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Notes from a lecture

Mantra Canon was composed specifically for this concert as an example of high minimalism (or maximalism).  Composed in a virtually pure R-stream idiom, Mantra Canon is scored for large ensemble of chorus, strings, winds, keyboards and percussion, and incorporates several traditional features and at least one unique concept.  Unique is the mantra-canon itself, for which the chorus sings four melodic phrases of different lengths (11-beat high alto, 9-beat low alto, 7-beat baritone, 5-beat bass), which begin to overlap.  A complete cycle requires 3,465 beats—nearly 25 minutes of non-stop singing (693 bass repetitions, for example).  One single synchronization of these themes is the underpinning of Mantra Canon, which also includes traditional minimalist layering, orchestral call and response, fugues and complex counterpoint.  The ensemble is divided into the chorus with its 25-minute cycle; a descant soprano; a string choir with synthesizer support; a counterpoint choir of clarinets and celli; a spatial counterpoint of two pianos and two xylophones; and four pitched drums.  Aside from the chorus themes, there are two fugal themes, block harmonic chorales, spatial echoes, and complex polyrhythmic melodic weaving.  The glue is the mantra-canon, a rhythmic pattern of 3/4+3/4+4/4, and an unchanging tonal mix of pure, melodic and harmonic C minor, with opposing chords and polytonal contrasts (especially from the keyboards).  As with all high minimalism, changes are sometimes subtle, giving rise to the accusation of "trance music".  Though Mantra Canon can be thought guilty of trancelike characteristics, it is nevertheless a continuously changing, highly developed 30-minute ensemble concerto.

