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March 13, 2005

Many moods in new chamber piece
By Cathalena E. Burch 
ARIZONA DAILY STAR 
Composer Jeffery Cotton folded his hands under his chin and leaned back in his chair Friday night at the Leo Rich Theatre. 

 

He seemed to fidget, but only slightly. He wasn't quite as nervous as an expectant father, but the butterflies surely fluttered a storm in his belly. 

 

Cotton was anxious to see how the crowd at the 12th Tucson Winter Chamber Music Festival would react to his newest work, "Meditation, Rhapsody and Bacchanal." 

 

The festival's sponsor, Arizona Friends of Chamber Music, commissioned the piece, which Cotton had written for violinist Joseph Lin and percussionist Svetoslav Stoyanov. 

 

The piece is not the first in the violin sonata literature to rely on an instrument other than a piano, and it likely will not be the last. During the pre-concert talk, Cotton told the audience he has been approached by another violinist to write another violin-and-some-other-instrument sonata. 

 

Time and exposure will tell if "Meditation" has musical legs to stand on. But judging by the near-capacity audience's immediate and robust standing ovation for Lin and Stoyanov, the piece stands a chance. 

 

"Meditation" pairs violin with gongs, cymbals, marimba and the Bulgarian tapan drum, moving from a slow contemplative tempo to near-frenzy that makes way for bursts of improvisation not common in classical music. The violin is played with passion and fury; the percussions go from reserved and unimposing to booming volcanic eruptions. There's a bit of blues, undercut by an Asian flavor that makes way for an off-the-cuff musical free-for-all. 

 

The piece opens with Lin playing a soothing meditation that is only slightly interrupted by Stoyanov tapping gently on gongs. The silence, though, is short-lived after Stoyanov imposes himself into Lin's quiet with booming cymbals. The violin answers with frenzied play that will conjure images of a sleeping man awakened suddenly by someone throwing a baseball against the wall. 

 

Stoyanov earned a collective gasp of surprise from the audience when he pulled out the rarely heard or seen hand-held waterphone at the end of the movement. 

 

He drew a violin bow across its mass of tines almost as if he was afraid to touch the instrument and produced a tingling sound that added the Asian accent. 

 

Chances are that not many in the audience had ever seen or heard such an instrument. It's extremely rare and isn't made anymore; Cotton borrowed the one used Friday night from a Tucson man. 

 

The more up-tempo second movement pits Lin's violin against Stoyanov's marimba, a perfect combination made even more interesting by having the two parts at odds with each other. The two instruments spend the length of the movement trying to get on the same page, racing around in search of common ground that they never really find. 

 

In the closing "Bacchanal" movement, Stoyanov played the tapan, a small bass drum, nearly unscripted during a pair of solo turns. You could tell he was making it up as he went along by the look on his face, the tortured, steely determination of someone lost in the music. He wore the drum on a rope around his neck and beat on the drum head with one stick and tapped the rim with the other in rapid succession while Lin stood back and watched. 

 

Lin didn't have much wiggle room to make it up as he went along, so he added his own touch to the piece when he let out a triumphant near-yelp at the end. 

 

The sound resonated through the hall and likely prompted the audience to jump so quickly and unanimously to its feet, including Cotton. 

 

"It was fantastic," the composer gushed afterward. "The energy that Svet and Joe play with, the focus they play with and the virtuosity. It was terrific."
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