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Program notes

The genesis of my seventh string quartet originated in October 2013, when [ answered a
request posted on an online site devoted to movies from a young director looking for a
composer to score his latest film by writing a string quartet that would serve as a concert
work as well as underscore the cinematic narrative. The director Michael Morgenstern
invited this composer and several others to write assessment cues to see which of us
would be suitable for his film Lily in the Grinder, a short essay which is a cinematic
meditation of life, death, friendship and the journey from darkness to light.

In the end, I was not chosen to score Morgenstern’s film, but the material I submitted for
consideration was far too important to discard, so I decided to flesh out the numerous
sketches and cues into a five-movement quartet that is abstract in content, yet formally
retaining the narrative structure I envisioned for Morgenstern’s short film.

Like most directors, Morgenstern used “temp tracks” to approximate the pacing of his
film, so he chose several movements from the six quartets of Béla Bartok as a rough guide
for what he sought. Following the practice of Bartdk’s fifth string quartet, my quartet
begins with a mysterious introduction followed by an ensuing, blistering allegro in a
modified sonata form, its violent tone contrasted by a yearning blues-tinged second
subject that undergoes modified transfiguration in the coda.

The second movement is a nocturne where the quartet is totally muted, evoking a
disturbance in the soul while communing with a quiet evening in the city. The scherzo is
a raucous conversation between the four players, alternating pizzicato lines against
bowed ones. The trio is another blues-like melody that relaxes the conversation before
the brittle brilliance of the scherzo’s ambiance returns, replete with rude glissandos and
curt wails.

The fourth movement is an elegiac fantasy on the well-known hymn Amazing Grace,
which is sung in the film by several friends after the loss of one of their buddies. The final
movement is a musical journey through the canyons of New York where the melodic
ideas - principal, secondary and even harmonic cadences and ostinatos — are tossed into
an extended developmental episode that recalls a free-form jazz session. If the ideas seem
to be abruptly interrupted or fail to make its impact because of its incompleteness, it is to
evoke the many conversations we have with our friends - and within ourselves - as we
make the sojourn to life that ends rather abruptly, and unexpectedly.
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