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Commission a Composition -
and Create a Lasting
Legacy . . .

Bruce Wilson

25 years ago, Melvin West was invited to participate in a choir festival at Shenandoah Valley Academy.

In the concert, given in the spring 1986, a work of his for choir and organ, There's a Wideness, was presented.
The inspiration of that event for festival students and their directors led to a series of commissions for pieces for
choir and band festivals at SVA and appearances by guest conductors that continued until 1997. In the following

article, Bruce Wilson, SVA band director at that time and now Washington Adventist University band director

talks about that experience and subsequent works he commissioned as a college band director.

n the spring of 1986, I invited
James Curnow, a well known
American band composer, to
write a sacred work to be
played at a band festival in the spring
of the following year that would
include students from nearby
academies and be hosted by
Shenandoah Valley Academy.
Curnow accepted and in his role
as festival guest conductor directed
the world premiere of that work. It
was a wonderful experience and the
start of regional band festivals hosted
by SVA. It was also the beginning of
a series of commissions for several
new sacred band pieces for festivals at
SVA then and later for my band at
Columbia Union College, now
Washington Adventist University.

or many years, quality
arrangements of and fantasias
based on hymns for band were

in short supply. The need for music in
that area made sacred music the genre
of choice for commissions and led to
the addition of thirteen new works. The
Curnow commission, titled Psalm
Tune Variations, was a set of three
variations based on the old American
Psalm Tune “Pleading Savior,” a hymn
that had first appeared in Leavitt’s

collection, Christian Harmony,
published in New York in 1831.

The text usually associated with
this tune is “Hail, Thou Once
Despised Jesus” by John Bakewell.
Jenson Music (owned now by Hal
Leonard Music) published this
arrangement and the piece sold out
within 8 months of publication.

During the final rehearsal at the
festival, Curnow spoke with the
students regarding the song and how
he wrote it. He also remarked, “You
students probably don’t realize how
fortunate you are to be attending
Christian schools where you can learn
about God and speak of his love
freely.” It was a special moment in
the festival.

wo years later, [ contacted
Tpopular American composer
Claude T. Smith to write our
commission. He graciously agreed
and said he had several commissions
he was working on and would get me
the music by the middle of January.
In December of that year, Smith’s
wife phoned me and told me that he
had come home from a rehearsal for a
Christmas program and lain down on
the floor in his study to rest for a
moment as he was not feeling well.
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She checked on him 5 minutes later
and found that he had died of a heart
attack. She reported that he had only
sketched in a title on our commission,
Hymn for a Festival, not mentioning
the hymn tune or his plans about it.

I immediately called a young
composer, David Shaffer, who was
writing for C.L. Barnhouse Music
Publishers at the time. He accepted
the commission and wrote a fanfare
and short development based on the
hymn “Onward Christian Soldiers.” It
features opening and closing brass and
percussion fanfares and woodwinds
on the hymn tune.

Inside the front page of the score,
Mr. Shaffer mentions the death of
Claude Smith and how he had the
privilege of finishing the project.

C.L. Barnhouse published the piece
under Claude Smith’s original title,
Hymn for a Festival, and it is still
available from Barnhouse.

write our hymn arrangement. He

was the director of the Syracuse
Symphony and had written a
considerable amount of band music
for both Belwin and Hal L.eonard
Music. Of all of the composers, he
was the most humerous and was a real

/ n 1990 Calvin Custer agreed to






