
This work for string quartet was inspired by the remarkable artwork of Israeli-born artist Dalya 

Luttwak, who creates large metal sculptures based upon the root systems of a wide variety of 

vegetation.  I first encountered her work in March 2010, in an exhibition at James Madison University 

(my alma mater) entitled "Roots: The Hidden Half."  I was immediately moved by its organic beauty; the 

particular piece that captured my attention was Weed from my backyard. 

 The exhibit raised all sorts of questions in my mind.  Why do we commonly think of a tree as 

separate from, or superior to, the roots?  Why do we appreciate photosynthesis more than we 

appreciate the roots' job of absorbing minerals from the soil?  Do the roots exist to support the tree, or 

does the tree exist to support the roots?  Is ground really "under" and is air really "above"?  To an 

earthworm (for example), dirt is as good as air, and to roots, dark is as good as light. 

These ideas drew my attention to the concept in two-dimensional design of positive and 

negative space.  At some point in every art student's development, he or she will be asked to reverse the 

usual notion of drawing an object with dark materials on the background of a lighter medium, and to 

create a composition with a foreground of white over a background of dark markings.  Thus, the 

whiteness that was once "empty" is now the object, and the "drawn" portion becomes emptiness. 

This in turn led me to think of a single melodic line, chord, or combination of notes as being 

"black on white"; or, of musical sounds as the black ink on a white canvas of silence.  Since an opposite 

approach exists in art and in nature, can we also create melodies and chords by exclusion rather than 

inclusion?  White musical silences, as it were, on a black canvas of sound? 

While I make no claim of definitively answering those questions here, the idea of the work at 

hand is to explore what happens when a melody or a chord (or both) are created by exclusion rather 

than by inclusion.  The first two movements, much like actual branches and roots, are essentially mirror 

images of each other which combine to form a unified whole. 

The first movement, "Branches," is composed almost entirely of sinuous, interwoven, 

independent lines.  It begins with a single pitch (D), and a new pitch is added every few measures until 

all except for one (G#) are present in each measure.  Following the halfway point, each pitch is 

systematically removed until only one remains, thus ending the piece much as it began. 

"Roots," the second movement, explores the aforementioned "composition via exclusion" by 

repeating the first movement in tonal polarization: using the exact opposite pitch set on a measure-by-

measure basis. For instance, if measure 20 of "Branches" uses only the notes D, G, A, E, C, C#, and F, 

then measure 20 of "Roots" uses only A#, D#, B, F#, and G#.  Since the textural and tonal resources of 

"Roots" are the inverse of those in "Branches," pitches are eliminated until the climax (which occurs on a 

single pitch, G#) and then gradually re-integrated for a conclusion of great rhythmic energy and tonal 

density. 

 The structural constraints placed on the first two movements make it possible for them to be 

performed simultaneously, which is what occurs in the optional third movement.  Since the first two 

movements were not originally intended to be heard concurrently, the third is left to the discretion of 

the performers—they may opt to add a second quartet to assist in performing the third movement, 

have a single quartet play along with a recording of themselves, or two perform the first two 

movements only. 


