Variations on Beethoven’s Grosse Fuge  Program notes


While a student at Eastman School of Music in 1973-74, I listened every other night to the Grosse Fuge along with a couple of friends for at least a couple of months. (The alternate nights were usually spent with Hammerklavier.) As a result this string quartet was branded on my brain, which may not have been the best thing for my early composition style—which tended to the too noisy and too crowded with notes, not to mention horribly hard to play.


I went to NTSU (now UNT) in Denton Texas in the fall of 1974, and started working on a string quintet/string orchestra piece that would be a variation on the Grosse Fuge—re-writing the piece in my own idiom and with significant differences. After about two years of work it was premiered at my senior composition recital in 1977. The performance was rather rough and the recital failed; I left school without a degree. (I returned to NTSU in the early ‘80s and got a BM in 1984.)

I took a break from composing in the fall of 1985 to start work on an experiment in transcendental physics. After moving to Las Cruces New Mexico in the fall of 1986, my project was at a standstill, and I livened up my life in a desert trailer slum by composing a new variation on the Grosse Fuge, disposing of the string quintet and using instead five synthesizers. I had written new and arranged older works for five synths, inspired by the Zebras, a group at NCSU that played jazz and pop music on five synths and percussion. With this experience, but not having a synth or any electronic equipment myself, I simply imagined what I would like the piece to be like. The composition occurred from January 6 to March 22, 1987. I could not find performers and could not afford equipment to sequence or record the synth scores I’d written.

In 2003 I started using Finale to produce scores, and explored the playback possibilities. Among the first works I sequenced was the VGF, adding timpani. I used only General Midi (horribly inadequate but that’s all I had at the time). It found a place on my first CD, produced in September 2003. By late 2004 my equipment was much better and with experience gained making my first two CDs, I re-recorded the VGF in December and put it on the second edition of the First CD. Also, I revised the score in January 2005 so that it is now for ten tracks and timpani, instead of five synths. 

Performance Notes:

       The timpani part can be done by a synthesizer. For a MIDI file that would be a starting point for a sequenced version of this piece, contact me and save a lot of labor, or get it via downloading the Finale score. The VGF was initially intended for live performance, which is still an ideal; as such the dynamics are generalized and assume diligence in balancing. Patches should be straightforward and with clear pitches and free of sound effects; the aim is something like an orchestral sound with the extras that synthesizers can give. I don’t give guidelines for patch choice, but if there is any doubt as to my intent, my MIDI file has the choices I made in General MIDI format, and of course there is the recording. If someone goes with the MIDI file and does a sequenced recording, they should add more tracks and use judicious doubling and voice re-arrangment. It is critical that phrasing be musical and I encourage the use of breath controllers or whatever other method to give a lyrical 

feel. 

Whoever tells a lie cannot be pure in heart—and only the pure in heart can make a good soup.

                                                       ---L. v. B.  

