aura created by the sustained tone 

cluster on a 4’ stop with tremulant is increased by trills, which intensify the tremulant’s quality.14 

III: Transformations (Jig Fugue)  

 The piece concludes with a contrapuntal tour de force. Here, Thomas alternates 

contrapuntal sections – which use a myriad of techniques other than fugue, including canon, 

augmentation, and inversion – with “virtuosic episodes.”15 Two fugues occur separately and then 

are superimposed for a dramatic double fugue.  

 Thomas’s derives many different musical ideas from the fragment in Example 4.6, which 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 14. 

14 David Evan Thomas, Gesualdo Fragments, performed by Stephen Self, Bethel 
University, Arden Hills, MN, mp3 (2006). 

15 Thomas, “Gesualdo Fragments”. 
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he describes as “an ascending, rather bluesy, chromatic sequence (‘Her heart seems 

transformed’).”16 Examples 4.7-4.9 show the corresponding musical ideas from 

“Transformations,” all of which use the split third (melodic) or juxtaposed major and minor 

triads (harmonic). The fugue subject also uses the ascending harmonic sequence of the fragment. 

Direct quotes from Gesualdo’s piece appear in fugal sections or to delineate sections. 

Example 4.6. Carlo Gesualdo, “T’amo, mia vita,” in Quinto Libro di Madrigali,  
mm. 16-2017 

 
Example 4.7. David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue)”  
in Gesualdo Fragments, beginning of first fugue subject, mm. 178-17918 

  

                                                 
16 Ibid. 

17 Carlo Gesualdo, Carlo Gesualdo, “T’amo, mia vita,” in Quinto Libro di Madrigali, ed. 
Adam Steele, Choral Domain Public Library, http://www1.cpdl.org/ 
wiki/images/f/f7/Gesu_tam.pdf (accessed February 10, 2018). 

 
18 David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue),” in “Gesualdo Fragments,” 19. 
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Example 4.8. David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue)”  
in Gesualdo Fragments, episode material, m. 21019 

 
Example 4.9. David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue)”  
in Gesualdo Fragments, toccata figuration, m. 21320 

  
 After an austere and simple introductory theme, the first fugue casts the major-minor 

fluctuation in a humorous, jazzy jig (Example 4.7). Each voice receives the subject once, but 

instead of a full countersubject, Thomas inserts canonic episodes that begin at the third and sixth 

(m. 187 and m. 195). The fugue is tonally closed and separated from the following virtuosic 

interlude by a direct quote from the madrigal, and the transition to an ostinato-like pattern in the 

upper voice calls attention to this quote. The free episode that follows (mm. 209-225) utilizes the 

material shown in Examples 4.8 and 4.9 to give a completely different perspective to the 

chromatic motive.  

                                                 
19 Ibid, 22. 

20 Ibid. 
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 The second fugue (mm. 226-260) blatantly contrasts the first with its slower rhythm and 

the subject’s lack of chromaticism (Example 4.10). In lieu of canonic episodes, the 

accompaniment continuously introduces new rhythmic and harmonic elements. The pedal, 

meanwhile, hints ominously at the jig throughout. The triplets that enter at m. 245 link the two 

fugues together. 

Example 4.10. David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue)”  
in Gesualdo Fragments, second fugue subject, mm. 226-22921 

 

 The contrapuntal climax arrives at m. 261 with the double-fugue (Table 4.2). The pairs of 

subjects are related harmonically, and interludes or episodes use new contrapuntal techniques in 

addition to previously stated material. The madrigal occurs simultaneously with the inversion of 

Subject I, as shown in Example 4.11. 

Table 4.2. “Transformations,” Double Fugue Outline. 

m. 261 Subject I (soprano, D) Subject II (alto, g)  

m. 265 Interlude  Toccata figuration (Ex. 4.9) 

m. 266 Subject I (tenor, C) Subject II (soprano, f)  

m. 270 Interlude  Toccata figuration (Ex. 4.9) 

m. 273 Subject I (soprano, B) Subject II (bass, e-
flat) 

 

                                                 
21 Ibid., 24. 
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m. 276 Episode  Canon at the third 

m. 280 Subject I (soprano, G)  Inversion 

m. 281   Madrigal paraphrase (D) 

m. 285 Subject I (alto, A)  Inversion 

m. 286   Madrigal paraphrase (A) 

m. 291 Episode  Repeating eighth-notes (Ex. 
4.8) 

 
 

 
Example 4.11. David Evan Thomas, “Transformations (Jig Fugue)”  
in Gesualdo Fragments, mm. 281-28322 

 
The dense counterpoint begins to break down as non-fugal themes enter in a final, large 

virtuosic interlude. In m. 299, the theme from the very opening returns amidst competing major 

and minor chords. Though the jig accompaniment picks up again at m. 302, it now supports the 

madrigal theme, which sequences up the entire length of the keyboard. New toccata figuration 

appears alongside an augmentation of Subject I in the pedal in mm. 312-324. All this 

anticipation, particularly created by the ostinato quality of the accompaniment, resolves as a 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 28. 
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tonal fanfare theme, played by the left hand on reeds, grabs our attention (Example 4.12). This 

theme actually derives from the fragment Thomas used in the second movement.23 

Example 4.12. David Evan Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue),” 
in Gesualdo Fragments, mm. 327-33024 

 
 The obscurity of the “ambiguous, questioning epilogue”25 gives listeners a respite from 

the complexity and bombast that preceded it. The subtle return of previous material – Theme 2 

and the trills from m. 141 of Movement II – reminds us of the common threads through all three 

movements. 

Of Things Hoped for 

Thomas wrote Of Things Hoped for in 2000 for the occasion of James Biery’s birthday. 

                                                 
23 Thomas, e-mail message to author, April 10, 2018. 

24 Thomas, “III. Transformations (Jig Fugue),” 32. 

25 Thomas, “Gesualdo Fragments”. 
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Commissioned by James’s wife Marilyn, the piece was premiered by James in 2001, and 

MorningStar published it in its Organ in Concert series (see Chapter 5) in 2002. Though Of 

Things Hoped for is published as one work, Thomas conceived it in two parts (mm. 1-86, mm. 

86-290) and suggests that either half be excerpted for liturgical contexts.26 

One defense for performing the whole work in a recital context is the placement of the 

opening theme (Example 4.13). The structural effect of confident, forte statements of two main 

themes is important to the conception of the work and its relationship to the struggle of faith. 

After its introduction and one brief statement in mm. 14-16, however, Theme 1 – a gentle arch 

supported by comparable dynamics, rhythm, and harmonic movement – does not return until the 

second half (m. 191, and again dramatically at m. 263).  

Example 4.13. David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, Theme 1 in the pedal, mm. 1-327 

 
In the first half of the work, statements of the fluid and song-like Theme 2 are developed 

and alternated with free toccata figuration.  

To begin, the Theme 2 occurs three consecutive times (mm. 4-16). Its first stark 

appearance highlights a lyric, gradually expanding quality (Example 4.14). Consecutive 

statements add to this theme rhythmically, texturally, and harmonically. A brief, imitative 

development of a new, simple theme (mm. 22-30) moves us to B-flat major, dispels the agitated 

energy of the previous build-up, and provides some motivic relief before Theme 2 returns as a 

                                                 
26 David Evan Thomas, “Of Things Hoped for” 

27 David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for (St. Louis: Morning Star Music Publishers, 
2002), 3. 
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solo melodic line one last time at m. 32. 

Example 4.14. David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, Theme 2, mm. 4-728 

 
A middle section (mm. 22-65), framed by two toccatas, further develops Theme 2. 

Despite the fast tempo at mm. 36-40 and mm. 59-65, consistent patterns assist the attentive and 

dexterous performer with the figuration. The minor mode and chromaticism in mm. 36-40 

provide relief from the prominence of Theme 2. When performing this piece, the organist should 

view the pedal (4’) in m. 41 as the conclusion of the toccata figuration (manuals, m. 40). This 

aids an otherwise abrupt transition between the two sections. Theme 2 occurs here in G major 

(m. 41), and tumbling fragments give way to a quicker tempo at m. 47. The right hand theme in 

mm. 47-58 is a variation in E minor, and triple-against-duple rhythms enter in a new 

accompaniment texture.  

                                                 
28 Ibid., 3. 
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A decisive, bold statement of Theme 2 at mm. 66-74 contrasts the uncertainty and 

transient nature of these short sections. D major arrives confidently, and the off-beat rhythm of 

the accompaniment enlivens the grand character of this statement. A florid pedal solo plays a 

melismatic version of the theme at m. 70 and supports a forceful cadence in m. 74. As the pedal 

C-sharp just barely obscures another confident statement in m. 75, fragments of the theme 

descend and diminish to the closing statement of Theme 2 in an ethereal high tessitura (m. 78-

81).  

The structure of the second half proves similar to the first. Theme 2b is transformed into 

a playful, jaunty dance (Example 4.15). This theme then alternates with contrasting material, 

and, after an extended crescendo, arrives boldly alongside Theme 1 to conclude the piece. 

Example 4.15. David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, opening of Theme 2b,  
mm. 86-8829 

 
Identical to the exposition of Theme 2, three statements of the new dance theme highlight 

its new character and rhythm. Theme 2b occurs three times: first, as a solo line (mm. 86-94), 

second, accompanied by a simple counter-melody (mm. 95-102), and third as a virtuosic pedal 

solo (mm. 104-113). The expansion and rhythmic manipulation of the alternating pattern (mm. 

86-87) give the dance its lively and playful character. The pedal and manual punctuations also 

                                                 
29 Ibid., 11. 
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highlight its rhythmic irregularities.  

A varied middle section develops Theme 2b using increasingly prominent and 

characterful secondary material. In mm. 114-125, an accompaniment in thirds and sixths ensues 

for a new, simple solo line that is slightly reminiscent of the inversion of the theme. The 

alternating motive from the theme (mm. 126-129) serves as a harmonic bridge to the theme at m. 

130. Here, a subdued statement in B major morphs into a mechanical, staccato, quasi-ostinato 

accompaniment (mm. 138-169) for a fragment of the theme, now augmented in the pedal. Again, 

clearly constructed and regularly paced figuration helps the performer organize this somewhat 

surprising interlude. Starkly contrasting improvisatory flourishes frame another statement of 

Theme 2b, this time in canon, at mm. 170-190.  

The issue of articulation briefly arises in this middle section; in places where articulation 

is not specified (for example, right hand, mm. 114-129), Thomas says the organist can assume a 

simile.30 

The sustained, modulating harmonies that accompany these flourishes in mm. 181-190 

draw our attention to an important wedge-like pedal motive x (Example 4.16). This motive 

contextualizes the proceeding quiet return of Theme 1 in loose imitation at m. 191.   

                                                 
30 David Evan Thomas, e-mail message to the author, April 13, 2018. 
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Example 4.16. David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, pedal motive x, mm. 183-18431 

 
Thomas builds up to the final statement of Theme 2b in mm. 210-245 as fragments of the 

theme appear in increasingly agitated textures. The suave, legato quality of m. 210 is registered 

effectively with rich strings and principals in James Biery’s performance on the organs32 of the 

St. Paul Cathedral.33 This transition material eases us into an active texture and a faster tempo at 

m. 219. Arpeggios become the accompaniment to the pedal theme at m. 219, but the fluctuations 

between major and minor, here, quickly disrupt the calm of m. 210. The original articulation and 

a canon at the fifth increases tension at m. 227. And, at m. 235, a bolder harmonization of Theme 

2 gradually increases in dynamics and is enlivened by virtuosic flourishes and scales in contrary 

motion.  

Finally, from m. 246 to the end, all three themes return in triumph. Theme 2b appears in 

the pedal – and in the tonic – at mm. 246-253. A slight move to E major transitions us to an 

                                                 
31 Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, 16-17. 

32 American Public Media: Pipedreams, “Organ Profile,”  
http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/gallery/us_midwest/minnesota/saint-paul_cathedral_aeolian-
skinner.shtml (accessed March 4, 2019). 

33 David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, performed by James Biery, American 
Public Media: Pipedreams archive, http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/ listings/2008/0818/ 
(accessed August 23, 2017). 

http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/gallery/us_midwest/minnesota/saint-paul_cathedral_aeolian-skinner.shtml
http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/gallery/us_midwest/minnesota/saint-paul_cathedral_aeolian-skinner.shtml
http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/
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augmentation of the same theme underneath the accompaniment from mm. 170-190.  

In mm. 263-278, counterpoint, harmony, texture, and registration highlight the exultant 

return of Theme 1. Theme 1 is treated imitatively in five voices, and the weighty third entry in 

the bass (m. 265) lines up with the first complete D major sonority of the section (Example 4.17). 

The theme resolves on F-sharp instead of G (compare with mm. 1-3). The “trumpet” indication, 

the only registration in the score, should contrast the rest of the performer’s choices.  

Example 4.17. David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, mm. 263-26834 
 

In the dramatic conclusion, full harmonies accompany the x motive as it passes between 

the pedal and the right hand (Example 4.18). The broad concluding measures utilize Theme 1 

and its inversion in the double pedal line. This jubilant and assured final statement (on full 

organ) leaves no room for doubt. 

                                                 
34 Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, 22. 
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Example 4.18, David Evan Thomas, Of Things Hoped for, mm. 279-28135 

 
 

La Croix 

Thomas was commissioned to write La Croix (“The Cross”) in 2004. Robert Lyman 

commissioned the work for James Diamond (Dean of Christ Church Cathedral in Cincinnati) in 

memory of his son, Jeffrey McKay Diamond. Tragically, Jeffrey Diamond committed suicide, 

and the title of this piece honors the memory of him and his faith, symbolized by the cross he 

often wore.36 MorningStar Publishers later published La Croix in 2010 as part of its Organ in 

Concert series.  

La Croix is a free work in a rounded, arch form. Thomas writes, “In this generally 

introspective piece, a rising, hopeful figure alternates with gently rolling figuration to prepare the 

entry of the spiritual ‘Swing Low, Sweet Chariot,’ a favorite song of the dedicatee.”37 This 

sublime work is not technically demanding but can make an excellent contribution to Lenten 

recital programs. 

                                                 
35 Ibid., 23. 

36 Thomas, e-mail message to author, April 10, 2018. 

37 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/La Croix” 
http://www.davidevanthomas.com/works/la_croix.php (accessed April 25, 2016) 
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In the beginning, Thomas introduces and reiterates the building blocks of La Croix (mm. 

1-19). The “rising, hopeful figure” (x) opens the work, first in major, then in minor (Example 

4.19). The “rolling figuration” (y, Example 4.20) picks up in m. 4. The tenuto pick-up notes 

highlight the unhurried nature of this theme and of the entire exposition. Motive x appears again 

in mm. 11-13, this time accompanied by a chain of suspensions. And, a fuller statement of y in C 

major follows, accompanied by rocking fifths and sixths in the left hand. Here, performers 

should make sure to choose distinct registrations for manuals I and II to define and highlight the 

melody, as the hands often cross and the contour of the melody is easily lost. A variant of motive 

x is treated imitatively for a brief transition in mm. 20-23. 

Example 4.19. David Evan Thomas, La Croix, motive x, mm. 1-338 

 

                                                 
38 David Evan Thomas, La Croix (St. Louis: Morning Star Music Publishers, 2010), 2. 
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Example 4.20. David Evan Thomas, La Croix, motive y, mm. 4-639 

 
In mm. 24-48, motive y weaves in and out of a flexible texture and builds to a dissonant 

climax. Motive y appears intermittently among rich suspensions and large melodic leaps in mm. 

24-31. At m. 32, a soloistic cadenza precedes the central crescendo of the work. In mm. 35-42, 

motive y, accompanied by ascending scales in a slow-moving upper voice, continues in free 

imitation as the music gradually gets louder. A dramatic ascent in thirds comes to a halt in m. 43; 

here, constant eighth-note motion is suddenly replaced by forte sustained harmonies. These 

harmonies emphasize a falling minor third that anticipates and culminates in the melody “Swing 

Low, Sweet Chariot” (m. 49). Though this climax occurs in E minor, the very opening notes 

introduce a tense conflict between G-natural and G-sharp (Example 4.21) that powerfully 

contrasts the diatonic fluidity of the rest of the piece. 

                                                 
39 Ibid. 
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Example 4.21. David Evan Thomas, La Croix, mm. 43-4440 

 

The peaceful conclusion centers around the entry of “Swing Low, Sweet Chariot” and the 

return of motive x. E minor resolves to E major as fragments of the previous two themes 

accompany the spiritual. Though the clash between major and minor briefly interrupts the 

serenity of this conclusion (mm. 58-60), the lyric flute line in m. 60 draws attention towards the 

entry of motive x. The pedal line adds harmonic solidity missing from mm. 1-3. Fragments of x, 

finally, lead to an ascending, ethereal I9 chord.  

The rolling figuration that permeates La Croix at times seems meandering and even 

static, and the performer may struggle to find arrivals, reach convincing cadences, or delineate 

phrases, particularly when motive y is presented as a solo. To counteract this, the performer 

might focus on suspensions or vary the pacing of the leaps of a seventh (mm. 8-9). A convincing 

interpretation of mm. 4-10 will benefit future statements of y. Similarly, the performer should 

strive toward a flexible tempo that follows the gradual rise and fall of the figuration, yet always 

moves forward. The author experimented with tempos on either side of the prescribed marking to 

accomplish this.  

                                                 
40 Ibid., 5. 
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Variations on Simple Gifts 

 Variations on Simple Gifts was originally titled In the Valley of Love and Delight, to 

emphasize the text of the Shaker hymn. It was commissioned for and premiered at the Episcopal 

Parish of St. John the Evangelist in St. Paul, Minnesota to celebrate their 2008 organ project.41 

E.M. Skinner built the church's second instrument in 1922, and the Moller Organ Company 

enlarged this instrument in 1950. The Parish of St. John then hired the Schantz Organ Company 

to restore the organ to the state of the original Skinner.42  

 Particularly important to Variations on Simple Gifts are three manuals, the antiphonal 

division (note antiphonal effects in Variations 3 and 5) and some of the solo registrations. 

Thomas particularly mentions the colorful flute on the Great for Variation 3. Appendix 2 shows 

the organ specification after the restoration.  

Karl Osterland, in a 2013 review for CrossAccent, notes that the piece may be more 

suitable as recital music than as service music. In particular, there is no “graceful” way of 

excerpting as the music is continuous,43 and the piece is approximately 11 minutes in length. 

Contrast and Overall Structure 

 In this immensely varied work, Thomas implements contrasts in texture, registration, 

character, and tempo. The introductory toccata, which focuses on two active and imitative 

voices, is reminiscent of a two-part invention. This introduction gives the opening a Baroque 

                                                 
41 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Variations on Simple Gifts,” 

http://www.davidevanthomas.com/works/variations_on_simple_gifts.php, accessed May 17, 
2016. 

42 St. John the Evangelist Episcopal Church, “Organ Specification,” 
http://stjohnsstpaul.org/wp-content/uploads/2013/01/Organ-specification-2008.pdf, accessed 
April 25, 2016. 

43 Karl Osterland, review of Variations on Simple Gifts, by David Evan Thomas, 
CrossAccent: Journal of the Association of Lutheran Church Musicians (November 2013): 45. 
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flavor, yet quickly transitions to a sparsely accompanied theme. The theme recalls the open 

harmonies and drones of the early American shape-note tradition, but Variation 1 immediately 

returns to Baroque-inspired figures. Variation 2 uses multiple techniques and harmonic 

backdrops as strictly rhythmic echoes contrast a melismatic dialogue between two solo sounds. 

Variation 3 uses a thick, reedy texture in stately, regular phrases, whereas Variation 4 is a 

singing solo aria. Variation 5 transforms the melody in triple meter over a variety of 

accompaniments before a “brilliant, rather jazzy” finale concludes the work.44  

 Thomas provides relief from the melody in two ways that also reinforce the overall 

structure and provide an insight into the conception of the piece. First, he unpredictably 

alternates treating the two halves of the melody. For example, the piece opens with the second 

half, and Variation 2 treats the two halves in reverse order.  

Second, Thomas introduces a “dance” theme (Example 4.22). This theme is derived from the 

final three measures of melody, and calls to mind the text “dance, says He” from the text by 

British “folk” hymn-writer Sydney Carter (1915-2004)45 that so often accompanies the melody. 

This text was important to the congregation that commissioned the piece, and the original title 

attempted to link the idea of “dance” with “love and delight.”46 This secondary theme (mm. 27-

30) stands out in harmony and articulation. Structurally, it separates the introduction from the 

first variation and, with the return of the opening toccata (mm. 189-196), transitions from 

Variation 5 back to C major for the cumulative finale. It then accompanies the final statement of 

                                                 
44 Thomas, “Variations on Simple Gifts.” 

45 Eric Routley, “English ‘Folk’ Hymnody,” in A Panorama of Christian Hymnody, 2nd 
edition, ed. Paul Richardson (Chicago: GIA Publications, 2005), 419. 

46 Thomas, e-mail message to author, April 8, 2018. 
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the melody at m. 225, essentially taking over the coda.47  

Example 4.22. David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts, dance theme, mm. 27-3048 
 

 

Techniques of Individual Variations 

 Variation 1 elaborates the melody in the right hand; this elaboration includes escape tones 

(m. 49), upper and lower neighbor tones (m. 49, mm. 59-60) and arpeggiation (mm. 54-55), all 

within a traditional harmonic context. Changes in texture (mm. 54-57, mm. 63-64) provide subtle 

variety and relief from the pervasive figuration. The accompanying voices also add rhythmic 

interest (mm. 50-51, 54-55, and m. 58). The gapped registration connects the ornamented melody 

with the neo-Baroque character of the opening. 

 Variation 2 uses alternating manuals to two very different effects. In mm. 67-88, Thomas 

ornaments the second half of the melody by creating echoes. Shortening the length of the echo, 

placing the sixteenth notes on the downbeat, and ending on the dominant create an ironic and 

playful quality to conclude each phrase (mm. 74-75 and 83-84). In the second half, widening 

intervals create a continuous, fluid solo line despite the alternating manuals (Example 4.23).  

                                                 
47 Ibid. 

48 David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts (St. Louis: Morning Star Music 
Publishers, 2013), 3-4. 
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Example 4.23. David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts, mm. 89-9249 
 

 Echo effects continue in Variation 3; however, the focus here is on a small portion of the 

melody (Example 1.5 in Appendix 2, mm. 16-17) that initiates a series of cluster chords 

(Example 4.24). Thick, descending textures, created by overlapping this figure, are relieved by 

ascending scales. The performer should note that the pedal must be played on an independent 

pedal reed to retain the independence of the voices (mm. 127-129). 

Example 4.24. David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts, mm. 116-11750 
 

 The beautiful aria of Variation 4 uses the inversion of the cantus firmus, and the 

development of this theme showcases Thomas’s vocal melodic writing. The poignant beginning 

of many phrases on a tied note invites the performer to think of a slight swell or crescendo. 

                                                 
49 Ibid., 6-7. 

50 Ibid., 8. 
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Regular phrases help the performer put accents and leaps (mm. 143, 149) in perspective.  

 In Variation 5 (mm. 154-188), Thomas treats the entire melody in order. He constructs a 

gently arching melody in triple meter based on the first phrase of the melody. This theme is 

heard in three different voices with three different accompaniments. Various keys, unique to this 

movement, additionally highlight the shifting colors of the melody. A syncopated, chordal 

accompaniment in mm. 170-177 supports a soprano line that highlights a descending third (from 

mm. 16-17 of the original, Example 4.25). 

Example 4.25. David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts, soprano, mm. 170-17751 

 

 The theme is presented unadorned in the final movement, but a variety of 

accompaniments breathe new life into this omnipresent melody. These include lyric descending 

thirds (mm. 207-225, see “Restoration”), chordal toccata patterns (mm. 235-248), and the dance 

theme previously mentioned. A virtuosic flair enters with a pedal solo (mm. 249-254) and the 

irregular rhythms of the “presto” section (m.275). 

                                                 
51 Ibid., 12. 
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Example 4.26. David Evan Thomas, Variations on Simple Gifts, mm. 278-28052 

  

                                                 
52 Ibid., 18. 



71 
 

Chapter 5: Written in the Dust for Organ Duet 

The Organ in Concert Series 

 Marilyn Biery writes the following about attempts to publish Written in the Dust: 

Jim (Biery) and I are convinced that Thomas’s duet is one of the finest examples 
of literature written for the genre. We were so excited about Written in the Dust 
that after the premiere, I started sending it off to various publishers for 
consideration. I tried publishers in the United States, England and France. All 
were very impressed with the work; none agreed to publish it.1 

This frustration caused Biery to contact MorningStar Music Publishers, which has published 

both James’s and Marilyn’s music.  

 The eventual publication of Written in the Dust and the series it led to were departures 

from the genre and scope of music MorningStar typically published. The majority of music was, 

and remains, accessible, functional choral octavos and hymn-based organ works by popular 

composers such as Paul Manz, Charles Callahan, Michael Burkhardt, David Cherwien, and John 

Ferguson.2   

 In 1986, however, new leadership encouraged the firm to explore other markets. At this 

time, Mark Lawson expanded the company and began numerous choral series such as the 

National Lutheran Choir Series, the Washington National Cathedral Series, the Luther College 

Series, and the Lenoir-Rhyne College Series.3 In addition, after being approached by Biery 

specifically about Written in the Dust, Lawson helped initiate the Organ in Concert series. Both 

Biery and Lawson hoped the series would inspire serious composers to continue to write organ 

                                                 
1 Marilyn Perkins Biery, “The Organ in Concert: A new series of organ music established 

by MorningStar Music Publishers,” The Diapason 96 (January 2005): 22. 

2 MorningStar Music Publishers, “About,” http://www.morningstarmusic.com /about 
(accessed 4/26/2016). 

3 Ibid. 
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music, like Thomas had, and seek publication from MorningStar. Biery writes: 

The series would include pieces that were not composed for worship (although 
some portions or movements could he used as such), that would be primarily non-
chorale based, more virtuosic, more extended, and more developed than the music 
currently published by the(se) houses...4 

 Initially, the series garnered success in publishing serious organ works. In addition to 

Thomas, composers included Herb Bielawa, James Biery, Emma Lou Diemer, Charles Hoag, 

James Hopkins, and Robert Sirota. Genres represented included organ solo, organ duet, organ 

and orchestra, and organ and voice. Many artists involved spoke to the value of the Organ in 

Concert for contemporary composers.5  

 Unfortunately, due to a lack of interest from consumers, the series was discontinued. The 

market for MorningStar is, mostly, church musicians, and most of the Organ in Concert works 

are secular. Fortunately for performers of Thomas’s music, all compositions remain available for 

purchase, since MorningStar has digital copies and can print them as needed. With the 

acquisition of E.C. Schirmer Publishing, difficult organ works have been directed to this partner 

firm.6 

Summary 

 Published in 2000, Written in the Dust uses John 8:3-11 as its programmatic basis. 

Thomas decided to use this account from the life of Jesus after hearing an address on it by Rev. 

Kendyl Gibbons of the First Unitarian Society of Minneapolis in 1998.7 In the passage from 

                                                 
4 Biery, “The Organ in Concert,” 22. 

5 Ibid., 22-25. 

6 Charles Peery, e-mail message to author, July 18, 2016. 
 
7 Marilyn Biery and David Evan Thomas, “Composer’s Notes,” in Written in the Dust, 

ed. by Marilyn Biery (Fenton, MO: MorningStar Music Publishers, 2001). 
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John, Jesus meets an adulterous woman surrounded by Pharisees. The Pharisees call for her 

death by stoning (I). After Jesus forbids the crowd from enforcing this punishment, the Pharisees 

question him, and he writes on the ground twice (II). Thomas writes: 

...It doesn't say what he wrote. Scholars disagree. Was he drawing a picture? 
Writing the sins of the Pharisees? Stalling for time? Some say that Jesus was 
illiterate, so he couldn't have been writing anything at all. In any case, it provides 
fertile ground, so to speak, for a piece of music.8 

After the crowd relents, Jesus implores the woman to live a life free from sin (III).  

 Biery labels this work “semi-programmatic.”9 Thomas constructs some themes to 

correspond with characters, actions, or dialogue from the biblical story; however, the formal 

sections within movements do not directly correlate with the events of the narrative.   

 Biery also describes the qualities of the organ duet that make it a worthwhile, challenging 

work for organists to pursue: 

Written in the Dust contains all the ingredients that make this a masterful, 
virtuosic work for duet: a brilliant pedal cadenza, “pedal fans” in the outer 
movements, motifs started by one player and finished by the other, ranges of 
motion for each player that cover the keyboards, fast figuration, conversational 
passing back-and-forth of musical ideas, and elegant, lyrical writing. All 
combined, they enable Written in the Dust to tell a compelling musical story.10 

Movement I: Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees 

 The vibrant first movement paints two drastically different pictures. The first is a brief 

interaction of the human with the divine, and the second is the anger of a mob against the woman 

for her sin. The percussive and rhythmically complex nature of this Stravinsky-like movement, 

particularly evident near the end, makes it the most challenging and exciting part of the piece. 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 

9 Biery, “The Organ in Concert,” 22. 

10 Biery, “New organ music at the end of the twentieth century,” 68. 
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For an illustration of the overall form, see Chapter 2. 

 The first thirty measures function like a prologue to the entire work and introduce the 

characters of Jesus and the woman. To illustrate the divine, a tonic pedal tone is suspended over 

descending clusters that use increasingly wider intervals (Example 5.1). This texture remains 

present through the statement of Theme b (the woman’s theme, mm. 10-22), and the tonic pedal 

tone even continues in the brief imitative section that follows (mm. 23-28). Biery describes 

Theme b (Example 5.2) as lyric but chromatic,11 particularly into the second phrase. 

Example 5.1. “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in the Dust, motive a, 
primo, mm. 1-612 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 66. 
 
12 David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in the Dust, 

5. 
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Example 5.2. David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in 
the Dust, seconda, beginning of theme b, mm. 10-1813 

 

 

 In layering the stoning motive (c) and the closely related motive x (interlocking fourths), 

we hear how Thomas evokes the rabble of the crowd. The random placement of c within the 

meter and on changing manuals (mm. 31-61) illustrates the gradual descent of the crowd into 

chaos; however, an intensification every four measures in either dynamics, rhythm, articulation, 

or the addition of a new motive adds a predictable pace to the build-up. The variety of manuals 

allows for the two players to play in close textures, and the Bierys’ recording of the piece shows 

how distinct registrations between manuals also contributes to the cacophony of the riot.14  

 Anticipation and drama become particularly felt as both motives build in mm. 52-82. As 

we draw closer to the crowd’s first eruption, motive c initiates sustained sonorities, and the 

anticipation builds as harmony begins to stagnate. At a pinnacle of the mob’s anger (mm. 62-73), 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 6. 

14 David Evan Thomas, Written in the Dust, performed by James and Marilyn Biery, 
American Public Media: Pipedreams archive, http://pipedreams.publicradio.org/ 
listings/2016/1647/ (accessed January 11, 2018). 
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dissonant, percussive chords – often constructed by juxtaposing seventh chords in different keys 

– accompany motive x in the pedal. X passes between both organists in Marilyn Biery a “pedal 

fan.”15 As the harmony, again, levels out (mm. 67-73), a pedal cadenza ensues and brings 

another new perspective to motive x. 

 Thomas next introduces and layers the first melodic theme (d) associated with the riot 

(mm. 83-90, primo). Listeners can distinguish this “irregular and malevolent dance”16 by the 

phrase structure, repetitive rhythm, and mixed meter (5/8 + 7/8). Descending fourths that recall 

motive x remain present in the theme and in its accompaniment – a slinky, chromatic ostinato. 

Added layers intensify subsequent statements of theme d, including canon (mm. 91-93), new 

accompaniment motives (mm. 102-107), and the entry of motive c (prima, mm. 103-107). 

Thomas modulates to different keys using different guises of x: compare its almost humorous 

harmonization in thirds at m. 97 with its treatment by two organists in tandem at mm. 99-101. 

This build-up leads to another eruption of motive c (mm. 111-128). Contrasts in articulation 

define meter and distinguish different parts of the texture as the motives begins to meld into 

figuration (mm. 119-128).  

  

                                                 
15 Biery, “The Organ in Concert,” 25. 

16 Biery and Thomas, “Composer’s Notes.” 
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Example 5.3. David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in 
the Dust, motive d, primo, mm. 83-9017 

 

 

                                                 
17 David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” 14-15. 
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Example 5.4, David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” in Written in 
the Dust, mm. 111-11418 

  

 Two themes in a contrasting middle section relieve the tension surrounding them in 

different ways. Theme e (m. 129, Example 5.5) echoes the dance quality of d, but its regular 

phrasing, joyful reed registration, humorous character, and E-flat major key set it apart. This first 

new theme appears with a variety of accompaniments – the accompaniments incorporate 

previous themes (theme d in mm. 132-137 and motive x in mm. 151-156) as a reminder that the 

conflict is not yet resolved. The lyric theme, f, rises to prominence in mm. 157-180. Though a 

syncopated ostinato in the pedal flits between organists, the gentle imitation of theme f creates 

long, sustained lines starkly opposed to the rest of the movement.   

                                                 
18 Ibid., 19. 
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Example 5.5. David Evan Thomas, “I. Jesus, the Woman, and the Pharisees,” 
in Written in the Dust, theme e, seconda, mm. 129-13219 

 
 The sequence of events around theme d discussed on page 74 occurs almost identically 

after the central contrasting section. For the coda, a “culmination rain(ing) judgment in the form 

of stones and trumpets”20 begins at m. 201. We hear the stones increase in violence, particularly 

as the two organists alternate manuals in tandem at m. 206. Accompanied by the texture of m. 

52, motive e returns triumphantly on the trumpet in A major (m. 209). Motive x takes over as 

theme e breaks down into fragments, and the interlocking fourths create huge cluster chords that 

use all seven pitches of the A Mixolydian scale (the G-natural coming from motive e). 

Movement II: The Writing in the Dust 

 The introspective and intimate second movement evokes the merciful – though 

mysterious – act of Jesus in the story. Thomas chooses to focus on the character of the woman 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 21. 

20 Biery and Thomas, “Composer’s Notes”. 
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(theme b) as it interacts with elements of Jesus’s theme, perhaps conveying the importance of the 

woman to God. 

 After a “meditative introduction” in D-flat major (mm. 1-9) that incorporates a faint 

descending motive, theme b occurs twice. The first statement enters in a distant E major and 

incorporates a gently rocking, rhythmic accompaniment (Example 5.6). This eighth-note, dotted 

quarter-note rhythm occurs throughout the movement, and we can see how the pitches that make 

up the accompaniment reflect the first part of the theme (see also mm. 20, 42-46). A brief 

interjection of the ethereal motive a (mm. 25-28) separates this statement of b from the next. As 

in the beginning of Movement I, in the second statement, the pedal tone of motive a (the Divine 

Presence) is retained in the new accompaniment (prima, mm. 29-36).  

Example 5.6. David Evan Thomas, “II. The Writing in the Dust,” in Written in the Dust, 
primo accompaniment, mm. 11-1321 

  

 From the composer’s program notes, we know that mm. 37-41 depicts Jesus writing on 

the ground. The 4’ registration indication is interesting since the tessitura remains relatively low. 

The repetitive nature of the arpeggios from mm. 29-36 continues in the prima part as the 

“writing” moves up and down the keyboard over slowly evolving harmonies. 

                                                 
21 Thomas, “II. The Writing in the Dust,” in Written in the Dust, 39. 
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 After spacious sextuplets gradually overtake the texture (mm. 42-48), the final, noble 

statement of b arrives in D-flat major at m. 49. The lilting accompaniment from the first 

statement of b returns, and these multiple accompaniment layers act as an ostinato to solidify the 

confident return. The theme begins to modulate in mm. 55-57, and the harmonies emphasize the 

lowered sixth and seventh notes of D-flat major until m. 66. A second melodic line appears 

(prima), and, along with the seconda part, freely narrates a fragment of b as the texture gradually 

decreases. An imitative treatment of b slows the momentum down into m. 69. 

 A “quiet conversation”22 rounds off this movement (mm. 69-77) by using the texture (m. 

69) and structure (m. 73) of motive a while also hinting at the woman’s theme (see the end of m. 

70 and the sixteenth notes in m. 71). A deliberate statement of b in the high register of the Divine 

(mm. 74-77) gently concludes this intimate interaction between our two main characters. 

Movement III: “Go, and sin no more” 

 In the final movement of this duet, Thomas uses three themes to describe the 

conversation between Jesus and the woman as they are left by themselves. The text makes it 

clear what these represent: 

But when they heard it, they went away one by one, beginning with the older 
ones, and Jesus was left alone with the woman standing before him. Jesus stood 
up and said to her, “Woman, where are they? Has no one condemned you?” 
(theme h, a blessing) She said, “No one, Lord.” (theme i, an enigmatic response) 
And Jesus said, “Neither do I condemn you (theme h, elaborated); go, and from 
now on sin no more (motive j, Jesus’s theme).”23   

In some ways, the structure resembles Of Things Hoped for: both works begin sectionally as 

individual themes are introduced and end joyfully with triumphant concluding statements. The 

final statements of the main themes, here, may signify the transformative power of the blessing 

                                                 
22 Biery and Thomas, “Composer’s Notes.” 

23 John 8: 9-11. 
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of Jesus, as we are also, not so subtly, reminded of his divine presence at the end of the work.  

 The three themes enter in quick succession to open the scene. We begin with the 

rhapsodic, arch shape of Jesus’s blessing (h), which will transform into a main melodic theme 

later in the movement. The 4’ registration reminds listeners of previous depictions of the Divine 

Presence. Motive h runs into the “cryptic”24 theme i (Example 5.7) at m. 11. Its quiet confidence 

(in three octaves in the pedal) is obscured by an enigmatic upper voice (not pictured). The more 

assured theme j “sets” Jesus’s words to the woman (Example 5.8). The distinguishing parallel 

sixths set it apart here and later in the piece. It also is the first theme to be developed: as theme j 

continues imitatively (mm. 24-35), the intertwined texture of the two parts create a continuous 

flow from which the melody emerges. 

Example 5.7. David Evan Thomas, “III. Go, and sin no more,” in Written in the Dust, theme 
i, seconda pedal, mm. 11-1725 

  

                                                 
24 Biery and Thomas, “Composer’s Notes.” 

25 David Evan Thomas, “III. Go, and sin no more,” in Written in the Dust, 54. 
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Example 5.8. David Evan Thomas, “III. Go, and sin no more,” in Written in the Dust,  
theme j, mm. 17-2226 

 Within the next section (mm. 35-88), themes i and j appear again; however, it is the 

elaboration of motive h (Example 5.9) that draws listeners’ attention. The arch shape of h is 

elongated by an alternating figure and triplets (mm. 35-49), and the flowing figuration intensifies 

through imitation (mm. 43-47, 71-77) and more defined counter-melodies (mm. 62-73). This 

larger section is framed with combinations of the themes (mm. 35-40, j and h; mm. 78-88, all 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 55. 
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three); each theme, however, remains distinct because of the possibilities of registration and 

texture between two organists. 

Example 5.9. David Evan Thomas, “III. Go, and sin no more,” in Written in the Dust, mm. 
62-6427 

 
 The statement of theme j in m. 84 escalates quickly into the beginning of the large 

crescendo that takes up the latter half of the piece. First, rhythmic motion increases through 

ascending scales in thirds, the entry of h (beginning in m. 90), and constant quarter-note motion 

created by a new pedal ostinato passed between both players. Measures 97-103 add even more 

layers to the build-up. Here, the prima player takes up figuration in sextuplets that alternates 

between sixths (mm. 97-98) and scales (m. 99). The scales, the pedal ostinato, and the harmonies 

of the seconda part highlight the harmonic tension between F major and D-flat major. We also 

note that the rhythm and harmonic tension of the sustaining chords in the seconda foreshadow 

theme j (Example 5.10).  

                                                 
27 Ibid., 60. 
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Example 5.10. David Evan Thomas, “III. Go, and sin no more,” 
in Written in the Dust, mm. 98-10028 

 
 Theme j culminates at mm. 104-115 (seconda) and mm. 116-125 (prima). As the theme 

appears in augmentation in the seconda part, the rising and falling of the sextuplet figuration 

(prima) emphasizes its ecstatic nature. Staccato, descending scales in thirds dominate the 

accompaniment as the theme moves to the prima part, and the two layers often work in contrary 

motion to utilize the entire width of the keyboard. This also occurs in the transition in mm. 126-

129, where an expansive eighth-note line unfolds from a single note.  

 A dramatic pedal solo, divided between the two players, enlivens fragments of previous 

themes in the coda. The inclusion of fourths connects it to the opening movement. Slurred 

figures reminiscent of the opening of j and arpeggios move the solo forward into theme i at mm. 

137-140 – this theme arrives triumphantly in E over a rumbling written-out trill in the pedal.  

                                                 
28 Ibid., 65. 
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 To conclude the work, motive a returns in full force. We hear the expanding chords with 

a very different perspective as they occur rhythmically and on full organ. The D-natural in m. 

148 falsely suggests a final cadence, but mm. 149-152 continue with unsettled harmonies until 

the peace and blessing bestowed by Jesus finally resolves the unrest at m. 154.
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Chapter 6: Works for Organ and Voice 

Thomas has written two pieces for organ and solo voice. On the Morning of Christ’s 

Nativity (or, with alternate text, Infant Song) has similar characteristics to his other early works 

for flute and organ. Canticle of the Sun, commissioned by the Twin Cities AGO chapter in 2000 

and published in 2001 under the Organ in Concert series, showcases the expressive and text-

painting capabilities of both the organ and the voice. 

In her 2001 article on David Evan Thomas, Marilyn Biery lists A Wreath (1985) as 

another work for organ and voice.1 Thomas, currently, does not include this on his list of 

compositions with organ. Though the score notates the piece can be performed with piano or 

organ, the accompaniment appears much more idiomatic for piano, and so I will not discuss that 

work here. 

On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity 

 On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity, written for tenor and organ, uses as its refrain a 

Latin antiphon for Christmas Day – “Hodie, Christus natus est” – and alternates it with excerpts 

from John Milton’s poem from which the piece receives its title. Kurt Hansen, now senior 

lecturer at Northwestern in Voice and Opera,2 commissioned this early work in honor of his 

godson,3 and Grigg Fountain accompanied Hansen for the premiere.  

 Though the organ mostly serves an accompanying role in this piece, it does play some 

important motives. The main theme appears in the organ at m. 17. And, a rising motive 

                                                 
1 Biery, “New organ music,” 68. 

2 Northwestern: Bienen School of Music, “Faculty Profile/Kurt R. Hansen,” 
http://www.music.northwestern.edu/faculty/profiles/kurt-hansen.html (accessed February 20, 
2018). 

3 David Evan Thomas, “On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (Infant Song),” Manuscript, 
Personal Collection, Minneapolis, 1. 
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(introduced in m. 11) becomes especially prominent in mm. 34-48 as it unifies a section that 

moves through many keys and textual images (Example 6.1).  

Example 6.1. David Evan Thomas, On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (Infant Song),  
mm. 45-48 

 Certain textures and figures recall other early works (see Chapter 7). The rocking 

accompaniment of the refrain closely resembles that in “II. O Jesulein Süss” in Carol Suite – this 

may reflect the similarities in the two texts. Thomas inverts or thickens this texture with each 

repetition, and new material associated with the Milton text is superimposed on this 

accompaniment at the climactic middle section of the work (Example 6.2). The texture and 

articulation of the organ accompaniment in places like mm. 11-17 also resemble the B section in 

Pastorale.   
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Example 6.2. David Evan Thomas, On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (Infant Song),  
mm. 34-364 

 
 The theme introduced by the tenor first lulls listeners into the serenity of the opening 

through repetition and lilting rhythms. The second half of the theme uses an expressive leap up 

to the leading tone, a rhythmic change, and a subtle modal shift – the themes in the outer 

movements of Carol Suite behave similarly. Both halves appear separately (mm. 17-26 in the 

organ, mm. 27-33, and 49-54) and together for the conclusion of the piece (mm. 65-80).  

 In the sections using Milton’s poetry, the tenor engages listeners through subtle text-

painting. Gentle syncopations on “peaceful” (mm. 11-12) separate the freer rhythm here from the 

lilting of the refrain. “Wonder”, the smoothness of water, and whispers are depicted in mm. 17-

25 through dynamics, melismas, and wistful figures at the ends of phrases. Assertive rhythm 

announces the triumphant opening of Stanza VIII in m. 34, which greatly contrasts the 

expressive melismatic writing on “melodious” (m. 45-46).  

 Performers of this work should consult the composer, as there are a few significant 

                                                 
4 Ibid., 4. 
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differences between the first recording of the piece and the self-published version from 2001. 

Thomas has not revisited the piece since its revision, and he shared that were the piece 

performed or published now, he might revert to some elements of the original, including the 

rhythm of the opening theme.5 

Canticle of the Sun 

Canticle of the Sun takes as its basis the well-known hymn of Saint Francis of Assisi, and 

each stanza of the poem receives its own variation. After a free and expressive invocation (mm. 

1-16), the central variations (mm. 17-170) “extol the four elements of the medieval world.”6 A 

chorus of praise (mm. 170-211) separates these central variations from an introspective reflection 

on the pardon and grace of God. Both performers build to a triumphant conclusion in m. 256 

using a secondary motive, where ascending scales yearn to reach up to the grace and glory of the 

divine.  

As Thomas explains in his program notes, this structure allows the organ to play an 

important role:  

Because the text is concise—only a few key images per variation—it remains for 
the organ to develop the material through figuration, texture and registration, as 
well as to provide links between sections, each of which explores a different 
tonality.7 

Before the main theme explicitly enters, an improvisatory invocation (mm. 1-16) 

introduces important, recurring harmonic devices. The arpeggiation and the interval of the 

second that occur in the organ will be recalled later to illustrate light or the sun. Chords 

                                                 
5 Thomas, e-mail message to author, April 13, 2018. 

6 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Canticle of 
the Sun,” https://davidevanthomas.com/product/canticle-of-the-sun/ (accessed March 1, 2018). 

7 Ibid. 
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combining tonic and dominant harmonies, which enter with the voice, will later pivot to new 

phrases or sections. Both voice and organ present a commentary on the main theme, setting up 

the two performers as equal partners in the declamation of the text. 

Several qualities of the main “theme of praise,”8 which enters in m. 17, make it a supple 

vehicle for variation. Its declamatory nature calls immediate attention to those variations that 

alter its rhythmic quality (Example 6.3). And, the prevalence of tonally ambiguous fourths and 

fifths allows the organ to accompany with a myriad of colorful harmonies. 

Example 6.3. David Evan Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, opening of theme, mm. 17-199 
 

In each of the central variations, the organ depicts the different forces of nature in St. 

Francis's poem.10 The colorful role of the organ is especially important as this commission from 

                                                 
8 Ibid. 

9 David Evan Thomas, Canticle of the Sun (St. Louis: Morning Star Music Publishers, 
2000), 4. 

10 Thomas, e-mail message to author, March 10, 2019. 
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the American Guild of Organists was intended to showcase the capabilities of the instrument.11 

In the first variation, seconds, arpeggiation, and some improvisatory figuration from mm. 1-16 

return to connect the images of “day” and “light” with the opening. Next, triplet figuration, the 

high range of the voice, and the twinkling quarter notes on Manual III in the organ illustrate the 

mystery of the night. The organ illustrates wind gusts (Example 6.4) and the fluttering of the 

wind (Example 6.5) in the third variation; here, the voice enters with an inversion of the theme 

and picks up a flowing line from mm. 58-61 (organ) to express “wind” and “life”. In the fourth 

variation, an ostinato-like accompaniment creates a suspended quality amid which the theme, 

inverted and in triple meter, enters in long notes. A simpler, grounded accompaniment and 

counter-melody ensue to depict “Mother Earth,” and the organ and voice seem detached as they 

proceed in different meters. Finally, at m. 142, Brother Fire enters violently with fast, rumbling 

figuration. 

Example 6.4. David Evan Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, mm. 56-5712 

 

                                                 
11 Ibid. 

12 Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, 7. 
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Example 6.5. David Evan Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, organ accompaniment, mm. 63-6413 

 
Harmonic qualities from the opening return to frame this central section. This starts in the 

“Brother Fire” variation with ascending harmonies (mm. 151-154) and the prominence of 

seconds (mm. 162-169). As the theme passes between the organ and the voice, it sequences 

through different keys in the following chorus of praise (mm. 170-211). A new staccato 

accompaniment often combines two chords or fluctuates between major and minor chords.  

The composer “reserves a place for the art of human forgiveness”14 in the seventh 

variation. The theme, presented by both soloists as in the beginning, is noticeably altered for the 

first time; note, however, that the organ foreshadowed this interval of a third in mm. 208-211. An 

enharmonic modulation leads to A major in m. 224; here the qualities of pardon are listed, and 

striking dissonances depict strife in the text. The “set apart” nature also seems to continue at m. 

231, where the voice enters in chant-like rhythm to honor the peace-makers. 

In the “fountain of praise”15 that concludes the work (mm. 232-273), a new motive takes 

over the texture while the organ and the voice continue to explore the conflict between two 

tonalities. The new motive is simply stated in a prologue (mm. 232-239) that recalls all the forces 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 8. 

14 Thomas, “Canticle of the Sun.” 

15 Ibid. 
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of nature, but its final form takes shape in mm. 240-241 (Example 6.6) as it reiterates constantly 

in the organ. A crescendo and accelerando (mm. 248-255) use the new motive and its inversion 

to take us from C major through various keys. The image of “fountains” culminates in the 

ascending scales at m. 256. The emphasis on the sub-dominant (major and minor) and the 

tension between C and G becomes increasingly poignant. Seconds in the organ and a final return 

of the main theme, however, finally assert G major (m. 268) in glory and light. 

Example 6.6. David Evan Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, mm. 240-24316 

 
 
  

                                                 
16 Thomas, Canticle of the Sun, 19. 
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Chapter 7: Works for Organ and Instruments 

Thomas’s uniquely large number of pieces for organ and instruments ranges from early 

student works to his most recent composition for organ, Song in the Night. In these works, the 

organ takes on the role of chamber musician, not just accompaniment instrument. 

In her 2001 article on Thomas, Marilyn Biery lists The King of Love My Shepherd Is 

(1980) as a work for organ and trumpet. The composer did not wish to pursue publishing this 

early student work,1 so the piece is no longer available to the public and will not be discussed 

here. 

Carol Suite 

 Carol Suite (1977) for flute and organ was one Thomas’s early pieces at Northwestern, 

though it was recently revised (2001) and newly published (2012). The premiere was given by 

David’s father and Marian Craighead in Rochester.  

 Though the four movements can be excerpted for liturgical use, some similarities 

between movements bind them together. The prelude theme recurs in the fourth movement, and 

its dotted rhythm is also referenced in themes of the middle movements. Quartal harmonies and 

modal themes harmonically unify the work. 

 Carol Suite is now published in the anthology Pipings: New Music for Flute and Organ. 

The editor writes:  

As a flutist, organist, church musician, and college professor, I have always 
lamented the lack of a substantial body of serous literature for flute and organ... 
The compositions are varied in mood and style, exploring colors and technical 

                                                 
1 Thomas, interview with author, January 19, 2018. 
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capabilities of each instrument, and offer a variety of possibilities for liturgical 
use and concert programming.2 

I. Prelude  

 The prelude develops a jaunty, irregular theme in an ABA form. We see these irregular 

qualities in its uneven phrases, a hemiola in m. 5, hints of the Lydian mode, and rhythmically 

inconclusive ending (Example 7.1). After both instruments introduce the theme, it is enlivened 

(mm. 13-18) by dissonant, irregular chords and new outcries in the flute (mm. 17-18). A brief 

transition (mm. 19-22) reinforces the quartal harmonies that have accompanied the melody 

throughout the movement before the opening texture returns at mm. 23-30. Here, the theme 

occurs in canon between the two instruments; though it is a close canon at the second, this results 

in parallel thirds between the instruments. An unusual dissonance between the two parts propels 

them forward to an abrupt ending in E. 

Example 7.1. David Evan Thomas, “I. Prelude” in Carol Suite, mm. 1-63 

 
II. O Jesulein Süss 

 In the second movement, a new theme (a German Christmas carol, often translated in 

                                                 
2 Teresa Bowers, “Forward,” in Pipings: New Music for Flute and Organ, ed. Teresa 

Bowers (Minneapolis: Augsburg, 2012), 3. 

3 David Evan Thomas, “I. Prelude,” in Carol Suite, in Pipings: New Music for Flute and 
Organ, 18. 
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English as “O Jesus, so sweet”) occurs three times in an overarching ABA form.  

 In the outer sections, the flute plays the unadorned cantus firmus over a gentle, rocking 

accompaniment4 that, while depicting the mild and subdued nature of the lullaby’s refrain,5 

remains harmonically ambiguous. The quartal sonorities avoid the tonic (note the deceptive 

movement in mm. 25-26); however, harmonic movement (such as the suspensions in mm. 13-18) 

still reflects the structure of the cantus firmus. A fuller texture in the organ and subtle 

embellishments of the melody accompany the return of A.  

 The B section begins like a second statement of the theme, but quickly becomes 

developmental in nature. In the organ, the carol begins to disintegrate at m. 45 as both 

instruments digress using a motive (x) that was introduced in m. 38 (Example 7.2). The dialogue 

becomes increasingly agitated, and the x motive erupts in a flurry of activity by mm. 53-56. The 

flute drops down to an ostinato-like pattern in its lowest register by m. 57 as the organ brings us 

back to the opening texture. 

Example 7.2. David Evan Thomas, “II. O Jesulein Süss,” in Carol Suite, motive x in flute, 
mm. 38-406   

 

                                                 
4 David Evan Thomas, “Notes from the Composers,” in Pipings: New Music for Flute 

and Organ, 4. 

5 “O Jesus, So Sweet,” in Lutheran Service Book, pew ed. (St. Louis, MO: Concordia, 
2006), 546.  

 
6 Thomas, “II. O Jesulein Süss,” in Carol Suite, 21. 
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III. The Lamb of God 

 In the third movement, Thomas blends a fragment of the prelude theme with an evocative 

accompaniment and the English carol “The Lamb of God” (m. 11, see Appendix A) to “move 

from grief through radiance to resignation.”7 In the grief-laden beginning, fragments of the 

prelude theme (note its similarities, also, to the second movement!) and a new, shimmering 

accompaniment (Example 7.3) intensify as the material slowly ascends, chromaticism enters, and 

interspersed flute cadenzas become more elaborate. The contrast of the “radiant” middle (mm. 9-

23) is evident in a new theme (mm. 11-15), bright registration, denser harmonies, and regular 

meter. A harmonic climax caused by the structure of the accompaniment (m. 15, Example 7.3) 

leads to a return of the opening tessitura.  Here, the second theme appears in canon between the 

two instruments before the flute “resigns” with the opening accompaniment figure and the 

haunting descending thirds of its previous cadenzas. 

Example 7.3. David Evan Thomas, “III. Lamb of God,” mm.13-168 

 
IV. Wexford Carol 

 “IV. Wexford Carol,” the final and longest movement, opens joyfully as both instruments 

introduce the first two phrases of the carol. Though the organ’s dissonant and closely-voiced 

                                                 
7 Thomas, “Notes from the Composer.” 

8 Thomas, “III. The Lamb of God,” in Carol Suite, 25. 



99 
 

chords begin like an ostinato, the harmonies soon shift to exploit the modal qualities of the carol 

in mm. 5-6 (and mm. 15-16). Thomas then introduces “a lyrical second theme that outlines the 

carol tune”9 (Example 7.5). Since this secondary theme begins with a harmonic sequence, it 

quickly becomes a vehicle for modulation as the two instruments work together (especially mm. 

27-33) to move through various keys (mm.21-33). 

Example 7.4. David Evan Thomas, “IV. The Wexford Carol,” in Carol Suite, mm. 21-2410 

  

 Thomas surrounds the next phrases of the carol (mm. 53-60) with music from the suite’s 

opening Prelude. The immediately recognizable prelude theme does not enter until m. 42, but the 

texture, rhythms, and harmonies of the first movement creep in earlier at m. 38 (compare with I., 

mm. 17-22). A harmonically unstable second statement of the theme (m. 47) leads to the carol at 

m. 53. As the carol moves from G minor to G major, a playful transition (compare with mm. 19-

20) reintroduces melodic dialogue between instruments (mm. 58-60). The music then revisits the 

                                                 
9 Thomas, “Notes from the Composer.” 

10 Thomas, “IV. The Wexford Carol,” in Carol Suite, 27. 
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prelude theme in canon, recalling a similar texture in the opening movement. Here, its 

conclusion expands on the alternating figure of mm. 27-28 from the first movement (Example 

7.5), and sixteenth note scales over a dominant prolongation carry us into the final phrase of the 

carol. 

Example 7.5. David Evan Thomas, “IV. Wexford Carol,” in Carol Suite, mm. 65-7011 

 
 The final two phrases of the carol reappear in an exciting coda. The third phrase starts 

quite dissonantly as the organ’s thick, active texture begins in C minor while the flute melody 

centers around D. However, the motoric fourth phrase resolves to G major in m. 85. The opening 

motive of the carol is batted back and forth (mm. 89-90) before the rhythmic motive that united 

                                                 
11 Ibid., 30-31. 
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all movements has the last word. 

Pastorale for Flute and Organ 

 Pastorale for Flute and Organ (1979), another early work for flute and organ, was 

composed for the wedding of Thomas's brother Tim. The piece was revised for publication in 

200112 (and most recently published in 2014), but we hear in the recording of the original that 

very few changes were made between the two versions.13  

 Thomas takes traditional features of a pastorale and weaves them into his own 

compositional style. The work is a clear ABA form. We note the triadic motion and simple 

sequences in the main theme. The scalar elaboration that characterizes the theme’s return (mm. 

81-92) capitalizes on the gentle rising and falling contour of the melody. In addition, both the 

opening and the middle sections are characterized by pedal points and ostinato-like 

accompaniments. In A, the accompaniment incorporates parallel sixths. In B, the F-sharp pedal 

point instigates harmonic tension in E minor. And, also in B, the entry of the ostinato figure on 

different beats creates an ambiguous metric background for the secondary theme (Example 7.6).  

                                                 
12 David Evan Thomas, “Program Notes,” in Pastorale for Flute and Organ, (Seattle: 

Alry Publications, 2014). 

13 David Evan Thomas, Pastorale for Flute and Organ, performed by Zart Dombourian-
Eby and Grigg Fountain, Soundcloud, https://soundcloud.com/jonny-broom/pastorale (accessed 
February 6, 2018).  
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Example 7.6. David Evan Thomas, Pastorale for Flute and Organ,second theme,  
mm. 50-5414 

 

 Thomas shows how the flute can serve an accompanying role (and thus an equal role to 

the organ) in multiple ways. He describes the construction of a new motive x (Example 7.7) in m. 

23:  

Since the organ blows pipes (like the flute), I was interested in the way a 
compound melodic line – one that implies more than one voice – gives rise to 
harmony. Thus, the tail of the opening flute melody unwinds a leaping, angular 
motive which the organ adopts to accompany the middle section.  

We see a similar intent in the second theme of “IV. Wexford Carol” in Carol Suite. Another way 

the flute participates in harmony is when it plays in parallel thirds with the organ, as in mm. 26-

27. Thomas also allocates accompaniment motives to the flute in mm. 30-37 of Pastorale (also, 

see “III. Lamb of God” and especially Song in the Night). 

Example 7.7. David Evan Thomas, Pastorale for Flute and Organ, motive x (flute),  
mm. 23-2515 
 

                                                 
14 Thomas, Pastorale for Flute and Organ, 3-4. 
 
15 Ibid., 2. 
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Psalm and Dance 

 In 2008, The National Convention of the American Guild of Organists in Minneapolis 

commissioned six pieces for solo instrument and organ from Minnesota-based composers. 

Thomas wrote Psalm and Dance for flute and organ for the commission, and all six pieces were 

later published by Augsburg Fortress as A Minnesota Organ Book. Psalm and Dance received its 

premiere at Plymouth Congregational Church during the convention. 

The melodic theme, taken from the hymn tune “Old 104th” (see Appendix A), appears in 

multiple guises. In the Psalm, a mellow E minor statement in triple meter floats over a jazzy 

backdrop. The organ creates these bluesy harmonies with a gently unfolding ostinato pattern in 

the lower voices, suspensions in the upper voices, and the C-sharp and major-minor fluctuations 

from the melody. In the B section, the cantus firmus is first hidden among (mm. 21-29) and then 

emerges from (mm. 29-43) joyful G major organ figuration. The melody boldly concludes in 

both instruments over strong chordal textures (mm. 29-43).  

In the second half of the piece, “a jaunty dance transforms the psalm tune to major, 

widening its range and swinging the rhythm.”16 In Example 7.8, we see that an embellished 

descent (m. 1 of the tune) repeats frequently. The leaps and harmony of the new theme also 

recall the original. The organ introduces the character of this new section with repeated eighth-

notes (G) in mixed meter against which an F-sharp clashes. The contrast in character and tempo 

between these two halves creates a delightfully balanced work for both performers. 

                                                 
16 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Psalm and 

Dance,” http://www.davidevanthomas.com/works/psalm_and_dance. php (accessed July 31, 
2017). 
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Example 7.8. David Evan Thomas, Psalm and Dance, second theme, mm. 58-6517 

  

 In the Dance, we see a particularly clear harmonic form. The theme and refrain take us 

from the tonic, through the dominant at m. 79, to the relative minor at m. 99. Note the retention 

of modality (C-sharp) and the major minor fluctuations (m. 112) that occurred in the Psalm. A 

deceptive move to F major (m. 120) steers us towards the recapitulation and the tonic at m. 129. 

The work concludes with a coda (mm. 150-172) that briefly moves through the sub-dominant (m. 

150) before triumphantly concluding in C. 

The Dance enlivens this structure and emboldens the transformed theme with 

characterful secondary material and development techniques. A gleeful, recurring refrain 

(Example 7.9) recalls the dance theme's rhythm and falling third. And, scales and repeating notes 

in the accompaniment often highlight new tonal areas with new articulation or patterns.   

                                                 
17 David Evan Thomas, “Psalm and Dance,” in The Minnesota Organ Book, ed. Robert 

Buckley Farlee, Norma Aamodt-Nelson, and Mark Weiler (Minneapolis: Ausburg Fortress, 
2008), 51. 
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Example 7.9. David Evan Thomas, Psalm and Dance, transition to refrain, mm. 73-7518 

 

 An example of changing accompaniment patterns and motivic development occurs in the 

recapitulation and coda (mm. 129-172). First, a thickened version of the sharp, repetitive 

accompaniment returns in m. 129 as both instruments boldly proclaim the theme in parallel 

thirds. However, a newly articulated accompaniment moves the theme to A minor at m. 137 

(Example 7.10). The two instruments play fragments of the theme in imitation with each other 

once they reach the sub-dominant at m. 150. The dialogue continues at m. 162, and we soon 

realize that the new rising thirds in the flute were actually an inversion of the refrain, which 

finally commences at m. 166 (Example 7.11).   

                                                 
18 Ibid., 53. 
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Example 7.10. David Evan Thomas, Psalm and Dance, mm. 139-14219 
 

 

Example 7.11. David Evan Thomas, Psalm and Dance, mm. 165-16820 

Festive Prelude 

 Festive Prelude is Thomas's only work for brass quartet, timpani, and organ. The Faith 

Partners Program and the American Composers Forum commissioned the work (see Chapter 1), 

                                                 
19 Ibid., 57. 
 
20 Ibid., 59. 
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and the piece received its premiere in 2004 at Westminster Presbyterian Church in 

Minneapolis.21 It was published a few years later by E.C. Schirmer Music Company and has 

been recorded by James and Marilyn Biery and the St. Paul Cathedral Brass.22 

 Festive Prelude is a sonata form where the middle section develops a third theme. In the 

exposition, two contrasting themes are introduced (mm. 4-11) and stated again with subtle 

changes in accompaniment and texture (mm. 12-27) to move to E-flat major. A final statement of 

Theme 1 in a contrasting texture (m. 34) highlights that this is the first time the organ has 

melodic material. The inherent predictable harmonic scheme fits the triumphant, fanfare quality 

of the opening themes, but we hear how Thomas ventures into more distant keys, including F-flat 

major, in the development to match the more ambiguous third theme (particularly in mm. 58-69). 

A condensed recapitulation, exciting crescendo (m. 118), and dramatic dialogue (Rehearsal H) 

leads to a glorious conclusion with shimmering harmonies at Rehearsal I. 

 Transitions between large formal sections showcase the independent role of the organ in 

this piece. The exposition is framed by exciting triplet figuration in the organ under sustained 

brass harmonies, and similar textures reappear at the bridge to the coda (Rehearsal H). In the 

middle section, the organ sets the tone with a sparse, slowing introduction before introducing the 

main theme under a simple accompaniment in thirds (Example 7.12). At Rehearsal E, as the 

music begins to hasten back to the recapitulation, organ figuration returns, this time in dotted 

rhythms.  

                                                 
21 David Evan Thomas, “Works for Organ.” 

22 David Evan Thomas, Festive Prelude, performed by James Biery, Marilyn Biery, and 
the St. Paul Cathedral Brass, mp3, E.C. Schirmer Music Company, https://www.canticle 
distributing.com/festive-prelude.html (accessed September 9, 2017). 

https://www.canticle/
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Example 7.12. David Evan Thomas, Festive Prelude, Theme 3, mm. 51-5823 

 

 Like the earlier “Westminster Air,” Festive Prelude showcases Thomas’s lyric writing for 

brass, and the vocal quality of the themes elevates the work into a dignified, reflective statement 

for the Easter season.24 We particularly see this in the legato Theme 2, introduced in mm. 8-11, 

and in the poignant middle section. In the latter, though Theme 3 is first introduced by the organ, 

faint echoes in the brass lead to a modulating motive in the horn (mm. 58-65) and a hymnic 

statement of the theme by all brass in Rehearsal D. The lyricism in this cumulative statement of 

Theme 3 is especially effective as the brass plays unaccompanied. 

 The triumphant and festive nature still materializes in full textures, antiphonal effects, 

and dotted-rhythms, particularly in the treatment of Theme 1 (Example 7.13). Dotted rhythms 

leap off the page with an opening dissonance of B-flat against A-natural. The rhythmic interplay 

                                                 
23 David Evan Thomas, Festive Prelude (St. Louis: E.C. Schirmer Music Company, 

2004), 11-12. 

24 David Evan Thomas, “Composer’s Notes,” in Festive Prelude, 4. 
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between the trumpets, lower brass, and the organ using a two-note slur figure adds an interesting 

– almost antiphonal – rhythmic component. Soloistic and full textures at Rehearsal B highlight 

the play between dotted and straight rhythms (Example 7.14, also see mm. 115-123), and 

antiphonal effects between high and low brass reappear at the end of the exposition (mm. 36-43). 

Example 7.13. David Evan Thomas, Festive Prelude, Theme 1, mm. 4-825 
 

 

                                                 
25 Thomas, Festive Prelude, 6. 



110 
 

Example 7.14. David Evan Thomas, Festive Prelude, mm. 28-3126 

Song in the Night 

 Song in the Night, Thomas's most recent work for organ and instrument, was written in 

2010 and self-published in 2016. Kirsten Whitson and Aaron David Miller gave the premiere at 

House of Hope Presbyterian Church in Minneapolis.  

 The textual basis is Psalm 77:6: “I call to remembrance my song in the night: I commune 

with my own heart and my spirit made diligent search.” Song in the Night depicts two images 

from this text. 

 First, the esoteric introduction and conclusion of the piece beckons listeners to look 

inward and meditate as they “call to mind the natural world.”27 Here, the cello plays in the 

pentatonic mode using natural harmonics; this is a technique that requires the cellist to touch 

                                                 
26 Ibid., 9. 

27 David Evan Thomas, “David Evan Thomas, Composer: Works for Organ/Song in the 
Night,” https://davidevanthomas.com/product/song-in-the-night-download/ (accessed February 
5, 2018). 
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lightly on a “nodal point” to create a flute-like sound.28 For the conclusion, the opening three 

pitches of the theme are poignantly repeated three times before quintal harmonies in the organ 

serenely conclude the piece.  

 Second, the lyrical main theme “sings” in both instruments throughout the central part of 

the piece (Example 2.1). This prominent theme is the only melodic material evident in the work. 

The entire piece uses the fluid movement of the theme between the organ and the cello to moves 

through different tonalities, creating a broad ABA form that Thomas calls a “nocturne.”29 Subtle 

variation brings new perspectives to this repetitive theme. These include m. 55 – where a more 

rhythmic theme and a detached organ accompaniment create an agitated, rather than “vocal,” 

quality – and m. 79 – where octave displacement and movement of the theme between voices in 

the emphasizes a poignant second phrase. 

 Song in the Night highlights the equal role of the organ and cello as soloists and 

accompanists. Both soloists play the whole theme in the opening A section (mm. 8-40). Dialogue 

between the instruments begins in m. 17 with the expressive motive from the height of the 

melody (mm. 10-11). This motive reappears later in transitions. Similar interaction appears again 

at m. 47, where Thomas’s contrapuntal skill is also displayed as the material from mm. 10-11 

occurs in inversion (Example 7.14). A modal, circular motive introduced in m. 67 encourages the 

instruments to interact with each other and the cello to play a harmonic role. And, finally, the 

sub-dominant statement of the theme near the end of the work (mm. 97-112) allows the cello to 

explore its full capabilities as an accompanying instrument (Example 7.16). 

                                                 
28 Andrew Hugill, “The Orchestra: A User’s Manual,” http://www.andrewhugill. com 

(accessed February 5, 2018). 

29 Thomas, “Song in the Night.” 
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Example 7.15. David Evan Thomas, Song in the Night, inversion, mm. 51-5330 

 
Example 7.16. David Evan Thomas, Song in the Night, mm. 97-10031 
 

 

                                                 
30 Thomas, Song in the Night, 6. 

31 Ibid., 10. 
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Conclusion 
In conclusion, the compositional and programmatic forces that drive David Evan 

Thomas’s organ works make them well-crafted, yet accessible contributions to American organ 

literature of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. The detail-oriented and analytical 

performer will enjoy the careful shaping of vocal melodic themes, the tight motivic construction 

of accompaniment figures, the clear and predictable forms, and the freedom to be creative in 

symphonically registering the larger works. At the same time, listeners will connect to consonant 

– yet contemporary – harmonies and the ecumenical sacred narratives and texts that Thomas 

uses. His output is approachable by organists of every skill level and position, as the pieces range 

from short chorale preludes to large-scale concert works to chamber pieces for multiple 

performers. The shorter works and works with instruments are also attractive pedagogical pieces, 

as students are easily able to use them in service playing or in collaboration with other 

instruments. All these elements demonstrate and support the composer’s desire for his music to 

be relevant, usable, and meaningful to today’s audiences and musicians. 

In completing this project and reflecting on all of Thomas’ music, the word to which I 

continue to return is “interesting.” Admittedly, “interesting” is a paltry and unimaginative word 

that musicians use to describe any piece of music, even works one doesn’t like. These works, 

however, stand out because in them, Thomas has created pieces to which I want to return and 

discover new layers of construction, phrasing, or motivic development. I believe that what makes 

this music most successful is that this careful and meticulous process of composition is paired 

with an accessible harmonic language and forms that root us in the music of the past. As a 

performer much more comfortable with the music of the Baroque and Romantic eras than with 

modern music, the accessibility of Thomas’s music that encouraged me to explore it in the first 
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place now reminds me how many musical insights lie in wait for the performer ready to tackle 

music of “home-grown” contemporary composers.  
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Appendix A: Hymn-tunes and Texts  

Example A.1. Robert Williams, “Llanfair.” 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

Example A.2. John Hugues, “Cwm Rhondda.” 
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Example A.3. Joseph Parry, “Aberystwyth.” 

 

Example A.4. “St. Denio,” Welsh folk tune. 
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Example A.5. “Simple Gifts.” 

 

Example A.6. “Old 104th,” Thomas Ravenscroft. 
 

  

5 

5 

10 

10 

15 

20 25 

30 

15 



118 
 

Example A.7. “The Lamb of God,” transcribed by Cecil Sharp in English Folk Carols.  

Figure A.1. “Rho im yr hedd,” translated by Caleb Rees in Welsh and English Hymns and 
Anthems. 

Grant me the Peace – beyond all earthly knowing – 
The gentle Peace that came thru’ Boundless Woe; 
And from the Cross, on waves adversely beating 
Against my soul, may Jesus calm bestow. 
 
O! grant the Peace whereby I would be willing 
On earth to do God’s work, without dismay; 
Devoid of fear and confidently dwelling 
In God the Father’s love, thr(ough)out my day. 
 
I seek the Peace, that can defy the tempest 
And firmly hold its sweetness still unmarred, 
E’en while the sould strives when the hour seems darkest 
To reach God’s Mercy Seat, and cares discard. 
 
O! for the Peace, that, thru’ God’s City flowing 
In noble stream sustains both Life and light; 
Peace after pain for weary pilgrims passing 
From earth thru’ cloud beyond the veil of Night.1 

                                                 
1 H. Elvet Lewis, “Rho im yr hedd,” Caleb Rees, trans., in Welsh and English Hymns and 

Anthems (Welsh National Gymanfa Ganu Association, 1995), 89. 
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Appendix B: Stoplists 

Figure B.1. Stoplist, St. John the Evangelist, St. Paul, MN 
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Appendix C: Errata 
Figure C.1. Chorale Preludes, Errata.2 Copyright 2006, by the American Guild of Organists. 
Used by permission of The American Organist magazine. 

 
 
 
  

                                                 
2 Biery, “The Chorale Preludes of David Evan Thomas,” 86. 
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