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Dan Welcher designed his Haleakala (1999) as a functional tone poem for 

orchestra and narrator, a piece that would meet commission qualifications and provide a 

new, standard work for the Honolulu Symphony.  Both its musical and extra-musical 

content help it achieve these goals, and its score and text reflect an uncommon unity of 

purpose and design. 

Dan Welcher was born in Rochester, New York, in 1948.1  Although he never 

formally studied composition, Welcher received degrees in both bassoon and piano.  He 

first completed a bachelor’s at Eastman in Rochester, then a Master’s degree from the 

Manhattan School.  Immediately following performance studies, he became the Principal 

Bassoonist of the Louisville Symphony, performing there and teaching at the University 

of Louisville between 1972 and 1978.  While in Louisville, his academic load expanded 

to include the instruction of both theory and composition, and he eventually became 

faculty at the Aspen Summer Music Festival (1976-1990).  Welcher decided to depart 

Louisville when the University of Texas at Austin had their opening for a composition 

professor in 1978, but his change was not whole-hearted.  The Houston Symphony 

auditioned for a Principal Bassoonist shortly thereafter, an gathering which invited 

Welcher to audition.  Following a strong positive reaction from the conductor and 

audition committee, he was later informed that the job went to another player from the 

conductor’s previous, east-coast orchestra.  It was at that point that Welcher decided to 

dedicate his efforts to composition and conducting.2 

                                                   
1 Welcher, Dan.  “Dan Welcher, Composer.”  http://www.danwelcher.com/. Accessed May 1, 2005.  

Professor Welcher keeps his own web page with a current biography and information on his 
compositions. 

2 Interview with Dan Welcher, MRH 4.124 The University of Texas at Austin, Nov 15 2004.  (This 
conversation was regarding the author’s inquiry into DMA Composition study at UT-Austin.) 
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Professor Welcher now continues his compositional life with a daily commitment 

to his composition and conducting work.  Theodore Presser Company publishes or rents 

more than sixty of his scores, a collection of music which spans nearly every classical 

genre: vocal music, instrumental concerti with orchestra, solo instruments with piano, 

chamber music, wind ensemble scores, an opera, tone poems, and three symphonies.3  

Through his own website, www.danwelcher.com, Welcher keeps a list of his 

compositions, including their availability through Presser, other publishers, or himself.  

Alongside an expanding library of creations, he conducted the premier performances of 

more than 120 new compositions in his first twenty years at the University of Texas.  On 

campus, Professor Welcher teaches composition and directs the UT New Music 

Ensemble, but he has previously held conducting positions with Honolulu Symphony in 

Hawaii and Austin Symphony in Texas.4  Following his conducting experiences with the 

ASO, his twelfth year in Austin, Welcher moved to Hawaii to take up residency under 

Meet the Composer program. 

Meet the Composer was founded in 1974 as an extension of the New York State 

Council on the Arts.5  At the head of the program was John Duffy, a composer who made 

his own mark through his scores for theatre and movie screen.  To his credit are two 

Emmy awards, recognition from the City and State of New York, and awards from the 

American Society of Composers, Publishers, and Authors (ASCAP).  Duffy established 

MTC to assist composers in boosting the visibility and achievement in their full-time 

                                                                                                                                                       
 
3 The complete collection has not been numbered, and continually grows.  This number was determined by 

adding together the posted information from Welcher’s own website and the available compositions from 
the Presser Catalog (http://www.theodorepresser.com/). 

4 Interview with Dan Welcher, April 21 2005. 
5 Gallo, Ken.  “Meet the Composer.”  http://www.meetthecomposer.org/. Accessed April 23, 2005.  Meet 

the Composer keeps its own history outline. 
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careers.  Through its success to this end, MTC eventually grew into a national 

organization including a residency program.  These placements provided, in exchange for 

compositional skills and activity, two years of living expenses and employment for 

composers who were willing and able to relocate to the vicinity of ten major U. S. 

orchestras.  Although the original residencies ended with Dan Welcher and the other 

composers placed in the early 1990’s, they were very influential on multiple fronts.  The 

program success came in part from active involvement with existing symphony 

organizations, a partnership gained by providing those orchestras with the final decision 

in choosing their composer.6  For Welcher, it was a performance of his Concerto for 

Clarinet and Orchestra (1989) cued the Honolulu Symphony invitation.7 

 When Welcher began planning his commission piece, he strongly considered his 

own previous knowledge of MTC compositions.  The MTC program had placed 

individuals that now possess national and international reknown: John Corigliano, Steve 

Reich, Terry Riley, John Adams, Milton Babbitt, John Harbison, Joan Tower, and many 

others.8  Welcher made his plans based upon his experience with the MTC compositions 

of these and other individuals: 

  
“I was told I could write anything I wanted.  I knew that the commission had to be 
for the orchestra.  But, I had seen enough of these residencies where someone 
would write a generic piece, a symphony, or a concerto.  It had nothing to do with 
the place, and I was in this magic place. … I thought, ‘Well, it’d be stupid to just 
write a generic piece.  I’m going to write a piece about Hawaii, and for Hawaii.’”9 

 

                                                   
6 Interview with Dan Welcher, April 21 2005.  Unfortunately, this meant that composers were placed in 

some respects according to their current visibility in the music scene, contrary to the initial program goals.  
It is well worth reviewing this point in the interview, however, as Welcher described the rather fantastic 
circumstances surrounding his travels to and arrival on the islands. 

7 Ibid. 
8 http://www.meetthecomposer.org/  
9 Interview with Dan Welcher, April 21 2005. 
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Welcher’s decision “to write a piece about Hawaii, and for Hawaii,” set him on a path 

taken by no other MTC composer. 

 In conjunction with writer Ann McCutchan, his wife at the time, Welcher 

searched through some 200 Hawaiian and Polynesian stories.10  They agreed upon the 

Maui story, How Maui Snared the Sun, because it had characteristics which separated it 

from most of the other traditional texts.  First, Maui appears in collections from a variety 

of sources.  These sources connect the story not only to Hawaii but also other Polynesian 

islands stretching as far south as New Zealand.  Although the southern-hemisphere 

version does not use the same places or characters, the plot remains the same.11  Second, 

aside from its expansive origins, Maui reflects distinctly non-Western and therefore non-

American standards.  In particular, Welcher points out Maui’s balanced conclusion: 

 
534 And Maui, delighted with his victory, (and feeling some remorse for his 
trick), agreed the sun could go fast six months of the year, and slow the other six 
months, making the winter and summer seasons of the Pacific Islands 12 

 
 
This content would provide the setting for an impressionable childhood audience. 

 How Maui Snared the Sun has three large sections, each describing an interaction 

between the young child hero, Maui, and another character.  The first section motivates 

the story through a conversation between Maui and his mother Hina, who happens to be a 

universal Polynesian deity.  She can’t finish her work because the Sun moves too fast, 

shortening the days.  Maui declares that he will challenge the Sun, and Hina instructs him 

to speak to his grandmother for guidance.  The second scene follows when Maui leaves 

for Haleakala, literally ‘the House of the Sun,’ to meet with his Grandmother.  Her 

                                                   
10 Interview with Dan Welcher, April 21 2005. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid. 
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instructions tell Maui how to capture the Sun using specially crafted ropes and a magical 

axe.  The third scene, Maui’s confrontation with the Sun, fills the largest section of text.  

It begins on the following day, with Maui waking up at daybreak to capture the Sun by its 

beams.  The Sun gradually loses his energy in a battle, and the two agree to a 

compromise that creates the summer and winter seasons.13 

 McCutchan’s decisions in writing the text were likely influenced by interaction 

with her husband and by her own personal experiences.  As a clarinetist and resident of 

Austin for eighteen years, she performed with the Austin Symphony and Austin Lyric 

Opera.  By day, she used her musical knowledge in writing a fine arts column for the 

Austin-American Statesman and Gannett News.  She currently lives and writes in 

Laramie, Wyoming, where she also teaches at the University of Wyoming. 

 The text of Haleakala deserves some discussion in itself, as its content is geared 

to a particularly young audience.  Following an instrumental introduction, the narrator 

draws in the listener with a story about a young boy: 

 
“A long time ago, on a lush green volcano island in the Pacific sea, lived Maui, a 
young hero, a fisherman, son of Hina-a-ke-ahi, Hina of the fire.”14 

 
 
With Maui’s mother, grandmother, and sister being the only three other human 

characters, the personalities are all meant to fit into a common youth’s mind.  To assure 

that the text properly engages a Hawaiian child, common Hawaiian terms season the 

language: taro, kalo, kapa, elemio, luna, wiliwili, silversword, and others.  The rhythm of 

the text also suggests its impatient listener, as the longest narration takes a full five 

sentences while keeping each idea short and simple.  To add forward motion, much of the 

                                                   
13 Appendix A contains a complete transcript of the Haleaka narration. 
14 Ibid., m. 25. 
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narration leaves the listener hanging, using with open-ended thoughts and punctuations 

for more than one-fourth of the narrations.15  Any audience will notice the life brought 

into the text by active verbs; only four to-be verb forms appear in the text, ensuring 

continuous forward motion.  When reading the text away from the score, however, a want 

of development and emotional content leaves space for the music to tell the story. 

 The original requirements for the MTC commission had indeed left him “free to 

write anything [he] wanted,” but the Honolulu Symphony and its programs made some 

suggestion as to his direction.  The underlying assumption was that Welcher’s 

composition would be performed as part of the Symphony’s educational outreach series:  

 
“So I asked Johanos [the Honolulu Symphony Musical Director] if that would be 
a good thing to do, and he said ‘Yeah, sure, but whatever you want to do, if you 
make it something that adults will like too, I’ll consider it for a sub[scription] 
concert.’  Which is why it’s not just a simple little piece.”16 

 

Being part of this extension series immediately suggested the inclusion of traditional 

Hawaiian materials.  Similar to his process of selecting a program, Welcher spent 

significant time reading through some hundred or more books and recordings of 

Hawaiian chant.17  The search left him with a trio of chants that provide indigenous 

material for Haleakala.  The first chant appears in the French horns in measures 5-12.  

Lineage of the Ali’I, which recites the names of the old chiefs and kings of Hawaii, was 

found on a vinyl recording provided by one of the kapunas (wise men) of Honolulu.  

Welcher transcribed the recording, removing the names but preserving rhythm and pitch.  

A second chant occurs in the first scene of the story, when Maui speaks to his mother, 

Hina.  Bass clarinet sings the Lament of Laka, a slow song to the Hawaiian Goddess of 
                                                   
15 Appendix A: Haleakala Transcript. 
16 Interview with Dan Welcher, April 21 2005. 
17 Ibid.  
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Hula. Although the lament appears only in this scene, it expresses melancholy through its 

repeated tonic, emphasized dissonances, and transparent texture.  The third indignenous 

sample appears when the Sun concedes victory to Maui at measure 510. The texture 

suddenly changes from tense to ‘joyous,’ and the trumpet picks up a rather banal fanfare.  

Despite its western sound, this Victory Chant  comes from a true Hawaiian chant.18 

 Each one of the chants evolved from a framework of Polynesian pentatonic 

scales.19  They were chosen based upon their pitched content, a characteristic which set 

them apart from the large body of monotone, Hawaiian chants.  Welcher’s exposure to 

these Polynesian scales was particularly influential, and he integrated the scales into 

Haleakala in two ways.  First, they set apart the major formal sections by establishing 

                                                   
18 The first occurrence of each chant theme is included in the Excerpt Appendix. 
19 See Appendix B for a brief analysis of the six pentatonic modes. 

Figure 1: Lineage of the 
Ali’i excerpt from the 
finished score of 
Haleakala.  The Ali’i chant 
acts as a marker in the 
complete work, appearing 
once at the beginning, 
middle, & end. 

 

Figure 2: Lament of 
Laka.  Bass clarinet 
plays as Hina reflects, 
then a muted trumpet 
echoes as Maui 
considers what to do. 

Figure 3: Victory Chant, excerpt.  This theme sounds non-traditional because of its prominent 
fourths and ‘cheery’ dotted rhythms.  Notice how close the pitch content and rhythms match the 
Ali’i chant; these two similarities aid in smoothing the final transition of Haleakala. 
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points of repose.  Welcher identifies each interlude as an ostinato of ‘Dream Scales,’  in 

short using the collection as a replacement for the whole-tone ascent, eliciting a dreamy 

response.  Second, almost any page of the score shows how heavily the composition 

relies upon these six scales.  Naturally, the three major chants fit into the pentatonic scale 

modes, but they also permeate the individual motivic ideas for Maui and the Sun, the 

background harmonic colors, and even the large-scale key relationship.  By using this 

scale set as the all-encompassing glue, Welcher meet a severe academic challenge head-

on, retaining his unique sound over a large-scale form, and simultaneously preserving 

effects of local color. 

 To convincingly achieve a mixture of Polynesian and Western styles, Welcher 

applies a wide palette of instruments and techniques.  Performance requirements include 

an ensemble similar to the early Mahler orchestra, sans A or Eb clarinets, but adding a 

collection of auxiliary percussion.20  On top of a restrictive body of western percussion, 

the score also requests a small set of Hawaiian instruments: 

 
Ili’ili: river stones 

Conch: large ocean shell; blown 
Kala’au: large wooden sticks 

Uli uli: a coconut & seashell rattle 
Two Pahu drums: a drum; sharkskin and coconut log 21 

Three Puniu: hollowed coconut half-shells 
 
Each one of these extra instruments has a function in Hawaiian culture.  Blowing the 

conch shell calls together a community, the ili’ili and uli uli are part of the choreographed 

hula dance, and the pahu drums provide accompaniment for dancers.  Within the 

                                                   
20 Appendix C lists  the complete instrumentation. 
21 Welcher’s request for pahu drums was only based upon their sound.  He later learned, however, that the 

drums had to be specially constructed for the symphony, then blessed by a native kahuna (elder, or wise 
man).  A blessing ceremony was held, empowering the drums with spirits of passed Hawaiians.  The 
event was well publicized by the Honolulu Symphony and had a particularly spiritual affect on the 
composer. 



Thomas – page 10 of 12 

Haleakala, only the conch retains a clearly traditional function; the blown shell opens the 

composition and draws focus to the orchestra.  Welcher makes use of all of the on-stage 

performers in non-traditional ways, however.  Perhaps the most colorful passage is the 

night scene on top of Haleakala, and Maui’s waking:22 

 
351 It was night time when Maui crouched near the edge of Haleakala and 

carefully set his nooses.  All was dark and quiet. 
357 But just as he was beginning to doze off… 
360 he heard the loud screech of the rooster.  The wind burst through the chasm, 

the earth began to crackle with warmth… 
366 …and there, advancing slowly through the chasm, like the tentacle of an 

octopus, stretched the first ray of the Sun, groping among the trees, lighting 
the green-silver shoots of hinahina… 

 
Each piece of the literary puzzle includes an orchestrated partner.  The night scene has is 

already full on when the narration begins; violins and viola provide a dark, still backdrop 

of pianissimo harmonics.  In free time, bowed vibraphone and strummed piano strings 

gently interrupt, while bamboo chimes, ili’ili, and ‘sporadic’ violas break the silence.  

One of the most individual techniques, the celli’s ‘Seagull Effect,’ does indeed conjure 

the sounds of the seashore.  From this stasis the muted horn echoes the Ali’i chant in the 

distance, and Maui sets his nooses.  For a moment, all remains quiet, and then the rooster, 

appropriately shrill in the oboe, signals the sudden break of day.  Score measure 360 

shows little, but provides a surprisingly effective gust of wind: 

 
*All winds & brass, blow air through instruments (no pitch!).  Manipulate keys, 
valves & slides to create whistling & gusting wind effects. 

 
 
Pizzicato strings and Hawaiian percussion enter, providing crackling warmth, and 

continue their effects as the tuba solo raises the sun, “huge, noble, unforced.”23 

                                                   
22 The Excerpt Appendix includes the complete “Night Scene and Day Break.” 
 
23 Dan Welcher. Haleakala (orchestral score). (Bryn Mawr: Elkan Vogel, 1991), 55. 
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Welcher follows the Maui story using a tight group of motivic material, each 

piece of which the ear can easily identify.  Two motives describe the young hero, one a 

fanfare-like flourish, and the other a ‘Trickster’ or ‘Magic Powers’ theme (featuring its 

own cell-based humor).24  The Sun earns a full set of three motives, two melodic and one 

harmonic.  First is the majestic, rising tuba melody, an augmented and embellished form 

of the first pentatonic scale, suggesting the traditional minor Aeolian mode.25  Second, 

the Sun has an erratic and racing melody of complete contrast.  This motive becomes a 

seed for the ‘Quicksilver Fugue’ which captures the beams of the Sun.  Finally, the Sun 

chord superimposes the two most significant harmonies found in Haleakala: Db-F-G-Ab-

C-E (Db + C/G).  Trombones sound this same half-step, CàDb, in the introduction and 

coda, reiterating a principal relationship and summarizing the completed score. 

Welcher created Haleakala with specific, three goals in mind.  First, because it 

would be presented to a young audience, the final product had to be understandable and 

acceptable to a wide range of listeners.  Second, he wanted to write a work that would 

become associated with its Hawaiian origin, increasing the likelihood of longevity and 

satisfying his own desires as a visitor to the islands.  Finally, as part of an extended 

program of outreach concerts, the ideal composition needed enough depth to hold the 

interest of the Honolulu Symphony players and their conductor.  As a Meet the Composer 

and ASCAP composition, Haleakala certainly outdid itself on all fronts: more than fifty 

performances in its first season, an ASCAP record, and Haleakala remains a Honolulu 

                                                   
24 The Excerpt Appendix explains the misleading construction of the ‘Trickster’ motive, and records the 

other motives mentioned above. 
25 Although this theme may be argued as clearly, Aeolian, the strongly emphasized pitches are those found 

in the first Polynesian pentatonic mode.  The ambiguity may instead belie the inherent flexibility of 
pentatonic scales. 


