


Udo Moll:  I’ll try to start off with just the first 
few questions that arise when I listen to the piano 
music on this CD and read what you have written 
about it. I have just listened again to for four, and 
my two predominant impressions are: I lose the 
feeling of how much time has already passed, and 
I notice a great deal of what I like to call “stub-
bornness“ on the part of the composer.
For me, in your music, there is a kind of minimal-
ism or reductiveness that from the very beginning 
discards a lot of “tools” that composers can use 
to create variety and a kind of dramatic narrative 
that leads listeners through the piece by means 
of contrasting states of tension and relaxation. 
Since you seem not to use those tools at all, what 
remains is a quite static, but nonetheless insistent 
kind of music where, on a superficial level, almost 
nothing happens. But strangely enough, my mind 
is not willing to deal with this music as a purely 
“background” phenomenon where I don’t have to 

listen because there is nothing happening. On the 
contrary, my mind seems to be constantly moni-
toring it for details and small changes (in dynam-
ics, in coloration of sound, in resonant overtones) 
in the music, even without my actively deciding 
to do so, because somehow my music-listening 
mind seems to crave that additional information 
to make some sense of it. And I am not even sure 
if I really hear those small additional details in 
the music or if my mind feels obliged to make 
them up, almost a little like the way you start to 
fantasize about rich, delicious meals after being 
on a diet or even fasting for some time. These are 
very interesting psychological effects.
Does that make any sense to you? Do you experi-
ence something similar when you listen to your 
music? Do you listen to it at all except for “prag-
matic“ reasons (like checking how the recording 
has worked out, how it is played by the performer 
etc.)? What does it do to your state of mind?

A conversation between Udo Moll and David Toub
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David Toub: Great points! While for four 
is not a very long piece for me (I just com-
pleted a solo piano piece that is over four 
hours long), it is very static. There is only 
one rhythmic concept for the entire piece: 
a half note followed by an eighth-note rest 
(so always 5/8 time). It is also always very 
quiet. No more than four tones are sounded 
at any one time, and it was conceived as an 
open-instrumentation work for up to four 
people (hence the title). This sort of focus 
on a small number of tones and durations/
rhythms is why I prefer the term “focused 
music” rather than “minimalism”, although 
I’m quite fine with it if others call it mini-
malist, since it seems as if most people shy 
away from that term, as if it were long dead.

– Well, the term “minimalism” is maybe too 
clearly linked to a certain historic style in music 
which is strongly associated with people like Phil 
Glass and Steve Reich. I used it more in a descrip-
tive way to express my notion that your choice of 
musical material and ways of working with that 

material are really restricted; that is probably 
what you mean with “focused”. Interestingly, I al-
ways see “focused” as a state of mind coming from 
two different perspectives, the first one being 
that you as a composer try to be focused on a very 
small variety of chosen material and methods. In 
this case, would “focusing” mean “narrowing the 
angle of view” in order to discard a lot of possibili-
ties? To restrain yourself and get more depth out 
of having not too many choices to make?

– Probably more the last sentence. I 
think that focusing on fewer tones and/or 
rhythmic elements, I have a bit more clarity.

– The second perspective I am talking about 
would be the perspective of the listener. And here 
I dare to say that the “focusing” on the listener’s 
side is, at least for me, a quite different process 
from what I suppose to be your idea of focus 
while you are composing. By listening to those 
two piano pieces on your CD, I much more have 
the feeling that I should “de-focus” my listening 
in order to discover spaces (mental spaces, or 
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imaginary spaces, that is) behind the almost 
bland static-ness and repetitiveness of the music’s 
surface. And also, since you write that you listen 
to a lot of electronica and punk etc. (me too btw), 
listening to your music traps me in a very strange 
state between psychological and “physical” listen-
ing. It is not soft and delicate enough to let my 
mind somehow float away in a dreamy way. By 
being a bit too persistent and “annoying” (don’t 
take this as a necessarily negative connota-
tion), it really starts getting my body involved. 
But on the other hand, it is not as reduced and 
sound-designed towards a specific function as, 
for example, minimal techno, which works great 
for me (the minimal techno) when I turn up the 
volume and experience it in a very bodily way. 
So, in a way, I find myself a bit trapped between 
those two attitudes of listening I have described, 
which is not a bad thing, but confusing at first.

– I’ve written three works that involve 
this scheme of static chords followed by 
short periods of silence. The first of them, 
an open-instrumentation piece called 

hevron-deir yassin, lasts at least an hour, 
and in that piece there is some freedom for 
the performers to (as a group) hold chords 
and silences for longer or shorter durations 
than what is notated. To be honest, I’ve 
found it very easy to lose oneself in that 
piece, and often zone out while listening 
to it on transatlantic flights. And at other 
times, each chord can be fully engaging.
It’s the same way with for four; one can 
lose all sense of time as one does during 
meditation, but paradoxically, a lot is really 
happening and one can also focus on the 
details. It’s a choice, in that sense. I actually 
do listen to my music a lot. It’s not about 
ego; most of what I listen to is by other 
composers, and I also listen to a good deal 
of electronica, grunge rock, punk, etc. But if 
I didn’t want to listen to it, I wouldn’t have 
bothered to compose it in the first place.

–	 Yeah, for me there is a big difference between 
my own concerts (and recordings) that are 
mainly improvised, and the more preconceived, 
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structured and composed products of my musical 
activity. With a lot of the improvised music, I am 
not very keen on listening to it outside of the 
moment where it happened, because I think a lot 
of the elements that make this kind of music very 
special in the moment of playing are missing or 
hidden on most recordings of improvised music, 
including my own…
When listening to my composed music, I seem to 
be (alternately) either too critical or too enthu-
siastic. I find it very hard to hit the “sweet spot” 
between being too close and being too distant to 
myself (or my work).

– As you know, composing is hard. Re-
ally hard. And often painful. But I like the 
results in the end, since I’m writing music 
I want to listen to. I’d think it strange for 
any composer to write something he or she 
doesn’t care to listen to.

– Well, there are a lot of really very valid 
reasons for a composer to listen to his or her own 
music, but I often wonder how big or small the 

role of pure “enjoyment” in this process is ...
Another question would be: could you tell me more 
about your compositional process? Do you start 
with improvising, or right away with structural 
ideas? Are you a keyboard-centered composer?
 
– The way I tend to compose is based 
on improvisation, although I am not a 
performer. I studied violin for many years; 
I love the violin, but it’s not something 
that you can really compose with. And 
unfortunately, I never really studied piano. 
When I did study music, the assumption 
was that if you were a composer, clearly you 
could play the piano, so I would be in classes 
with other people who could play piano 
really, really well - and they give you a Bach 
chorale in four different clefs, and then they 
have you transpose one part up a fifth or 
whatever by sight, which is embarrassing if 
you are as bad as I am, and it forced me to 
really try to figure out how to get around. 
But I do improvise on the keyboard, capture 
that into a sequencer, and that is the raw 
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material, and then I fashion that into an 
actual composition.
In general I don’t tend to use systems. That 
said, I have written some pieces where I 
forced myself sometimes to write works 
that are canonical, that are serial, not nec-
essarily 12-tone, and not in a formal way – 
the way I used to write 12-tone-music back 
in the eighties. I am not against 12-tone 
music. Just the opposite; I grew up studying 
the scores of Schoenberg, Berg, Webern.  I 
grew up in a time when the dominant force 
certainly in American music and to a certain 
extent also in European music was not just 
12-tone music, but also serializing every 
possible parameter, in the way that Boulez, 
Stockhausen, Babbitt and Messiaen did. 
There are some pieces I’ve heard like that 
that I really like, some early Babbitt, for 
example, but the sense as a music student 
in those days was that if you were not writ-
ing in that style, your music was worthless. I 
did not agree with that. So I certainly wrote 
12-tone-music, and then after a while, while 

I liked a lot of the stuff I wrote, finally I 
reached the point where I almost stopped 
composing altogether; I kind of reached the 
point where I had the question: what was 
I doing? Does it really matter if I break the 
formality? And I started to do that in some 
of my 12-tone music, and it felt liberating.

– Going back to your personal background: as 
I understand it, you work mainly (and earn most 
of your living) as a kind of medical researcher 
in a start-up in Silicon Valley. How exactly do 
those two jobs (as a composer and a researcher/
physician) relate to each other in terms of energy 
and time spent on them and importance to your 
identity/self-esteem? Which one feels more 
like “work” and in which one do you feel more 
freedom (in the sense of being self-determined)?

– I actually earn all of my living from my 
day job, which is as the medical director of 
a company called Gynesonics in Redwood 
City, California (USA). I commute there from 
my home in Pennsylvania a lot, and have 
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now been doing that for over eight years. I 
am a board-certified gynecologist and was 
in surgical practice for a number of years in 
Philadelphia.

– Do you find enough time to compose, then?

– More or less. The job probably even 
significantly increased my compositional 
output. Before I took the job, I could maybe 
manage one or two pieces a year, depending 
on how much time I had, because it is hard to 
compose at home, sitting next to a synthe-
sizer I’ve had since the early 90s. But the first 
thing I did when I accepted this position in 
California – realizing that I was going to be 
out a lot in a hotel room – is: I ordered a 88-
key midi keyboard, and had it sent directly to 
the office. I can fit it in a Volkswagen Beetle if 
needed and I haul it into the hotel room I am 
in, and that’s when I get all this composition 
done, usually. God only knows what other 
guests think when they hear it, but yes, I 
compose in the hotel room.

– Aren’t you distracted by this environment? Or 
is it perhaps stimulating for you to have “reality” 
breaking into your compositional mind?

– When I was a kid, we did not have elec-
tronic keyboards. Computers were things 
that took up the whole room; real people 
didn’t have these things. I would compose 
at home when I was growing up on a Stein-
way baby grand piano sitting in our living 
room, so everyone potentially could hear it, 
and when you are a kid and you are writing 
music, you really don’t want people to hear 
it; you don’t feel quite as confident. So I 
was always very happy if my mother had 
the radio going, or if people were talking, 
because I felt like, “They can’t really hear 
what I am doing, so now I can really write 
what I want.” By this means, I got very used 
to writing when there was noise or sounds 
going on around me.

– So does the fact that you do not necessarily 
have to make your living by composing make it 
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easier to keep an open mind as an artist? Or do 
you feel the need to replace the external pressure 
(of having to make some money out of your artis-
tic activity) by some kind of self-made “pressure” 
in order to get things started and (probably even 
more critically) finished?

– Truth is, the great majority of composers 
have to have another source of income; 
composing music is a wonderful thing, but 
as Charles Ives once noted, you can either 
write what you want or support your family, 
and family has to be the priority. Ives, of 
course, was a very successful insurance 
agent as well as one of the greatest compos-
ers of all time. In my case, it was never a 
matter of either medicine or composing; 
I wanted to do something with science or 
medicine as a career, but also loved writing 
music, so I didn’t see why I couldn’t do both. 
However, while medicine is a passion, it’s 
also a job.
I’m really lucky in that I’ve not had to sup-
port myself and my family with my music, 

and that’s a good thing, since we’d starve. 
The business of music is very difficult; that’s 
true of all creative arts, and in the US, there 
is very little support for the arts compared 
with many other countries. As a result, 
many composers must stay within academia 
and teach.

– Yes, and that seems to produce, as far as I can 
tell from my limited insight, a very peculiar “paral-
lel universe” of academic composers from which 
really interesting music only rarely emerges.

– Right. And there is nothing wrong with 
that, but there’s a growing number of com-
posers like my self outside the usual academic 
composer path way, and most of us like it that 
way. We’re free to compose what we want, 
without external pressures. The pressure and 
compulsion is all internal.

– Sure, its exactly the same here in Germany. 
One question that always bothers me is whether 
it is really better for a composer to earn his living 
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with a job that is somehow close to music. Most 
of my colleagues, be they improvisers, jazz musi-
cians, or composers, earn their living by doing 
jobs that are somehow related to music, such as 
teaching, writing or arranging commercial music, 
playing musicals and stage shows etc. For myself, 
that was always difficult, because I often had 
the feeling that certain kinds of music-related 
work that I would do mainly out of the need for 
making money and not for artistic reasons would 
sooner or later interfere with or even damage my 
motivation for doing my own music. In that sense, 
I am almost a bit envious of the model that Ives, 
and obviously also you, have adopted.

– There is a good deal of innovation 
coming out of people who have little or no 
formal ties to musical institutions. While 
I did attend music school as a teenager, I 
took no music classes in college. That’s good 
and bad. The downside is that many of us 
lack constant, interpersonal relationships 
with active performers, and that interac-
tion is really critical for a composer. But 

there is also an upside: we can invent our 
own paradigms and are not bound to any 
particular “school” or thought process. When 
I was a student at Juilliard’s Pre-College 
Division in the late 70’s, the dominant musi-
cal examples were people like Elliott Carter, 
Milton Babbitt, Charles Wuorinen, Boulez, 
etc.
At that time, we started to see, at least in 
the US, the emergence of what was called 
minimalist music. It was still very much 
underground, it was hard to get those 
recordings, it was hard to find them, but 
that represented a very big move away from 
the 12-tone school and really the whole sort 
of academic influence on music. And in the 
conservatories, they did not like that kind 
of music at all. I used to study music in New 
York on Saturdays, and I remember I went 
downtown to a record store and bought 
the original LP, that I still have, of Einstein 
on the Beach by Glass, and Music for 18 
Musicians by Steve Reich, and I went back to 
class and showed it to one of my teachers, 
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a composer. I won’t mention his name, but 
he looked at it and wanted to see what I 
bought. I also bought a Stravinsky album 
(thank goodness, because Stravinsky was 
very big at that point), but he looked at the 
other records and said: “Oh, I guess it’s good 
to dance to.” That was very dismissive, and 
as that was the only comment, it was very 
clear that “this is not great music.”
At the same time, I was composing 12-tone 
music. But many of us moved away from 
that, and I think we live in a time that is far 
richer and more varied, as people feel less 
constrained by the past. We also have very 
good software and hardware tools, both for 
music notation, sequencing and playback. 
As a result, we can finally hear our music 
and distribute it without the usual require-
ments of a publisher, performance groups, 
etc. Yet a performance by human musicians 
will always, in my mind, be superior, since 
there are limits to what software and hard-
ware can do. The performances by Stephane 
Ginsburgh on this album are so much better 

than anything my computer can do, and his 
first performance of quartet for piano in 
Brussels in June, 2014, was the first time I 
really heard that piece; everything before 
that was a computer realization, which 
was good, but Stephane’s performance was 
exponentially better!

– Yes, for sure, these very strong elements that 
all human performers bring in get even more in-
teresting once the parameters of the composition 
cross the borders of the usual. Think of those three 
to four-hour Morton Feldman pieces where the 
element of pure physical exhaustion and extreme 
strain on the bodies (and, of course, minds) of 
the performers becomes a defining element of 
the composition, whether the composer wants 
it or not. There is probably no way around these 
physical realities. Do you think about the conse-
quences that manifest themselves in the bodies 
of performers and audience when you write very 
long pieces? As a physician, even?
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– I suspect that it is not so much a matter 
of overall duration making these types of 
works more challenging, but rather the 
specific technical difficulties, as well as the 
level of concentration required. These are 
tough works, whether thirty minutes or 
five hours. Most people can manage the 
physiological requirements. I mean, people 
work long hours without a break, including 
surgeons. Performers have in many cases 
figured out how to accommodate a longer 
work.

– So, if this physical aspect is not so central 
to your view on really long pieces, what about 
structure? Does it just add up while improvising?

– Feldman said something once to the 
effect that up to an hour it’s about form, and 
then after an hour it’s really about scale, 
and I think I understand the sense of that. 
And truthfully, I don’t really have a good 
explanation of how I determine the form of 
my longer pieces; mostly it’s intuitive. I am 

not smart enough to do what Bartók did with 
the Fibonacci sequence, the golden section 
and stuff like that. Most of my pieces are ac-
tually not that long. It’s kind of funny: all my 
friends think I write these really long pieces, 
and that is because four of my pieces are 
two hours or more, and that’s true, but most 
of my pieces are shorter. I had some pieces 
with much less than 10 minutes; it really 
varies. But I did sometimes go crazy and start 
writing these long pieces. When I was writing 
this really long multi-hour piano work and 
was at the three-hour mark, I had to decide 
whether to stop or, if I came up with new 
ideas, maybe to just keep going. And it is 
not because I think I have to outdo La Monte 
Young – truth is, there are pieces that are 
really short that are better than some pieces 
that are really long. We are now living in 
a time where we are blessed with not just 
one, but many recordings of, say, one of the 
late works of Morton Feldman. For the most 
part they are really long pieces. And there 
are tons of performances and recordings of 
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Triadic Memories, and people say, this is great 
because this one recording is 20 minutes lon-
ger than the other. Who cares? What matters 
is: is it a good performance? If you really start 
to listen to these side by side, many of them, 
you can almost not distinguish one from the 
other. The Ives Ensemble recording of his 
String Quartet No. 2 clocks in at around five 
hours – I thought that was a great recording, 
then the Flux Quartet came up with one that 
is six hours – they both are great recordings, 
it does not matter, they are both very true 
to the score, and I think people need to get 
away from that and realize performers need 
to have some freedom, and just because 
something is longer does not mean it’s truer 
to the score or better. So I don’t think: “Well, 
I need to write these really long pieces.” 
Rather, that is just what I am in the mood 
for then, and maybe that is where the music 
goes. l’d Iove to write shorter pieces; it would 
be so much easier. And then again, it is not 
that easy to write a short piece. Sometimes it 
is harder because you really have to be very 

compact; Webern is amazing, and his works 
are never that long, and yet he gets so much 
out of a very short time frame. Most people, 
myself included, could not do that.											j
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Stephane Ginsburgh, a musician based 
in Brussels, has been praised for his daring and 
mature piano playing. He appears regularly in 
recitals and chamber music worldwide, dedicating 
much of his energy to contemporary music that 
he plays as well as the Classical repertoire. He 
collaborated with many living composers such as 
Vykintas Baltakas, Jean-Luc Fafchamps, György 
Kurtág, Stefan Prins, Frederic Rzewski, Matthew 
Shlomowitz, Juan Carlos Tolosa and David Toub 
of whom he also premiered works. He regularly 
plays with the Ictus Ensemble and collaborated 
with choreographers such as Anne Teresa De 
Keersmaeker (Rosas) and others. 

David Toub is a physician who studied music 
before entering medical school.
He wrote in an atonal style until after he encoun-
tered Philip Glass’ Einstein on the Beach. He has 
since developed a very personal compositional 
style rooted in the protominimalism of Morton 
Feldman and the minimalism of Reich, Glass, 
Riley and Young. Much of his music is written for 
keyboard though, like the pieces on this recording, 
many works are flexible in their instrumentation.
(Allan Cronin, May, 2015)
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The Music
Unlike my earlier freetonal and 12-tone works, 
my music since 1981 has been characterized by 
the use of repetition, and since 2004 by generally 
soft dynamics. While often termed “minimalist” or 
“postminimalist,” I have come to prefer the term 
“focused music,” as my works tend to concentrate 
on very specific, and often a limited number of, 
music elements. Typically, there is but a single 
dynamic level specified, and sometimes not even 
that. I like to provide a good deal of freedom for 
the performers to interpret and put their own 
marks on the music. Some works consist of a small 
number of tones, or else focus on a small set for an 
extended time horizon.
Improvisation is also critical to my composition. 
I choose to rarely use canons or other rules and 
prefer free improvisation, which is then fashioned 
into a work. Both of the works on this album were 
initially conceived through improvisation.

quartet for piano was written for three 
pianists from three different nations:
Stephane Ginsburgh (Belgium), Alessandra 
Celletti (Italy) and Louis Goldstein (USA). All are 
artists who I feel understand repetitive, often 
very quiet, and sometimes complicated music. 
The work is not a composition for piano and 
three other instruments (that is, it is not a piano 
quartet). Rather, the piano performs four separate 
lines of notes as if they are four distinct, but often 
intertwined, instruments. Sometimes one or two 
lines play at different speeds than the others.

for four takes its title from its open instrumen-
tation for piano or any four instruments. Each 
of the four staves has but a single tone. There is 
only a range of tempo indicated, so that the piece 
could last anywhere from around 23 minutes to 
46 minutes, depending on the chosen tempo. Each 
measure consists of a half note followed by an 
eighth-note rest.

These are the first recordings of quartet for piano 
and for four.
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