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Notes on Rough Edges

Rough Edges was commissioned by Michael Arnowitt in early 1987. His commission had four requirements: a work for piano, atonal, minimalist, and about 20 minutes long. Those requirements fit my own interest in revealing how minimalism could live within a serial world. Rough Edges is conceived as a virtuoso entertainment; it was composed at the kitchen table in my former home in Roxbury, Vermont, and was completed on July 29, 1987.

The opening bars of Rough Edges derive from two sources: a C-minor feel from my Mantra Canon (1986), suggesting a pull away from its tonality; and a minor/major voicing from the last measure of Psalm 137 (1985), a freely tonal work. My intention is a deliberately wry comment on the tonality I have played with for the past two years. Otherwise—and from then onward—the work is classically serial. The tone-row material is introduced, and the first section establishes it and its initial development and fragmentation. Naturally, the pulsing minimalist architecture is evident from the start.

A slight dislocation of pulse concludes the first section, preparing the way for a row variant of the African death chant, Meyango. The chant is presented in long phrases against the syncopated pulse, and again in short phrases; both times two rows are in parallel motion—homage to their tonal origin. A complex stretto section leads to the degradation of the motifs into small rhythmic kernels.

The kernels scatter over a left-hand pulse, providing a complex counterpoint which again resolves into simplicity—here, a highly energetic treble filigree. Concluding section three is a short two-voice fugue followed by a rhythmically housed chant in fourths.

A bridge is next, initially in free atonality. This quotes briefly from Variations (1972), which foreshadowed the character of Rough Edges. It is brought into play with both the quasi-tonal opening idea and the chant, providing internal relief of tension while building toward section five.

In this section, the pulse is animated by arhythmic figures splattered across the instrument. The figures gain stability with the steadily dropping ostinato, and lead to an extended double fugue in five parts against an unrelenting deep-bass figure. As the fugue finishes its development, the ostinato walks right across it, reaching for the high treble with the left arm stretched out. The driving pulse has increased during the conclusion of the fugue, and after a quick flight, pounds its way into the opening of the sixth and final section.

The portion commences at the piano’s most percussive, recalling the opening in form but not in character. Everything works violently downward until the instrument becomes a drum, now near, now distant. It rumbles tensely, sighs briefly, and explodes in a terse coda. The final notes—C, G, E, E-flat—are those of the start.

