Using Context/Content To Describe

Alternating Hands Compositions
Using a Context/Content distinction can be a useful model to describe Alternating Hands pieces.
This music begins with the rhythmic pattern which, in this discussion, is the context.  The content is the specific notes which are then placed within the rhythmic context.
To make it, perhaps, more clear about how and why this content/context model might be useful, we can look at Baseball for an example, or at least an analogy.  If you were to try to explain baseball to someone you might begin with telling them the rules of the game, after which they may say “OK, now I know all about baseball”.  You might reply “No, not really. You haven’t had any of the baseball experience.  We need to take you to a game”.  You take them to see the Los Angeles Dodgers play (and beat) the San Francisco Giants.  Afterward they tell you “OK, now I see.  The crowd always gets really loud in the 2nd and 8th innings. The winning team gets to wear blue and the losing team has to wear orange and black.  Now I understand baseball.”   If you are a Dodger fan you might be tempted to let it go at that, but if you truly want them to learn about baseball you would then take them to more games, perhaps including an American League game so they could see the designated hitter.  Then you might take them to a college game, where they use metal bats, and then maybe to a Little League game where the whole field is smaller and they only play 6 innings.  And finally you may take them to a sandlot game in which there may be only 5 players on a team and the game lasts until enough of them has to go home for dinner.  When they had experienced enough games in enough different situations you would be satisfied that they had a sense of the common “baseball-ness” of all of those games.
In this example, the baseball context is the particular baseball environment:  National League Professional, Little League, sandlot, etc.  The content is the specifics of a particular game: which pitches were thrown, where the ball was hit, when the base runner tried to steal, etc.  In all cases the rules would, in general apply, though there would be variations in each context.
In Alternating Hands, the “rules” would be the raw physical technique: using the left and right hands alternately to make key-strikes evenly spaced in time.  Like the rules in baseball, the description of the physical technique is just the beginning in communicating the concept and experience of Alternating Hands.  To get closer to concept the listener must hear different content in a variety of contexts.  The context in Alternating Hands is basically the specific rhythm which is created, independent of any specific notes.  This context includes how fast the pieces is, what the meter is, what the rhythmic pattern is, how the sustaining pedals are used, etc.  The content in Alternating Hands is the harmony and melodic lines created by the specific notes placed within the rhythmic context.   
To continue the baseball analogy, running is part of the content in baseball, but it is also common to many other sports.  Whereas base runners are essential in a game of baseball, knowing how the base runners run, or how fast they run is not essential for understanding the concept of baseball.  Similarly, harmonic and melodic content found in Alternating Hands pieces can be common with other musical approaches.  Whereas some harmonic content is essential (there has to be some actual notes to listen to), knowing or analyzing the specific harmonic/melodic content is separate from understanding the concept of Alternating Hands. 
This album displays different content in a variety of Alternating Hands contexts.  It is intended to illustrate some of the possible textures that can be explored with this approach.  To clarify the context/content distinction, below there are separate descriptions of the Alternating Hands context and harmonic/melodic content for each piece on the album.  The method used for identifying the rhythmic patterns (“A220”, “888” , etc) is described in the section “Binary Notation of Alternating Hands Rhythms”.
Track(1)  “3 Notes / 3 Chords in E”
	(part)
	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	1
	Meter: 4/4

Key-Strike Rate: 9 / Second
Rhythmic Pattern: Pulse,( 8 8 8 8)
Misc: Sustenuto pedal used to open the E below middle-C and below.
	Sort of a Blue-Grass feel in E major.

Simple melody based on 3 notes.



	2
	(same as part 1)
	Shift to E-minor and away from the Blue-Grass feel.
Based on 3 repeated chords. (C, D6, Em).  No melody.


Track(3)  “4 Parts in F”
	(part)
	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	1
	Meter: (none)
Key-Strike Rate: 8 / Sec

Rhythmic Pattern: Drone ; 2 notes 1 octave apart
Misc: Sustain pedal held down
	F major
Drone: 1st and 2nd F’s above middle-C.
Sparse and intermittent melodic lines.

	2
	Same as Part 1, except a transition is made away from drone to 3/4 pulse in  (8 8 8) rhythm. 
	Pulse is built on repeated C,D,E line on the beats (in left hand), with the F drone continuing off the beat.  This creates an implied F Maj-7 chord, and is as close to a melody that this section gets.

Right hand improvises in F major, while continuing the F drone.  Occasional visits to the Flat-5 (B).

	3
	Same as Part 2, except the sustain pedal is lifted, so that no keys are sustained.
	Continues F Maj-7 feel at first, then shifts to a Dominent-7 to create a slightly funky sound.

	4
	The 3/4 meter continues, but is no longer generated by a pulse in the left hand, which supplies only occasional downbeats and support beats (other than the melody).  

The sustain pedal is held down for the entire time, opening up all of the strings.

The much repeated melodies fall on most of the beats, which creates the pulse.  

Single and multiple note melodic flams are used throughout most of this section.
	A simple 9 bar primary melody and theme is repeated many times: first in single notes in the left hand, then in melodic flams (both hands), then harmonic 3rds are added to the flams.  A secondary 9 bar melody is introduced before returning to the primary theme.  Finally low F’s are added on downbeats.  Throughout all is the everpresent drone (and drive) of the same F’s (an octave apart) from Part 1.


Track(4)  “Pacific”
	Alt ernating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	Meter: 3/4 (eighth notes at double time)

Key-Strike Rate:  6.7 strikes / second
Rhythmic Pattern:  Downbeat created by repeated pattern.
Misc: Hands are interwoven: the basic 6-note pattern is played with the left hand supplying the lowest 2 and also the highest note of the patern.
Full sustain is held at the start and ending, while the middle section is all short, choppy notes.
	The very sparse melody line is played by the right hand.  This line lies in the middle of the cluster of notes being played but is made apparent by being it the only notes repeated in either hand.


Track(5)  “India”
	Alt ernating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	Meter: 4/4
Key-Strike Rate:  9.6 -  11.5 strikes / second
Rhythmic Pattern:  Pulse, ( 8 8 8 8 )
Misc: Sustain pedal is held down except for short bursts.  
	In D Minor, this exploration of harmonics and tempo changes is borrowed from Indian ragas.  All of the strings are sustained throughout most with emphasis on ½ step above and ½ step below the tonic (D).  Sympathetic vibration of unused notes is quite audible.


Track(7)  “Guitar Pick I”
	(part)
	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	1
	Meter: 4/4

Key-Strike Rate:  6.9 strikes / second

Rhythmic Pattern:  Pulse, ( 8 8 8 8 ) ; with alternate notes on beats 2 and 4.
Misc: This a standard finger-pick pattern on guitar and banjo (folk, country, blue-grass).   The alternating low notes in the left hand match the thumb action of this pattern on guitar.
	.

This section in D Minor is intended to sound close to a how a similar folk/blue-grass piece might sound played on guitar.



	2
	Same as Part 1, except that liberties are taken with the alternate low notes in the left hand.
	This section in A Major keeps the same basic rhythm but ventures away from the folk feel, building up and exploring some things that could only be done on the piano.
There is also a short sub-section here which explores the use of multiple notes in both hands – sort of “alternating chords”, but with the pulse maintained by the low note in the left hand.


Track(8)  “Glass”

	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	Meter:  3/4  (eighth notes @ double time)  
Key-Strike Rate:  6.4 strikes / second
Rhythmic Pattern:  Downbeat created by repeated pattern.
.
	This piece is very much in line with many Philip Glass compositions.  The characteristics which make it this are (1) repeated arpeggios, (2) typical Philip Glass chords, and (3) no distinguished melody.


Track(9)  “A220 in F Minor”
	(part)
	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	1
	Meter:  none 

Key-Strike Rate:  8.4 strikes / second

Rhythmic Pattern:  Drone (fifths).

	In F Minor, this section is begins built on a drone between Middle-C and the F below.  Harmonic emphasis is on the 5-sharp (C#), creating.  The drone gradually moves to Middle-C and the F above.

	2
	Meter:  4/4  

Key-Strike Rate:  8.4 strikes / second
Rhythmic Pattern:  Pulse, ( A 2 2 0 )

	With the drone from Part-1 having moved up, the F below Middle-C is used to generate the D5 Pattern Pulse.  Actually it is a mixture of ( A 2 2 0 ) and ( A 2 2 2). 
Later on there is a melodic line in the left hand, woven into the end of 4-bar pattern.  This notes of this line fall in the spaces in the (A 2 2 0) pattern.  


Track(10)  “Pulse In G”

	Alternating Hands Context
	Harmonic / Melodic Content

	Meter:  4/4    

Key-Strike Rate:  8 strikes / second
Rhythmic Pattern:  Pulse, ( 8 8 8 8 )
.
	This has a kind of boogie-woogie groove.  In the prime section the low G in the 2nd octave below Middle-C is used as the driving force, falling on every beat in the manner of a kick drum.
In the secondary section the low note in the left hand starts to move and becomes almost a melodic line, while still providing the drive.


(end of document)
