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Three Pieces for Violin and Piano

Waltz For Our Time

In the spring of 2014, I had a powerful dream of Neem Karoli Baba, my guru,
asking me to write a piece for “violin and...” However my hearing isn’t very good,
and I didn’t quite hear or remember the rest of the instrumentation! I hadn’t been
able to compose since mid-January and needed something to get out of the funk.
When Eric Pritchard asked me for some violin and piano music to be performed
at Duke University in January 2015, I figured that would do the trick. I then wrote
three short pieces that can be played together as if it was a sonata, if so desired.
I've always been partial to waltzes and waltz-like music, which can be found
throughout my works from the earliest years.

Diatonic Phrygian Tetrachord

On July 6, 2014, WNYC broadcast “The World’s Most-Used Musical Sequence,”
which was an hour-long compilation of musical excerpts demonstrating the use of
the Diatonic Phrygian Tetrachord. NPR followed up with five minutes on
Weekend Edition on July 20. Despite the forbidding academic name, this series of
four notes, with many modifications, has been used for centuries by musicians all
over the world.

The basic sequence is four descending notes with the pattern whole step, whole
step, half step. On a piano keyboard, one example would be the four white notes
going down starting from E. Retrograde, it would be B C D E; inverted it would be
E F# G# A. Another type of modification is increasing the intervals, such as to
major third, major third, minor third. When harmonized in the manner
frequently found in flamenco music, it is known as the Andalusian Cadence. Other
kind of modifications are altering the order (such as the opening notes of
Beethoven’s Fifth), or interposing notes while the sequence remains relatively
stressed.

This composition uses the Diatonic Phrygian Tetrachord both unmodified and
highly modified in pretty much every way I could think of, frequently with several
modifications simultaneously, in a reasonably contemporary idiom. I will leave it
to musicologists yet unborn to deal with the analytical details, as I have some
pride in not having opened a music theory book since 1975, and I don’t want to
have to look things up.

Mozart's Twelve-Tone Row

This piece is a modern take on the most dissonant music written by Mozart; the
final half of the final movement of his 4oth Symphony. This section starts with
what is very nearly a twelve-tone row. What I have done here, as I have done
several times in the past, is to see what I would do with the key ideas of this piece
written in my own style and form. This is by no means an arrangement of the
original, but instead is an entirely new work. (Never fear—as I have never written
in the twelve-tone style, which I find obnoxious in the extreme, I have not done so
here either.)

--- Bill Robinson
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