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The Birth of the Creston Marimba Concerto:
An Interview with Ruth Jeanne

By Sarah Smith

T
HE FIRST MARIMBA CONCERTO
was written in 1940 by Paul
Creston. The Concertino, Opus
21 was commissioned by

Frederique Petrides, the conductor of the
all-female orchestra, Orchestrette
Classique, in New York City. Ruth Stuber,
timpanist in the orchestra, premiered the
marimba concerto on April 29, 1940 in
New York’s Carnegie Chamber Music Hall.

The Composer
Paul Creston was born Giuseppe Guttivergi
on October 10, 1906 in New York City to a
poor Italian immigrant family. In 1927 he
changed his name to Paul Creston and
married Louise Gotto.1 Creston received
no formal training in theory or composi-
tion but did study piano and organ. He
decided on a career in composition in 1932.
Henry Cowell introduced Creston to the
New School for Social Research in 1934,
the same year Creston began playing the
organ at St. Michael’s Church in New York.

In 1938 Creston received a Guggenheim
fellowship, and after being awarded the
New York Music Critics’ Circle Award for
his Symphony No. 1 in 1941, he was among
the most widely performed American com-
posers. Creston’s compositional trademark
was rhythm, and he commonly used shift-
ing subdivisions of a regular meter to en-
hance the rhythms. Another feature of
Creston’s writing style was the use of long
and florid melodies. His harmony is very
lush and impressionistic, and his forms
are based on classical models.

Creston received many awards and com-
missions. He was the president of the Na-
tional Association for American Compos-
ers and Conductors (1956-60), the director
of ASCAP (1960-68), and a professor of
music at Central Washington State Col-
lege, Ellensburg, Washington from 1968-
1975. He authored Principles of Rhythm
(1964), Rational Notation (1979) and nu-
merous articles. Creston died in San Di-
ego, California on August 24, 1985.2

The Concertino, Opus 21 was composed
in 1940 as a commission from Frederique
Petrides, and it was Creston’s only work
for solo marimba. This concerto is one of
many virtuoso works Creston wrote for
different instruments that were suffering
from a shortage of solo or concerto pieces,

including saxophone, harp, trombone and
accordion, all of which have become clas-
sics in their respective media.3

The Commissioner
Frederique Petrides was born in Antwerp,
Belgium to a musically gifted family. She
began studying piano and by the age of
seven had also begun to study violin.
Petrides was a member of her family’s
string quartet, which often gave recitals.

She studied the conducting of Felix
Weingartner and was later invited to New
York by Dimitri Mitropoulos to watch
the New York Philharmonic rehearsals.
While in New York, Petrides enrolled in
a conducting class at New York Univer-
sity. Although very talented, she was un-
able to permeate the male world of con-
ducting prevalent in the 1930s. Her only
option was to start her own orchestra,
and in 1933 founded the Orchestrette
Classique, an all-women orchestra that
would eventually grow from fourteen to
thirty-five members.4

Petrides also edited and published
Women in Music with the help of her jour-
nalist husband, Peter Petrides. It contained
news and facts pertaining to women con-
ductors and the women’s orchestras in
America and abroad. This was the first
and only such publication of its kind in the
world. Women in Music was published from
1935-1940, and comprised sixty issues.5

The Performer
Ruth Stuber, now Ruth Stuber Jeanne, is
currently living in Granville, Ohio. In 1940,
Ruth Stuber was performing in and around
New York City as a marimba soloist and
was hailed in the papers as the foremost
female timpanist. She established a ma-
rimba trio that played in clubs in the later
thirties and early forties, and most impor-
tantly, premiered the first marimba con-
certo ever written.

Stuber Jeanne’s musical accomplish-
ments are outstanding. She studied with
Clair Musser and George Hamilton Green.
She met Gene Krupa and Harry Breuer
and also played in one of John Cage’s first
concerts.

Jeanne is now known for her many
marimba ensemble arrangements. This
remarkable woman still maintains a

marimba group, teaches private lessons
and is currently the timpanist with a
local symphony.

When composing the concerto, Creston
sent Stuber his manuscripts as soon as he
had written them. Stuber would play
through the pages and return them with
her suggestions. Creston’s compositional
techniques for writing the concerto in-
cluded playing at the organ with his feet
acting as the mallets.6

The following interview was conducted
in March, 1995.

Sarah Smith: How did you get started in
music?

Ruth Stuber Jeanne: My father, Benjamin
Franklin Stuber, was a musician, and
he started me on piano, drums and com-
position. Later, he had me study violin,
which was his instrument. He wrote a
methods course for strings called The
Melody Way.

Smith: Where are you from originally?
Jeanne: I was born near Chicago. We moved

to Newark, Ohio for two years and then
to Warren, Ohio. This is where my fa-
ther started string education in the pub-
lic schools—around 1918. He had ap-
proached the superintendent of the
Akron Public Schools with the idea, and
was given the go-ahead. However, there
were no method books available, so he
wrote his own. Then he was asked to

Ruth (Stuber) Jeanne
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start the strings program in the Detroit
public schools, and from there to
Evanston, Illinois.

I eventually attended Northwestern
University and graduated as a violin
major in 1932. Because there were no
jobs available, I lived at home for a year.
This was good, as it turned out, because
Musser started organizing the World’s
Fair Marimba Orchestra at the Deagan
factory in 1933. Musser organized smaller
groups around the country that would
practice on their own, with the thought
that before the performance, we would
have a few rehearsals, then perform in
Chicago. I was in the group that rehearsed
at the Deagan factory. There were about
five or six of us in that small group. Musser
also gave me lessons at the time.

Smith: Where did these lesson take place?
Jeanne: Musser came to my house for those

lessons. He would stop by on his way
to or from the factory. I remember that
he had a great artistic style about his
playing. I had about three lessons with
Musser. One of the first things he did
was to cut an inch off the ends of my
mallets because he thought my hands
were small.

Smith: How did you and the other members of the
World’s Fair Orchestra obtain your marimbas?

Jeanne: We purchased the marimbas
through mail order. Each instrument
had the owner’s name on a gold-col-
ored plaque in the front. These were
the 1933 model marimbas. The ma-
rimbas were either 3 1/2 octaves or 4
octaves. Mine was 3 1/2. The marim-

bas had very heavy brass resonators
and the rails had a green mother-of-
pearl type finish on them.

Smith: How were the marimbas divided?
Jeanne: There were one hundred of us:

eighty 3 1/2-octave marimbas and twenty
4-octave marimbas. I can’t remember if
we stayed in our groups for the concerts,
but I do remember that we were not
divided by parts. All of the first-part
players did not stand together—we were
intermingled. Musser had written all the
arrangements and they were very good.
We played a total of five numbers:
Bolero by Rosales; Finlandia by Sibelius;
the Largo from Dvorak’s New World
Symphony; Wagner’s Pilgrim’s Chorus
from Tannhauser; and the Repaz Band
March, which is no longer available. We
performed on the steps of the science
building on Lakeshore Drive at the Chi-
cago Convention Center.

Smith: Were you involved in the other or-
chestras Musser organized?

Jeanne: No, my family moved to Florence,
Alabama where my father started a pri-
vate music school. I taught with him,
then accepted a position in Montgomery
at a small women’s college where I
taught violin, theory and orchestra for
two years. Things didn’t work out in
Alabama because the pay was too low,
and my parents urged me to go to New
York to play and study with George
Hamilton Green. My aunt, Martha
Stuber, was already living there, and
they thought the opportunities would be
greater in New York than in Alabama.

Smith: During your study with George
Hamilton Green, what books did he use?

Jeanne: It was a piano book by Cramer called
Fifty Technical Studies for the Pianoforte.
I still have this book. He had certain
exercises from this book that he recom-
mended for the marimba. [Note: This book
was published by BF Wood Music Com-
pany, Boston.] I also studied timpani with
Herbert Braun. Braun was the timpa-
nist for the Metropolitan Opera Orches-
tra. I met Harry Breuer then as well.

Smith: What did you do in New York for a
living?

Jeanne: I came to New York and lived with
my aunt for a month. She only had a
one-and-a-half room apartment, so I
moved to the YWCA. I worked at Macy’s
department store on Saturdays and
Thursday evenings. I taught at a small
school on Long Island, and as a member
of the Orchestrette Classique, shared
the profits of the ticket sales. I also
played out at club dates with my trio.
The trio consisted of marimba, piano—
Beatrice Goroe—and violoncello—
Margory Cree. We had all been living at
the YWCA when we met. I eventually
taught them both to play marimba and
we performed marimba trios. This and
the experience of playing in Musser’s
group spurred my interest in arranging
for marimba ensembles. Our trio was
registered at the main YWCA, and we
would get calls for club dates.

Smith: Tell me about the Orchestrette
Classique.

Jeanne: It was a women’s chamber orches-
tra that had about thirty to thirty-five
players in it. Margory Cree, the cellist,
and I were contacted through the YWCA
to be members. The conductor was
Frederique Petrides, and if it wasn’t for
her, there would not have been the
Creston Concertino. Petrides wanted to
feature, at some time, all the members of
the orchestra. I had been playing tim-
pani in the group, but there were no
available timpani concertos. Since I had
the marimba with me in New York, I
suggested that as an alternative. She
liked the idea and set out to commission
any composer to write for the instrument.

Program from the Orchestrette Classique’s seventh season, dated April 29, 1940. It was at this
performance that Creston’s Concertino for Marimba and Orchestra was premiéred.
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Ruth Stuber’s trio (left to right): Ruth (Stuber) Jeanne, marimba; Beatrice Goroe, piano and
Margory Cree, cello.

Smith: Did she know Creston?
Jeanne: No, he was in New York looking for

pieces to write. He was teaching and
playing organ around town at that time.
I think he agreed to write it so he could
get his name around more. It took
Petrides about a year to find him.

Smith: How was Creston compensated?

Jeanne: As I recall, he might have been
paid directly from Petrides’ own pocket,
but I am not sure, and do not know the
amount, if any.

Smith: When did Creston begin writing the
Concertino?

Jeanne: It would have been February of
1940. He finished it in March, and we
performed it on April 29 that same year.

Smith: How did he compose the Concertino?
Had he heard you play?

Jeanne: After Creston was commissioned,
he came to the YWCA and I played a few
violin transcriptions on the marimba
that I had been doing as recital pieces. I
probably played the Overture to Mignon,
as well as others. Creston was an organ-
ist and would work out many of the
passages with his feet. As soon as he
finished portions, he would bring them
by the YWCA for me to try out.

Smith: Did you offer any suggestions as to
the notes or ask to have anything changed
for technical purposes?

Jeanne: No. I had no input on the notes,
and I had no trouble with the technical
demands of the piece. I credit this to my
study with Green. I do think the third
movement is marked too fast. I didn’t
play it at MM = 120, and Creston never
said anything to me about the tempo.

Smith: Did he make any revisions after
hearing it with the orchestra, after the
rehearsals, or the concert?

Jeanne: No, I don’t recall any. I remember not
having too many problems with the piece.

Smith: I noticed he has some mallet indica-
tions in the manuscript.

Jeanne: Yes. I used rubber mallets for the
first and third. I used soft wool for the
second, and switched to rubber for the
middle section of that movement. I also
used wool for the soft section in the first
movement—it makes a nice contrast.

Smith: Was there a recording made of this
premiere?

Jeanne: Creston had hired a recording en-
gineer, but through some mistake, the
piece after the Concertino was recorded.
We were all very disappointed. I was
heartbroken.

Smith: Did you get a chance to perform the
piece again later?

Jeanne: Yes. The second time I played the
Concertino was at a music festival called
YADDO. This was September 7, 1940,
and Creston was conducting. I have a
recording of one of our rehearsals, but
not the performance. The Orchestrette
Classique performed the Concertino
again on December 10, 1940. I also
played the Concertino on April 15, 1950
with the Hudson Valley Symphony Or-
chestra, with Petrides conducting.

Smith: Do you still have the manuscript?
Jeanne: I sent the original to the Percus-

sive Arts Society museum, but I have
copies. I also have the first com-
mercially available music for the
Concertino, published by Independent
Music Company.

Smith: Did you use this version or Creston’s
manuscript for the premiere?

Jeanne: I memorized his manuscript. I re-
member there being a few discrepancies
in the two versions.

Smith: Tell me what you remember from
the day of the performance.

Jeanne: It was an evening concert in
Carnegie Chamber Music Hall—the
smaller performing hall. The Concertino
was the second half, I believe.

Smith: Did you have to play timpani for the
first half?

Jeanne: No. Actually, the cellist from my
trio, who was also in the orchestra,
played timpani for me.

Smith: Was there any written correspon-
dence between you and Creston?

Jeanne: No, he had hand-delivered the portions
to me, and we talked about things there.
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Smith: I’ve read the reviews of the premiere.
They all seemed favorable. What were
your impressions?

Jeanne: No one really knew what a ma-
rimba was. It was 1940, and the instru-
ment was not that popular. I was happy
with the performance.

Smith: You were using the 1933 model ma-
rimba you had purchased for the World’s
Fair Orchestra, right?

Jeanne: Yes, that’s why the Concertino
doesn’t go below F. Creston knew the
range of my instrument and wrote
specifically for it.

Smith: How did you move the marimba
from place to place?

Jeanne: It would take me four or five trips
to get it all down the stairs. I remember
those heavy brass resonators were diffi-
cult to move. I wrapped the bars in cloth,
and the whole thing fit into the back
seat of a taxi cab.

Smith: Tell me about your life after the
Concertino.

Jeanne: I met my husband through a mu-
tual friend and we got married in 1942.
I didn’t play much marimba after that. I
did play in a group that John Cage put
together. He was in New York at this
time experimenting with different
sounds. He said he didn’t feel capable in
traditional harmony so he wanted to
compose for new sounds.

Smith: Did he have you alter the marimba’s
sound any?

Jeanne: No, he liked it the way it sounded
naturally. I played the marimba
part to Henry Cowell’s Ostinato Pia-
nissimo.

Smith: What brought you to central Ohio?
Jeanne: My husband worked with Bell Tele-

phone Laboratories, and he was trans-
ferred to this area.

Smith: I think everyone knows you now
through your many marimba arrange-
ments. How did you start arranging?

Jeanne: After we moved to Ohio, I started
a marimba ensemble in Granville. We
needed music, and since I was inter-
ested in arranging, it seemed a per-
fect opportunity. Doctor James Moore,
head of Permus Publications, offered
to publish my arrangements and I
was delighted.
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