
Joan Tower: Fanfare for the Uncommon Woman No. 6 
 
Joan Tower is one of our most celebrated living composers. Born in New York, her family moved 
to Bolivia when she was nine, and her musical experiences in South America deeply informed 
her later style: “My babysitter used to take me to these festivals. She would drop me off at the 
bandstand, so she could have fun. The band people would throw me a maraca or some kind of 
castanet or drum…My music is basically about rhythm. It’s all about timing for me.” Tower 
trained seriously as a pianist, studying first at Bennington College, where she also wrote her 
first musical works, and then went on to study composition at Columbia University, earning her 
doctorate in 1968. After composing successful chamber works in 1970s, she was approached to 
write a piece for orchestra in 1980. Describing the process, she said “I wrote the piece kicking 
and screaming, and close to being tortured.” Nonetheless, conductor Leonard Slatkin fell in love 
with the work, Sequoia, and invited her to become composer in residence with the St. Louis 
Symphony. For Tower, this launched the beginning of a fruitful but anxiety laden career as an 
orchestral composer: “I’ve always had a low opinion of myself. I think it’s a female thing, in a 
way. For women, in a field like composition, which has been male dominated for years and 
years and years, it’s a hard thing to walk into and feel that you are as empowered as your male 
colleagues are.” 
 
Today we hear the finale of Tower’s six short Fanfares for the Uncommon Woman. The first was 
commissioned for the Houston Symphony by conductor Tobias Picker, who asked a number of 
composers to write short fanfares which would begin each of their concerts for the season. As 
Tower drafted hers, she took inspiration from Aaron Copland’s Fanfare for the Common Man,  
jokingly telling a female colleague that she had nicknamed the piece, “For the Uncommon 
Woman.” The friend said, “That’s not funny. It’s actually a great title.” The title stayed, and 
Tower further dedicated the fanfares to “women who take risks and are adventurous.” The first 
fanfare, premiered in 1986, was written for Maryn Alsop, the first woman to hold a permanent 
post as conductor of a major symphony orchestra. As a fitting tribute 20 years later, Alsop 
commissioned and conducted the sixth fanfare with the Baltimore Symphony to celebrate the 
orchestra’s Centennial Season in 2016. 
 
The fanfare begins with an incessant ticking—is it a bomb, a clock? The ticking ceases and a half 
second later Tower detonates an explosive rhythmic motive that will form the thematic basis 
for the remainder of this exciting work.  
 
 


