ROBERT G. PATTERSON
b. 1957
Traffic at Tom Lee Park
Duration ca. 9 minutes

“Traffic at Tom Lee Park” is excerpted from a larger work for orchestra called Postcards from River City that depicts various scenes and moods from my native city, Memphis, Tennessee. Tom Lee Park nestles between North America's largest river and busy Riverside Drive. Every May it hosts a massive month-long festival, and this piece is a tribute to that event.
It starts with the bass drum pounding out a 1-beat announcement, followed by the bass clarinet with the principal motive, sinuous and rather ominous. What follows embodies a slight history of the composition of the piece. I sketched most of it during a one-month residency at a center for composers in Visby, Sweden. Visby is an ancient city, in medieval times a major trading center of the Hanseatic League, on an island in the middle of the Baltic Sea. My studio was immediately by the harbor, and when the wind blew it rang a bell on an old herring boat that was docked there the entire time I was. The opening section of this movement draws those distant, timeless Baltic sounds—an old ship’s bell and the mournful cries of seabirds—into the chug-along young river town that is Memphis, at least for awhile.
The festival escalates midway through the movement, with a passing river barge represented by the solo euphonium. Rising chords follow a 7-eighth-note pattern overlaid on 8-eighth-note bars. More instruments join in, and the party eventually reaches its raucous  conclusion. I hope to have captured something of those moments on that exhilarating promenade under the bluff when wheels, keels, and heels converge.

—Robert G. Patterson
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