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Program Notes:

The Nature of Light is a two-movement work for clarinet and string orchestra. It was commissioned by the
Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and premiered by them in January 2013, with Robert Spano, conductor, and Laura
Ardan, clarinet soloist. The impetus for the piece arose while | was composing Q.E.D.: Engaging Richard
Feynman for the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra and chorus in 2010. | was immediately impressed by two potential
paths implied by the opening material that | composed for the first movement of that work. One path was a
good match for the overall context of Q.E.D.: Engaging Richard Feynman and its specific, opening text. The other
path was far more complex and better suited for a purely instrumental work. | felt that a work for clarinet and
string orchestra would best realize this alternate route. Upon reading this clarinet and string orchestra
movement, Robert Spano supported my interest in developing the movement into a large-scale concerto, and
pledged to commission and premier the completed piece. The present work is the result of this effort.

The title of the work (suggested by Boston-based writer Dana Bonstrom), refers to the dual nature of light
(particle and wave), and its metaphorical connection to the two-movement structure of my piece: the first
movement being a musical expression of wave shapes and the second movement being suggestive of particles,
both in its segmented formal design and the short, staccato figures that comprise its main theme.

The first movement of The Nature of Light, subtitled Waves (Anthem), is a lyrical piece, mostly devoted to
displaying the expressive character of the clarinet and string orchestra. Its overall design takes the form of a
chaconne: a repeating harmonic progression that serves as the basis for variation. After a string orchestra
introduction, the clarinet enters, leading the chaconne progression, which is presented in two different tempi
successively; a moderately paced tempo followed by one that is faster. Once these differing tempi have been
established, the chaconne is sounded in both tempi simultaneously, forming a type of canon known as a
mensural canon. Following this elaborate exposition, a series of variations ensue, the total of which serves as a
development section. Next is a grand return of the chaconne in its pure form, adorned by cascading lines that
have been gathering momentum. The movement concludes with the return of the introduction, this time joined
by the clarinet as if poised to retrace its steps.

The second movement, Particles (Shape Shifter) is an overall, fast-paced movement which serves to highlight the
clarinet’s virtuosity. The form is a hybrid rondo: AABA'C B’ cadenza A” Coda, featuring a middle section (C) that
is characterized by extremely fast and facile figures for all parties. This section is followed by the B-section
material, reinterpreted to fit the hyper-speed tempo and metrical schemes of the C-section and serves as the
most overt reference to the title ‘Shape Shifter,’ (i.e., the ‘shapes’ of the B-section material are adjusted or
‘shifted’ to fit into the temporal and metrical design of the fast-paced C-section). This virtuosic portion of the
piece leads to an extended cadenza for the clarinet, followed by a return of the opening material.

Light speed, and its resultant, time-dilation effects, well defined in the field of physics, finds its musical allegory
in each movement of The Nature of Light: the first movement with its mensural canons, the second movement
with its reinterpretation of material in a new, faster-paced ‘time-frame.’

Michael Gandolfi



to Laura Ardan, Robert Spano, and the Atlanta Symphony Orchestra
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Allegro (4= c. 150)
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