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Program Note: The Passion of St. Cecilia

The Passion of St. Cecilia, for piano and orchestra, plumbs depths of experience. Shatin
creates sound images that are impassioned, and, at times, truly harrowing. The piece
begins with a cry of pain inspired by Cecilia’s impossible predicament. The piece was
inspired by the story of St. Cecilia, long the patron saint of music, though her musical
reputation is based on either a textual misinterpretation or a deliberate embroidering of
legend in the fifteenth century. In either case, it’s a delicious irony, and a provocative
one: Does it say that Cecilia should somehow be expunged from the official courthouse
records of artistic inspiration? Or does it say that faith — and art — work in more
powerful, mysterious ways than mere facts?

Shatin kept this in mind as she wrote her piano concerto. But she was also inspired by
the fifth-century legend of Cecilia as a Christian martyr. When the opening movement
was first rehearsed, the pianist wrote on her score, “the struggle.” For the pianist, like
Cecilia, it’s a spectacular and dramatic effort to make her voice heard, to raise it in
protest or delight or love, and affirm her religious beliefs.

After this public confrontation, the second movement of the Passion turns inwards.
Shatin calls it a “meditation on faith” — you may even hear whispers of a chorale by |.S.
Bach. Soon, though, the mood of nocturnal reflection passes over, like the eye of a
cyclone, and the inevitable approaches. The final movement tells of St. Cecilia’s
desperation, and her martyrdom. The piece ends, as did her life, with three brutal
blows. —David Schulman
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THE PASSION OF ST. CECILIA

Concerto for Piano and Orchestra
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