Metamorphosis 

for violin, viola, violoncello and piano 

“Metamorphosis” was commissioned by the Los Angeles-based chamber music series Chamber Music Palisades and received its premiere on October 23, 2001.In his review of the performance, John Henken of the Los Angeles Times wrote: “ ... a striking piano quartet by Gernot Wolfgang ... His solutions in “Metamorphosis” sounded neither forced nor artificial. At its core, the piece is a wild minor swing with Balkan Gypsy gestures and rhetoric.” 

Some of the great artists that I admire, like jazz trumpeter Miles Davis, have evolved not so much by changing their personal voice, but by changing the environment in which they express themselves. For instance, Miles’ trumpet playing in the 60’s or early 70’s was not that much different from his playing in the 50’s. But his music sounded different because he kept changing the lineup of his groups in order to best achieve the ensemble sound that he was looking for at a given time. So he moved from bebop to cool jazz to his very free interpretations of standards and originals in the 60’s and finally to fusion in the later part of  his career without ever losing his highly recognizable instrumental style. 

The concept of “Metamorphosis” is very similar to such an evolution. The main theme, which is first presented by the violin, occurs repeatedly throughout the piece. But, with the order of its pitches basically left intact, the musical environments that surround it keep changing. For example, after a quiet piano bridge following the initial presentation by the violin, the cello reiterates the theme, leading into its rhythmically augmented restatement by violin and viola in double octaves, accompanied by a piano/cello ostinato. 

From this point the energy level of the composition very gradually picks up. Soloistic passages in the viola and cello are followed by an introspective, unaccompanied violin solo. This leads to a rhythmically charged ensemble section interspersed with jazzy piano solos, culminating in the climax of the piece in form of a forceful ensemble restatement of the main theme. From there things slowly wind down towards the quieter athmosphere of the beginning of the piece. The reprise of the main theme by the viola segues to an energetic coda which closes out the composition. 

“Metamorphosis” is a piece in one movement of approximately 10 minutes in length. 

Gernot Wolfgang 
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