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LEO SOWERBY

Leo Sowerby is a prolific composer whose works
have been widely and successfully performed. Char-
acterized by exhuberance of spirit and real origi-
nality, they range from a rollicking setting of “Pop
Goes the Weasel”, to his F Sharp minor Symphony,
and include numerous important compositions for
organ, for chorus and for orchestra.

One of Mr. Sowerby’s most attractive charac-
teristics is his ability to write clearly, directly, and
simply what is in his mir.d. Another is his thorough
mastery of orchestration. Both these comparatively
rare virtues are found in this Concert Overture for
Orchestra, composed in the summer of 1941, a piece
of strong substance and broad general appeal.

Sowerby was born in Grand Rapids, Mich,, in
1895; his father was English, his mother Canadian.
He soon went to Chicago for study, and was taught
there by Calvin Lampert and Arthur Olaf Andersen,
early taking up the organ, for which he has always
~ had a special liking. In 1917 Sowerby enlisted as a
recruit in the U.«S. Army camp at Rockford, Ill.
Playing clarinet” in the band, he became band-
master and travelled to England and to France
with the American Expediti-onary Force. In 1921
Sowerby was awarded the Rome Prize, the first
American composer to receive this distinction. He

had not even applied fpr the award, but was given
it by unanimous vote after all the submitted manu-
scripts had been rejected. Three years in Rome had
a profound effect on Sowerby’s music, and brought
him back to this country a mature composer. Soon
after his return he became organist of St. James
Church in Chicago, and teacher of composition at
the American Conservatory, two posts he now holds.

Sowerby’s works have achieved widespread at-
tention. Even before he went to Rome his orches-

-tral suite, A Set of Four, was played by the Chicago

Orchestra; his overture Comes Autumn Time in
the same year by the New York Symphony; the
Serenade for string quartet was composed as a birth-
day gift for Mrs. Elizabeth Sprague Coolidge and
played first by the Berkshire quartet in 1918. Among
later works of importance are: for orchestra, From
the Northland, Passacaglia, Interlude and Fugue,
Prairie; for organ: Symphony in G, Pageant of
Autumn, Medieval Poem, Concerto in C. There is
also The Vision of Sir Launfal, a cantata first per-
formed in 1936 and numerous works for choir. The
freshness and vigour of Sowerby’s style are shown
in some of his folk-song settings, particularly the
orchestral versions of Money Musk and The Irish
Washerwoman.

Note: the string parts of this Overture
have been glited by Henry Sopkin.
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