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The most interesting thing in the file is a 
nondescript piece of scrap paper, thin 
and cheap, halved. Scrawled slantwise 

across the middle are three words and a date: 
“Kevin Oldham died 3/10/93.” The discovery of 
this cryptic note in the middle of a file full of orga-
nizational paperwork sends me off on a journey to 
find out who Kevin Oldham was, why he died, and 
how an organization like ACA came to preserve the 
occasion in their official papers with this little note. 

My first clues come from the context of the 
discovery itself. I’ve found the paper in a file labeled 
“AIDS Support Activities” which is in Box 43 of 
American Composers Alliance Official Records 
and Score Collections.* Most of the other papers 
in the folder document ACA’s involvement in the 
AIDS Music Emergency Network (AMEN). The 
stationery for AMEN lists both Rosalie Calabrese 
(then the Executive Director of ACA) and Kevin 
Oldham as members. All the papers in the file date 
from the early 1990s, approximately 1992-1994. 
In addition to the scrap of paper noting Oldham’s 
death, and formal correspondence on stationery, 
the file contains meeting summaries, advocacy 
plans, and press clippings. 

from Project Archivist
Christina Taylor Gibson By the time I make it to Google, I have already 

surmised that Oldham is a composer and performer 
who suffered from AIDS himself and was working 
to raise money and awareness when he died. Google 
adds three important things I did not already know: 
1) Kevin Oldham was 32 years old when he died, 2) 
his Andante Tranquillo (youtube link) is gorgeous, 
3) his papers are at the New York Public Library. 

At this point, I have all the tools I need to research 
and write at least two term papers, one about Kevin 
Oldham’s legacy and activism, and another about the 
classical music community’s response to AIDS. If I 
continued to dig into the materials at SCPA, I would 
find the Michael Seyfrit collection, a significant 
personal collection documenting another composer 
affiliated with ACA who lost a battle with AIDS in 
the 1990s. Either topic promises to tell a great deal 

about the classical music scene of the 1990s, and 
neither would have emerged as potential topics if I 
had not browsed the American Composers Alliance 
collections, lingering in files that seem intriguing 
for one reason or another. 

The process of learning through primary sources 
by cultivating serendipity is one of the great joys 
of humanistic research. At Special Collections in 
Performing Arts at the University of Maryland 
(SCPA), part of our mission is helping researchers 

The discovery of this cryptic 
note in the middle of a file full of 

organizational paperwork sends me 
off on a journey.

in Performing Arts
Special Collections

        American Composers Alliance and

at the University of Maryland

*part of the American Composers Alliance Official Records and 
Score Collections at Special Collections in Performing Arts at the 
University of Maryland (SCPA)
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in Performing Arts

AIDS & Classical Music (press clipping) - Box 43: “AIDS Support Activities”

find those moments in ways that further their 
growth as performers, scholars, and humans. We 
do this by partnering with organizations like ACA, 
and making their materials accessible to a broad 
community. 

The Collections
The complete ACA collections, which include 

25 linear feet of organizational records, over 1200 
contemporary music scores, and over 65 linear feet 
of affiliated personal collections, play an important 
role in helping us realize that mission. The earliest 
item is a score dating from 1905, but the bulk of the 
materials are from the later part of the 20th century, 
particularly 1970 and forward. In this way, the 
ACA collections augment SCPA’s other holdings, 
including institutional records and scores from 

the 21st Century Consort and the Contemporary 
Music Project. Because of the overlap of years and 
the nature of the materials relating to each of these 
organizations, performers and researchers alike have 
a wide variety of material to draw from at SPCA 
when investigating the period, including scores, 
recordings, and administrative paperwork. 

ACA has a foundational history that makes it 
particularly interesting. It was created in 1937 by 
Aaron Copland, Elliott Carter, Marc Blitzstein, 
Colin McPhee, Douglas Moore, Marion Bauer, 
and others, as one of a number of efforts to make 
art music composition a viable career path in a 
tenuous economic time. The stated mission of 
the organization was to increase the availability of 
scores, and to ensure fair compensation and credit 
to composers when their music was performed. 
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The future of ACA became more secure in 1944 
when they entered an agreement with BMI, which 
allowed ACA to partner with a nascent licensing 
organization in a flexible rights model. This means 
that composers enter specific agreements with ACA 
for a score or a set of scores, permitting revenue-
producing prints and performances in exchange for 
safe-keeping, promotion, and affiliation. 

The support offered to ACA composers has been 
strengthened through an affiliation with SCPA, 

where the scores have been stored since 2000. 
In recent years, SCPA has created a searchable 
database of the scores, and finding aids for all the 
relevant collections, so that these materials are 
accessible and appropriately contextualized. Except 
for breaks in response to the COVID pandemic, 
reference and borrowing privileges have continued, 
and we anticipate a high interest in the collection 
post-pandemic.

Current Uses
From its inception ACA strove to provide 

services and representation to composers who did 
not have careers in the commercial market. It also 
participated in relevant advocacy and promotion 
efforts. As a result, ACA scores offer a collection 
of lesser-known works representing all styles and 
approaches toward composition, and the official 
records and archives provide context for the nature 
and value of those scores.

During the past several years the growing 
call for greater equity within the Classical music 
community has provided an opening to revisit 
collections like ACA’s, where composers facing 

bias found professional support. There is a treasure 
trove of music by composers of color among ACA 
collections-pieces often unavailable by any other 
means. Requests for such scores have been growing 
over the past few years; we routinely pull works by 
T.J. Anderson, Leslie Adams, Frederick Tillis, and 
Dorothy Rudd Moore. 

One request for a Dorothy Rudd Moore score 
sent me on another research journey. What I found 
was an intriguing interrogation of the meaning 
of freedom in Moore’s opera Frederick Douglass, 
especially in the aria paraphrasing Douglass’s famous 
Fourth of July speech. When combined with the 
paperwork documenting the bias Moore faced in 
her own career, a rich meditation emerged. The 
result was a small exhibit of her scores and papers 
in the Lowens reading room outside SCPA’s offices, 
allowing many more people to become familiar 
with her art.

The ACA organizational papers document the 
continual work involved in keeping such composers 
in the public eye. It was this aspect to the collections 

One request for a 
Dorothy Rudd Moore score sent me 

on another research journey.

What I found was an intriguing 
interrogation of the meaning of 

freedom.

AMEN flier - Box 43: “AIDS Support Activities”
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Benefit Concert for United AIDS Relief Effort - Flier, 1993
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that drew William Robin, Assistant Professor of 
Musicology at the University of Maryland. In 
spring 2019, he brought a class of students to SCPA 
to study ACA’s records as part of a graduate-level 
seminar. Each student was required to identify 
several documents of musicological significance; 
one student wrote a paper on the relationship 
between ACA and BMI. 

In select instances composers have donated 
personal collections; these collections provide 

researchers with additional context for their work. 
For example, over the past several years we have 
heard from several researchers interested in studying 
the music and career of Aaron Avshalomov, who 
is known for his works blending Chinese and 
Western musical traditions. Researchers interested 
in Avshalomov come to us because, in addition 
to the 20+ ACA scores, the Avshalomov family 
donated around 30 manuscript scores and over 50 
printed scores to SCPA as part of a personal score 
collection. Collectively these resources demonstrate 
the evolution of Avshalomov’s work over time, 
and allow intensive study of particular pieces and 
compositional themes.

Although ACA materials have
already been used in interesting, 
creative ways, there are so many 

more possibilities.

Future Uses of the ACA Collections
The future of the ACA collections at UMD 

depends on our collective ability to recognize and 
capitalize upon the integral value of the materials at 
our disposal. In practical terms, the work runs the 
gamut from continued processing and preservation 
measures to creative collaborations with composers, 
performers, and scholars. SCPA and ACA continue 
to share the benefits of a close partnership with 
a shared goal to bring greater attention and 
appreciation to this body of American music.   

Since the collections arrived, we’ve made a great 
deal of progress. Apart from some small exceptions, 
the ACA archive collections, official papers, and 
affiliated collections have been processed and are 
fully searchable through online finding aids and 
our score database. Now that the University of 
Maryland is reopened to full service, we are able to 
welcome researchers  to our reading room, and we 
continue to provide assistance through the many 
virtual tools available to us.

We are aware that the research areas mentioned 
above are likely to be central to music studies in 
the future, including exploration of lesser-known 
composers and the study of the institutions 
supporting and furthering the creation of new 
music. SCPA’s focus on acquiring and promoting 
material that documents the new music scene in 
the U.S. will allow researchers to make connections 
among various collections in the repository, 
including those under the ACA umbrella.

And yet, although ACA materials have already 

Opening to “Bill” from Eight Love Poems by Michael Seyfrit
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been used in interesting, creative ways, there are 
so many more possibilities. The scores represent a 
wide range of styles and instrumentations-we have 
graphic, dissonant scores for just one instrument, 
traditional opera or symphony orchestra scores for 
large ensembles, and everything in-between. Most 
present an opportunity to play or hear music that 
is largely absent from the current soundscape, but 
is nonetheless representative. The history of ACA 
as an organization deserves more attention in our 
narrative of American music history, because it 
shows the benefits and frustrations of collective 
advocacy over nearly a century. Most of all the 
documentation available allows researchers to trace 
connections between the sound and culture of ACA 
to the American zeitgeist more generally and back to 
other performing arts organizations in the country.

Funding continues to be an obstacle for both 
organizations, and there will always be projects 
that we want to launch or accelerate but cannot. 
Right now there is an ongoing effort to deal with 
preservation issues across the score collections. 
Several scores suffer from sticky ink where pages 
stick together in such a way that peeling them 
apart renders the scoring illegible. When we run 
across such a score, we send it to preservation where 
they freeze it so that the pages can be separated, 
and refile it with interleaving pages to prevent 
the problem from returning. Right now this 
project is slow and piecemeal-we simply do not 
have the staff and freezer space to do large batch 
remediation. Similarly we would like the database 
that allows us to search across the collections to be 
publicly available through the SCPA website, but 
that is a large project that requires time and money 
resources.

This is not to say that preservation is our only 
or greatest wish for the ACA collections, although 
it is a necessary focus of our attention. Unfettered 
by practical concerns, there are endless possibilities 

for these holdings. For example, imagine a post-
COVID concert reflecting on pandemic music 
that used the AIDS crisis materials mentioned 
at the beginning of this article. It could involve 
performances of music by Michael Seyfrit and 
Kevin Oldham alongside exhibits of related archival 
materials, and classes on the music and advocacy.

No one should be limited by my imagination. 
The best way for each of us to ensure the continued 
health of the ACA collections is to simply stay 
engaged with them. If we keep having a steady 
stream of performers, composers, scholars, and 
researchers asking questions about this repertoire 
and organizational history, we will be as relevant (or 
more) to the next generation of musicians as we are 
to this one. SCPA’s staff is here to help folks realize 
their creative projects, in all forms and contexts. 

Christina Taylor Gibson

The relationship between SCPA and ACA is part of a 
wider circle that includes the UMD School of Music, with 
two distinguished faculty scholars who are American Music 
specialists, and numerous performance faculty who have an 
outstanding record of commissioning and premiering new 
music and new American works in particular. The Clarice 
Smith Center for the Performing Arts and the National 
Orchestral Institute are also partners in commissiong and 
presenting new American work, so the environment at 
UMD comprises a synergistic merging of interests that 
strongly support the mission of ACA to preserve the past and 
build a future for new American Music. 

Robert L. Gibson
Professor of Composition (UMD)

and Board of Governors (ACA)

Funding continues to be an obstacle 
for both organizations.

The best way for each of us to ensure 
the continued health of the ACA 

collections is to simply stay engaged 
with them.
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Article Supplement:

ACA Composers and AIDS

Notes by Henry Gale

The late 1980s and 90s held a particular 
terror for gay men in the form of AIDS; 
even more so for those in the arts. Music 

critic and producer Joseph Dalton led a late-90s 
research project that found, in classical music 
(western art music), at least one hundred thirty-two 
composers and two hundred thirty-nine performers 
had died of AIDS in the US. 

“When it comes to composers, [Dalton] says it has 
surprised him “how deep and broad the effect of this, 
how many people have been lost. I didn’t know it was 
going to be so many. [...] There were a few composers 
who were well known — Kevin Oldham, Chris 
DeBlasio, Lee Gannon — they were young attractive 
guys that were out about having AIDS, so people knew 
about them. I thought they were a large part of my 
work. They were the tip of the iceberg. There are so 
many more.”              

Molly Sheridan
  NewMusicBox, Nov. 1, 2001

The explorations of these composers’ works and 
lives certainly deserve deeper research than the 
quick overview given here. Nonetheless, ACA is 
proud to make available, promote, and support the 
research and performance of these composers and 
their music.

Michael Seyfrit, mentioned in the previous ACA 
article (“The American Composers Alliance and 
Special Collections in Performing Arts”) died at 
the age of 46, in 1994. ACA has 52 works of his 
available, including the newly-recorded Pages from 
my Diary for solo flute.

Jack Briece died at the age of 43 in 1988. ACA 
has 17 of his works available. His Infinity Crescendi 
for flute will be included in the upcoming anthology 
Strange Imaginary Works for Flute.

Lee Gannon died at the age of 36 in 1996. 
Though Dalton speaks of him as being “known,” 
he has disappeared into obscurity over the past 
quarter-century. ACA has 29 of his works currently 
available, several of which are also included in the 
new Lee Gannon: Music for Flute anthology.

2 Etude-Caprices (1983)

March (1984)
for flute and piano

6 Etudes (on Modern techniques) (1989)

DERELICT (1989)
for flute alone

Three Pieces in Crystal (1990)
for flute and harp (with flutist doubling alto and piccolo)
or flute and piano

Lee Gannon: Music for Flute
Etudes and Concert Works
The American Composers Alliance presents the collected flute works of Lee Gannon, several published 
for the first time. 

The 2 Etude-Caprices are early Gannon works, written with an evident flutists’ eye for style - clear 
strains of Kohler and Hindemith meld, resulting in contrasting etudes (the first romantic, the second 
fleet) filled with sly chromaticism and unexpected harmonic shifts that foreshadow later developments 
in Gannon‘s musical language.

The March was penned before Gannon began his full expansion into his compositional powers. Much 
like the Etude-Caprices, it was probably created as a bit of a challenge to the composer himself - the 
clean staccato tonguing at forte, the embouchure technique required for smooth large leaps, and the 
requirement of an attractive yet forceful sound in the altissimo register.

The more mature Six Etudes spring from Gannon’s deep familiarity with musical Modernity as a 
composer - with an understanding of current musical trends, and an intent to preserve and teach them 
from the perspective of a (deserved) expert. The Etudes cover several techniques used frequently in 
Modern music: new ways of expressing accel. and rit., measureless rhythms, looping repeats, spatial 
notation, trills as note timbre, and box notation.

Gannon composed DERELICT in 1989 to exploit his own technique as a flutist. A number of extended 
techniques are used such as harmonics, flutter-tonguing, and most notable, slap tonguing. The first 
section is constructed using a seven note set of pitches that is arranged in various ways, which 
represents the HIV virus. The second section contrasts with the first by using more melodic material 
that is very serene, even delicate. In the third and final section, there is a struggle between the musical 
material used in the first two sections.

The Three Pieces in Crystal are the closest Gannon comes to writing a standard recital work for his 
own instrument, and they allow the concert flutist to explore Gannon’s music alongside other great 
American flute repertoire of the late 20th Century. One might think he would appreciate being thought of 
in the same breath as his teachers or contemporaries - Copland’s Duo, Griffes’s Poem; Liebermann’s 
Sonata; ...and Gannon’s Three Pieces, perhaps.

co
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979-0-800148-46-0

A M E R I C A N
C O M P O S E R S
A L L I A N C EACA

ACA GANL 013

A M E R I C A N
C O M P O S E R S
A L L I A N C EACA

ACA GANL 013

Etudes and Concert Works
for flute alone, with piano,
and with harp

Lee Gannon: Music for Flute
Etudes and Concert Works for flute alone, with piano, and with harp

This new collection brings together Lee Gannon’s complete works for flute, 
most engraved for the first time, and with Gannon’s available notes and the 
editor’s additional commentary. The works are emminently suited for flute 
- the composer was a flutist himself - and somewhat poignantly suggest the 
quality of further flute works Gannon might have written, had he lived longer.

SOLOS   Two Etude-Caprices  /  Six Etudes  /  DERELICT
FLUTE AND PIANO   March  /  Three Pieces in Crystal (arr.)
FLUTE AND HARP   Three Pieces in Crystal
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Sam was my cat. Sam isn’t with us anymore. I 
miss Sam. I remember him best sitting on the front 
porch. I used to let him out and he would go to 
the same spot each time. Sometimes he would run 
madly around the house chasing the other cats, 
or sometimes he would just sit still on top of the 
scratching post with his eyes barely cracked open 
and you just knew he was watching you. Sam was 
a sly cat. So, I wrote “Music for Sam” to remember 
him by.

My home was built in 1926. Because of its age, 
you can hear many creaks and groans on most any 
quiet evening. “A Quiet Evening” is the only one 
of these pieces that uses a twelve-tone row. This 
movement may be played in a shortened version 
which uses cuts designated by the composer. After 
all, the night can be long, and I usually sleep through 
it anyway! (If you should find yourself sleeping 
through the long version, I wouldn’t be offended.)

I live in a “historic” neighborhood that consists 
of many different types of people. Some of them 
are wealthy folks who have moved in to restore old 
homes. Some folks have always lived there and can 
remember the fire of 1916 that burned down all 
of the wooden Victorian homes. Some folks came 
to the neighborhood later when things started to 
get run down a bit. Sometimes the “red-neck” types 
have lovers’ quarrels in the street, and sometimes 
small children run around naked in front of their 
overcrowded homes. “The Neighborhood” is a rondo.

These pieces were composed for my friend, 
Nan Ellis, and were first performed by her at the 
University of Southern California.

Also from the missing voices series,
in newly published 2nd editions:

Lee Gannon
Aurora for solo violoncello

	     	 DERELICT for solo flute

Michael Seyfrit
Pages From My Diary for solo flute

Ritual for tenor and piano

Jack Briece
Three Pieces for Unaccompanied Trombone

COPYRIGHT © 1989 LEE GANNON     ALL RIGHTS RESERVED
PUBLISHED AND DISTRIBUTED BY AMERICAN COMPOSERS ALLIANCE

FIVE EXPERIENCES
for PIANO

LEE GANNON
1989

Excitingly, the music of Seyfrit, Briece, and 
Gannon is slated for new editions as part of ACA’s 
Missing Voices of AIDS series. This series presents 
the music alongside in-depth background infor-
mation, with cleaned prints or new engravings (if 
needed, and thanks to generous volunteers), and 
with the ultimate motive of recovering musical 
developments and ideas that were mostly aban-
doned when the composers died.

The first entry in the series, Lee Gannon’s 
Five Experiences for Piano (now available), is an 
intriguing collection of small tone poems. On the 
next few pages you will find the score to the third 
Experience: Music for Sam.

Lee Gannon  |  Five Experiences for Piano  |  page ii

Lee Gannon
1960-1996
from professor M. Gregory Martin

My desire is to write music that illustrates the fact 
that it is the struggle of life that is life. I do the same 
thing a novelist does. I write, I make commentary on 
the world in musical terms. I’ve done several pieces of 
music about AIDS. In fact, I find that as far as my 
writing is concerned, I’m either writing about AIDS 
or I’m writing to get away from it.

—Lee Gannon
Jan. 1994. Texas Alcalde 1

Donald Lee Gannon Junior was born in Nashville, 
Tennessee on May 18, 1960, to parents Donald Lee and 
Juanita Gannon. Lee was the youngest of three siblings. 
From a very early age, Lee began to exhibit musical talent. 
Even as early as the age of three, Lee could match pitch, 
remember lyrics to church hymns and family songs and, 
according to his mother who taught piano, displayed an 
innate rhythmic capability. It was at this age as well that 
Lee began playing the piano, an instrument with which 
he was fascinated. According to his mother, Lee would 
sit at the piano and practice for hours at a time.

At the age of four, Lee, as he was called by his 
friends and family, composed his first melodies and 
at five began to display exceptional aural skills as he 
managed to imitate his sister’s piano playing - mistakes 
and all. At Thurman Francis Middle School Lee joined 
the band and began to study the flute. Lee credited his 
music teacher at the time, Lenelle Marable Smithson, 
for generating interest in that instrument. It was also 
at this time that Lee was introduced to the instruments 
of the recorder family, an event that would provide an 
important outlet for his compositions later in life.

During his childhood, Lee contracted histoplasmosis, 
a lung disease resulting from a fungal infection that had 
damaged his lungs. Additionally, Lee suffered from a 
congenital condition in which his lungs were afflicted 
with small pockets of useless tissue. These challenges 
would eventually shape Lee’s life and steer him to pursue 
composition as a career.

At age thirteen, Lee began attending Smyrna High 
School where he played in the band and also began to 
learn the recorder. His talent was so expansive and his 
learning curve so celeritous that he was soon allowed 
to perform with the adult recorder choir at a Baptist 
church in Murfreesboro, TN as well as a baroque 
ensemble at the Peabody College of Education, located 

on the Vanderbilt University campus in Nashville, 
Tennessee. David Wilkes, a long time friend of Lee’s and 
the Assistant Director of Development with The Atlanta 
Opera in Atlanta, Georgia, described Lee’s playing as 
follows: “Lee played every instrument he took up very 
beautifully with tremendous expression.” 2

Following high school, Lee attended Tennessee Tech 
University in Cookeville, Tennessee where personal dif-
ficulties seemed to present insurmountable difficulties. 
After only six weeks of classes, Lee dropped out and 
returned home. The following semester, Lee lived at 
home and took several classes at Middle Tennessee State 
University in Murfreesboro, Tennessee. Unfortunately, 
this attempt was also unsuccessful and after only a few 
weeks, Lee dropped out and got a job.

Lee's next attempt at higher education occurred a 
year later when he attended the University of Louisville 
in Louisville, Kentucky. This time, his efforts were 
rewarded and he successfully completed two years. 
From there he briefly attended the Cleveland Institute 
of Music in Cleveland, Ohio, but desperately missed 
his family so he once again returned to LaVergn, TN 
and continued his education at Belmont College located 
in Nashville. It was during this time that Lee met the 
love of his life. This relationship, which lasted until his 
partner’s death from an AIDS-related illness in January 
1996, would have a profound affect on Lee throughout 
the remainder of his life. He stayed at Belmont College 
for two years where he found the discipline he needed to 
compose. “Belmont made me produce and at that point 
in my life that was what I needed, to produce work. And 
I did.” 3

During this time Lee was encouraged to apply to 
the Eastman School of Music by faculty members Glenn 
West and his wife Betsy Marvin West who knew Lee 
from his summers at the Sewanee Music Camp that he 
attended during high school. Betsy Marvin West, who 
is now an academic dean at Eastman and her husband 
Glen West, a composer who teaches in the Eastman 
Community Education Division were close friends 
of Lee’s. It was at their urging that Lee applied and 
subsequently was accepted to Eastman.

When he went to Eastman, Lee already knew he was 
HIV positive even though he did not publicize his con-
dition. While at Eastman, the disease coupled with his 
already difficult respiratory issues took a severe toll on 
his health. Lee suffered a collapsed lung, which resulted 
in operations to remove the lining from both lung cavi-
ties. Conversely, it was also at Eastman that Lee enjoyed 
his greatest collegiate success to date. He studied flute 
and took composition lessons. Lee composed several 
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Lee Gannon

FIVE EXPERIENCES
for PIANO (1989)

From the Composer
Each of these piano pieces is based on a three 

note set of pitches, except for the last which is much 
more free. This was done as an exercise for myself. I 
wanted to see how expressive and varied the music 
could be with these limitations.

“In Midair” is a representation of my impressions 
of a flight in an airplane. Occasionally there are 
turbulent winds, but most of the time the winds are 
calm. Sometimes you have to change planes, which 
can be a drag.

After finally reaching my destination, there is a 
calm ride home in the car. On the way I usually 
think about what my return home will be like, and 
the things I will do, and the friends I will see. My 
contemplation of these things are represented in 
“On Arriving Home.”
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III.  MUSIC FOR SAM
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