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NOTES

After Wagner had written Tristan and most of the Ring, he realized, maybe a little
ruefully, that these operas were huge, and very difficult to perform. So he thought he’d
write something practical, something any opera house could do. The result,
unfortunately, was Die Meistersinger, another very huge and difficult work, relatively
compact only in its orchestration.

I don’t mean to compare myself to Wagner, but something similar happened when I
wrote this Sonatina. I'd been writing operas, which take a long time to get on stage. So I
thought I'd write some chamber music, a piece that lots of people might play. For
Clemens Trautmann, a German clarinet soloist, I started this piece. But then I had an itch
to do something complicated. I thought I'd combine a sonata-form movement in the
piano with a scherzo in the clarinet, which is very tricky to accomplish, if only because I
was using the traditional versions of these forms, and the sonata movement has to
modulate, while the scherzo stays put in a single key. The scherzo, too, has repeated
sections, which have to play against a constantly unfolding landscape in the sonata.

Two or three months later, I had a fiendish little piece, barely two movements long, but
very dense and complex. And this, I realized with a jolt, was only the first movement.
I'd have to write two more. That took me quite a while, but when I'd finished, the
second movement continued the game of independent music in each instrument.
Clarinet and piano each play their own passacaglia, the piano working fairly strictly
with a constant bass line, the clarinet more freely varying the contour of its opening
phrase. Then, in the final movement, the two instruments come together —but
tumultuously, playing wildly tricky rhythms absolutely in unison at breakneck speed.
Clemens, a lawyer as well as a clarinetist, with a very busy concert schedule, hasn’t yet
been able to work on the piece, so this performance is its world premiere.

It's crazy music, maybe. Intricate, very hard to play, lasting barely five minutes —even
though it’s tonal, I think it shows my debt to Webern, and my eager love for all his
intricate, short pieces. But I don’t want to give the wrong idea. Whatever complexities
exist inside it, this sonatina isn’t hard to listen to. In fact, it's very catchy, with almost
gushy lyrical outbursts in the second movement. And even the complexities create some
really playful moments. Toward the end of the first movement, just for instance, you can
hear the piano winding down, while the clarinet— playing the last of its scherzo

repeats — keeps dancing onward, showing not the slightest sign of coming to a stop until
it plays its final note.
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