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Program Note 

The significant theme of this work asks the question “What is 

Joy,” and how we interpret this in our daily lives.  Throughout 

the work we are asked to explore what joy means to us and 

the responsibility it takes to create that joy in our every day.  

Oliver Mayer, who is an Associate Professor of Dramatic 

Writing at the USC School of Theatre, wrote the original text 

for this piece, which explores this question of the meaning of 

joy.  Inspired by Yeats’ poem Vacillations, the text moves 

through the emotions that Joy can bring, from being blessed, 

to questioning reason and responsibility, finding our way from 

darkness to light, and feeling exhilaration in discovering what 

Joy means for each of us.  In setting the text, I wanted to 

explore and interweave this musical theme of Joy throughout 

the work.  The piano, orchestra, and choir work together 

excitedly to ask the question of what is joy, to tell the story of 

searching for it, and at other times quietly expressing emotion 

through unaccompanied choir, piano solo, or instrumental 

interlude.   

This unique orchestration of piano, choir, and chamber 

orchestra, shared with Beethoven’s Choral Fantasy, allows this 

ensemble to create a colorful world to explore joy, happiness, 

and the feeling that “we are blessed, and can bless.” The 

piano throughout the work is extremely important in telling 

the story, but it does not stand alone in this task.  The piano, 

choir, and orchestra work symbiotically:  the piano as the 

individual voice supported by the choir, or the voice of many 

individuals seeking what Joy means to them through the 

colors and contrasts of the orchestra.  All involved play an 

equally important part, often coming back to the theme of joy 

and happiness.   Borrowing text from Yeats’ poem Vacillations: 

“While on the shop and street I gazed 

My body of a sudden blazed; 

And twenty minutes more or less 

It seemed, so great my happiness 

That I was blessed and could bless”,  

it becomes apparent that through even the simplest of 

moments, if we remain present, we will realize that we ARE 

joy – we are the poems, the songs, and the blessed that can 

bless.   

Commissioned by the Long Beach Camerata Singers under the 

direction of Dr. Robert Istad. Premiered in Long Beach, 

California on October 25th, 2015 with Timothy Durkovic, 

pianist. 

 

 

 

 

 

Jenni Brandon is a composer and conductor, creating music in 

collaboration with other musicians and artists.  She has 

written over 60 plus works, telling stories through memorable 

musical lines influenced by nature and poetry. Commissioned 

to write music from solo to orchestral works, her music 

appears on over 21 albums. Her music has been awarded the 

Sorel Medallion, American Prize, Paderewski Cycle, Women 

Composers Festival of Hartford International Competition, and 

Bassoon Chamber Music Composition Competition among 

others. Her works are published and distributed by Boosey & 

Hawkes, Santa Barbara Music, Graphite, TrevCo Music , The 

Music Source, Imagine, J.W. Pepper, June Emerson, and 

Jenni’s own publishing company Jenni Brandon Music.  As a 

conductor she conducted her one-act opera 3 PADEREWSKIS 

in the Terrace Theater at the Kennedy Center in 2019. She also 

presents workshops on collaboration and the business of 

music, striving to create a supportive environment where 

collaboration leads to an exploration of ideas. Visit 

jennibrandon.com to learn more. 

 

 

Instrumentation 

Flute/Picc. 1, Flute 2 

Oboe 1, 2 

Clarinet 1, 2 

Bassoon 1, 2 

 

Horn in F 1, 2 

Trumpet in Bb 1, 2 

 

Timpani 

Percussion 1 (Bass Drum, Suspended Cymbal, 

Marimba) 

Percussion 2 (Glockenspiel, Frame Drum, Chimes) 

 

 Piano 

 

SATB Choir 

 

Violin 1 

Violin 2 

Viola 

Cello 

Bass 

 

Duration approximately 26 minutes 

 

 

www.jennibrandon.com 

PE
RU
SA
L



VACILLATIONS, AFTER YEATS 

By Oliver Mayer 

1 

What is Joy? 

Exhilaration yes, but something 
else 

Eternal even as it goes away  

Uncertain what believing means, 

What’s left is who we really are. 

 

What is Joy? 

Bodies bless each other causing 

Heat, collision, flame 

The god and goddess in us all 

Blessed by wind and sun and rain 

 

What is Joy? 

Faith the size of a mustard seed 

Communion for the desolate 

Benediction for the faint of heart, 

Alleluia for us all 

 

2 

“Ask for what you want and ask 
out loud” – 

“Do what you do and do it well” – 

Words to navigate the modern 
day 

When we are left to bless 
ourselves 

“Ask for what you want and ask 
out loud” – 

Sail into whirlpools of the relative 

Bottomless seas of right and 
wrong 

“Do what you do and do it well” – 

Un-captained, left to each of us 

To hold the helm, not run 
aground: 

So as not to drown in doubt 

We run for port, the lighthouse 

Of responsibility, auto-pilot of 

What we ask for, what we do 

Alleluia 

Alleluia  

 

3 

Responsibility weighs me down 

Or else I’d fly on my own; 

Long ago things said or done 

Ground my present sense of fun 

And yet in dreams I rise, I soar 

I throw open the shuttered door 

Light-mindedness shines and I – 

In my dreams – am free to fly. 

 

“While on the shop and street I 
gazed 

My body of a sudden blazed; 

And twenty minutes more or less 

It seemed, so great my happiness 

That I was blessed and could 
bless,” – 

 

So great our happiness 

That we are blessed and can bless 

 

We share the joy in song 

Alleluia and Kyrie Eleison 

That feeling – blazing, strong – 

Blessing on when we are gone, 

That feeling in a joyous song 

Informing us that we belong 

Alleluia and Kyrie Eleison 

Songs of praise that we belong 

 

We are blessed and can bless 

So great our happiness 

But what is joy? 

What is joy? 

What are we? 

 

4 

We are joy! 

We are all things 

All poems, songs 

Open-ended at this 

Trembling moment when 

All feeling blazes 

As we can bless 

We can bless PE
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