David Lidov

THREE COUNTERPOINTS

for Violin, Viola and Guitar

Letter to Matt Gould, of Duo 46, who got me to write the piece

Here’s what I did with your two exaggerated suggestions—to write for your instrument in a “linear” way, and to give you a fugue, that would be a fugue “for the whole nine yards”.  OK, three fugues.  

The themes of the first and third fugues are pentatonic.  The pentatonic scale is no friend of equal temperament, but ornamentation and tonal motion offer some accommodation.  The first theme is a chain of ornaments.  A five-note scale plus seven ornamental tones is not the same as a seven-note scale plus five ornamental tones, as the illustration below makes obvious.  Sequential transpositions within a diatonic scale will interchange (for example) major and minor seconds; sequential transposition of a pattern within a pentatonic scale will interchange (for example) whole steps and minor thirds.  Although the scalar technique of the fugues is not rigid, certain variations that may seem free at first glance actually originate with strict procedures.  For example, the last appearance of the theme in the first fugue is, in its essentials, a modal transposition of the first.
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In the first exposition of the first fugue, the guitar enters last but plays the theme twice in a row.  The guitar’s first entrance is based on G-pentatonic centered on Do (G).  The repetition is based on C-pentatonic centered on Sol (G) but slightly stretched to a higher highest note.  The first two long notes of the theme are variable in length.  The guitar plays first the shorter form of the theme, then the longer, but in this case the first half note is dissolved into ornament (compare with viola, measure 1.)  Another variable is the first note.  Following Baroque practice, it is sometimes an offbeat sixteenth and sometimes an on-beat eighth.  The ornaments themselves vary, and players who know the piece well might have ideas of their own for ornamentation.  The composer should not object.

Slurs in the guitar part are phrasing indications only.  At one spot, dotted slurs may be regarded as an interogation point, asking whether hammer-ons might be appropriate, but otherwise, articulation technique is left entirely to the guitarist.  (Where I wrote “penetrating”, either a naily sound or plucking near the bridge could be good.  Here [m.36-41] the guitar, playing the theme in augmentation, should dominate, but only barely—Don´t make it too easy to hear.)  The final ritard, just three beats, might be best if it is not strictly coordinated.  Everywhere else, where there are tempo changes, one player must lead, generally the player with the theme.

The Adagio, the second fugue, is gentle, dolce, but the theme in its initial appearances begins in a strident manner.  (Later on it catches on and joins the prevailing mood.)  The adagio requires a slow rocking quarter that guides everthing. (If rocking in three is not a contradiction.) Rubber soles are recommended if you want to tap your feet.  I mention the quarter because the grupetti are not meant to be or sound like arithmetic exercises.  The triplet eighths are a powdery stuff that hovers in the air and says "Maybe."  The quintuplet sixteenths, though a little with a little more pep, are also fundamentally delicate and just a little bouquet of notes that say "Yes".  No math. 

The main stuctural feature of the Adagio is its rests.  The main feature of the third fugue is the repeats.  This aligns it with the "gallant" fugues or the 3-voice .fugues, AKA gigue, gig, jig, giga, something like that, that end the Bach partitas.  Another feature is that instead of a regular exposition, it starts with a unison that frays into counterpoint.  It does not quite end with a bang, though the coda is rhetorical.  The tempo of this mov't should probably be as fast as you (all three of you) can play it clean, that is, as fast as you can play the third section.


Of course I had your loud—no, sorry—strong, tripple back guitar in mind.  The string players probably have to hold back more with a more conventional guitar.  Now that I completed the conditions of the “bet,”  I should probably add some chord doublings for the guitar.  Hate to think of all that talent going into nothing but melody.
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