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Jacob Needleman’s commentary during the video portions of Inspired by 
America comes almost entirely from his book, The American Soul. Dr. 
Needleman is a professor of philosophy at San Francisco State University. He 
was educated at Harvard, Yale and the University of Freiburg, Germany. He is 
the author of many books including The American Soul, The Wisdom of Love, 
Time and the Soul, The Heart of Philosophy, Lost Christianity, and Money and 
the Meaning of Life. The American Soul is now available in paperback. 
 
Some film segments in Inspired by America are backed by music written and 
performed by legendary jazz composer Charles Mingus. The name of the film 
segment, followed by the title of the accompanying Mingus composition are 
shown below: 
 
Identity -  Group Dancers, Copyright Jazz Workshop, Inc. 1963 
 
Listening – Pussy Cat Dues, Copyright Jazz Workshop, Inc. 1959 
 
Hope of the World – Fables of Faubus, Copyright Jazz Workshop, Inc. 1959 
 
Meditation on the Face of Lincoln – Meditation on Inner Peace, Copyright Jazz 
Workshop, Inc. 1965 
 
Thomas Jefferson – Meditations on Integration (or For a Pair of Wire-Cutters), 
Copyright Jazz Workshop, Inc 1964 
 
Frederick Douglass – Freedom, Copyright Jazz Workshop, Inc. 1963 

 
 

PROGRAM NOTES 
 
Samuel Barber   Adagio for Strings 
 
American composer Samuel Barber (1910-1981) originally composed his “Adagio 
for Strings” as the second movement of his First String Quartet, Op. 11 in 1936.  
Two years later, at the request of the legendary conductor Arturo Toscanini, 
Barber rewrote the work for string orchestra.  The premiere of this version was 
broadcast from New York on November 5, 1938 to millions of listeners across 



America.  Written when the composer was just 26, it is Barber’s most popular 
work and is also one of the most popular and recognizable works of the twentieth 
century.  The piece is often considered the “unofficial American anthem of 
mourning” and was performed at the funerals of two American presidents:  
Roosevelt and Kennedy. 
 
 
 
 
Charles Ives   String Quartet No. 1 
 
American composer Charles Ives (1874-1954) is considered one of the first great 
composers of American classical music.  His music was largely ignored during 
his lifetime, and only began to gain recognition when he stopped composing in 
1925.  Ives was the son of an Army bandmaster who taught him enthusiasm and 
curiosity about sound.  Ives began composing by the age of 12, and by 14 he 
was the youngest church organist in Connecticut. 
 
Charles Ives’ First String Quartet was written in 1896 when the composer was a 
21-year old student at Yale.  The piece has two nicknames: “A Revival Meeting” 
and “From the Salvation Army” and is based on traditional hymns.  
 
Movement 1 is a fugue, with two hymns being quoted as subject and 
countersubject (“Missionary Hymn” and “Coronation”).  Movement 2 is in ternary 
form (A-B-A) and quotes two more hymns:  “Beulah Land” and “Shining Shore.” 
 
 
Antonin Dvorak   Quartet in F, Op. 96 (“American”) 
 
Czech composer Antonin Dvorak (1841-1904) wrote his Op. 96 String Quartet in 
June of 1893, while he and his family were on vacation in the Czech community 
of Spillville, Iowa.  Dvorak was in the U.S. as director of the National 
Conservatory of Music in New York.  The first work he wrote in Spillville was the 
“New World” Symphony, where he used elements from Native American and 
African-American melodies from folk songs.  In the case of the “American” 
Quartet, Dvorak said that he was sending a ‘musical postcard’ to his native land, 
including “impressions and greetings from the New World.”  In this way, Dvorak 
was truly “inspired by America.” 
 
 
Charles Tomlinson Griffes  Two Sketches Based on Native American 
Themes 
 
American composer Charles Tomlinson Griffes (1884-1920) was considered one 
of the most gifted composers of his generation.  His “Two Sketches Based on 
Native American Themes” was written in 1919, the year before his death.  In his 



first of two sketches, Griffes bases the music on a “Farewell Song of the 
Chippewa Indians” and instructs the players to create effects that sound “like 
Indian drums.”  The second sketch is his impression of a Native American dance. 
 
Jennifer Higdon   Impressions 
 
American composer Jennifer Higdon (1962-  ) wrote her fourth string quartet, 
titled “Impressions,” for the Cypress String Quartet in 2003, as part of the 
Quartet’s “Call & Response” series, an annual Cypress project in which a new 
piece of music is commissioned in “response” to two masterworks of string 
quartet repertoire.  “Impressions” was written as a response to the quartets of 
Debussy and Ravel.  The second movement, “Quiet Art,” is about the solitude in 
which artists work, and the passion and consistency that help to create a work of 
art.  Jennifer Higdon teaches at the Curtis Institute of Music in Philadelphia, and 
is one of the most sought-after composers of our time. 
 
 
Dan Coleman   quartetto ricercare 
 
American composer Dan Coleman (1972- ) composed his String Quartet No. 1:  
“quartetto ricerare” in 1999 for the Cypress String Quartet, as part of the Call & 
Response” series.  The piece was written in response to Mozart’s Quartet K. 464 
and Beethoven’s Quartet, Op. 18 No. 5.  Mr. Coleman states, “I took my cue from 
Mozart and Beethoven, and wrote a series of variations. But in my quartet the 
‘theme’ upon which these variations are based is never explicitly stated. The 
ricercare movements of Baroque music are wandering preludes that introduce 
more stable material. The ricercare of my title refers to the fact that the theme is 
being discovered over time.”  Dan Coleman resides in Tucson, Arizona, where he 
is in his fifth season as composer-in-residence of the Tucson Symphony. 
 
 
Benjamin Lees   Quartet No. 5 
 
American composer Benjamin Lees (1924-  ) composed his Quartet No. 5 for the 
Cypress String Quartet in 2002, as part of the “Call & Response” series. The 
Quartet was written as a response to Shostakovich’s Quartet No. 11 and Britten’s 
Quartet No. 3.  The third movement is titled, “Quick, quiet” and is like a gossamer 
thread.  Benjamin Lees was nominated for a Grammy Award in 2003 and resides 
in Palm Springs, California. 
 
Elena Ruehr     Quartet No. 4, and Red, for solo violin 
 
American composer Elena Ruehr (1963-) composed her Quartet No. 4 for the 
Cypress String Quartet in 2004, as part of the “Call & Response” series.  The 
Quartet was written as a response to Mozart’s “Dissonant” Quartet, K. 465 and 
Beethoven’s Quartet, Op. 59, no. 3.  The second movement, “Aria” begins with 



an extended duet between the cello and viola.   Elena Ruehr composed “Red, for 
solo violin” for Cypress violinist, Cecily Ward, in 2006.  “Apple” is the second 
movement of the piece.  Ms. Ward premiered “Red” in Port Townsend, 
Washington at the Centrum Summer Chamber Music Festival.  Elena Ruehr 
teaches at M.I.T., and has been composer-in-residence with the Boston Modern 
Orchestra Project since 2000. 

 

Benjamin Franklin   String Quartet 
 

Benjamin Franklin (1706-1790) is very well known as a person of many talents 
but it was only recently discovered, circa 1945, that the man who played with 
lightning also probably wrote a string quartet. Though there is some dispute 
about his authorship, it is now generally believed he did indeed compose this 
charming piece of music comprised of 16 notes to be played without left-hand 
fingering, using only the bow. Franklin’s ingenuity, profound curiosity and 
intellect, self-reliance, and enlightened spirit for life make this light hearted piece 
of music a perfect accompaniment to our examination of his lasting contribution 
to the American legacy. 

 

 
 

 
Inspired by America 

 
 
In this groundbreaking performance, the Cypress String Quartet melds live 
American chamber music with film, spoken word and stage lighting to create an 
evocative portrait of the American spirit. 
 
Inspired by America is rooted in two beliefs that mirror each other: chamber 
music can bring new perspective to the question of what it means to be an 
American, while exploring this question can bring new life to chamber music.  
 
With a stirring performance of live music, original film from Emmy Award-winning 
director Michael Schwarz, and spoken word from noted author and astute 
observer of American culture, Jacob Needleman, the Cypress String Quartet 
takes the exploration of American identity into realms beyond the confines of 
words. The Cypress’ sublime virtuosity transports audiences to those dreamlike 
places only great music can take them. 
 



Traditional chamber music has its roots largely in Europe, as do many of the 
forces and ideas infusing American character. Like the peoples of Europe who 
came to these shores seeking a better life, the music migrated across the ocean 
and found a home, where a group of composers still carry on this rich tradition in 
the light of their unique American experience.  
 
While a performance of this nature cannot comprehensively address our nation’s 
history, Inspired by America challenges each member of the audience to grapple 
with his or her own conception of what Jacob Needleman calls “The American 
Soul.” 
 
Dr. Needleman’s book titled “The American Soul” sets the tone for the journey, 
beginning with the ideals of the founding fathers. The unique spirit of America is 
examined in light of other culturally formative influences, including the moral 
challenge issued by Frederick Douglas and the deep character of Abraham 
Lincoln. The impacts of slavery and wrongs perpetrated against Native 
Americans are acknowledged in stark contrast to the promise America has 
represented for waves of immigrants and the world. 
 
Film brings this narrative to life while music from the Cypress String Quartet 
gives you time and inspiration to ponder our past and our future.  
 
Interspersed with film segments, the Cypress performs movements of chamber 
music written by American composers or inspired by the American spirit. 
Contemporary selections are drawn from a vital library of music commissioned by 
the Cypress to carry forward this important tradition. 
 

 
 

CYPRESS STRING QUARTET 
 
The Cypress String Quartet has captivated audiences around the world with 
virtuoso performances, including concerts at the Kennedy Center, the 
Chautauqua Institute, the Ravinia Festival, the Lied Centers of Kansas and 
Nebraska, the Krannert Center, Wolf Trap Foundation for the Performing Arts, 
M.I.T. and Stanford Lively Arts. Featured in Chamber Music Magazine as a 
“Generation X ensemble to watch”, Quartet members Cecily Ward &Tom Stone, 
violins; Ethan Filner, viola; and Jennifer Kloetzel, cello; blend outstanding 
performance with innovative programming and exemplary leadership in 
education and outreach.   
 
Praised the Los Angeles Times for their “assured, mature and thorough” 
interpretations of the classical repertoire, the Cypress is reaching out in new 
ways to ignite interest in chamber music. In  2007, the Quartet melds tradition 
with technology in its premier of Inspired by America, a multi-media collaboration 
with best-selling author Jacob Needleman and Emmy Award-winning film maker 



Michael Schwarz. Supported by funding from the National Endowment for the 
Arts, and blending live music, original film and the spoken word, this performance 
fuses precision playing with world-class technology to create an evocative, 
thought-provoking portrait of the American spirit. Inspired by America debuted at 
the Lied Center of Kansas and the Krannert Center at the University of Illinois in 
January 2007. 
 
Since its inception in 1996, the Cypress String Quartet has built a respected body 
of new music, commissioning and premiering over 25 works from many of 
America’s leading composers. A piece commissioned last season came from 
2005 Grawemeyer Award winning composer, George Tsontakis. Two other 
composers recently commissioned by the Cypress have been nominated for 
Grammy Awards for Best Classical Composition: Benjamin Lees (2003) and 
Jennifer Higdon (2004). Four Cypress-commissioned works appear on Chamber 
Music America’s list of “101 Great American Ensemble Works”.  In the 2007, a 
new commission for the Cypress was composed by Daniel Asia, recipient of the 
most competitive grants and fellowships in music, including a Meet The 
Composer/ Reader's Digest Consortium Commission, a Guggenheim Fellowship, 
and four NEA Composers Grants. 
 
In addition to the premier performances of Inspired by America at the Lied and 
Krannert Centers, highlights of recent and current Cypress seasons include 
performances with Arizona Friends of Chamber Music, University of Maryland, 
University of Florida Performing Arts, the Raymond F. Kravis Center for the 
Performing Arts, Columbus, El Paso, Honolulu and San Jose Chamber Music 
Societies --  along with statewide tours with the Lied Centers of Kansas and 
Nebraska celebrating the 150th anniversary of the Kansas-Nebraska Act with a 
co-commission of a quartet by American composer, Dan Coleman.   
 
As Quartet-in-Residence at San José State University, the Cypress String 
Quartet’s strengths in performance and education combine to serve the 
University and the greater Silicon Valley community.  Named an “Exemplary Arts 
Educator” by the California Arts Council, the Quartet’s groundbreaking Call & 
Response program has impacted thousands of students in dozens of Bay Area 
schools.  The Cypress has reached an estimated 100,000 students through 
educational activities including Native Americans in rural New Mexico and inner-
city students in Los Angeles, Philadelphia and Chicago.  In September 2004 the 
Cypress was selected by the faculty of the Juilliard School for the “McGraw-Hill 
Companies’ Robert Sherman Award for Music Education and Community 
Outreach” in recognition of their national leadership in education. 
 
The Cypress String Quartet resides in San Francisco, California.   
 
www.cypressquartet.com 
 
 



 
 


