


Concentric and IntersectingCircles of
Connection: Two Compositions for Viola Solo
by MeliaWatras

This year marks the 10th anniversary of the star t of my
journey asa composer.

In lookingback atmywork, I find that mypieces come

froma place that is deeply rooted in community. They
are my musical way of exploring shared perspectives and
experiences, and honoring the way these concentric and
intersecting circles of connection ripple o u t from the
artistic influences, people, and natu re in our world.

In my career asaperformer, new music has always played
astarring role: from my time asco-founder and violist of
the Corigliano Quartet (named after celebratedAmerican
composer John Corigliano) to mywork asasolo and
recordingartist and professor of viola at the University
of Washington. It was anatural evolution of my musical
path to add aslash and the word “composer” to the title
(<4 . . b>)violist.

My first compositions were for solo viola. Since then, I
have written for violin, cello, string trio, string quartet,

voice, piano, percussion, accordion, viola and harp
with string orchestra, and three of the Harry Partch
instruments. I am eternally grateful to the performers
that have graced my works with their artistry. I have
returned to composing for solo viola on several occasions,

including the t w o pieces that are beingpresented here:
Prelude for viola solo (2014) and Black wing, brown wing
for viola solo (2019).

Preludewas written with t w o important figures in mind:
Atar Arad andJ.S. Bach.A renownedviolist, Atar is
my former viola professor at Indiana University and a
m e n t o r , who I a m proud t o call a friend. Atar has been a

role model to methroughout myeducation and career.

SeeingAtar compose his o w n works, and the excitement
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of performinghis pieces, had aprofound influence on my
decision to beginwriting.

I cherished my lessons with Atar. At one of them, I began
with the Prelude from Bach's Third Suite. Atar told me
his creative and unusual concept for the piece‐which I
share with my students even today aswell asin program
notes to the piece:

Bach’s Prelude begins with asimple
descending C major scale, which Atar
described asastring player gently
warming up,a sor t of private ritual
that wedo every day. It then unfolds
asadaydream, before returning to the
same C major scale at the end of the
m o ve m e n t , bringing u s o u t o f the dream
state and back into reality, where we
began.!

Prelude is dedicated to Atar and is anhomage to both
him and Bach. My work focuses on the pitch C, asdoes
Bach's Third Suite. To emphasize this, I use scordatura
tuning, having the violist lower their D string awhole
step to a C, giving them t w oC strings and creating
powerful sympathetic vibrations.

With Atar’s beautiful image of the Bach Prelude in mind,
I begin Preludewith my o w n daily warm-up: long tones

on open strings. Scales, beginning in bar 2, signal an
escape from reality.Asthe daydream reveals itself, I insert

a six-note quote from Atar’s Sonata for viola solo (1992)
in various ways. This quote, whichI will call the “Arad
theme,” first appears in bar 5, in its original form: C, D,
E-flat, D-flat, D, E-flat.
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AtarArad (left)andMelia Watras (right) in performance.
Photo credit: Geoffrey Wong.

focused on recordingher narration for Asnightfalls by
Frances White that was written for my husband, violinist
MichaelJinsoo Lim, and me; additionally, I’mproviding
music for adocumentary Sheila is making titled, Hidden
Bodies: StereotypingandShamingof the FemmeBody in
American Theatre.

Sheila Daniels, MichaelJinsoo Lim, andMelia Watras
(from left to right) in performance.

Photo credit: MichelleSmith-Lewis.

Black wing, brown wing is based onJoan Didion’s play
The Year ofMagical Thinking, which chronicles the
author's experiences in enduring the tragic deaths of her
husbandJohn Gregory Dunne in 2003, and daughter
Quintana Roo Dunne in 2005. To give mypiece aquasi‑
s t ream of conscious feeling‐to reflect Didion’s wo rk ‐ I
oscillate between, and blend, five recurring elements.

Didionwrites, “Life changes fast. Life changes in the
instant.’* I took the letters from this quote and translated
them into musical notes, usingArthur Honegger’s
cryptogram system. Improvisingon these pitches, I

54

created the material that would beused in the opening
and throughout the piece.

Example 4: Honegger’s cryptogram.

ra e o>
6 obooo 7 OL te te te fe te te bababa bebe?ae

A B C D E F G H I i v K t L M N O P Q R S T U V W X Y Z

The “vortex effect” is how Didion describes her paralyzing
memories, in the aftermath of her husband’s death and
during her daughter’s illness, brought on by everyday
happenings. To evoke this, I use quotes from my work
FireflySongs for various voices and instruments (2015‑
2018), which represent my own musical memories. Songs
from this cycle that are quoted are Berceuse, Lontano,
Firefly,and MozartDoesn'tLive in Seattle. One can find
this material throughout the work easily asit generally
appears with apedal t o n e or in ponticello.

The Year ofMagical Thinking uses symbolism of eyes and
waves. For Didion, her husbandJohn’s eyes represented
his soul, and she used waves to reference the ebb and
flow of emotions one experiences through grief, aswell as
the constant change that is life. I use fermatas as a visual
representation of eyes in my score and depict the waves

through arpeggios.

T. S. Eliot’s poem “New Hampshire” (from Landscapes)
held deep meaning for Didion and her daughter; Didion
read the poem, aswell asone by Wallace Stevens, at
Quintana’ funeral. In her book, BlueNights, Didion
writes:

I read the poems by Wallace Stevens andT:S. Eliot,
“Domination of Black” and “New Hampshire,” with
which I had p u t her to sleep when she was a baby.
“Do the peacocks,” she would say once she could
talk. “Do the peacocks,” or
“do the apple trees.”

“Domination of Black” had peacocks in it.

“New Hampshire” had apple trees in it .
I think of “Domination of Black” every time I see

the peacocks at St. John the Divine.
I did the peacocks that day at St. Vincent Ferrer.
I did the apple trees.4

Beginningat the moltoparlando, the solo violist “recites”
“New Hampshire,” playing in the rhythms and cadences
of Eliot’s words. While this recitation ends the piece, it
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