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For readers of the Music Times who may have been curious about the Wellington 
Wind Symphony over the years, this may be the concert to sample. The music was 
all written originally for wind ensemble by some very accomplished composers. 

It covers a wide range of musical styles and contains some great music that can only be 
performed by a group like the WWS. The featured artist is Stephen Fox, one of Canada’s 
leading clarinet soloists. He will be performing on an alto clarinet, with a stunningly 
lovely sound, that he himself built. Getting to know this surprising instrument is reason 
enough to pique one’s curiosity. 

The concerto for this concert, entitled The Seven Deadly Sins for alto clarinet and wind 
ensemble, is perhaps the only concerto for this combination in existence so far. The title 
was the starting point for the work. 

Once upon a time, symphonic music was a source of magic that led listeners to follow 
its development with the same sort of attention that most of us now give to the evolving 
digital world. The last 75 years has not been an easy time for those who have devoted 
themselves to the composition of concert music. Some have written music that declares 
its “newness” through an unrelenting dissonance; others have preferred a minimalist 
approach, which is in some ways the opposite; some composers have chosen to meld 
one or two styles in a cross-over that they have made their own. One very inspirational 
approach has been to explore the possibilities of new sound sources such as the wind 
ensemble, or non-acoustic sources. In fact, the wind ensemble has been a very fruitful 
resource for the creation of new music and this concert presents some of the best of it. 
Others have turned to narrative, and have partnered with the narrative of film to give 
expression to their musical aspirations. 

The Seven Deadly Sins would appear to have great narrative potential and the title 
immediately caught my attention. For one thing, Kurt Weill, in collaboration with 
Berthold Brecht, created a wonderful ballet of that name. They had the descriptive powers 
of both text and dance at their disposal. This concerto has no such allies, but even so there 

seemed much about those sins that could be depicted musically. Pride goes before a fall; 
Richard Strauss did lust extremely convincingly, so I turned to the music of Salome for 
help; minimalism could be the embodiment of sloth and the clarinet cadenza, which also 
explores the possibilities of extended techniques, ends wearily with a quote from the 
Hanon exercises that some of you will  remember from your piano learning days; envy 
seems to arise at least somewhat naturally from the copying involved in fugal techniques, 
gluttony is depicted by the soloist’s devouring of a well-known tune; to depict avarice 
(greed) musically, the melodic proportions are miserly, and wrath can sometimes feel like 
the very soul of the climaxes of symphonic music. The trick, of course, is to bring such 
disparate elements together as a coherent whole. It will be up to the audience to decide 
on the success of that quest. 

All this sinning takes time, so while the original concept for the concerto was probably 
more modest, the final work ended up as a concerto of 
symphonic proportions. I hope that the soloist’s virtuosity 
– pushed here to the limit, the great variety inherent in the 
music, the sound of an outstandingly versatile instrument, 
new to the experience of most listeners, and the humour of the 
narrative experience will keep the audience fully beguiled for 
the 25 minutes or so it will take to give the concerto its voice.

                                           
Michael Purves-Smith, composer.
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Mention the words “alto clarinet” to a clarinettist or band 
musician, and the reaction will likely be derision, sometimes 
accompanied by a viola-type joke (“Did you hear about the 

guy who left an alto clarinet on the back seat of his car…?”).  The 
poor thing is neglected almost totally by clarinettists (in school bands 
it’s often given to one of the weaker players) and by composers 
(except as an inner voice in band arrangements); and it’s not at the 
top of the priority list for instrument makers.  Historically, its position 
as the middle voice of the clarinet family has also been occupied by 
the similarly sized basset horn (also a misused instrument, but that’s 
another story).

There’s really no justification for such abuse, though; all it takes is 
for players to spend enough time and effort on learning to play it, for 
composers to write some good music for it, and for makers to sort out 
some design issues, and the alto clarinet can hold its head as high as 
any other instrument.

From a maker’s point of view, despite the belief by some that it’s fundamentally flawed, 

STePHen FOx wears the multiple hats of musician, instrument 
maker and scientist.  Born in england, raised in Western Canada 
and currently based in Richmond Hill, he began his university 
studies in physics, achieving a Master of Science degree with 
a thesis in theoretical plasma physics from the University of 
Saskatchewan, before deciding on a career in music.

He is heard regularly on concert stages in the Toronto area playing 
saxophone, clarinet and historical woodwinds in various orchestras 
and chamber ensembles, has performed concerti, presented 
recitals and participated in chamber concerts in norway, Sweden, 
Finland, the Czech Republic, Australia, Singapore, the Philippines 
and the U.S.A. as well as at various locales across Canada, and 
was invited to perform at International Clarinet Association 
ClarinetFests in Stockholm, Salt Lake City, Washington, Tokyo 
and Assisi and Madrid.  He has recorded three chamber music 
CDs, and has been heard on CBC Radio, Czech Radio and the 
Australian Broadcasting Corporation.

His notable premieres include the first North American 
performances of the Concerto for Saxophone and Orchestra 
by the British composer Josef Holbrooke, the first Canadian 
performances on basset (extended range) clarinet of the Mozart 
Clarinet Concerto and Quintet, and several new chamber works 
commissioned by the Riverdale ensemble.

Known worldwide as an instrument maker, he produces both 
innovative modern clarinets and authentic historical woodwinds.  
From 1994 to 2004 he taught at Musikk Instrument Akademiet 
in norway, and has presented lectures and demonstrations on 
musical instrument acoustics, design, history and performance 
throughout north America, europe, Australia and Asia.

His work has been featured on the CTV national news, and he has 
been profiled as “Musician in our Midst” in Toronto’s WholeNote 
magazine.  Further information about his activities is available at 
www.sfoxclarinets.com.

Daniel Warren, Music Director

Memorable music for wind symphony by Cable, Holst, Reed, Schuman, 
and the première of 

Michael Purves-Smith’sThe Seven Deadly Sins for Alto Clarinet and Winds. 
Adult $20, Senior $15, all students free.

519-669-1327. 
More information at www.wellingtonwindsymphony.ca

the alto clarinet is actually one of the simpler types of clarinet to design; 
the bore is cylindrical and the standard size is as it should be, the 
mouthpiece is the right size, and it can make do with one register hole 
rather than two as with the bass clarinet.  The only major modification 
necessary to the usual pattern is to replace the usual upturned metal bell, 
which scrambles and weakens the tone at the bottom and middle of the 
range, with a downward-pointing clarinet-style bell.  It’s also useful to 
extend the bottom of the range by a semitone to (written) D, to give some 
extra depth to the tone and to make it possible to play basset horn parts.

The instrument that’s being played in this concert was commissioned 
by Allison nelson.  Made of cocobolo (hence the brown colour, which 
lamentably makes it inappropriate to refer to it as the “black viola”), it 
will most likely forever remain unique, since international trade in wood 
of that type is now illegal.  Many thanks are due to Allison for being the 
catalyst for this project.

                                                                                                                                
                             Stephen Fox, clarinetist


