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Notes on Softening Cries

Softening Cries is the second movement of a large, double-orchestra work that began with Ÿçuré (1990). Whereas the Ÿçuré movement was driven by isorhythms, Softening Cries evokes stillness through the use of expanding and contracting phrases underlined by a soft, pulsing string rhythm.

The perpetuo 16th-note, dissonant, pulsating, chordal rhythm with accelerating (to the middle, then decelerating) changes is expressed by the string ensemble. A dream-suspended F-major chorale of 42 notes (12 “measures”) is pulled across the entire 15 minutes, with its changes stretching and shrinking via prime numbers (17 to 43), without interest in the common-time barring. Constantly reshuffling groups of low instruments (two trombones and contrabass; two horns and two bassoons; two trombones and two horns; two low clarinets and two bassoons; solo contrabass; bassoons, trombones, horns and contrabass; etc.) play homophonic, quasi-tonal chorales or melodic segments in complex relationship to the basic beat. Woodwinds cry in expanding and contracting waves of sliding chromatic expression, rising out of and falling into the orchestral activity. Through strict attention to the rhythmic detail of individual parts, a free-flowing, floating sonority is created. Like Ÿçuré, the texture of Softening Cries is layered, and its sensibility is linear rather than harmonic.

Although Softening Cries may be played using standard orchestral seating (and the score is presented in that manner), it (like Ÿçuré before it and the following movement, Northern Lights) is best heard in a double-orchestra seating. Softening Cries is orchestrated identically to Ÿçuré, with the addition of one trombone in each orchestra. The trombones should be seated behind the woodwinds. The complete composition requires two symmetrical orchestras, each comprised of flute, oboe, clarinet in A, bassoon, trumpet in B-flat, horn in F, trombone, violins (soloist plus section), violas, and cellos (soloist plus section). One contrabass and one percussionist are shared by and mediate the two orchestras.

Softening Cries was commissioned by the Sage City Symphony of Bennington, Vermont, directed by Louis Calabro. The premiere performance was conducted by Thomas L. Read in Bennington after Mr. Calabro’s death. The work is dedicated to my parents, Josephine and Zoltan Báthory, and this edition is dedicated to Stevie Balch.
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