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NOTES BY ALECK KARIS

This program begins and ends with music for piano and electronics, which will offer some striking contrasts.  Mario 
Davidovsky, working at the Columbia-Princeton Electronic Music Studio, hand crafted the electronics in Synchronisms 
No. 6 by physically splicing together bits of tape.  The resulting part was played on a reel-to-reel tape and did not change 
from performance to performance, apart from the variations of speakers and acoustics.  The performer has to count with 
precision to create an illusion of spontaneity.  In Das Wohlprepärierte Klavier, Philippe Manoury creates a world of 
electronic sounds which, since they are created live, can follow and interact with the performer. The electronic sounds 
are made using a new realization by Miller Puckette.

Davidovsky (1934-2019) wrote the following program note: Synchronisms No. 76 for Piano and Electronic 
Sounds was written for the pianist, Robert Miller, and was first performed at the Tanglewood Contemporary Music 
Festival in August 1970. This piece belongs to a series of [12] compositions for electronically synthesized sounds in 
combination with conventional instruments(s). In this particular piece, the electronic sounds in many instances 
modulate the acoustical characteristics of the piano, by affecting its decay and attack characteristics. The electronic 
segment should perhaps not be viewed as an independent polyphonic line, but rather as if it were inlaid into the piano 
part. 

Milton Babbitt (1916-2011) wrote his Minute Waltz as an 80th birthday gift to his Juilliard colleague Roger 
Sessions. Like Chopin’s minute waltz, it is fast.  Unlike Chopin’s, only half of its bars are in 3/4 time.  The others have 
an eighth note either added or subtracted. The piece has a number of references to classic waltz figurations, and the 12-
tone harmonic language abounds in the major and minor triads which Davidovsky’s work avoids.

Piano-Rag-Music was written for Artur Rubinstein, who never played it.  Stravinsky himself recorded it in 1934.  
It is almost unhinged in its exuberance, full of polyrhythms and polytonality, and for long passages dropping meter and 
bar lines altogether.  The restrained neo-classical music that Stravinsky begins writing only a year later makes a strong 
contrast to this work’s manic energy.

Tango was the first work completed by Stravinsky after his arrival in the U.S. in 1940.  A year later Benny 
Goodman led an orchestral version, and Stravinsky made a wonderful 1953 arrangement for clarinets, trumpets, guitar 
and strings.

The Sonata for Two Pianos comes towards the end of Stravinsky’s neoclassical period, but does not hint at the 
composer’s move toward 12-tone music in the 1950’s.  Many passages restrict themselves to 7 notes. For example, the 
theme of the 2nd movement uses only the notes of the G major scale, except for the final bar. 

Philippe Manoury wrote the following note about Das Wolhpräparierte Klavier: 
Written for piano and live electronics, which extend and counterbalance the piano part interactively, the piece is in a 
sort of augmented sonata form. Added formal elements borrow from Bach-style fantasy-and-fugues, and the idea of a 
prepared piano that hearkens to John Cage, although without taking stylistic elements from either of those two sources - 
only formal ones.  The first version, made from a patch by Gilbert Nouno on the Max/Msp platform, has since been 
replaced by what is now the official version, made by Miller Puckette on his Pure Data open source software.  The 
electronics part includes real-time automatic generative processes that react in subtle ways to the audio input from the 
piano, and interactive, algorithmic spatialization.

The Performers
Miller Puckette and Aleck Karis retired from UC San Diego in 2023, after many years in the Computer Music and 
Performance areas.  Pianist Cory Smythe joined the department in 2025.


