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TO CHALLENGE THE SKY AND HEAVENS ABOVE

ROBERT W. SMITH (ASCAP)

PROGRAM NOTE

TO CHALLENGE THE SKY AND HEAVENS ABOVE draws its
inspiration from the rich aerospace history surrounding the
Huntsville, Alabama area. The creative seeds for the composition
were found in the novel OCTOBER SKY by Homer Hickam, a West
Virginia native who made his home in Huntsville and the aerospace
industry. Through the eyes and courage of a young boy, Mr. Hickam
captured the fascination that we all find in our dreams of flight. Mr.
Hickam was inspired as a young man by the work of Wernher von
Braun and dreamed to follow in his footsteps through the space pro-
gram.

This piece draws upon the vision and bravery of those who
soared through the heavens above. The Huntsville area has continual-
ly affected our world because visionaries such as Wernher von Braun
and his team of scientists laid the foundation for modern space flight
and exploration. Von Braun (1912-1977) was one of the world's fore-
most rocket engineers and a leading authority on space travel. Von
Braun directed teams that built the rockets that sent the first
American into space and landed the first astronauts on the moon.

In 1945, von Braun led a group of German scientists who surren-
dered to the United States Army. He and 116 others were sent to the
United States to work on guided missile systems. In 1950, the Army
assigned von Braun and his team to the Redstone Arsenal in Huntsville,
Alabama, to develop the first large U.S. ballastic missile. Von Braun
became a U.S. citizen in 1955.

In 1960, the Army transferred von Braun and his team to Huntsville‘s
new George C. Marshall Space Flight Center, operated by the National
Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA). Von’Braun's team devel-
oped the four-stage Jupiter rocket that launched Explorer 1,the first
United States earth satellite. Another of the group’s rockets,the Redstone,
launched America’s first astronaut, Alan B. Shepard, Jr., in 1961. Other
von Braun projects included the Saturn rockets. In 1969, a Saturn 5 rocket
launched the astronauts who made the fifst landing on the moon.

This piece was commissioned by and dedicated to Mr. Tom Mitchell
and the Challenger Middle Scheol¥Band. This talented ensemble pre-
miered the work in May of 1999. As the name of the schogl Stiggests,

this is a very special band in a vexy'special place.

NOTE TO CONDUCTOR

The introduction should be as majestic as possible. The opening
statement in the horns should build into the very §trong impacts at
bar 3. A slight separation on each note of the horii statement will
heighten the effect. The bells and vibes in Jaf3, may be staged on
either side of the band for a more “Surround sound” effect,

The hymn beginning at bar 9 shouid be flowing yet with a
sense of freedom. The horn solo should interact with the wood>
wind melody in an almost playfillfashion:The conclusion, of"the
hymn should be freely intefpreted to maximize the péreéSsion
entrance into bar 20.

The tempo atzbar 20 should be brisk: However, the témpo should
never be soffast that a,frantic feeling perniéatesythe ensemble.
Special caré should be'@iven to the tuba/timpaniflew reed response
on the second half of beat 4 to beat 1 of the following bar. 1 suggest
rehearsing with a metronome with an eighth-néte subdivsion to rein-
force the mainterance®f tempo.

The timpani/horn/marimba ostinatoyis crucial at bar 28. I sug-
gest moving the marimba tg'the fron€ section of the stage for opti-
mum clarity and projection. Gateful attention should be given to each
of the three parts for rhythmic aécuracy and dynamic balance.

The full ensemblé”Statement at bar 76 should be rehearsed to
ensure'the forward momentum of the piece as well as dynamic con-
trast to the folldwing section of the work. The upper woodwind/vibe
effect at barf80 ‘should be very carefully balanced for clarity. The
flutes may. need to be adjusted to ensure their presence in this reg-
ister. The trumpet figure in bar 90 should be slightly separated but
not¢eo short!

Thé'mysterious 5/4 statement beginning at 112 will require care-
ful rehearsal between the percussion and the tuba/low reeds. The
last two quarter notes in each bar should be slightly separated for
clarity. The oboe solo draws upon the melodic material stated earlier
in the piece. I have cued the solo in the clarinet and saxophone as
needed. If no oboe is available, I particularly like the option of using a
soprano saxophone as indicated. Bar 124 will require careful atten-
tion to the balance between the first and second flute lines (or alto
saxophones if cues are used).

The restatement of the melody at bar 152 requires a careful
balance between the melodic line in the upper woodwinds/baritone
and the trumpet/trombone countermelodic line. I suggest isolating
these two lines in rehearsal for greater understanding from these
sections of the band.

The transition statement beginning at bar 174 should be as
intense as possible. The pick-a-note should be as dissonant as
possible for the greatest effect. In addition, the crescendo of the
pick-a-note should be greatly exaggerated. The ending that fol-
lows should be a natural outgrowth of this transition statement.
The last note should be as strong as possible without any distor-
tion of tone quality or intonation. The bass drum should be thun-
derous to provide an exclamation point to the piece.

I hope that you and your ensemble find TO CHALLENGE THE SKY
AND HEAVENS ABOVE to be a rewarding musical experience. Best of
luck in all of your musical endeavors. Best wishes for a great perfor-
mance!

Robert W. Smith
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