Beautiful Passing is in two halves separated by a violin cadenza. The first half deals with the interaction between the sharply contrasting materials of the violin and the orchestra. The violin plays sustained long lines, mostly serene, sometimes impassioned, but always singing. The orchestra interrupts with music that is brutal and cacophonous in comparison. 
The violin lines are usually in duet with another line – a sympathizer – from the orchestra. Two-part counterpoint has recently been at the center of my musical thinking. Balancing the contours and trajectories of two simultaneous lines with the forces of attraction and repulsion that manifest from the harmonic relationships between them is music distilled to its essential fragility and mystery. In particular, slow counterpoint where every note marks a significant step forward in the line and a palpable change in the harmonic resonance is at the core of Beautiful Passing.

In contrast to the violin’s deft moves through subtly shifting melodic and harmonic contexts, the orchestra is something of a bull in a china shop. The tutti orchestra develops a mass hysteria that is both scary and funny. It isn’t so much malevolent as it is mechanical and oblivious to the nuance of the violin. That insensitivity is threatening but, like the proverbial bull in the china shop, is also somewhat funny to observe with enough distance. Gradually, a few members of the orchestra hear the voice of reason and peel away from the crowd to become supportive of the violin.

In response to the orchestral interruptions, the violin on a couple of occasions, introduces a flickering, gossamer, music as if to take wing and escape the fray. This material is brought to the fore in a cadenza of fluttering delicacy.

The second part begins with the violin’s own version of brutality – crushing triple stops – which command, for the first time a consensus between the orchestra and soloist. In this second part they retain their individuality but conspire toward common goals, unlike the first part.

The governing metaphor of the work has to do with the violin gaining control of its own destiny, competing with, commanding and ultimately letting go of the orchestra. This metaphor arises from my experience, during the composition of the piece, watching my mother gain control of her destiny to the point of predicting the day she would let go, predicting the day of her death. Her last words to me, a few hours before she died, were “Please tell everyone I had a beautiful passing. 

In some ways, this is not the piece I set out to compose. When I first heard Leila Josefowicz play I was impressed by her robust virtuosity, her ability to groove hard, and the way she owned every phrase as if she had made it up herself in that moment. Before starting I assumed that I would be composing a bright, colorful and rousing showpiece. However, by the time I started work, I was preoccupied with more nuanced themes and the complex contrasts between singing long lines, brutal objects and flickering textures. The most difficult music that Leila plays is the music that conveys lightness and evanescence rather than more familiar bravura displays. Leila, as it turns out, is not only a great fiddle player, she is a consummate artist with great interpretive insight and imagination. I am grateful to her for encouraging me to resist gratuitous virtuosity and a flashy ending in favor of a more earnest statement.

Beautiful Passing was commissioned for Leila Josefowicz by the BBC Philharmonic and the Saint Louis Symphony. It was completed in January of 2008 and has a duration of approximately 22 minutes. 
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