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Portraits 4

The Four Elements

by Vanessa McClintock

PORTRAITS 4, The Four Elements, is the fourth work composed on commissions from the
Sacramento Metropolitan Arts Commission [SMAC]. The original intent of the "New
Works" category by SMAC was to encourage creative artists in the performing arts
category to produce new works on any theme related to Sacramento. Some of the artists
objected to the notion of prefixed parameters as being restrictive and limiting; | was
encouraged by them.

The Four Elements—Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—is a four-movement work with each
section portraying through music the influence of the four philosophical and natural
elements over the history of the Sacramento area in California, USA. In some instances,
the music is an attempt at literal descriptions. In others, the music simply conveys an
impression. In every case, the listener is encouraged to let their imagination flow freely.

The narrator will provide the listener with the theme or intent of each movement; how
it plays in your mind will be as unique, fresh, distinct, and individual as you. In this
regard, the music is very much like a soundtrack for a movie, a play, opera, ballet, or
even a documentary. The music has direct influence for the listener's mental images and
emotions but does not curtail the experience.

The first performance of PORTRAITS 4 was on March 14, 1993. "Fire" was not performed
for reasons | cannot now remember. The narrator and Master of Ceremonies was
veteran and venerate Sacramento television anchor Stan Atkinson. In 2022 | began an
extensive overhaul of all four sections by way of extended development, reduction of
unnecessary material, corrections to typos and shoddy craftmanship, and expansion of
orchestration.

Timings: Air 8'02
Earth 10'12
Fire 523
Water 8'20

TOTAL: 31'57

Vanessa McClintock
April 2023






Portraits 4

The Four Elements

A Work for Symphonic Winds
by Vanessa McClintock

OPENING NARRATION

The Four Elements of nature are intricately intertwined with the history of
Sacramento. Each, independently, affecting all aspects of life whether faun or
fauna, merchant, or farmer. From ancient inhabitants to transcontinental and
transoceanic migrants to recent immigrants, the people and life have been bound
to and defined by the elements. In turn, they have given definition, perspective,
and purpose to themselves.

Do we ponder, are we perplexed by the paradox of nature, by that which brings
life gently or violently destroys that which can be incomprehensively beautiful?

The four elements of nature—Earth, Air, Fire, and Water—are intrinsically
connected to each other, and are at varying times conflicted with each other.
Each of the four elements has its own personality, its own traits, and its own self-
contradictions. Each can be nourished or vanquished by another.

Earth, for example, is literally the bedrock and topsoil of the planet. Earth—the
land—supports all life, all people, flora, and fauna. And yet, Earth, with its quakes,
can reverse Its role from nurturer to devastator with a singular massive event.

Fire—that which provides heat for cooking or industry or the warmth to sustain us
in winter or to comfort us with a modest campfire and toast our 'smores—can
unleash a horrific fury of destruction of homes, towns, and forests.

Wind—or Air—is literally the breath of life. It can generate energy to power our
society or transform into deadly tornadoes and hurricanes and bear down upon
life without mercy, indifferent to all people and all things.

PORTRAITS 4: Narration: Introduction and Earth Page 1 of 2



Water—falling to the earth in drops or flakes and becoming the highways of
immigration and armies. It is the lifeforce within every living thing, Yet, in the
form of destructive floods, water can decimate the land and tsunami waves can
destroy all life and things in its path.

Each of these elements can complement, supplement, or combat the others.
Where would the fierce forest fires be without the wind to hurl it down and
through its victims, while water can suffocate it and terminate its path, as can the
land.

(Although the original narration was fitted to Sacramento, California,
each performing ensemble is encouraged
to adapt the narration to their own location and history.)

And now, the music and imagery begin.

[each section to be spoken before each movement]

EARTH

Sacramento is inextricably bound to the land. It is founded at the confluence of
two great rivers, each with its own history, the American and Sacramento. The
music begins with nature-type sounds by the oboe, clarinet, and bassoon, then
the brass. Nature—the land—came first. The music segues then through life
forms from the most ancient of inhabitants through the European influences of
the past, and new peoples of today. Quakes are rare, and the land productive.
The music concludes with a reminder of what came first and where we are now.

[to music]

PORTRAITS 4: Narration: Introduction and Earth Page 2 of 2
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Portraits 4

The Four Elements

A Work for Symphonic Winds
by Vanessa McClintock

NARRATION: AIR

Sacramento is known for its relatively mild climate throughout the year. The hot
summer days often are countered with their famous "delta breezes" that begin to
waft through in early evening, comforting with soft caresses. Winds are seldom
fierce but are not complete strangers. Listen and feel the gentle breezes.

[to music]

PORTRAITS 4: Narration: Air Page 1 of 1
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Portraits 4

The Four Elements

A Work for Symphonic Winds
by Vanessa McClintock

NARRATION: FIRE

Fleeting, flickering, and mesmerizing. Sacramento's history with fire has not
always been peaceful as it remembers the conflagrations that have destroyed the
nascent city with more than one visit. Yet that same element of destruction has
also cleansed the land.

Fire often is portrayed as fierce and powerful and loud and destructive. And so it
can be. But the thundering sounds which often are associated with it usually are
not the fire, but its effects, the demise of structures great and small, and crashing
down of forests.

Fire of any magnitude can—and often does—begin with a gentle and even a
delightful flicker. Listen to one portrayal of its life cycle, as perhaps experienced in
old Sacramento in days past.

[to music]

PORTRAITS 4: Narration: Fire Page 1 of 1
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Portraits 4

The Four Elements

A Work for Symphonic Winds
by Vanessa McClintock

NARRATION: WATER

The American River from the Sierras and gold country, and the Sacramento River
from the Cascades and valley, have shared history with the entire region. Stories
of gold fever, of winter tragedies, conquests of lands, and of peoples have washed
down to a common ground.

The music begins imaginably with the melting of snow and ice within the bowels
of majestic Mt. Shasta or the snow pacts of the Sierras. They congregate and
segue into small streams and then into the flowing Sacramento and American
rivers. They, in turn, progress into strong currents and often into the floods.

Bearers of life, providers of transportation, carriers of destruction, tellers of tall
tales, the two great rivers become one at the city. As can all life, should we, too,
choose to flow one with another.

Though the blood of all life, as with its cousin Fire, water also has wrought
destruction on the burgeoning city with recurring floods.

[continue with narration on next page before fourth movement begins]
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EPILOGUE

The Four Elements, the four corners and foundations of life as we know it: these
we experience each day of our existence.

But is there is a fifth element, one to which instinctively we turn in times of
despair?

Hope.

Throughout millennia suffering has not been a stranger. Sometimes it is
negligible, sometimes the absence of suffering is taken for granted and we
manufacture it in our minds. History is replete with true struggles that can make
us want to give up. Yet hope is persistent and can be just as tenacious and
resilient as nature itself. At times we feel it—hope—as resounding as thunder, yet
at other times it can seem as a whisper, or even a fading whimper, yet it stays
with us. Perhaps that is our innate nature.

Perhaps you can hear that voice and the call of hope toward the end of this final
segment, with its relentless declaration in the coda: life shall prevail.

[to music]
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