Frederick Fennell: Father of the American Wind Ensemble

By now, you have heard that the American conductor and founder of the Eastman Wind Ensemble, Frederick Fennell has died at age 90. You heard this because his life was of great significance, internationally, nationally and locally. He always seemed to be major news wherever he went -- this is the way he lived his life: in the here and now. The maestro was change, innovation, and originality -- thought-provoking NEWS. Fennell was the consummate professional and entertainer -- a class act in every way and will be missed but never, ever forgotten.

So, we can mourn the loss of a great man, an American icon and THE international “leader of the band” but what is more appropriate is to celebrate -- that many of us have had such a wonderful gift for 90 years. Whether or not you actually performed with him, met him, saw him or just heard about him, he became part of you. He had the uncanny ability to become a part of something that you cared about. This is why so many people and institutions “claim” Frederick Fennel to be ‘one of theirs”. He gave himself to the music world like no one else. It was like “hop on and I’ll take you for this fabulous ride” and you didn’t ask any questions, you just let him lead.

Dr. Fennell changed music; what we expect to hear in music, our perception of serious wind music, and the way we teach our students and communicate to them and our audiences through music. He gave the player responsibility and respect -- this is your part, your line – now sing it out like your life depends on it because no one else is sitting right next to you doing it for you. When he invented the wind ensemble, it was just his way of saying "Isn't this wind music glorious? Give each and every note a chance to be heard”.

"Listen" was his code word -- and in HIS ensemble creation you actually COULD listen -- but it was up to you to do something with it. By giving you this responsibility it also made you feel privileged to be a part of something special, unique. He made you feel honored to be a part of his ensemble because he also felt honored to be your conductor. He shared this privilege with us for 52 years, most recently this past October (2004) in a spectacular way at the Eastman School of Music.

His performances were always new(s). There was always something unique that happened with him and his ensemble that made you sure that the next time there would be something else. He exemplified the “live” performance – he was a great reason why people actually went to performances in the 20th-century; something would actually HAPPEN. And, if you couldn’t go, we have all of these wonderful recordings that only he could have made. Why you ask? It’s hard to put a finger on it, many people try but as Thelonious Monk once remarked “Writing about music is like dancing about architecture”. What? That’s right, the musicality in each and every one of those recordings is indescribable. So. I guess we’ll all have to just LISTEN and play the music (preferably to one of the 40-some LPs he recorded though they have also been re-released on CD, making him probably the most recorded American conductor). 

His autograph was the fortissimo -- ff -- he was short in height but huge in stature and character. As his adopted Native American name spells out is such an appropriate fashion -- he WAS the "Chief little man with big stick". This “mini maestro” lives on in each and everyone one of us and we will thank him the rest of our lives that he let us be a part of his vision and passion in such a creative and unselfish way. 

So, “his” ensemble, The Eastman Wind Ensemble has dedicated the last 2 concerts of this year and will dedicate, not only the entire 2005 year to their founder, but they will pay homage and play with devotion for “ff” at Carnegie Hall on February 26, 2005 with a special performance of music dear to his heart. He mentioned to me several weeks ago how much he was looking forward to the Carnegie Hall program, a “new” transcription, a slow, thought provoking tune, a new concerto and a 20th-century masterpiece. Now, one can still assume that he WILL be there, looking down with a smile and a wink, listening… 
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