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Ron MacKay's Fantasie:
An Introduction

Nathan Beeler

Background

The passing of Ron MacKay in April of 2008 marked a sad loss for the music
community in the Maritimes, as well as everywhere else people knew of
his dedicated and successful work. A musician, composer, teacher, mentor,
and friend, Ron left an indelible stamp on the students he taught, the young
teachers he mentored, and the community groups he fostered throughout his
career. On two occasions in the month of June, 2008, as this community
memorialized our colleague, I had the privilege to conduct his Fantasie.

Charles P. Allen High School Symphonic Band commissioned Ron
MacKay’s Fantasie in 2002. What followed was a wonderful experience for
the students and me. Ron sincerely wanted them to enjoy the piece and find it
musically satisfying to perform. He didn’t want this to be a “one performance
commission,” as he called it. So, he took the time to speak to the students,
listen to them play, and discuss with them the compositional process. The
result was a powerful, well-crafted, and emotionally challenging piece to
perform and conduct.

The Basics

Fantasie utilizes traditional concert-band instrumentation. It calls for
three flutes, with the third doubling on piccolo. There are only two horns.
The percussion section requires five players: timpani, melodic percussion
(bells and vibraphone), and three untuned percussion, including many
cymbal effects as well as snare drum, bass drum, and wind chimes. The
vibraphone is particularly essential to the soundscape of the work. The
piano part, though not extremely difficult, treats the instrument very much
as a soloist. Prominent solos also exist for euphonium, oboe, and trumpet.
Strong individual players in the upper woodwinds, bass clarinet, and alto
saxophones are required for the more chamber-like nature of certain sections
of the work, an aspect discussed in more detail below.

The written ranges of the brass instruments are as follows:
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The work is 98 measures long and the composer recommends a performance
time of 5 minutes and 25 seconds. Fantasie is in 3/4 time and is marked
Adagio: Rubato Dolente, which means sorrowfully, plaintively, as if in
mourning. A metronome marking of quarter-note = 52 begins the piece. It
is centered in g minor, utilizing the natural minor scale, with one transition
to D-flat major. The use of the minor dominant (there is not a raised seventh
in the work) gives the piece a modal feel, making the D-flat key seem
almost bright by comparison. This is one of the many compositional quirks
that make Fantasie so interesting and worthy of study and performance.
Rhythmically it is very accessible, with the greatest challenge being the
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triplet rhythm that appears in Example 2 (below). It is an appropriate work
for a high-school ensemble that performs music at the B400-B500 level.

Chamber Music

One of the more fascinating aspects of Fantasie is the suggestion of chamber-
ensemble performance within a piece for symphonic band. Throughout the
piece, there are sections that require a delicacy and sensitivity of playing
that provides excellent challenge and developmental opportunity for high-
school students. The composer rarely utilizes the full force of the ensemble;
instead, he demands a quality of independence for the musicians. There
are many opportunities for the conductor to sit back and listen to students
communicate with one another in small groupings. Several sections of this
piece could be rehearsed away from full-ensemble rehearsals.

The Specifics

As the title implies, Fantasie is relatively freely composed, though it roughly

takes the form of a set of variations based on this theme:
Adagio
Rubato Dolente

é =52 — 4 — ' —
el e wie et —*
g i e ==

-
—t

9:,‘5& =

&

{éJ

— —

S
s See

)
&
T

J

=

9P

Bt
1

EE=
-

T
R
ol

Example 1: Short-score reduction of the theme and harmonic accompaniment.

The theme is presented in four settings, though the version in Example
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1 (above) is actually not the first statement. In that statement, there is a
slight alteration of this theme; however, the following three variations are
consistent with Example 1. Between the second and third statements of the
theme is a short section that develops the second half of the melody in the
key of D-flat major.

mml-7:  An introduction. The delicate quality of the work is set up with
restricted instrumentation (solo horn, clarinets, flutes, trumpets
with harmon mutes, cymbals, and vibraphone). The melody of
the theme is utilized in a rising eighth-note motive rather than its
normal rhythm.

First statement of the theme, though slightly altered from the
following three statements. Delicately scored. This entire section
could be performed with nine woodwinds and percussion. The
loudest dynamic here is mf.

mm§-21:

mm?22-38: The second statement of the theme is marked Agitato. A
frenetic sixteenth-note accompaniment is introduced, first in the
clarinets, percussion, low brass, and woodwinds, then passed in
the melody’s B section to the 1 clarinets and flutes. The theme,
marked marcato, is performed in the trumpets, saxophones, and 1*
trombone. Underscoring the rhythmic drive here is a syncopated
ostinato in the horns and lower trombones. A dynamic of ff is
called for.

The triplet accompaniment is divided nicely between the low
brass and clarinets in the A section of the melody. In its B section,
however, the flute/1* clarinet part is almost unplayable from a
breathing standpoint. (See Example 2.)
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Example 2: Flutes 1 & 2, bars 31-33, original version.

The suggested edit in Example 3 could help the affected
instrumentalists:
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Example 3: Flutes 1 & 2, bars 31-33, suggested revision.

mm.39-51: This section is marked tranquillo and given a suggested
metronome marking of quarter-note = 72. The work transitions to
D-flatmajor. Although itis not marked, I include an accelerando in
measure 38. Beautiful low brass and clarinet chords accompany
first clarinet and either solo flute or the flute section as they play a
derivation of the B section of the melody. A beautiful rising five-
note motive follows in the solo horn, then solo oboe, solo trumpet,
and finally, solo alto saxophone.
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Example 4: mm. 45-51, rising sixteenth-note motive.
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Again, this section suggests a chamber-music style that contrasts
starkly with the previous section, and beautifully sets up what is to
follow. The loudest dynamic marking here is mp.

mm.52-68: This third statement of the theme is given a suggested metronome
marking of quarter-note = 52. The music transitions back to g
minor. A ritardando in measure 51, though not marked, facilitates
the transition. The first eight measures of this section consist of a
euphonium solo accompanied by arpeggiated chords in the piano.
As the euphonium solo continues, clarinets, bass clarinet, and
melodic percussion join. There is a lovely two-bar bass-clarinet
countermelody at the end of the section. The loudest dynamic
other than the soloist is p.

mm.69-86: The fourth and final statement of the theme begins with a
duet between solo trumpet on the melody and solo euphonium
on a counter-melody. The rising eighth-note motive from
the introduction is utilized again by the piano and clarinet to
accompany the soloists. Out of these delicate chamber-music
strata emerges a two-bar rush to the climactic moment of the work.
This two-bar build-up includes a crescendo both in dynamics and
instrumentation from pp to ff, with woodwind scales rushing to
the downbeat of measure 78 and the B section of the theme. The
ensemble at its full force lasts only six bars before the composer
withdraws these forces in a quick diminuendo at the end of the
section. A horn and alto saxophone counter-melody is added in
this statement of the theme to increase the tension from the very
similar second statement.
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mm.87-98: To close, the rising eighth-note motive in the clarinet from the
beginning combines with the theme in the solo horn. Accompanied
delicately by piano, percussion, and woodwinds, the work draws
to a quiet close. Percussion are directed to let their instruments
continue ringing into the silence after the last note is released into
the air.

Conclusion

It is appropriate that this compoisition begins and ends with a horn solo (Ron
MacKay’s instrument), which encourages us to remember that beauty can
be created out of loss. This piece is a fine addition to the Canadian wind-
band repertoire, as much for what it is not as for what it is. It is not written
to make allowances for high-school players but rather to challenge them.
This is probably the underpinning of Ron’s whole philosophy of music
education: don’t set limits. Rather, create expectations. This work is not
“about” something; it is simply a beautiful melody exploited beautifully. It
does not follow a pattern or formula, but is full of surprises and interesting
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moments that encourage repeat performance and study.

Fantasie is published by Ronmac Music under the catalogue number
MACO048. It is available from Buckley’s Music in Halifax (www.
buckleysmusic.com). If you have any problem obtaining it, contact me to
borrow my copy. A brass ensemble arrangement of Fantasie is included on
a memorial recording project entitled Legacy in Brass: The Brass Music of
Ron MacKay, by the community brass ensemble, Scotia Brass, released in
November 2008. It, too, is available through Buckley’s Music or from Jim
Forde (jimforde@hfx.eastlink.ca) for $16.

Nathan Beeler is a music
educator with the Halifax Regional
School Board. He teaches instrumental
music at Charles P. Allen High School in
Bedford, Nova Scotia. Nathan is also the
conductor of Scotia Brass, a community
brass ensemble. He may be reached at
nbeeler@staff.ednet.ns.ca

LEGACY IN Brass
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This recording pays tribute to one of Canada’s finest music

educators, band directors and former CBA President, Ron

MacKay who was also Music Director of Scotia Brass from
2000 until 2007. Cost: $16.00 — to order please contact Jim
Forde at: jimforde@eastlink.ca or phone (902) 479-0286.
All profits donated to the Nova Scotia Band Association’s “Ron
MacKay Music for Life Award."
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