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PROGRAM NOTE:

When the Takacs Quartet invited me to write a 15-minute work based on the chorale
from Schubert’s Death and the Maiden, 1 was instantly intrigued. I was drawn not only to the
poem that had inspired the chorale, but also to the idea of conversing with older music in a
modern aesthetic. As I join the tradition of creating new music from old, I am inspired by the
examples of Palestrina, Mozart, Bach, Beethoven, Stravinsky, George Crumb, and Sofia
Gubaidulina.

Oddly enough, my first encounter with Schubert’s exquisite chorale came through
George Crumb’s masterpiece, Black Angels. Crumb quotes the chorale so memorably that it
has always defined my relationship with the Schubert quartet. The chorale’s simple harmonic
progressions and voice-leading offer a perfect contrast to the rest of the piece, which for the
most part is volatile and virtuosic. To my ears, the chorale is the very soul of the quartet.
Itself a quotation from Schubert’s own hauntingly beautiful song, also entitled “Death and the
Maiden,” the chorale strikessme as one of the most beautiful passages of music ever written.

Schubert’s song is based on a poem by Matthias Claudius in which Death has come for
a young Maiden, a familiar motiffrom Renaissance paintings. In the poem’s first stanza, the
Maiden pleads with Death to “Passime by!” In the second stanza, Death soothingly replies:
“Give me your hand, you beautiful and tender form! I am a friend, and come not to punish.
Be of good cheer! I am not fierce. Softly shall you sleep in my arms.” Setting the Maiden’s
words in a minor key and Death’s in the relative major, Schubert creates a tension that brings
the text to life with musical elegance and emotional directness.

In Soft Sleep Shall Contain You, 1 meditate on Schubert’s chorale and on the drama of
Death’s conversation with the Maiden. While the piece begins and ends quietly, the middle
section reaches intense heights, with both violent diSsonance and soaring consonance. The
struggle between major and minor is paramount as the.Maiden fights for life.

The piece opens with a strong tension between G'and F#, my characterization of the
chorale’s first phrase, where G minor is strikingly contrasted'with-D major, the dominant.
Because I find these two chords to embody the struggle of the whole text, I have made the G-
F# motive the basic fabric of the piece. As the music progresses, I weave more and more of
Schubert’s chords into a dense and dissonant texture. At times Schubert’s chords are quite
clear, at times they are part of a thick fog. The developing tension, which is contrasted by
more consonant and lyrical passages, proceeds relentlessly, eventually exploding into a fast
middle section, which also alternates between darkness and exuberant consonance. Only
when the dialog reaches a feverish pitch does the Maiden relent to Death. A slow and gentle
epilogue completes the piece, as Death brings on soft sleep. While I have used a free form,
my cyclic repetition of the original chorale is reminiscent of Schubert’s theme and variations.

Soft Sleep Shall Contain You was written for the Takdcs Quartet as a co-commission
by the Takdcs Society at the University of Colorado, the Cleveland Chamber Music Society,
Denver Friends of Chamber Music, the Philadelphia Chamber Music Society, and the 92™ St
Y in New York.
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