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January 26 Program Notes: 

Mason Bates (b. 1977)

Cello Concerto
Mason Bates was born on January 23, 
1977, in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. He 
currently resides in Burlingame, California. 
Bates composed his Cello Concerto in 
2014 on a commission from the Seattle 
Symphony Orchestra, the Los Angeles 
Chamber Orchestra, and the Columbus 
Symphony Orchestra, with funding from 
the Johnstone Fund for New Music.

First performance: December 11, 2014, 
with Mirga Gražinytė-Tyla leading the 
Seattle Symphony and Joshua Roman 
as the soloist. With this performance, 
Berkeley Symphony gives the Bay Area 
premiere. In addition to solo cello, the 
Concerto is scored for a large orchestra 
of 2 flutes (2nd doubling piccolo and alto 
flute), 2 oboes, 2 clarinets (2nd doubling 
bass clarinet) 2 bassoons (2nd doubling 
contrabassoon), 4 horns, 3 trumpets, 
3 trombones, timpani, finger cymbals, 
triangle, crotales, vibraphone, kalimba, 
almglocken, glockenspiel, tam-tam, 
suspended cymbals, piccolo snare drum, 
tambourine, bass drum, marimba, low 
Asian drum, woodblock, hi-hat, sandpaper 
blocks, 2 flexible switches, crash cymbals, 
piano (doubling celesta), harp, and strings. 
Duration: approximately 25 minutes. 

In October 2014, two months before 
the world premiere of Mason 

Bates’ Cello Concerto, the Baltimore 

Symphony announced the results of 
a study investigating programming 
trends that season among 22 major 
American orchestras. In that context, 
they found that Bates is the second 
most frequently performed living 
composer, after John Adams.

Just turned 40, Bates has gone from 
success to success. Currently he is 
serving his second season as the 
first-ever composer-in-residence 
at the Kennedy Center (a post 
that involves not only composing 
but also imagining and curating 
unconventional concert formats). 
This summer, Santa Fe Opera will 
stage the world premiere of his 
much-anticipated debut opera, The 
(R)evolution of Steve Jobs. And Bates’ 
music has been nominated in two 
categories for the upcoming 2017 
Grammy Awards: Best Contemporary 
Classical Composition for his 
“surreal symphonic suite,” Anthology 
of Fantastic Zoology (created during 
his residency with the Chicago 
Symphony under Riccardo Muti); and 
Best Orchestral Performance for the 
recording Bates: Works for Orchestra by 
Michael Tilson Thomas and the San 
Francisco Symphony.

The latter is the latest fruit of a 
longstanding close relationship Bates 
has enjoyed with those colleagues 
across the Bay. A few seasons ago, 
they even presented a two-week 

festival titled “Beethoven & Bates,” 
and Tilson Thomas ranks among his 
earliest high-profile advocates.

Bates is also famous for his alter 
ego as a DJ (he goes by the moniker 
“Masonic”). In San Francisco and 
many other cities, he presents 
a counterpart to his orchestral 
performances in the form of 
after-hours sessions of immersive 
electronica. The composer’s website 
(masonbates.com) includes separate 
tabs for “classical” and “electronica,” 
but much of his orchestral work 
innovatively fuses the two.

Mothership one of his widely circulated 
shorter compositions, is a good 
example: it was commissioned by 
Tilson Thomas for the pioneering 
YouTube Symphony, which premiered 
it in 2011. That project spawned 
another significant musical 
friendship, which in turn led Bates to 
write his Cello Concerto. The friend 
in this case is Joshua Roman, an 
Oklahoma-born former principal 
cellist of the Seattle Symphony who 
subsequently went on to pursue a 
freelance career as soloist and new-
music advocate.

“Josh and I got thrown together in 
a kind of shotgun wedding with the 
YouTube Symphony,” Bates told me in 
an interview shortly before the 2014 
world premiere. “We were both on 
the program in New York and were 

Mason Bates

scheduled to play later that evening 
at [the club] Le Poisson Rouge. We 
had never played together before, but 
that night we did an electro-acoustic 
improvisation. The second stop in our 
musical relationship was a piece for 
his series at Town Hall in Seattle.” This 
later became Carbide & Carbon (named 
for the building in Chicago), “an 
unbelievably difficult piece for solo 
cello which he played from memory a 
month after receiving the score.”

For his part, Roman noted that he and 
the composer were in close contact 
throughout the creative process. 
Bates, he said, “did a remarkable job 
of making me feel like the concerto 
was written for my playing style and 
fingers.”

The premiere took place in Seattle—
Roman’s former home and the 
home of the family of Bates’ wife. 
The composer considers Roman’s 
artistry his prime inspiration 
for the Concerto: “It’s about the 
personality he brings to the cello as 
an instrument. He can play any note 
and make it sound so good. That 
comes from the tone he has, which is 
a combination of absolute precision 
and at the same time an incredibly 
musical sensibility. Josh makes you 
forget about the technique, even 
about the instrument. He transports 
you into the musical world of the 
composer. It’s like the line from 
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Yeats [in “Among School Children”]: 
’How can we know the dancer from 

the dance?’ He makes it all sound so 
natural.” Overall, the Cello Concerto 
is “more introverted in a way, a piece 
that comes from the inside of the 
cello.”

At first glance, the Cello Concerto 
might seem more “traditional”: 
not only is it cast in the familiar 
three-movement concerto format 
(fast-slow-fast), but also in terms 
of instrumentation, Bates doesn’t 
use any electronica. Still, traces of 
that sensibility come through in the 
exotic sounds of the kalimba (African 
thumb piano), which “have a delicate 
ringing texture. I thought this would 
lay out an interesting rhythmic bed 
for the opening theme. And this piece 
reflects the influence of electronica 

on my thinking, for example in some 
of the rhythmic activity in the final 
movement.”

At the same time, the cello really is 
the protagonist here. The composer 
further describes his work: “The 
piece begins plaintively, with Josh 
floating over a restless orchestra, 
and the lyricism only expands in the 
central slow movement. But by the 
final movement the rhythmic energy 
wins the day, and at one point Josh 
even plays with a guitar pick. This is, 
after all, the same fellow who played 
arrangements of Led Zeppelin at 
[Seattle] Town Hall, so I had to send 
him out with a bang.”

—© Thomas May
Thomas May  writes about the arts  

for a variety of international publications 
and blogs at memeteria.com.


