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Introduction 
April 12, 2013 

 
I’d like to begin, if I may, with a quote from Donald Knuth, the Professor Emeritus of the Art of 
Computer Programming at Stanford University and an amateur organist. Don Knuth has a very 
informative website, heavy on text and minimal on graphics. He tweets not, Facebooks not, tumblrs 
not. Having used e-mail for fifteen years, Knuth quit using e-mail January 1, 1990. Explaining his 
reason, Knuth said, “Email is a wonderful thing for people whose role in life is to be on top of 
things. But not for me; my role is to be on the bottom of things.” 
 
I had seen this quote earlier this week, and it struck a chord with me. Not nearly as courageous as 
Knuth, I had just quit Facebook—quitting a social net that covered roughly 2500 friends, fans, and 
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colleagues. It was not easy, but I had to quit—after all, what is more important: my work or my 
status?  
 
The bottom of things—what is there? At the bottom of all things musical is love. Love for family, 
your colleagues, the music, your audience, your instrument, your surroundings. And if we don’t 
make enough time for any of these, what is left? Shopping, accounting, e-mail, Facebook, reading 
the newspaper and filling your heart with venom [sic].  
 
In the space of the next few weeks, I have:  
 
• a premiere of a new song cycle, commissioned by Art of Élan, a very enterprising chamber music 
series in San Diego (Songs of Bert Meyers, seventeen minutes of music, in which my wife is the 
vocal soloist and I’m also performing on viola);  
 
• two newly commissioned orchestral arrangements of Mexican songs in Puebla (Popurrí de Valses 
and Popurrí de Agustín Lara, eighteen minutes of music); 
 
• two performances with my ensemble, Ljova and the Kontraband, one of them during which we 
split the bill with our friends from Brooklyn Rider, who will perform my string quartet Culai, which 
they commissioned;  
 
• I’m also playing a house concert with a newly formed trio, and I have several recording sessions 
and gigs [and, as it turned out, I ended up doing a whole lot more!].  
 

 
Members of Brooklyn Rider, from left to right: Nicholas Cords (viola), Johnny Gandelsman (violin), 
Colin Jacobsen (violin), and Eric Jacobsen (cello) (Photo courtesy of Sarah Small) 
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Meanwhile, I’m also chipping away at a film score and am shortly going to be reaching the deadline 
for two pieces for woodwind quintet, which are due mid-May. At the same time, I’m supposed to 
finish three orchestrations for clarinetist Alexander Fiterstein and string quartet . . . in other words, 
the next few weeks are not a good time for a vacation.   
 
Yet I take mini-vacations—on my bike. I’ll happily bike anywhere from our Upper West Side 
apartment within a thirty-mile radius, because it clears my head and gives me time alone. On more 
than one occasion have I hummed musical ideas into my phone while biking, which became vital 
parts of projects I was working on.  
 
I take mini-vacations while washing dishes, in trips to the Ukrainian diner Veselka (where, notably, 
no music plays), reading on my Kindle, spending quality time with the kids at a playground, 
practicing violin with them . . . even playing viola for a few minutes can feel like a vacation, a 
reconnection to the ground. 
 
Right now, things are incredibly hectic and exciting. I’m so grateful to all of my collaborators to 
have the work, their trust, and all these new pieces to write and premiere. At the same time, I’m also 
looking forward to this madness being over—I’ve recently acquired a Boomerang looper and am 
hopeful to begin composing pieces for fadolín (my six-string violin with a “fa” and a “do”) and 
looper, as well as hopefully commissioning others to write for me. And so, adieu Facebook, bonjour 
JAVS, we begin. 
 
FRIDAY, APRIL 12: 
 
Why not start with a little failure? This morning, I had a long meeting with a filmmaker who wanted 
me to score her debut feature film. Unfortunately, it didn’t go as well as I was hoping—she didn’t 
like the cue I wrote, it was too complex and not fun enough for her—this happens to me sometimes, 
where I overestimate the amount of density a film score can handle and get too ambitious.  
 
Revised an arrangement of a medley of waltzes by the Mexican composer Agustín Lara, which will 
be premiered in Puebla, Mexico, in a couple of weeks, with the wonderfully talented and incredibly 
communicative tenor Javier Camarena with Iván López Reynoso conducting. 
 
In the evening, our kids, Benjy (who’ll soon turn four) and Yos’ka (a.k.a. Joey, who is almost two), 
watched the BBC’s animated version of Janáček’s opera The Cunning Little Vixen. In about two 
weeks I’m taking Benjy to see the opera live, at The Juilliard Theater. Janáček is one of my favorite 
composers, and it’s a treasure to have an animated version of his work to show the kids as 
preparation for the real performance, and we’re so lucky to have a live staged version this season 
that is open to people of all ages.  
 
SATURDAY, APRIL 13: 
 
Our weekends are typically quite low on work hours—we spent all day biking with the kids packed 
in our bike stroller, heard live jazz at Chelsea Market, detouring to a playground . . . my feet still 
feel like I’m pedaling. 
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Speaking of cycling, Inna, my wife, practices the song cycle at the piano, while I sit across the 
room, trying to revise the same songs, re-transpose them, and clarify the score for the ensemble. I 
do this in headphones, drowning out the singing by using the SimplyNoise app on my phone.  
 
SUNDAY, APRIL 14: 
 
This afternoon I’m playing a house concert at DuPuy’s Landing Guesthouse in Chelsea with clari-
netist Sam Sadigursky and bassist Thomson Kneeland. This was a spinoff concert of a new trio 
project with bassist Pablo Aslan—but Pablo couldn’t make it for this date, so we played with 
Thomson, who came heavily recommended by Sam. Thomson rocked it—both are such great 
musicians. I was surprised and grateful to have an audience of thirty people I didn’t know, all of 
whom wanted to buy CDs. We were fed bagels and lox, and there was champagne and coffee. We 
played well, no doubt thanks to the lox. 
 
One of the things that started happening recently is that I’ve become pickier about which instrument 
to play on which song—sometimes the viola is perfect; and at other times, the fadolín (my acoustic 
six-string violin made by Eric Aceto). I find that tunes in D minor, for instance, sound better on 
viola; tunes in B-flat major sound better on the fadolín. In some tunes, the range of chords (and their 
inversions) that I can voice on the instrument becomes a deciding ingredient; in others, it’s the 
range of the melody, the scope of the improvised content, or very often it’s the tone. My viola has a 
bigger, brighter tone, while the fadolín has this wonderfully intimate, viol-like quality. I often 
change fiddles between songs, depending on the sound they’re looking for.  
 

 
Ljova plays his six-string fadolín (photo courtesy of Anna Rozenblat) 
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MONDAY, APRIL 15: 
 
Bombing in Boston . . . flood of news, despair, sympathy; checking in on our friends in Boston, 
their parents . . . massaging parts for Songs of Bert Meyers and finally sent them off to my 
publisher, Diana Jaensch. Dealing with a filmmaker who might fire me, other filmmakers who 
might hire me—so it goes, the film music world is always in flux, right up until the film’s release, 
and even after that. No practicing today.  
 
TUESDAY, APRIL 16:  
 
Decided to re-orchestrate a cue that my filmmaker said “didn’t have enough spank”; tried to beef it 
up and also installed some higher quality orchestral samples (now using “Sibelius Sounds”). One of 
my mentors at the Sundance Institute’s Film Composers Lab suggested using the lousiest orchestral 
samples for demos, because they leave much to the imagination when real players arrive. But no 
luck—even with the refined samples and mix, still the cue is rejected, despite being at exactly the 
same metronome marking as the temp music, which is something from my album Lost in Kino. 
Having to battle with temp music is hard enough—battling temp music from your own music is 
even harder. I may lose this battle. 
 
Bought two cardboard-box violins for a group violin class that’ll meet at our apartment for the first 
time on Saturday. Hustling on a few contacts to perform in Europe. Checking the lead sheet for the 
Agustín Lara songs medley, which I had asked my colleague Roger Zare to type out for me—the 
only aspect of the work I was willing to outsource.  Roger did a great job, even though he’s 
traveling. No practicing today, either . . . 
 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 17: 
 
Beginning to orchestrate the Agustín Lara songs medley while also editing the score/parts for the 
Agustín Lara waltzes medley . . .  ran off to play a two-hour cocktail hour at the offices of Carolina 
Herrera, with my old friend, accordionist and vocalist Nicole Renaud, and violinist Alexandre 
Tseytlin. Wonderful musicians on hand, but no surprises here—same old cocktail hours as all the 
others, no matter how many celebrity fashionistas show up. They loved us. It’s work. It pays.  
Dinner = Chipotle, down the block.  
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 18: 
 
More orchestrating for Mexico and also attended an orientation session at the School for Strings, a 
three-hour indoctrination about discipline and repetition. Still not sure if we want to send Benjy to 
study there—and am very curious about the Mark O’Connor Method. No face time with viola 
today. 
 
FRIDAY, APRIL 19: 
 
This diary’s second weekend begins—“I really should be practicing,” the book says—but of course, 
I’m monitoring twitter feeds for Boston marathon shooting news. Wrote a blog post about bicycling 
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with instruments, a companion to a Strings Magazine feature in which they interviewed me and a 
few others. (Did you know, Ben Sollee *bikes* with a *cello*?) 
 
My filmmaker warned me that she’s asking other composers to write demos for the film that she 
had asked me to score, because my availability for the next two weeks is so scarce and because I 
didn’t do anything on her film for a few months. Trying to salvage the situation, I took a few hours 
to write a two-minute cue, which I hope she’ll like. If she doesn’t, at least I’ll be happy about 
having written a good cue and having an honest artistic disagreement. 
 
Later in the afternoon, I got asked by a friend to improvise a few lines for a commercial demo he’s 
working on, record them at my studio, and send them back right away, urgently. Finally, getting 
some playing done—for about twenty minutes. Silliness.  
 
And now rushing home to light Shabbat candles with the kids. The kids enjoy this so much. 
 
SATURDAY, APRIL 20: 
 
Hello weekend! We pack into the car and drive to my in-laws in New Jersey for a surprise visit. I 
manage to get about one hour of arranging work done while the kids are at a local playground and 
about ten minutes more on the car ride home.   
 
Benjy gets his first-ever violin lesson, or shall I say pre-Suzuki class, on a box violin, courtesy of 
the violinist Hilary Castle. Everyone is happy—except Yos’ka who napped very little. He convinces 
me to take him out for a long bike ride around Central Park, and I couldn’t be more pleased to 
oblige. Dinner, bath, kids asleep. 
 

 
Yos’ka and Benjy, ready to follow in their father’s footsteps 
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At 9:30 p.m., I drive over to my studio for a meeting with Nicole Renaud, who is composing the 
score to Bill Plympton’s animated feature film Cheatin’. I’m supposed to get a drive of music I’ll 
have to record at some point in the next week—both violin and viola parts. (Violin parts will be 
recorded on the fadolín.) Somewhere there must be three hours to record, to get started—but I can’t 
do it now, as it’s too late at night; the neighbors will complain. 
 
I stay in the studio for a late night of arranging, determined to make major headway with the 
Agustín Lara songs medley, hoping to write out all of the string parts . . .  
 
I’m not as worried about the arranging work as I am about learning the viola part for David Bruce’s 
piece Steampunk, which we’re also playing in San Diego and which looks pretty gnarly.  
 
SUNDAY, APRIL 21: 
 
Morning bike ride with Yos’ka in Central Park. Perfect weather. Two hours of work arranging 
while he naps. In the middle of that, I get an e-mail that the new music I wrote for the animated film 
project wasn’t working, and they’ll go with another composer. This makes me happy, as I’ve tried 
my best to contribute in a way I find meaningful, and it’s not what they were looking for—an 
honest artistic disagreement. Now I can spend more time writing things I need to write, like 
woodwind quintets. 
 
MONDAY, APRIL 22: 
 
Speaking of woodwind quintets, I am biking to Queens (nine miles) this morning and will spend all 
day in Queens observing two classes at a charter school in Jackson Heights in connection with the 
quintets I’m commissioned to write, with a residency in mind. Unfortunately, it was very much an 
“inmates are running the asylum” scene here, with the teacher, effectively, having to give private 
lessons to fifteen to twenty kids at the same time, on different instruments. Kids tuning out, talking 
back, and being rude. Hard to watch, because this could easily be my kids’ school. This is seventh 
or eighth grade. 
 
After the return ride from Queens, had a two-hour rehearsal with bassist Andrew Roitstein, who is 
playing two shows with Ljova and the Kontraband this week and next. Andrew came very prepared, 
knew the music, fit right in . . . more arranging at night . . . home late. 
 
TUESDAY, APRIL 23: 
 
This afternoon the entire Ljova and the Kontraband (Patrick Farrell, accordion; Mathias Künzli, 
percussion, Inna Barmash, vocal; yours truly on viola and fadolín) rehearses with Andrew Roitstein. 
In the early days of the Kontraband, rehearsals used to take at least three to four hours; seven years 
later, we manage to run down a set and learn a new tune in two and a half hours.  
 
More arranging for Mexico, until 2:30 a.m., but happily got the arranging work approved within ten 
to fifteen minutes of sending the e-mail—Javier Camarena was in Switzerland, just waking up. 
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Ljova and the Kontraband, from left to right: Mike Savino, Patrick Farrell, Inna Barmash, Lev 
“Ljova” Zhurbin, and Mathias Künzli (photo courtesy of Anna Rozenblat) 
 
 
WEDNESDAY, APRIL 24:  
 
Ljova and the Kontraband concert in Weehawken, NJ . . . big success . . . Andrew did great.  
 
Afterward, a few hours recording for Nicole Renaud’s Cheatin’ score after the concert in my studio, 
engineering myself. Nicole wrote some great tunes for this film. 
 
Finish proofreading parts and scores for Mexican projects . . . laundry . . .  another very late night. 
I’ve barely seen the kids since the weekend, and we’re about to leave town for five days in 
California. 
 
THURSDAY, APRIL 25: 
 
Surprise! More gigs—early morning performance at the United Nations with “Oh Land,” a singer-
songwriter from Denmark, now living in Williamsburg. Rounding out the string quartet were 
violinists Hilary Castle (Benjy’s violin teacher!) and Melissa Tong, with Gil Selinger on cello. 
Quick and easy job—once through the song at soundcheck and once at the show. We were there to 
help celebrate the reopening of the Trusteeship Council, which has been renovated with Danish 
furniture. Hence the Danish connection. 
 
Picking up a parve (a.k.a. vegan) challah from Eli’s, for our friends Ronen and Yael Landa, who 
live in Los Angeles. We’ll see them tomorrow. 
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In the afternoon, more recording for Nicole Renaud’s film score, then a rehearsal with a couple of 
Ethel quartet alumni, Jennifer Choi and Cornelius Dufallo and cellist Alex Waterman, for a concert 
we’re playing on May 9 at Roulette with saxophonist/clarinetist/composer Marty Ehrlich. It is so 
therapeutic to have a rehearsal for a project two weeks away when you’re sweating bullets on 
something for tomorrow. 
 

 
Ljova conducting the score to Penny Dreadful, a short film by Shane Atkinson, as part of the 
ASCAP/Columbia University Film Scoring Workshop (photo courtesy of Rob Cristiano) 
 
Biking everywhere . . . packing for Los Angeles/San Diego/Brooklyn . . . will be gone for almost a 
week . . . never enough time to kiss the kids enough, never enough . . .   
 
FRIDAY, APRIL 26: 
 
My wife and I have made it to Los Angeles, a one-day layover on our way to San Diego. Reworked 
an arrangement for Madeleine Peyroux on the plane—the third or fourth rewrite of Dance Me to the 
End of Love for a project premiering in Toronto in a month, a collaboration with the Art of Time 
Ensemble. Hopefully this will stick. Among other arrangers involved in this show is Gavin Bryars. 
 
Rented a car (free upgrade to a convertible!); drove to meet a film agent—didn’t tell them that I was 
let go from a film score that was temped with my own music. Talked about vinyl records instead. 
Shabbat dinner with Ronen and Yael Landa, who’ve moved to LA recently with a newborn baby. 
They’re adjusting beautifully, though not without struggles of their own. 
 
SATURDAY, APRIL 27: 
 
Breakfast with Adam Baer, freelance journalist and former New Yorker, who extols the beauty of 
Griffith Park. We drive through it, take pictures from a vista with the “Hollywood” sign.  
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Drive down to San Diego in our rented convertible, with the top down, of course—windy but feels 
somewhat like cycling. I think about how we’ll approach rehearsing the song cycle, which 
movement to start with; think about how I haven’t had any minute to practice the viola part for 
David Bruce’s piece, Steampunk. 
 
Rehearsal begins—I mostly fake the hard parts of David’s piece, but few people notice—or perhaps 
everyone does. They flew me from New York, and I didn’t have a chance to practice. 
 
Rehearsal for my piece goes so-so—arguably, my music is more difficult than David’s, as his is 
more mechanical—in my piece, the time signatures keep changing and it’s often rubato, without 
conductor. I try to encourage the proceedings, not to be too critical . . . and things gradually 
improve. After the rehearsal, Inna (the vocal soloist, my wife) and I spend a few hours at the house 
of Deb Pate and Jack Forrest, where I accompany Inna at the piano for an hour or two. 
 
Here we also meet Thomas Turner, Principal Violist of the Minnesota Orchestra, who is here as 
Acting Principal Violist of San Diego Symphony, because Minnesota Orchestra has been on strike 
for the entire season. This is a heartbreaking story, unbelievably powerful for all the wrong reasons, 
profoundly sad. But it’s good to see Tom working. 
 
 
SUNDAY, APRIL 28:  
 
Early rehearsal (9:00 a.m.) for Songs of Bert Meyers, and things go much better. Considerable 
improvement; everyone feels more comfortable. It’s coming together.   
 
Spent the afternoon finally doing some shedding on Steampunk and also practicing the song cycle 
with Inna, for which I attempt to reduce the ensemble parts to an accompaniment for my fadolín. 
Then more shopping at vintage stores in the Hillcrest section of San Diego, where we also found 
two bookstores on the same block—where does that ever happen anymore?!—and two stores that 
specialize in vinyl records, also within the space of three blocks—this is my kind of town!!  
 
MONDAY, APRIL 29: 
 
Getting a haircut—in the back of a nail salon—old pros here. 
 
Walked to the concert venue, San Diego Museum of Art, and back, about a mile each way—people 
thought we were crazy or homeless, especially with me lugging that semiautomatic thing known as 
a violin/viola double case.   
 
Rehearsal at the museum—things are really coming together, but the room is very boomy . . . we’re 
requesting a PA system for the concert so that Inna can be better heard.  
 
Dinner with Demarre McGill (one of the founders of Art of Élan) at Pomegranate, an amazing 
Georgian restaurant in San Diego. We autographed the wall—see if you can find it. 
 
TUESDAY, APRIL 30: 
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Morning field trip to La Jolla Cove, an incredibly magnetic vista in San Diego, a frequent stop for 
seals, a wildlife refuge. I sat there trying to compose something inspired by the perfection of this 
morning but couldn’t get my mind off of my grandfather, Lev Ginzburg’s,  book—The Abyss— 
about the aftermath of World War II.  
 
Back at the San Diego Art Museum for a dress rehearsal . . . the PA arrives, and you can hear the 
vocal unburied. I make a few more changes to the song cycle, and . . . 
 
the premiere is a big standing-ovation-type success. Everyone’s thrilled. Listen to it here. All of my 
practicing on David Bruce’s Steampunk yielded good results, except for the one or two passages 
that even David himself admits are “basically not playable.” 
 
After the concert, I had a conversation with an older composer, a professor of composition, who 
congratulated me and, at the same time, spoke of his inability to write music in recent decades, 
because he was an “academic composer,” someone who grew up listening to popular music but 
wrote things in a more “academic” direction. I tried to encourage him to seek out performers for his 
music and said that I would be very excited to hear it, perform it, but he grew even more shy . . .  
 
WEDNESDAY, MAY 1: 
 
The morning starts at 3:22 a.m., preparing for our 6:30 a.m. flight back to New York. Returning our 
rental convertible, shuttling to the airport, a very painless frisking by the TSA, and gratefully 
nobody bothers me about my instruments being too big to fit in the carryon bins.    
 
Back in New York a few hours later, squeezing in a quick round of Georgian appetizers at 
Pirosmani, a Georgian restaurant in Brooklyn, before heading to a soundcheck with Ljova and the 
Kontraband and our double-bill with Brooklyn Rider at Littlefield. 
 
Brooklyn Rider is an amazing, out of this world jaw-dropping-brilliant string quartet. My cousin, 
Johnny Gandelsman, is one of the violinists along with Colin Jacobsen. Colin’s brother, Eric, plays 
the cello, and Nicholas Cords is on the viola. It’s very much a family, and the composers they often 
work with are parts of their extended family . . . not only did they commission a string quartet from 
me, Culai, but they recorded it for their “major label” debut and asked my band to open for them at 
their New York CD-release party.  
 
I’m nervous about Brooklyn Rider signing a “record deal” with a “major label.” Having released 
four records under my own label, a deal with a “major” makes little sense to me—but it’s not my 
call, I’m just the composer.  
 
As we arrive to Littlefield for a soundcheck, we see that Brooklyn Rider is on stage playing my 
piece, as part of a video shoot. There’s a mountain of energy on stage. Jody Elff, who does live 
sound for the Silk Road Ensemble and Meredith Monk, is at the controls.  
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Ljova and the Kontraband performing with Brooklyn Rider on May 1, 2013 
 
We soundcheck the Kontraband and try two tunes together with Brooklyn Rider—the inextinguish-
able Plume and the Russian Gypsy standard I Want to Love as two encores to close out the show. 
 
Everything goes beautifully. My wife and I are slightly woozy from the day’s travel and the 
previous weeks of madness—but we also feel very accomplished. 
 
Since we came by car, after the concert we drive home two violists—Mattie Kaiser, director of 
Classical Revolution PDX and a recent transplant to New York from Portland and Elizabeth 
Weinfield, a violist whose primary concentration these days is early music and leading the ensemble 
Sonnambula.  
 
SOME WEEKS LATER: 
 
It’s easy to say that the past few weeks “were a blur”—in fact, it felt more like traversing a matrix 
of deadlines, responsibilities, juggling creative tasks while maximizing time with family, learning 
the more technical issues of a challenging viola part, fleshing out orchestration, preparing parts, and 
recording. It’s been an amazing honor to work with all of these amazing souls, musicians, and 
administrators. I am so fortunate to be entrusted with so much responsibility for creating new work, 
to have a singing wife and an understanding family, to have the possibility to speak and dream 
through a viola, and to have so many different projects inspire and nurture each other. 
 
Thank you for reading! 
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http://www.ljova.com/works/vjola_suite/plume-suite/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=44b7SLQ5TE0
http://www.classicalrevolutionpdx.org/
http://www.sonnambula.org/html/showcase.php
http://www.sonnambula.org/html/showcase.php
http://www.sonnambula.org/
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Hailed by the New York Times as “dizzyingly versatile . . .  an eclectic with an ear for texture . . . 
strikingly original and soulful,” LJOVA (Lev Zhurbin) was born in 1978 in Moscow, Russia, and 
moved to New York with his parents, composer Alexander Zhurbin and writer Irena Ginzburg, in 
1990. He divides his time between performing as a violist in diverse groups ranging from his own, 
LJOVA AND THE KONTRABAND, to string quartets, jazz combos, and Gypsy bands; arranging 
music for Yo-Yo Ma, the Kronos Quartet, Gustavo Santaolalla, Osvaldo Golijov, Alondra de la 
Parra, and others; and composing original music for film, TV, dance, and the concert stage. Recent 
commissions have included projects with the string quartet Brooklyn Rider, choreographer Aszure 
Barton, and filmmaker Josef Astor. 
 

 
 

Poster from the film Cupcake, with original music by Ljova  
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http://www.ljova.com/about/bio/kontraband
http://www.ljova.com/about/bio/filmography
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=p_H4YdELaSM



