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The Peabody Conservatory Wind Ensemble

Symphony No. 1 ‘The Lord of the Rings’

The First Symphony ‘The Lord of the Rings’ by Johan de
Meij (pronounced ‘May’) is based on the trilogy of that
name by J.R.R. Tolkien. This book has fascinated many
millions of readers since its publication in 1955. The
symphony consists of five separate movements, each
illustrating a personage or an important episode from the
book. The movements are: I. Gandalf (The Wizard); II.
Lothlorien (The Elvenwood); III. Gollum (Sméagol); IV.
Journey in the Dark – a. The Mines of Moria, b. The
Bridge of Khazad-Dûm; V. Hobbits. 

The symphony was written in the period between March
1984 and December 1987, and had its première in Brussels
on 15th March 1988, performed by the Groot
Harmonieorkest van de Gidsen under the baton of Norbert
Nozy. In 1989, the symphony was awarded a first prize in the
Sudler International Wind Band Composition Competition in
Chicago, and a year later, it received an award from the
Dutch Composers Fund. In 2001 the orchestral version was
given its première by the Rotterdam Philharmonic Orchestra
and recorded by the London Symphony Orchestra. 

Although it is not easy to summarize such an
extensive and complex work, the main outline is as
follows: the central theme is the Ring, forged by the dark
lord Sauron to rule the peoples of Middle Earth. For years
it was the possession of the creature Gollum, but as the
Ring falls into the hands of a Hobbit the evil forces awake
and the struggle for the Ring commences. There is but
one solution to save the World from disaster: the Ring
must be destroyed by the same fire in which it was forged:
Mount Doom in the heart of Mordor, the country of the evil
Lord Sauron. It is the Hobbit Frodo who sets out to
complete this task, and to assist him a company, the
Fellowship of the Ring, is formed under the leadership of
Gandalf the wizard, which includes the Hobbits Sam,
Merry and Pippin, the Dwarf Gimli, the Elf Legolas,
Boromir and Aragorn. However, the Companions soon fall
apart and, after many pernicious adventures and a
surprising dénouement, Frodo and Sam can at last return
to their familiar home, The Shire. 

Explanation of the five movements: 
I. Gandalf (The Wizard). The first movement is a

musical portrait of the wizard Gandalf, one of the principal
characters of the trilogy. His wise and noble personality is
expressed by a stately motif which is used in a different
form in movements IV and V. The sudden opening of the
Allegro vivace is indicative of the unpredictability of the
grey wizard, followed by a wild ride on his beautiful horse
“Shadowfax”. 

II. Lothlorien (The Elvenwood) . The second
movement is an impression of Lothlórien, the elvenwood
with its beautiful trees, plants, exotic birds, expressed
through woodwind solos. The meeting of the Hobbit Frodo
with the Lady Galadriel is embodied in a charming
Allegretto; in the Mirror of Galadriel, a silver basin in the
wood, Frodo glimpses three visions, the last of which, a
large ominous Eye, greatly upsets him. 

III. Gollum (Sméagol). The third movement describes
the monstrous creature Gollum, a slimy, shy being
represented by the soprano saxophone. It mumbles and
talks to itself, hisses and lisps, whines and snickers, is

Johan de Meij (b. 1953)
The Symphonies

8.573143-44 2

573143-44 bk de Meij US_573143-44 bk de Meij US  28/03/2013  10:14  Page 2



The Peabody Conservatory Wind Ensemble

Under the direction of Harlan Parker, the Peabody Conservatory
Wind Ensemble has given over forty world premières and has
performed at State, Regional and National Conventions.
Considered “one of the finest ensembles of its kind in the nation”,
the Peabody Conservatory Wind Ensemble has received critical
acclaim from contemporary composers such as David Amram,
James Syler, Eric Ewazen, Stella Sung and Johan de Meij. The
début CD of the ensemble, From an Antique Land, has been
praised as one of the most exciting wind ensemble recordings in
recent times and the second CD, Orff, Bird and Reed, was
released in August 2006 on the Naxos label (8.570242). Of the

performance of La Fiesta Mexicana on the second CD, composer H. Owen Reed, in a letter to Harlan Parker writes, “I
have just listened, twice, to your brilliant recording of my La Fiesta Mexicana, and I must tell you that it was a thrill to
hear my music performed exactly as I always hoped for. Your total understanding of the work showed up on all
parameters. Your tempos were on the mark, and the overall conception of the work was superb.”

Harlan D. Parker

Harlan D. Parker has been the conductor of the Peabody Conservatory Wind
Ensemble and Coordinator of the Music Education Division at the Peabody
Conservatory of Music of The Johns Hopkins University since 1990. In the fall of
2007, he was also appointed as the music director/conductor of the Peabody
Youth Orchestra in the Preparatory Division of the Peabody Institute. Under his
direction, the Peabody Conservatory Wind Ensemble has given over forty world
premières, and has performed at state, regional and national conventions. As well
as his duties at Peabody, Dr Parker has a very active musical life outside the
Conservatory. He is a Past-President of The Conductors Guild, an international
service organization dedicated to encouraging and promoting the highest
standards in the art and profession of conducting. He is also a member of The
American Bandmasters Association, an organization whose membership is by

invitation and recognizes “outstanding achievement in the field of the concert band and its music.” He is active
regionally, nationally and internationally as a guest conductor, conducting pedagogue, clinician and adjudicator, having
worked with professional musicians and students from all fifty states and over forty countries. In his first year as a
faculty member at Peabody, Harlan Parker reorganized the Peabody Conservatory Wind Ensemble in its present
format after several years of non-existence and was awarded the Peabody Student Council Faculty/Administration
Award for outstanding contributions to the Peabody Community. In the fall of 2000, he accepted the first graduate class
of Wind Conducting students. Graduates and students of the program are teachers and conductors in high schools and
colleges and conductors of military bands, with two recent Masters students accepting positions as conductors with the
United States Air Force. Dr. Parker received his Bachelor of Music from Emporia State University and his Master of
Music and Doctor of Philosophy in Music Education with an emphasis in Conducting from the University of Kansas and
has completed post-doctoral work at the Laban/Bartenieff Institute of Movement Studies in New York.
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alternately pitiful and malicious, and is continually fleeing
and looking for his cherished treasure, the Ring. 

IV. Journey in the Dark. The fourth movement
describes the laborious journey of the Fellowship of the
Ring, headed by the wizard Gandalf, through the dark
tunnels of the Mines of Moria. The slow walking cadenza
and the fear are clearly audible in the monotonous rhythm
of the low brass, piano and percussion. After a wild
pursuit by hostile creatures, the Orks, Gandalf is engaged
in battle with a horrible monster, the Balrog, and crashes
from the subterranean bridge of Khazad-Dûm in a
fathomless abyss. To the melancholy tones of a Marcia
funebre, the bewildered Companions trudge on, looking
for the only way out of the Mines, the East Gate of Moria. 

V. Hobbits. The fifth movement expresses the
carefree and optimistic character of the Hobbits in a
happy folk dance; the hymn that follows emanates from
the determination and noblesse of the hobbit folk. The
symphony does not end on an exuberant note, but is
concluded peacefully and resignedly, in keeping with the
symbolic mood of the last chapter The Grey Havens in
which Frodo and Gandalf sail away in a white ship and
disappear slowly beyond the horizon. 

Johan de Meij 

Symphony No. 2 ‘The Big Apple’
(A New York Symphony)

My Second Symphony is an ode to New York: not strictly
programmatic music but rather a musical interpretation of
the spirit, glamour and indifference of one of the most
fascinating cities in the world. 

The first movement, Skyline, depicts the massive
façade, the ‘global’ contours of New York; in the second
movement (Gotham) the brutal, chaotic aspects of the
metropolis are introduced. Listening to this symphony is
perhaps as enervating as an actual visit to Manhattan.
The listener is scarcely granted a moment of calm: even
the more subdued passages are invariably accompanied
by an obstinate rumbling in the background – the music
never really quietens down... 

The Big Apple
The name The Big Apple was often used during the
twenties by jazz musicians: if you managed to play in the
New York jazz clubs you had made it, you had the ‘Big
Apple’ in the palm of your hand! Today, however, the
bright red apple functions as a symbol of the city: a
welcome object in the souvenir shops, where post cards,
pencil sharpeners, T-shirts and posters depict in
countless variations this trademark of New York. The
subtitle of the second movement, Gotham, is another
nickname for the city. 

Times Square Cadenza
My initial plan of writing a three movement symphony with
a slow middle movement was soon abandoned since this
was not in keeping with the frenetic energy, turmoil and
the accelerated pulse beat that I always feel during my
visits to the Big Apple. To preserve the tension between
the two movements the idea emerged of a non-musical
intermezzo: Times Square Cadenza, a compilation of city
sounds I personally recorded, which links the two
movements of the symphony together into a single
uninterrupted whole. 

The musical language running through the entire work is
robust, angular and straightforward, unencumbered by
depth or philosophical reflection. The symmetry of the New
York street map together with the massive architecture of
the skyscrapers provided the structure of the thematic
material. For me, composing this work was both an
exploration of various musical styles as well as a tribute to
Aaron Copland, John Adams and Leonard Bernstein. 

The syncopated, restless interval structure of the first
theme on the horns, known as the ‘Skyline Motif’, follows
the contours of the impressive silhouette of the Big Apple.
From this motif all other themes are distilled, such as the
extended melodic lines on the English horn, later joined
by oboe and piano, and the massive sound blocks played
by the brass. The whole is surrounded by repeated
accompanying figures on the woodwinds, piano, harp and
mallets: a jumble of lights and the on-and-off flicker of
neon signs. 

The recurrent use of these repeated sound patterns
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of Gustav Holst’s The Planets. In that work the composer
‘deals with’ all the planets of the solar system, except
Earth. De Meij: “In Planet Earth I continue where Holst
stopped. Not just in a figurative sense, but also literally:
where The Planets ends with a six-part female choir and a
large orchestra, I open my first movement (titled Lonely
Planet) with a similar instrumentation and atmosphere.
After that, any comparison to Holst ends.”

After the opening movement, the composer
approaches the ‘lonely planet’ through a big bang that
launches the listener into the universe. The comets and
planets surround us in the opening part, through speakers
that are placed around the audience. For those electronic
sounds, De Meij has used the expertise of Joris de Man,
who knew perfectly how to transform his wishes and
fantasies in impressive extraterrestrial and eccentric
sounds.

De Meij had further assistance when he discovered,
through the grapevine, the ancient Greek Homeric
Hymns, from which he used the ode to Mother Earth
(Gaia in Greek) in the closing movement of the

symphony, entitled Mother Earth. “This ancient Greek ode
was exactly what I was looking for,” says De Meij. “A
classical text that I could use abstractly, but that
intrinsically sings the praises of the life energy of the
earth. Classicist Dr Adriaan Rademaker has helped me
place the text below the notes; he turned out to be well-
versed in music as well.”

Out of the cosmic waste of Movement I, the second
movement, Planet Earth, makes room for a pastoral,
aerial view of the beautiful landscapes of our planet. De
Meij: “In the second movement you hear the ‘big tune’ for
the first time, a heroic unison melody in six horns from
which much material is derived, each time in a different
form and context, throughout the whole symphony; an
endless hymn sung lustily, with which Homer was ahead
of me thousands of years ago: ‘I will sing praise of the
Earth, mother of all!’” In the finale, the composer pulls out
all the stops. All musicians contribute to this hymn and
bring the symphony to a brilliant close. 

Anthony Fiumara

8.573143-44 4

bears a certain resemblance to minimal music, and there
are also rhythmic influences of such musical styles as
jazz and ragtime. The addition of a harpsichord is not the
most obvious alternative in this context, but it is precisely
the rigid, hammering nervous system of this instrument
that fits so well into the orchestration. 

The theme of the second movement is based entirely
on the opening motif played by the brass; all possible
manifestations of this four-tone motif are then used, in the
accompanying figures as well as in the theme itself,
including an extended dialogue (or duel?) between the
timpani and the roto-toms. Apart from this, the second
motif, which begins with an octave jump, provides the
remaining musical building blocks. As the symphony
concludes, a contrapuntal form of the ‘Skyline Motif’
returns from the first movement. 

Symphony No. 2 ‘The Big Apple’ was commissioned
by the United States Air Force Band in Washington D.C.,
on the initiative of its commander and conductor,
Lieutenant Colonel Alan L. Bonner, and was composed
between October 1991 and September 1993. The official
premier performance was given in March 1994 during the
American Bandmasters Association Convention and the
Pacific Basin Music Festival in Honolulu, Hawaii. The
Dutch première was played by the Amsterdam Wind
Orchestra conducted by Heinz Friesen in Muziekcentrum
Vredenburg, Utrecht on 20th February 1994. 

The Big Apple was a finalist at the 14th International
Composition Competition in Corciano, Italy (1993) and
was awarded an honourable mention. 

My Second Symphony is dedicated to my parents. 

Johan de Meij

Symphony No. 3 ‘Planet Earth’
Anthony Fiumara in conversation with the composer

When Marcel Mandos, artistic director of the North
Netherlands Orchestra (NNO) approached Johan de Meij
with the request to write a symphony for his orchestra, the
composer knew immediately what the subject of this new
work would be. His First Symphony ‘The Lord of the
Rings’ has the trilogy of the same name by Tolkien as a

guiding principle; his Second Symphony ‘The Big Apple’ is
an homage to New York City. In fact, this latter symphony
was magnificently recorded by the NNO conducted by
Jurjen Hempel (QDisc 97035).

The Third Symphony, like the Second, has also
become an ode; not to a city or a region, but to the entire
earth in all its miraculous beauty and appearances: Planet
Earth. With regards to what inspires him, De Meij states: “I
always try to prevent my work from becoming ‘story-telling
music’. I like evoking images, but I mostly try to find it in
abstractions. And I keep looking for new roads to follow.
In my Third Symphony, the musical language and method
I’ve used differ from the first two.” 

Still, Planet Earth shows clear similarities to The Big
Apple – for example, the use of electronic sounds. “The
recorded city sounds in The Big Apple were a sort of
herald of the electronics that I use in the Third, continuing
the attainments of the Second Symphony rather than
those of the First Symphony. I use the extra-musical
framework not so much programmatically but rather as a
guideline, as a metaphor. When I think of motifs and
fragments, I immediately know if they fit the framework or
not. If they don’t, I save them for another piece.”

De Meij ’s music is often based on just a few
principles. For instance, in his Third Symphony, he uses
two triads that interlock on the piano keyboard: “I enjoy
limiting my material to a handful of tones or chords and
see what I can achieve with them. I always have to seek
out these motifs or cells: they arise gradually. At a certain
moment I start to see structures and variants in the few
notes. From my intuition I develop certain motifs.
Sometimes you plant such a seed and nothing comes out
of it, but another motif can suddenly turn out to be a huge
source of ideas.”

Planet Earth is the first symphony that De Meij
composed directly for symphony orchestra: his first two
symphonies and his cello concerto Casanova were
originally written for wind band, and later orchestrated.
However, De Meij has always seen himself as a
symphonic composer, because while his instrumentation
is for wind players, the classical symphony orchestra has
always been his guideline. 

The title of De Meij’s Third Symphony may remind us
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