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1) Covering Guernica (2015) – for flute, clarinet, cello and piano. First performed 
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2) Polymetric Studies (2016) – for solo piano. First performed by Philip Mead at 
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Cheltenham on July 7th 2018. Duration 23’ 30” 

5) Murmuration (2017) – for flute and clarinet. First performed by Ensemble 

Variances at Victoria Rooms, Bristol on April 25th 2017. Duration 4’ 31” 

6) Seven Hokusai Miniatures (2018) – for string quartet. First performed by the 

Solem Quartet at Aberystwyth MusicFest on July 29th 2018. (Duration 26’00”) 
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Abstract: 

The submission consists of six musical compositions and a supporting commentary of 

15,000 words.  

 

The works explore the handling of musical time in a variety of different contexts. Cross-

rhythms, polyrhythm, polymetre and polytempo are the principal areas of research. In 

certain works, especially Polymetric Studies, consideration is given to the illusion of 

polytempo, the displacement of the universal pulse to deliberately disorientate the listener, 

the dramatic effect achieved by such disorientation and the re-establishment of the 

universal pulse. The commentary demonstrates how the works are underpinned by research 

into examples as early as Beethoven and Berlioz up to the minimalism of Reich, and 

Ligeti’s assimilation of his ethno-musical studies of sub-Saharan African music. 

Consideration is also given to music actually conceived and scored in simultaneous 

multiple tempi, from Ives to Stockhausen and Birtwistle. The composition portfolio 

includes examples of “limited aleatorism” (eg. Lutoslawski), illusory motifs (eg. Ligeti), 

polymetric patterns created by irregularly-grouped note cycles within a unified tempo, as 

well as large-scale structures, notably Kalon, in which simultaneous unrelated tempi are 

consistently juxtaposed in both tonal/modal and atonal contexts.  
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Introduction and Research Aims 

I began my PhD with a crisis of musical identity. For twenty-one years I had spent three 

quarters of each year writing media music, especially for film, television and theatre. Such 

a chameleon-like musical existence left limited time to respond to concert commissions, 

let alone to undertake research or keep up with developments in contemporary music. More 

importantly, when I did have the leisure to compose my own projects, I was increasingly 

unsure of what my musical voice was. After a consultation with Professor Pickard at the 

University of Bristol it became clear that a period of research and composition under 

supervision would compel an intellectual rigor and discipline that had been lacking for too 

long. I chose polyrhythm, polymetre and polytempo as principle areas of my doctoral 

research, and I decided to compose mainly instrumental works for small groups and up to 

full orchestra, since most of my recent concert work had been vocal or choral. It was 

instrumental music that I supposed would be the greatest challenge and would give the 

greatest opportunities to research different forms of rhythmic complexity. Without the 

given structure of a poem or text it was instrumental music that would demand pure musical 

structures and solutions. 

 

Context of Research  

As a student of John Lambert at the Royal College of Music (1971-1974) I had the good 

fortune to meet Olivier Messiaen, whose Technique de Mon Langage Musical 1  had 

influenced my first string quartet Canticles of Light with its incorporation of modes of 

limited transposition, non-retrogradable rhythms, and various forms of rhythmic 

                                                

1 Olivier Messiaen, trans. John Sattersfield, The Technique Of My Musical Language, Paris, Alphonse 
Leduc, 1944, 20-21 
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augmentation and diminution. His chapter “Polyrhythms and Rhythmic Pedals”2 also led 

me to explore the superposition of rhythms of unequal length in several of my other early 

works, including Concerto For Seven and the opera Metamorphoses. Messiaen’s taste for 

Indian, Indonesian and Japanese music, his sensuality and the fervour of his religious 

devotion attracted me much more than the approach to composition of my erstwhile teacher 

Elisabeth Lutyens. She, echoing Boulez at his most evangelical, had asserted in 1970 that 

the only music worth writing at that time was dodecaphonic, and refused to contemplate 

anything I brought her that did not employ serial technique.  The connection between the 

non-Western tradition, not only through Messiaen but through my discovery of Ligeti and 

Britten’s music, proved to be one of my defining paths towards polyrhythm, as will be 

discussed later in relation to Messiaen and Indian raga, and Ligeti and sub-Saharan African 

music. During my final year at the RCM I took part in the first student performance of 

Stockhausen’s Gruppen, conducting the third of the three orchestral groups. This ambitious 

development of Stockhausen’s spatial deployment of instrumental groups, a development 

from his electronic composition Gesang der Jünglinge, for five loudspeaker groups, made 

a strong impression with its call and answer, and tutti or soli textures travelling around the 

concert hall and enveloping the audience.  In Stockhausen’s note on Gruppen, reproduced  

in Stockhausen, Life and Work by Karl Wörner, the composer writes: “The  orchestras – 

each under their own conductor – sometimes play independently and in different tempi; 

from time to time they meet in common audible rhythm; for a while, only music from the 

left, from the front or from the right might be heard; the sound may transmigrate from one 

orchestra to another.”3 My experience of conducting Gruppen made me conclude that, 

however fascinating the transference of music spatially, the music itself is so atomized, so 

metrically elusive, that it is difficult to distinguish music that is in different tempi from 

sections in tempo unison. 

 

After graduating from the RCM I won a scholarship to study with, and subsequently 

                                                

2 Ibid, 20 
3 Karl Wörner, trans. Bill Hopkins, Stockhausen, Life and Work, London: Faber and Faber, 1973, 37 



 10 

became assistant to, Hans Werner Henze in Rome. I was attracted to his theatrical flair, his 

love of opera, ballet and word setting, and my first project was to assist him orchestrating 

the film score The Lost Honour of Katharina Blum (1975). As well as discovering Henze’s 

mastery of orchestration, his limitless curiosity to invent and discover new musical 

sonorities by means of unconventional notation, I was impressed with his ability to adapt 

12-tone technique. In his usage, rows were freer successions of intervals designed to 

produce atonal, diatonic or free chromatic melodic and harmonic material as the context 

demanded. At that time Henze was working on the opera We Come To The River4 which, 

as well as a cast of 111 roles covered by over 50 singers, required three onstage ensembles. 

My task as his assistant was to review Henze’s writing each day and to comment on how 

the conductor could co-ordinate each instrumental group. After daily discussions I would 

mark his score and send it to Schott for engraving and proofing.  The parallel actions 

onstage, required by Henze’s Marxist librettist Edward Bond, were realized by different 

musics in simultaneous tempi, such as the marching band, waltzes and madrigals. Henze 

also employed space-time notation in which players continue playing freely until cued by 

the conductor to stop or begin a new section. Although I was unconvinced by the work’s 

dramatic impact, its political message and the enormous apparatus required to perform it, 

something of the simultaneous actions and music created an impression that lay dormant 

until my own polyrhythmic and polymetric efforts of the past three years. Certainly the 

dilemma over strictly notated passages versus freely interpreted ones, explored in my 

Covering Guernica, may well have lodged in my musical subconscious during the period 

of time working with Henze. 

 

On my return to the UK, I responded to commissions from contemporary music groups but 

soon became disillusioned by the very small number of people my music was reaching, 

and felt a growing doubt that the post-Darmstadt world of contemporary music was one to 

which I could belong. When offered commissions from the Royal National Theatre and 

Channel 4 to compose scores for Tony Harrison (Prometheus, A Maybe Day In Kazakhstan, 

                                                

4 Hans Werner Henze, We Come To The River, Mainz: Schott, 1976  
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The Shadow of Hiroshima, The Prince’s Play, Fram), I seized the opportunity to develop 

a musical language that could support film, poetry and text. As well as Harrison, I 

collaborated with Ted Hughes on the satirical opera The Pig Organ, and with Maya 

Angelou on the hybrid opera/musical King. The ensuing years of art film, theatre and 

commercial media work allowed me to develop musically in valuable directions and to 

learn much about drama, poetry and art from my collaborators. They nonetheless left a 

hunger to develop a more rigorous and sophisticated musical style that I felt could only be 

satisfied by undertaking a period of research for this PhD. 

 

Choice of Research Theme 

My choice of research theme arose from an eighteen-month collaboration with bio-

acoustician Dr. Bernie Krause (which included a field trip to Mulu National Park, Borneo) 

on the orchestral work The Great Animal Orchestra.5 I had analysed ways in which the 

natural world, in an acoustically rich, bio-diverse environment such as a rainforest, appears 

to be organized in niches of sound based on frequency and texture. For example, we saw 

on a spectrogram (which enabled our acoustic analysis to extend beyond the range of 

human hearing) how bats occupy the highest sonic frequencies.  Within each group there 

are diverse instances of creatures, for example,  crickets, frogs and certain birds, that can 

be seen to occupy their own acoustic space within the rainforest – a sort of natural animal 

orchestra. Following the premiere of The Great Animal Orchestra in 2014, I interviewed 

Bernie Krause about his conclusions on the creatures of such habitats having awareness of 

the polyrhythms and multiple tempi that they create. If the natural world does organize 

itself in this way, as it appears to, then Krause felt it a reasonable hypothesis that humans 

also are capable of discerning not only layers of rhythm, as found in any contrapuntal vocal 

or instrumental music, but diverse tempi as well. Krause drew my attention to the music of 

the Ba’aka pygmy tribes of the Congo that emulates the natural world in music of 

extraordinary richness and complexity. It was a happy coincidence that, two years later 

                                                

5 Richard Blackford, The Great Animal Orchestra, Wyastone Leys: Nimbus, 2014 
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when I was studying Simha Arom’s African Polyphony and Polyrhythm,6  I discovered  

that much of his material had been drawn from extended research among the Ba’aka. I 

drew up a study list of instrumental works that have explored polytempo and polymetric 

techniques, including Charles Ives’ Symphony No. 4, Stockhausen’s Gruppen, Harrison 

Birtwistle’s Theseus Game, Elliott Carter’s String Quartet No. 3, and Conlon Nancarrow’s 

Piano Studies. 

 

Background to Research Theme 

As background, I gathered examples of how composers, even from the Classical and 

Romantic periods, have deliberately given the illusion of multiple tempi even if the music 

is governed by a universal beat. This might take the form of a rapid juxtaposition of short 

sections in different tempi. For example, the celebrated opening of the final movement of 

Beethoven’s Ninth Symphony juxtaposes the material of the preceding three movements 

with orchestral celli quasi-recitative in constantly changing metre and tempo.7 By the 

Allegro assai (63 bars before letter A) the ear believes that the orchestral celli are 

proceeding independently of the wind in the Allegro assai and Allegro Tempo I. Berlioz 

employs a curious and daring effect in Scène aux Champs in his Symphonie Fantastique8 

in which the vigorous, declamatory celli and basses appear to be playing completely 

different music from the sustained idée fixe on the upper woodwind. In the final movement 

of Mahler’s Second Symphony9  the offstage brass and percussion at Fig. 22 are notated in 

4/4 against the orchestral 6/4 and give the illusion of playing an independent music in an 

independent tempo. This could also be said of Fig. 30, where the Flute plays a free quasi-

cadenza in alternation with the rhythmic soft offstage brass calls. In the twentieth century 

Benjamin Britten gives the illusion of three simultaneous events in the final act of Peter 

Grimes.10  From Fig. 50 the fog horn (offstage tuba) blows its mournful call, the chorus 

                                                

6 Simha Arom,  trans. Martin Thom, Barbara Tuckett and Raymond Boyd, African Polyphony and               
Polyrhythm, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991 
7  Ludwig van Beethoven, Symphony 9, Vienna, Philharmonia, n.d. 
8  Hector Berlioz, Symphonie Fantastique, Mainz, Eulenburg, n.d., 114-115 
9  Gustav Mahler, Symphonie 2 ‘Resurrection’, Vienna,Josef Weinberger, n.d. 
10 Benjamin Britten, Peter Grimes, London, Boosey & Hawkes, 1945 
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declaims its menacing, rhythmic “Peter Grimes,” and the unfortunate Grimes himself sings 

in a masterly combination of rhythmic and freely declaimed recitative. 

 

My research into music in which elements are actually unsynchronized (as opposed to the 

illusion of independent tempi) included Lutoslawski’s Jeux Venitiens and String Quartet. 

Lutoslawski described this technique as “limited aleatorism.”  His combination of 

controlled freedom to individual musicians with conventionally notated bars in which the 

players are synchronized became the starting point for my Covering Guernica.  

 

Research Aims 

Covering Guernica and Polymetric Studies specifically explore: 1) the balance between 

strictly notated music and chance elements, including free notation, 2) music which is 

governed by the bar line, 3) music which defies the bar line,  4) music which incorporates 

polymetre and metrical modulation as structural, expressive and dramatic elements. In 

addition, I thought about the balance between the strict, formalized structures of 

Stockhausen and Carter and the more intuitive works of Ligeti that evolve organically and 

that re-introduce triadic harmony in his later works. Having for years been interested in the 

motivic transformation of musical cells in the string quartets and operas of Janacek I 

decided to investigate and extend similar techniques in Niobe by studying Henri 

Dutilleux’s Tout Un Monde Lointain.11  Finally, I investigated the incorporation of modes 

as a basis for melodic and harmonic composition, and the technique of intervallic alteration 

and saturation that I found in the music of Bartók (Concerto For Orchestra and String 

Quartet No. 4) and Messiaen (Quattuor Pour Le Fin du Temps). 

 

Covering Guernica and Polymetric Studies became maquettes for the larger-scale Kalon, 

which requires a string quartet and string orchestra to play consistently in different 

                                                

11 Henri Dutilleux, Tout Un Monde Lointain, Paris, Heugel, 1970 
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simultaneous tempi. Kalon required me to evolve new composition and technical 

disciplines, including computer simulations, to analyse the effects of polytempo and 

polymetric music. I will cross-reference the works included in my portfolio and cite 

developments of recurring techniques as well as refer to composers, works and methods 

studied during the period. 
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Chapter 1 - Covering Guernica 

Background. 

The opportunity to write this work came from a workshop given by the French Ensemble 

Variances during their residency at the University of Bristol in December 2015. I chose a 

quartet of Flute, Clarinet, Cello and Piano.  The inspiration for the work came from a 

newspaper article I read in 2003, just before the first Gulf War. When Colin Powell went 

to the United Nations on February 5th that year to make his case for war against Saddam 

Hussein he ordered the life-size reproduction of Picasso’s painting Guernica to be covered, 

supposing that a painting that depicts the horrors of war would not help the call to arms he 

was about to propose. Maureen Dowd, in a column for the New York Times, reported a 

UN spokesman’s announcement, “Tomorrow it will be covered and we will put Security 

Council flags in front of it.” She went on to satirize Powell, “Mr. Powell can’t very well 

seduce the world into bombing Iraq surrounded on camera by shrieking and mutilated 

women, men and children, bulls and horses.”12  

 

I assigned the four instruments to one or more characters in the painting – the bass clarinet 

for the Bull, the cello for the Wounded Horse, the piccolo for the Screaming Women, the 

piano for the Fallen Warrior. In Guernica; The Genesis of a Painting  Rudolf Arnheim 

writes “The spectator’s eyes, traveling along the canvas, inspect a sequence of themes 

rather than encounter a highly integrated structure.” 13  In constructing a musical 

examination of the painting I followed Arnheim’s sequence of images to which he claims 

the eye is drawn. It starts with the Bull as the gatekeeper, the Horse as the passive victim 

of the bullfight, the Bird as the dove of peace, the Grieving Mother, the Light-bearing 

                                                

12 Maureen Dowd, ‘Powell Without Picasso’, Opinion/New York Times, February 5th. 2003, 1 
13 Rudolf Arnheim, Guernica, Genesis of a Painting, Berkeley, UC Press, 1962, reprinted 2006, 26 
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Witness, the fugitive and the Falling Victim. The “sprawling chaos” (Arnheim) of 

Picasso’s painting challenged me to explore the concept of musical chaos, especially by 

means of sustained aleatory passages in which all four instruments proceed independently 

in strict or free notation. I also re-created the musical elements of the first aleatory section 

of the work in strict notation in order to hear if the two expressions of similar material 

notated differently were audibly perceptible (my conclusions are discussed in the Summary 

to the present chapter). Finally, just as Picasso condensed the bombing of Guernica in time 

and space, I tried to condense the musical elements into short, intense responses to the 

“covering” of his painting. 

 

Musical Structure and Analysis 

The single continuous movement is divided into five short sections: 

I) Introduction. Short, soft isolated chords reveal each of the instruments as 

“dramatis personae”. Bass clarinet, cello, piano then flute in decreasing 

durations that give the illusion of acceleration, a preoccupation of the entire 

work. The ensemble then plays a written acceleration (bars 9/ 10) before the 

first of the sustained introductory solos. The first cello solo (bar 11) is based on  

a heptatonic mode (Ex.1). 

 

This is derived from a “double harmonic” scale, also known as Bhairav Raag, Byzantine 

or Arabic scale, featuring two minor thirds. The intervallic relationship of the first four 

notes of each mode correspond to their transposition up a fifth, therefore limiting the 

number of possible transpositions. The pitch choices for the cello solo, which is rooted in 

the tonality of A (on which it begins and concludes its solo), are derived entirely from the 

original mode and its transposition up a fourth (i.e. starting on A). The combination or 

alternation of at least two transpositions of the mode becomes a feature of the melodic 
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material of the work.  The harmonic sequence of the opening chords is also entirely derived 

from this mode. By limiting the choices of pitches, the whole opening sequence has a 

distinctive intervallic character. The ensuing bass clarinet solo introduces a written 

accelerando of low repeated C-sharps (bar 12), like the grunt of the Bull, or its furiously 

pawing of the ground. By contrast, the flute’s delicate cantilena (bar 13) is more melodic, 

more ornamented. Finally comes the piano solo, marked “quasi-improvisando,” 

descending through the heptatonic mode to a low D, the predominant tonality of the piece. 

II)  “Impact 1” (Bar 15)  - all four players play independently in a predominantly 

fast tempo. The music is frenetic, chaotic, as if the viewer is assaulted by the  

totality of the painting for the first time with all the elements hurled together 

simultaneously. Further fragmentation is achieved by flourishes of grace notes 

and accelerating repeated patterns. Each of the instruments in this and the 

subsequent section reach extremes of tessitura with piccolo and clarinet at the 

their most penetrating, recalling passages in Maxwell Davies’ Eight Songs For 

A Mad King and Birtwistle’s Punch and Judy. The long, single measure 

gravitates towards the pitch of D heard in three octaves – the first tonal assertion 

in an otherwise non-tonal context.  

III) Duets (Bar 16) -  a sequence of themes with the fast tempo continuing, but now 

in strict notation. A series of duets - bass clarinet with piano, cello and piano, 

piccolo and clarinet, then piano solo - develops the material from the solos from 

the Introduction. The bass clarinet’s earlier low triplet repeated grunts are now 

semiquavers; the cello’s triplets become frantic repeated semiquavers; the 

piccolo and clarinet reduce their iterations of the heptatonic mode to 

semiquavers and quintuplets in the most piercing upper tessitura. The piano solo 

keeps extending its rising chordal sequence (like a dissonant version of the 

Chopin’s Étude op.10 No.3),  it’s thirds giving way to tritones. 

IV) “Impact II” (Bar 112) is based on material from Impact I but now in strict 

notation. A comparison of bars 15 with 112 reveals similar contours for each 

instrument but the strict tempo gives the impression of a variation on the earlier 

aleatory section. The Piccolo attempts to assert the high D, as before, but the 

ensemble crashes through it in contrary motion to a unison F-sharp. 
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V) The Running Woman (Bar 128) - the final section finds all four instruments in 

an even faster, more frantic Presto octave unison. The minor thirds of the 

heptatonic scale predominate even more in a rising sequence (Ex. 2).  

 

Flute and clarinet utter high shrieks in falling semitones before joining the octave unison 

“running” quavers. The sudden regularity of the quaver movement gives focus and 

momentum after the disparate rhythmic overlaps of the previous movements. Each phrase 

is of irregular length punctuated by a gasping quaver rest. Phrases not only expand but 

contract as if the desperate Running Woman is fleeing aimlessly, without direction. The 

quaver rests become extended to crotchet, then minim as the rhythmic unison lurches to a 

low D. A short Coda recalls the opening short chords with each instrument in turn playing 

a sustained tone. The Presto music suddenly interrupts the stillness and the unison 

ensemble descends rapidly, furiously, to a final D.  

 

Summary 

Covering Guernica was written fast - in just under two weeks. On one hand, it has a 

spontaneity and raw energy which a more sustained, considered approach might have 

inhibited. On the other hand, the material could have been expanded much further with 

more time. Furthermore, the pitch, rhythm and harmonic choices could have been more 
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refined.  I relied on a single heptatonic mode for most of the vertical and horizontal pitch 

choices and the melodic and harmonic language is consequently constrained by this 

enforced limitation. The melodic interest lies in the solos of the first and last sections, with 

the intervening ones relying more on polyrhythmic textures to create the musical tension 

and drama. The contrast of the aleatory and strictly notated sections in Impact I and Impact 

II opened up new possibilities of variation. Having heard the piece in performance the 

aleatory version is the more interesting, as it offers greater scope for the players to interpret 

the music with abandon and free expression. I discovered that the portrayal of chaos in 

music is difficult, since the ear will always gravitate to patterns of pitch and rhythm, to try 

to make sense of seemingly random musical patterns and shapes. Perhaps Covering 

Guernica was about creating the illusion of chaos rather than the achievement of it. 

Picasso’s painting is, after all, highly organized and disciplined. Covering Guernica was 

an experiment, only partially successful, but opened up the paths to Polymetric Studies and 

Kalon. As a work of research, Picasso’s own words are eloquent:    

Paintings are but research and experiment. I never do a painting as a work of art. 

All of them are researches. I search constantly and there is a logical sequence in all 

this research. That is why I number them. It’s an experiment in time.14 

  

                                                

14 Quoted in Arnheim, Guernica, 13 
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Chapter 2 - Polymetric Studies 

Background 

The purpose of these three pieces was to investigate and develop metrical and intervallic 

processes in ways I had not attempted before.  They began as a study of polymetric patterns 

created by irregularly-grouped note patterns within a unified tempo to give the illusion of 

simultaneous contrasting tempi. They were inspired by Conlon Nancarrow (Piano Study 

No. 12 and Study for Player Piano No. 37), and Gyorgy Ligeti (Piano Studies No. 7 Galamb 

Borong and No. 13 L’escalier du diable). 

 

My research led me to the Foreword by Ligeti to Simha Arom’s monumental book African 

Polyphony and Polyrhythm. This proved a vital key to my approach to polyrhythm in 

Polymetric Studies, Murmuration and Kalon. Ligeti writes: 

The formal simplicity of sub-Saharan African music with its unchanging repetition 

of periods of equal length, like the uniform pearls of a necklace, is in sharp contrast 

to the inner structure of these periods which, because of the simultaneous 

superpositioning of different rhythmic patterns, possess an extraordinary degree of 

complexity. Gradually, through repeated listening, I became aware of this music’s 

paradoxical nature: the patterns performed by the individual musicians are quite 

different from those that result in their combination. In fact, the ensemble’s super-

pattern is in itself not played and exists only as an illusory outline.15 

 

I called Ligeti’s illusory outline “phantom pulse”, although, far from being an entirely 

rhythmical manifestation, it allowed illusory motifs or even melodies to be heard. I had 

                                                

15 Arom, African Polyphony and Polyrhythm, Foreword xvii 
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heard such effects within the periodic rhythmic structures of Steve Reich, especially his 

use of pulse in Music For 18 Musicians.16  Indeed, Reich gives the title “Pulses” to  the 

cycle of eleven chords on which the work is based. Ligeti acknowledged the influence of 

Reich and fellow minimalist Terry Riley in the title of his Selbstportrait mit Reich und 

Riley (und Chopin ist auch dabei).17  

 

The so-called “phantom pulse” created by irregularly-accented groups is the predominant 

feature of the first movement in Polymetric Studies. The second movement explores 

symmetrical patterns created by melodic and rhythmic inversion in which variety and pace 

are controlled by augmentation and diminution of the principal chorale-like theme. The 

final movement presents an insistent dotted ostinato figure as the basis for the elaboration 

of a motif whose intervals expand and contract as the movement develops. This movement, 

with its contrasting sections and apparent conflict of motifs, comes closer to a modified 

sonata-form structure. 

 

Musical Structure and Analysis 

I - Phantom Pulse 

The first movement presents a predominantly two-part toccata-like texture and is modelled 

on the textural clarity and concision of the Sonatas of Domenico Scarlatti. The pitch 

material of the entire first movement is largely based on the same heptatonic scale that I 

used in Covering Guernica. For the greater part of the movement the left hand plays 

repeated patterns with no bar lines, thus appearing to have an independent life from the 

right hand.  

Section I -The opening presents alternating four and six-note groups with each group 

marked by an accented G in a lower tessitura than the other notes of each group (Ex. 3), 

                                                

16 Steve Reich, Music For 18 Musicians, London, Boosey & Hawkes, 1976 
17 György Ligeti, Monument, Selbstportrait, Bewegung, Mainz, Schott, 1976 
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thereby creating a pulse (Ex. 4). 

 

 Against this the right hand introduces a descending four-phrase theme (motif a) (Ex. 5) 

 

The first thematic statement is dominated by C-flat and A-flat, the minor third being 

reinforced in the left-hand pattern.  Each answering phrase is extended: i.e. phrase 1 = 18 

beats; phrase 2 = 26 beats; phrase 3 (replica of 1) = 18 beats; phrase 4 = 20 beats. This 

extension of themes and patterns becomes a characteristic not only of the first movement 

but of all three. A contrasting rising theme (motif b) (Ex. 6) occurs in bar 12 giving the 

illusion of syncopation, an illusion since the cross rhythmic interplay with the left hand 

defies awareness of which are strong and weak beats. 

 

This motif b first plays for 13 beats with an immediate extension up to 41 beats. The 13-

beat version is repeated and then extended into the bass register for 53 beats. There follows 

a Codetta in which the original left-hand pattern of groups of four and six quavers is 

reversed to six and four and the note-values halved to semiquavers. This takes the form of 
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a downward cascade reinforcing the tonality of an E-flat pedal. The cascade is repeated in 

extended form, shifting up a semitone to E natural for the start of the second section. 

 

Section II - The original unbarred left-hand pattern of four and six is developed to a new 

grouping of five and four, creating a fresh phantom pulse. Against it the main theme (motif 

a) re-appears transposed down a minor third. But by its third phrase it is further transposed 

up a semitone and its fourth phrase has now been intervallically altered. The combination 

of this, together with the new pulse in the left hand, gives the impression that the music is 

different, developing into something new. In bar 48 motif b is re-stated but by bar 55 its 

upward pattern is extended by two 7/8 bars whose last beat is a rest, then two 3/4 bars in 

which the rest has disappeared, creating a sense of forward movement. A link follows in 

which the left hand’s pattern now reverts to groups of four and six, imitated by the right 

hand. By reducing first the left hand, then the right, to overlapping accented groups of three 

the “phantom pulse” appears to speed up towards a climax. 

Section III - Over the left hand four/six grouping the right hand introduces a completely 

new theme, motif c (Ex. 7). Since it is dominated by dotted quavers it appears to have an 

independent tempo to the left-hand quavers. 

 

Characterized by repeated B naturals, it features major and minor seconds as well as the 

characteristic major and minor thirds of the heptatonic mode. In bars 68-69 it develops 

organically by the removal of the dots from the quavers and the addition of extra beats in 

its upward extension. The purpose of this is to allow a seamless transition to Motif b in bar 

78, transposing upwards to the climax of the movement. This climax occurs in bar 82 in 

which three “phantom pulses” play simultaneously - the highest tessitura maintaining the 

insistent dotted quaver rhythm of motif c, the original motif a appearing with altered note 

values but clearly identifiable, and the bass maintaining its groups of four and six. A four-

bar transition leads to the music of the Codetta, now extended to conclude on a low E, the 
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tonality associated with motif c. 

 

The movement does not attempt to adhere to a large-scale tonal plan in the classical sense, 

but rather gravitates to tonal centres defined by the chosen transposition of the heptatonic 

mode. For example, the first section up to the Codetta is saturated with the minor third C-

flat and A-flat, concluding on a low E-flat, evoking a quasi-A-flat minor tonality (though 

much of the mode yields a whole-tone scale feeling rather than diatonic). In Section 2, by 

contrast, the prevailing tonal centre is E-natural and its minor third relation G, the latter 

being repeated insistently as the music drives towards Section III and which also concludes 

the movement. 

 

II - Metrical Mirror 

The entire movement is made up of exact or inexact mirror phrases, sometimes rhythmic, 

sometimes as melodic inversions. It is dominated by a four-part chorale-like theme built 

around the same heptatonic mode as Movement I. Written in 17/8 the added quaver to the 

third beat minim gives it a sense of rhythmic displacement, or “kick,” when heard in 

combination with other counter-rhythms. A sense of increased pace is created in the course 

of the movement by diminishing the proportions of the chorale theme, as with proportional 

isorhythmic diminution . The shape is that of a soft beginning that grows in texture, density 

and volume to a climactic utterance of the theme in diminution, then a return to the softer, 

sparer version and a quiet end. Whereas it is not strictly palindromic, the effect (as with 

Britten’s Lyke-Wake Dirge in Serenade For Tenor, Horn and Strings18) is of symmetrical 

arch-form. 

 

Introduction: The initial low D-sharp semiquaver, which also concludes the movement, 

introduces a pair of rising and falling semiquavers in exact mirror, followed by an inexact 

                                                

18 Benjamin Britten, Serenade For Tenor, Horn and Strings, Boosey & Hawkes, 1943 
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mirror in bar 2. This sets the tone for the bass counter-rhythm, or commentary on the 

chorale later in the movement.  

 

Chorale I: The two bars of the descending chromatic first phrase are presented as a 

rhythmic mirror. It is answered in exact melodic inversion by bars five and six (Ex. 8 ). 

 

Bars seven and eight repeat the first two bars of the chorale transposed up a minor seventh 

and the final two bars of the chorale are a variation of the opening two, still featuring the 

descending chromatic scale and falling minor third. 

Chorale II: The entire four phrases of the chorale are repeated unaltered but are subverted 

by a bass counter-rhythm entirely in triplets. The counter-rhythm is made up of major and 

minor thirds as well as sevenths and, due to the displacing extra quaver of the 17/8 bar, 

conveys a rhythmic uncertainty and instability. After two bars the right hand introduces 

regular quaver movement mostly in tritones, so that the effect is, as in Movement I, of three 

different tempi playing simultaneously. Midway through this second iteration of the 

chorale theme the bass gives way to short bursts of triplet semiquavers both in exact and 

inexact mirror forms. The aggregation of triplets creates a forward drive to the climactic 

Chorale III. 
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Chorale III: The chorale theme is heavily diminished from its original (minim becomes 

quaver, crotchet becomes dotted semiquaver) and the 17/8 is compressed to 9/8. The 

chorale theme is transposed up a sixth and re-harmonized in alternating parallel harmony. 

Each bar is now punctuated by ascending demi-semi-quavers and ornamented with demi-

semi-quaver tritones that are diminutions of bars 13 and 14. 

 

Chorale IV: Now in 13/8 the values of the chorale are partly augmented. Underneath are 

continuous demi-semi-quavers grouped in order to emphasize the beats of the chorale 

melody, now thinned out to only three parts. 

 

Chorale V: Further augmented to 14/8 the chorale theme is further varied by the inclusion 

of quaver triplets. Underneath more inexact mirror demi-semi and semi-quavers, becoming 

sparer as the movement winds down. In the final two bars the chorale has completely died 

away to leave the remnant of the counter-rhythm where it was first discovered at the 

beginning of the movement. 

 

 

Movement III – Study In Swing 

In both its insistent dotted rhythmic ostinato and its sense of struggle the third movement 

might claim a “Beethovenian” quality  (cf. Piano Sonata 32 Opus 111 second movement). 

More than the other two movements it presents strongly contrasting material and 

contrasting tempi, bringing it closer to a modified sonata-form structure. Here the 

heptatonic mode is abandoned in favor of a free tonality based on organically expanding 

intervals. The tension of the entire first section is that of minor and major thirds. In the 

central section the angular shape of the motif transforms into fourths, then to fifths, a kind 

of “trying out” of the main motif in different intervallic garb. 
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Section 1. (Exposition) 

The opening 5/8 dotted ostinato presents a two-part texture in which the prevailing minor 

third reaches out to become a major third by the fourth bar (motif a). The tension of these 

two intervals permeates the movement. Another dominant feature is the compression of the 

dotted rhythm figure from five quaver beats to three. (Ex. 9).  

Bar 8 introduces a contrasting syncopated repeated theme on G-sharp (motif b), and this 

become the mainstay of the quasi-second subject later on. Repeated transpositions of motif 

a lead to a full statement in bar 20 in the key of F-sharp, that key having been implied in 

minor and major forms for the opening five bars. The intervals of the music expand until 

bar 25 when the tonality of E major is established, with the dotted rhythm evening out to 

become demi-semiquaver fanfares.  

 

Section 2 (Development) 

Starting on E (bar 29) motif a appears in canon, transposing upward to an unexpected 

silence. Another canon is followed by another silence. Bar 39 now develops the main theme, 

alternating 5/8 with 4/8, passing through repeated quasi-syncopated material until it bursts 

through a contrary motion extension of the main theme to a climax. 

The repeated note motif b is transformed into an insistently repeated bass ninth chord 

played fortissimo. It then inverts the dotted rhythm for a bar by addition of the right hand, 

also in ninths, and then becomes a regular semiquaver syncopation. Finally the dot is re-

inserted to replicate the original rhythm. A soft, sustained version of the dotted rhythm 

leads to another outburst of the descending “pushed” motif, as if it wishes to have nothing 

more to do with the major/minor third music. The dotted ostinato changes to perfect fourths 

and the shape of the original melody does also, retaining something of the “pushed” rhythm. 
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Again the insistent, repeated bass interrupts, and now the dotted ostinato presents the shape 

of its original in perfect fifths. 

 

Section 3 (Interlude) 

The tempo is halved and a new version of motif a, marked Andante, emerges, incorporating 

now a variety of intervals - sevenths, thirds, fifths - as if combining all the best elements 

from the earlier forms of the theme. The left hand provides a delicate and graceful 

counterpoint to an expressive new melody which dissolves in cascades of demi-

semiquavers in groupings that recall the Codetta of Movement I (Phantom Pulse).  

 

Section 4 (Bridge) 

The bass repeated motif re-appears (bar 102), this time pianissimo, and slower than 

previously. A new motif appears employing the “pushed” rhythm of earlier, heralding the 

re-capitulation of the main theme of the movement.  

Section 5 (Recapitulation) - motif a re-appears in its original form but slower and in longer 

note-values (bar 106). Under this new version the repeated demi-semi-quavers from bar 26 

appear as the music accelerates. The canonic version of the dotted ostinato also re-appears 

without pauses this time and modulates upward, accelerating. The repeated, “pushed” 

theme crashes in once more, extended as the theme emerges again in its original key of F-

sharp. By now it has acquired a forward momentum and pushes to a new iteration (bar 133) 

in which the bass removes its dotted rhythm and the theme appears broader and grander. 

Reaching a high tessitura the demi-semi-quaver motif and main theme are combined in a 

tonality hovering between F sharp and A major. Following a downward and upward 

flourish the F-sharp version of the dotted theme finally prevails. 
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Summary 

Polymetric Studies was in many ways a breakthrough for me in its combination of 

extremely strict, formalized composition procedures in Metrical Mirror, and the freer, 

more intuitive approach of Study In Swing. The pianist Philip Mead, who gave the first 

performance at the Aberystwyth MusicFest on July 26th 2016, described the first movement 

as harder to play than it looks. He thought its Scarlatti-like two part texture belied the 

difficulty of maintaining the metrical independence of each hand. The composition made 

me hungry to explore writing for two independent instrumental groups which would not 

only allow extensive polymetric writing but full freedom to write in two different tempi. It 

also prompted a need for greater clarity on the terminology and definition of “polymetric.” 

Simha Arom in African Polyphony and Polyrhythm distinguishes ‘heterometric’ from 

‘polymetric,’ despite the two being undifferentiated by many writers. He asserts that: 

“Polymetric should be used to refer to the simultaneous operation of different accentual 

patterns in different parts of polyphony. Concomitantly, the prefix hetero should be 

reserved for the temporal succession of different events of the same type and, in multipart 

music, for the simultaneous occurrence of the same event in each one.” Arom goes on to 

connect polymetric to different simultaneous tempi:  

In the final analysis, the term ‘polymetric’ is only applicable to a very special kind 

of phenomenon. If we take ‘metre” in its primary sense of metrum (the metre being 

the temporal reference unit), ‘polymetric’ would describe the simultaneous 

unfolding of several parts in a single work at different tempos so as not to be 

reducible to a single metrum. This happens in some modern music, such as some 

of Charles Ives’s works, Elliot Carter’s Symphony, Zimmermann’s opera Die 

Soldaten and Boulez’s Rituel.19  

 

                                                

19 Arom, African Polyphony and Polyrhythm, p.205 
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If Polymetric Studies gave only the illusion of simultaneous tempi I determined that Kalon 

would unequivocably adhere to Arom’s definition of polymetre as simultaneous different 

tempos. 
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Chapter 3 - Kalon 

Background 

At twenty-four minutes Kalon is by far the most ambitious work that I attempted in the 

first year of my degree. In choosing a string quartet and string orchestra playing in 

simultaneous different tempi, I wished to explore new antiphonal possibilities, new rules 

of counterpoint, new definitions of rhythmic consonance and dissonance. Kalon was 

originally conceived for two orchestral groups separated on the concert platform with two 

conductors. I then tried to simplify the concept by writing it for two string orchestras, again 

with two conductors, being attracted to the antiphonal effect in Bartók’s Music For Strings, 

Percussion and Celesta. At that time I read that the Cavatina from Beethoven’s String 

Quartet No. 13 op.130 had been selected as the final work on the Voyager Record, 

containing a broad sample of Earth’s sounds, languages and music that launched into space 

in 1977 aboard the Voyager 1 space probe. I found the idea of a string quartet and 

Beethoven’s Cavatina in interstellar space so moving I decided to score Kalon for string 

quartet and string orchestra. This ensemble also has kinship with the concerto grosso, and 

my initial concern that the piece would require two conductors was allayed by Martyn 

Brabbins, who affirmed that even in the most complex collisions of multiple tempi, one 

conductor would suffice. I created a number of simulations on Logic, bouncing the string 

quartet’s music onto audio and then inputting a new sequence for the music of the string 

orchestra. I rejected sketch after sketch, discovering that if the music of each group was 

too complex, the combination of the two groups in multiple tempi sounded a mess. Ligeti’s 

Foreword to Arom’s African Polyphony and Polyrhythm kept reminding me that the key 

to the complexity I sought by combining two tempi lay in the simplicity of each group. In 

this regard I also found Harrison Birtwistle’s preface to the score of Theseus Game, written 

for two instrumental groups with two conductors, particularly relevant:  

 

Here the intention behind using two conductors was to allow a greater amount of 

freedom than would be possible otherwise. The various layers are mostly quite 
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simple in themselves, but with two conductors it was possible to fly in different 

directions and do things that could not be done with only one. If things are too 

complex they cancel each other out.20 

The process of extreme simplification of the material for the two groups became my main 

preoccupation, and the simulations revealed that even if the music for each group might be 

disarmingly simple when played alone, it produced music of great apparent complexity and 

excitement when played simultaneously. I also reflected on how Conlon Nancarrow’s 

experimentation with polytempo in his First Study for Player Piano made extensive use of 

ostinato. In The Music of Conlon Nancarrow,  Kyle Gann writes: 

When Nancarrow began experimenting with polytempo he turned first to a simple 

device that would show it to striking effect: ostinato, a phrase persistently repeated 

without variation. Through the thirties Nancarrow had made a living playing the 

jazz trumpet, and jazz, like Baroque music, relied heavily on the ostinato bass as a 

foundation. Nancarrow’s use of ostinato must be credited to both Stravinsky, 

Bartók and jazz. Because the ostinato, by definition, repeated itself without 

changing pitch level, it freed Nancarrow from many traditional harmonic, melodic 

and formal concerns while he went about forging a radically new rhythmic 

language.21 

Ostinato became only one of several featured elements of Kalon. Even the repeated patterns 

in the first movement are irregular, often augmented or diminished, and only occasionally 

repeated insistently to draw the listener’s ear to the effect of the simultaneous tempi. The 

computer simulations also allowed me to experiment with varying layers of density within 

the two groups. By adding or, more importantly, subtracting material from one group the 

ear automatically gravitates to the tempo of the other. It was therefore possible to evolve a 

relationship of tempo consonance and dissonance by contrasting sections of multiple tempo 

with tempo unison. This in turn posed questions of harmonic clarity versus harmonic 

                                                

20 Harrison Birtwistle, Theseus Game, Composer’s Note, London, Boosey & Hawkes, 2002 
21 Kyle Gann, The Music of Conlon Nancarrow, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 67-70 
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blurring (i.e. in multiple tempo sections the range of pitches would need to be extremely 

limited so that the collisions of the two groups did not produce harmonic anarchy). Two 

simultaneous groups would also allow new possibilities of bi-tonality. The project  required 

considerable further thought as to how each group would be conducted or cued in order to 

be practical to perform. Much care was taken to give the leader of the quartet time to give 

an upbeat to mark the quartet’s new tempo, since the most the conductor could do while 

cueing an unrelated tempo was to mark points of entry or stop. Most importantly, the two 

groups allowed a potentially dramatic contrast with the addition of extra-musical elements, 

such as the narrative of Part II, described later, and its inclusion of two quotations from the 

Cavatina of Beethoven’s String Quartet op 130. 

 

Musical Structure and Analysis 

Overview: Kalon is the Greek word for perfect physical and moral beauty, as conceived 

by the philosophers of Classical Greece. The three movements explore different aspects of 

kalon, also the context in which beauty can exist in ugliness and darkness.  Movement I is 

a celebratory exploration of subject and countersubject in contrasting tempi; Movement II 

dramatizes the tempo conflicts with persistent interruptions and dissolves; Movement III 

explores complex overlapping music in which a universal pulse mainly synchronises the 

two groups. Whereas Movements I and III mostly combine the two groups throughout, 

Movement II, the longest and most dramatic, presents each group in sustained sections 

before they are set into conflict with each other. 

(NB Because of the different simultaneous tempi the bar numbers of the string quartet and 

string orchestra do not correspond. In the musical examples described below the bar 

numbers are referenced specifically to either string quartet (SQ) or string orchestra (SO)). 
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Movement I – Lyra 

In 1994 I recorded a three-stringed Cretan lyra, played by an old man in a street in Athens, 

during the location filming of Tony Harrison’s Channel 4 film-poem A Maybe Day in 

Kazakhstan. The music, whose origins I could not trace, comprised a repeated four bar 

ostinato which, to my ear, sounded improvised. In the first movement of Kalon I 

transcribed it, changed the metre slightly and incorporated a fast, dance-like drone motif in 

the Aeolian mode with the characteristic mordant decorations of the Athenian original. 

 

At the beginning of Kalon the string quartet becomes a four-part “super-lyra,” featuring 

open strings and fifths like its Cretan model. The overall structure is ternary, with two fast 

sections based on the lyra motif flanking a slower, more lyrical section. The entire 

movement is based around the lyra motif, but it undergoes melodic extensions, 

augmentation, intervallic and rhythmic changes in every section of the movement.  

 

In the section immediately following the viola introduction the fast, dance-like lyra music 

is contrasted simultaneously with the string orchestra in an even faster 3/8 tempo (SQ bar 

24). The quartet plays at crotchet = 108 against the string orchestra playing quaver = 162. 

The tonality of both is firmly in G (Aeolian mode transposed) and the string orchestra’s 

counter-melody to the quartet’s is saturated with perfect fifths and fourths. Thus when the 

first tempo collisions occur there is no perceived harmonic clash and the ear is free to enjoy 

the interplay of the two ensembles in two distinct tempi. As the first section developed I 

deliberately inserted bars of rests into the string quartet. The effect, when one tempo group 

is silent, is for the ear to gravitate towards the remaining tempo, and the interplay of bars 

with music and silent bars throws each tempo to the foreground aural picture. 

 

The second section connects the string orchestra’s pulse in SO bar 52 by directing the 

conductor to make dotted quaver = crotchet (i.e. one and a half bars of 3/8 become one bar 

of  3/4). The second violins, then the first violins develop and extend the lyra motif into a 
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fully-fledged melody, modulating from the original G tonality to E-flat. Under a quasi-

harmonic series chord of E-flat the string quartet and string orchestra unite under the same 

tempo for the first time, presenting the new lyra melody contrapuntally (SQ bar 73).  Under 

muted quintal chords (the interval of the fifth dominates the movement) from the string 

orchestra the cello solo from the quartet now develops the lyra theme still further in an 

independent tempo, ending on an unresolved fermata (Ex. 10). 

 

The final section (SO bar 92) is led by a four-bar pizzicato double bass solo, against which 

the quartet plays sul ponticello in a faster tempo, first together, then freely and 

independently of each other. From this amorphous, blurred texture the string orchestra 

takes the initiative with the lyra motif, developing it by sequence until once again the 

quartet joins it in tempo unison.  The E-flat pedal with its quasi-harmonic series chord 

returns and this time it is the solo viola of the quartet that leads with the motif (as at the 

start of the movement), with the whole quartet straining over the E-flat pedal towards the 

final return of the lyra motif as heard at the beginning back in the tonality of G. 

A recapitulation of part of the opening section (SQ bar 135) leads to the introduction of 

two further string orchestra motifs which dominate the string quartet. Both groups finally 

unite in the same quaver = 160 tempo for the final 43 bars with all the motifs playing 

simultaneously in counterpoint (bar SQ bar 188). A final metrical modulation from dotted 

quaver = crotchet boosts the tempo even further (SQ bar 208) and a descending sequential 

pattern propels the movement to its dynamic conclusion. 
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Movement II  - Beklemmt 

The title Beklemmt (trans: “anguished/oppressed”) refers to the eight-bar passage in the 

Cavatina movement of Beethoven’s String Quartet No. 13 opus 130. In that section, the 

first violin becomes disassociated from the rest of the quartet. Its line is disjointed, 

syncopated, almost as if the  “anguished” melody of its title has become lost, almost in 

another world, another tempo. At eleven minutes duration, this movement is by far the 

longest and most dramatic of Kalon. I had heard from a Holocaust survivor that Jewish 

string quartets in Nazi concentration camps were forced to play some of the most sublime 

music ever conceived (Mozart, Haydn, Beethoven), whilst a few yards away the most 

barbaric atrocities were being perpetrated. In this context Kalon, the embodiment of beauty, 

becomes a fragile, flickering flame surrounded by unfathomable darkness. The attempts of 

the quartet to survive in a hostile environment lie at the heart of the music of this movement.  

Beethoven’s direction “beklemmt” is described by Mark Steinberg, first violin of the 

Brentano Quartet as: 

The line that cannot find tears with which to cry, it gropes for language where there 

is none. The movement which is to sing loses its capacity to do so, or cannot find 

the inspiration to support it.22 

These words and Beethoven’s enigmatic music were constantly in my mind as I wrote the 

movement. 

The string quartet is consistently at variance with the string orchestra, the tempi are never 

synchronised, and the two ensembles consistently either interrupt or obliterate each other. 

The progression of the string quartet is one of ever-decreasing tempi until it reaches the 

first of two quotations from the Beethoven Cavatina. The string orchestra material, by 

contrast, is constructed in symmetrical sections based on tempo relationships of duple to 

triple time.  

On the following page is a structural plan of second movement of Kalon: 

                                                

22 Brentano Quartet website brentanoquartet.com/notes/Beethoven-quartet-opus-130. Accessed 16.11.18 
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In contrast to the first movement the two ensembles here present sustained sections 

individually, rather than in combination. Unlike the first movement, the opposing tempi 

are deployed to create conflict and dissonance. 

 

The movement is dominated by a falling, theme whose anticipated syncopation (like 

“pushed” rhythm in Jazz) later reveals its kinship with the Beethoven “beklemmt” first 

violin melody (Ex. 11).  

 

It is preceded by two motifs, a 7/8 repeated “stammering” pattern surrounded by ghostly 

harmonics, and a surging lower string phrase marked “like a sigh”. The main theme 

features a 6/8 – 2/4 relationship that displaces the pulse, and the string quartet further de-

stabilises it by entering with overlapping rushing, descending chromatic figures in which 

all four instruments strain against each other rhythmically.  The conclusion to the first 

section is an eleven-part piling up chord, featuring the minor third, the dominant interval 

of the whole movement. (Ex. 12; in the score the bass G-sharp is written as A-flat, out of 

playability considerations): 

 

In its first development of the main theme the string quartet introduces an answering 

downward chromatic phrase, also a feature of the Beethoven “beklemmt” section. Its 

seeming progress is undermined by a fortissimo interruption of the main theme by the 

string orchestra, which swamps the smaller ensemble.  
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The string quartet tries again. Its second development is a lyrical cello inverted version of 

the main theme, against which the string orchestra “stammers” and “sighs” (bar 56) before 

an even more aggressive statement of the rising eleven-part chord. The string quartet again 

attempts the lyrical version, slowing down even further to seamlessly reveal the first 

Beethoven quotation from op 130 (SQ bar 74). 

 

As the first violin B-flat is left hanging in suspension, unable to go further, the quartet is 

again interrupted by a powerful cello/bass statement of the chromatic falling motif (SO bar 

82). It is taken up in diminution by the violas and violins which develop the motif in 

dissonant fugato. This time it is the quartet that interrupts, and the violent conflict of tempi 

and rhythms create a dissonant climax. The two string groups have nullified each other and 

there is seemingly nowhere to go.  

 

The muted string orchestra, now marked piano, plays a slower version of the main 

“pushed” theme, (letter E, SO bar 106) its corresponding eleven-part chord now a 

pianissimo descending mid-range chord. Without aural preparation, the quartet enters with 

the Beethoven “beklemmt” section (SQ bar 99), its slow triplet quavers contrasting with 

the lost, syncopated first violin. By the sixth bar the lower instruments drop out, leaving 

the first violin alone, abandoned, isolated, lost. 

 

In the final section the muted strings reprise the main theme even slower than previously, 

all aggression spent, having now extinguished the string quartet’s presence. The ghostly 

stammering and “sigh” of the opening return, becoming fainter and fainter until it too 

disappears. 
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Movement III – Stile Concitato 

Claudio Monteverdi coined the term stile concitato in the preface to his Eighth Book of 

Madrigals, published in 1638. He describes it as “repeated sixteenth notes in the strings, 

basso continuo and voice,” a practise also deployed by him in 1624 with the opera Il 

Combatimento di Tancredi e Clorinda. The mood of concitato is of agitation, anger, 

warlike sentiment and is contrasted with what Monteverdi termed molle, or music that is 

soft, gentle and soothing. In Monteverdi’s Tonal Language  Erich Chafe writes “The stile 

concitato might even be viewed as an emblem of human assertiveness, of a positive 

viewpoint on anger that seems almost to anticipate the emphases of modern psychology.”23 

 

Movement III, in rondo form, mostly combines the two string groups within the same 

tempo. However, the bar divisions are diverse, so that the two groups maintain different 

sounding music due to overlapping phrases and bar lines as well as simultaneous triplet 

divisions. Thus, the effect of two distinct layers of music is maintained, even though the 

pulse is mostly synchronised.  

 

The movement begins with a fast, five-bar theme on the string quartet which is dominated 

by the repeated sixteenth notes of stile concitato alternating with pizzicato. Against it (SO 

bar 7) the string orchestra plays four-bar phrases made entirely of minim triplets across the 

beat. The two groups exuberantly develop the repeated concitato idea together and bring it 

to a definite cadence (SQ/SO bar 38). The orchestral celli and basses develop the concitato 

theme (SO bar 40), with the upper strings extending the pizzicato element in imitative 

counterpoint whilst the quartet takes over the triplet minim material. A new cello version 

of the theme emerges (Ex. 13 SQ Bar 59) which is taken up also by the quartet as the music 

grows to a second climactic cadence.  

                                                

23 Erich Chafe, Monteverdi’s Tonal Language, New York, Schirmer, 1992, pp239-240 
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The middle section is described as molle (SQ bar 98) and features a slower and augmented 

version of the cello theme, and this is taken up and developed by the quartet in a softer 

central section. The final part of the section divides the groups into two tempi once again 

(SQ bar 117), providing tension that heralds the return of the opening theme.  

Rather than merely repeat the opening material, the phrase lengths are reduced and the 

repeated concitato sixteenth notes doubled. Finally, the sixteenth notes dominate the entire 

texture of the string orchestra and the cello theme is now heard above rushing concitato 

passage-work (SO bars 150-165). When the climax of the movement appears to present the 

two groups in a united tempo the tempi are once again split and the string orchestra 

punctuates the concitato quartet with unrelated accented chords. Both groups come 

together in tempo and rhythmic unison for the final two bars.  

 

Summary 

Note-for-note Kalon took me longer to write (seven months) than anything hitherto. I 

nearly abandoned it twice and am grateful to Professor Pickard for encouraging me to keep 

going. It was analogous to having spent my life playing chess, and one day being asked to 

play three-dimensional chess in the championship. I found composing large-scale 

structures in two different tempi extremely hard.  In April 2018 I recorded Kalon with the 

Czech Philharmonic and the Albion String Quartet. Both groups were rehearsed separately 

so that when they were first combined each would be confident with its own material. My 

fears that one group would be distracted by the alien tempo of the other were quickly 

allayed after the conductor Jirí Rožeñ made it clear in which sections they were to work as 

an ensemble in tempo unison and in which sections, the multiple tempi, they must on no 
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account listen to the other. The learning and research has been of immense value, and the 

new rhythmic combinations discovered in Kalon profoundly influenced my approach to 

rhythm in the first movement of my violin concerto Niobe. I had also never attempted large-

scale tempo planning on the scale of the second movement Beklemmt  and it remains to be 

seen if the listener will perceive tempo relationships as an effective structural element in 

this context due to the relative lack of pulse in such a slow tempo. I found the need to 

employ a harmonically restricted language in order to preserve rhythmic and textural 

intelligibility quite constraining, but am also resolved to further research bi-tonality and 

tri-tonality. On a practical level it was also a journey of discovery to work with programmer 

Danny Ryan to adapt Sibelius by time-stamping two separate files and then combining 

them, so that the score represents a perfect alignment of the music of the two tempi. I first 

heard Kalon played in its entirety at its premiere at the Cheltenham Festival on July 7th 

2018 with the BBC National Orchestra of Wales conducted by Martyn Brabbins and a 

quartet made up of BBC NOW section leaders.  
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Chapter 4 - Niobe  

Background 

Niobe is the story of a strong woman brought down by an even stronger woman, the 

goddess Leto. Niobe, daughter of Tantalus and wife of King Amphion of Thebes, gave 

birth to seven sons and seven daughters. At the annual celebration in honour of Leto, 

goddess of motherhood and protector of the young, Niobe boasts that she is greater than 

the goddess by virtue of the fact that Leto only has two children, Apollo and Artemis, 

whereas she has seven times as many. Leto, enraged, sends Apollo to kill all her sons and 

Artemis to kill all her daughters. Her husband Amphion, devastated, kills himself. Niobe 

is turned to stone on Mount Sipylus and, as she weeps ceaselessly, waters cascade down 

her rock face. 

 

Musical portraits of strong women from classical literature have captured the imaginations 

of composers for centuries - Dido, Poppea, Medea, Salome, Phaedra, to name but a few. In 

exploring the psychology, motivation and tragic destiny of Niobe I thought constantly of 

women in our own time who, under various forms of religious law, are cruelly and harshly 

punished for offences of blasphemy, apostasy and non-conformity.    

 

Most of my compositions, even the purely instrumental ones, have contained narrative 

elements. Niobe represents a departure inasmuch as it is constructed as a 23-minute single 

span of symphonic music that is connected to but independent of the narrative. In sub-

titling Niobe a symphonic portrait for violin and orchestra I conceived four sections that 

explore the facets of a complex personality.  
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Musical Structure and Analysis 

I gave the sections titles: 

I  Niobe The Lover 

II  Niobe the Blasphemer 

III Niobe The Pleader 

IV Niobe The Mourner 

These are the sections that support an extended, reverse sonata-form structure. Within that 

framework I have tried to portray in music Niobe’s sensuality, feistiness, pride, arrogance, 

remorse, defiance, as the story of her blasphemy against the goddess Leto and her 

extraordinarily harsh consequent punishment unfolds. Regardless of whether the listener is 

even aware of Niobe’s tragic story, let alone the progression of the four movements of this 

musical portrait, I hoped that the passion, drama and conflict of the story would nonetheless 

be perceived as a taut musical structure in its own right. The relationship of the violin 

soloist to the orchestra is inspired by the dramatic unfolding of the myth of Niobe: the 

sensual love music for Niobe and her husband King Amphion; her virtuoso musical ambush 

of the goddess Leto’s ceremonial music; her devastation at the murder of her fourteen 

children; her transformation into a rock with tears that will flow for eternity. At times the 

soloist leads the orchestral texture, whipping into a frenzy, at others it is brutally bullied 

by the orchestra, metaphorically hounded in the way the cello soloist is in Lutoslawski’s 

Cello Concerto (Fig. 91-95).24 In discovering that sonata form could embrace the entire 

span of the work I thought about how the two principle themes of the exposition, those of 

Niobe and Amphion, could be recapitulated. After many developments and transformations 

of the Niobe theme in the first, second and third movements (the work contains effectively 

two development sections) the point at which Amphion dies of a broken heart as he 

contemplates the bodies of all his murdered children forms a climactic return of his theme 

that had started so full of promise and confidence. The expiration of his life and theme 

                                                

24 Witold Lutoslawski, Concerto For Cello And Orchestra, London, Chester Music, 1971 
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leads to the fourth movement in which the Niobe theme returns in a slow mournful, 

descending version, like her tears. I thought for a long time about how to make the final 

movement, the only proper slow movement of the work, emotionally climactic but still 

timeless, petrified. An interlude in which the violin slowly descends over arpeggiando 

multi-divided strings and pianissimo brass countermelody almost evokes beauty in Niobe’s 

tragic transformation. But, like an insect struggling in the last seconds of its life to escape 

the liquid amber that will encase it for millennia, the violin flails and struggles as the 

menacing orchestra overpowers it in the final bar. 

 

Niobe’s father, according to the myth, was King of Phrygia, so I built much of the material 

on the Phrygian mode. Being seven notes it corresponds with the seven sons and daughters 

that are systematically annihilated in the third movement. In addition to the Phrygian I 

make extensive use of the Locrian mode, in which the tension of the Phrygian perfect fifth, 

from the first to the fifth note of the former, is altered to the tension of the augmented 

fourth, or tritone, in the Locrian.  Thereby the tonality of much of the first movement is 

tonic to dominant, whereas the second and third movements gravitate towards a tritone 

relationship. The Phrygian mode is also frequently modified to a pentatonic mode which 

corresponds to the Japanese “Hira Joshi” mode.  Niobe’s theme, which is dominated by the 

interval of a third, also yields whole tone scale formations, especially with Amphion’s 

theme. 

 

Along with the sonata structure I make extensive use of motivic transformation and 

development. The background to this can be seen in the opening of the final movement of 

Janáček’s String Quartet No.1 in which the motto theme of bar 1 is transformed at Fig 1 

by changing its intervals.25  Similarly, in the first 36 bars of Niobe, the exposition of 

Niobe’s theme as an extended cantilena sees the theme augmented, diminished and its 

                                                

25 Leos Janáček, String Quartet No.1, Vienna, Philharmonia, 1982 
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intervals varied. The intervals undergo their greatest alteration in the second movement 

and at the end of the fourth, where the song-like contour of the theme is stretched to leaping 

intervals that cover the violin’s widest range. 

 

Each movement incorporates the opening chord sequence, which is made up of six-part 

woodwind chords based on major and minor thirds – the prevalent intervals of Niobe’s 

theme. Their recall in different guises (brass fanfares in non-retrogradable rhythms in the 

second movement, stabbing wind and brass chords in the third, muted string chords 

punctuated by soft wind in the fourth) give them the function of ritornelli, their presence 

tying the musical material down implacably as Niobe moves inexorably towards her tragic 

destiny. The ritornello at the start of the fourth movement explores the technique I studied 

in Dutilleux’s short piano piece Resonances (1965) in which punctuating dense chords fall 

away to leave smaller resonating chords that sustain from within the original chord26. 

 

The four movements drive towards climaxes that define key elements of the story: the 

climax of the first movement builds from the combination of Niobe and Amphion’s themes 

in a love duet evocative of sexual climax; the second movement’s climax is the point at 

which, at the height of her musical ambush of Leto’s theme, Niobe trumps Leto’s theme 

with her own; the third movement’s is the point at which, confronted by the murder of his 

fourteen children, Amphion’s heart breaks; the fourth is the final bars of the work in which 

Niobe struggles to break free from the orchestral barrage that petrifies her for eternity. 

 

The project sought to investigate processes that would support a large-scale musical 

structure which, while related to an extra-musical dramatic idea, should nonetheless 

maintain its own clear musical structure and integrity.  Niobe, at twenty-four minutes, is 

the longest single span of music I have attempted.  It combines the symphonic structure of 

                                                

26 Henri Dutilleux, Résonances, Paris: Choudens, 1964 
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sonata form with freer sections in which the musical material is developed and expanded. 

The inclusion of strict forms, such as ritornello (the six-part chord sequence appears in all 

four movements), chaconne, and palindromic chord sequences, contrast with the work’s 

wilder, more intuitive development sections, such as the orchestral interlude and climactic 

interplay with the solo violin (bars 125-170).  

 

Niobe also explores processes of expansion and contraction. In the first and second 

movements the solo violin’s material is all about expansion, themes that mirror Niobe’s 

passion for Amphion in the first movement and her exuberance as she riffs on Leto’s theme 

in the second. By contrast, her every iteration is cut short in the third movement as the 

intervals between the murders of her children are contracted and reduced by the merciless 

stabs of orchestra. As a pleader Niobe is ineffective and her desperate attempts to intervene 

are cut short every time. In the final movement her cantilena-like melody is pitifully 

reduced after the tear-like interlude, the opposite of her process of the first movement.  

 

Mirroring this thought is that of acceleration and deceleration. In the first movement’s first 

bridge section a decelerando, written into the note values (Ex. 14):  

 

 

 

is mirrored by a tempo accelerando as the love music gains momentum (Ex. 15): 
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Studying Louis Andriessen’s De Tijd  was helpful in the composition of the final movement 

where time becomes static, in contrast to the dynamic nature of time in the earlier three 

movements. Andriessen manipulates our perception of time by the slow, ritualistic 

demarcation of musical periods with bells.27 I emulated this idea by using the ritornello 

chords heard in the opening movement, but now with sustained strings punctuated by short 

wind and brass chords placed at irregular intervals. The effect is to disorientate the listener 

about pulse and to create a sense of timelessness. 

 

Tonality 

Despite extensive use of Phrygian, Locrian, whole-tone and pentatonic scales the harmonic 

language of Niobe is chromatic. Clear tonal centres are defined but harmony is often used 

non-functionally, being made up instead of predominating intervals (the major and minor 

third for Niobe, the perfect fourth for Amphion, the tritone and descending sixths for Leto). 

Sometimes intervals pile up, such as bars 75-78, where the combination of falling thirds 

and perfect fifth in the bass combine the two musical attributes of Niobe and Amphion in 

a 12-note chord.  

Most noticeable is the use of pedal in all four movements. The opening chord sequence 

hangs underneath an insistent A pedal in the upper voice (bars 7-38). The same principle 

is applied to the brass fanfares (Bars 201-211) where the pedal has moved now to E on the 

first trumpet. In the fourth movement the pedal A is now heard in the bass from bars 492-

                                                

27 Louis Andriessen,  De Tijd,  London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1981 
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509 over which murmuring arpeggiando figures support the descending, tear-like 

movement of the solo violin. 

 

Motivic transformation 

After researching motivic transformation in Dutilleux’s Tout Un Monde Lointain 28  I 

decided to attempt constant variation and transformation of the Niobe theme as she 

undergoes her journey from supreme confidence and exuberance to despair and 

petrification. In the first movement of the Dutilleux, Enigme, his Theme from figure 9 is 

immediately transformed rhythmically and intervallically (Ex. 16):  

 

 

 

The Niobe theme can also be seen to be transformed in the following examples (Ex. 17-

20):  

 

                                                

28 Dutilleux, Tout Un Monde Lointain, 11-12 
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1st Phrase of Niobe principal theme 

 

 

 

 

Niobe’s theme is altered as a bridge to the second theme (Amphion) – bar 66 (Ex. 20a) 
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Niobe’s inverted downward theme becomes a fragment for a repeated motif with changing 

intervals – bar 98. It subsequently becomes a new theme (Ex. 21): 

 

 

The Niobe motif now becomes a sustained theme based on an upward version of the 

inverted motif from bar 126. (Ex. 22): 

 

 

Structural Plan 

Niobe is a single-span structure in four movements in modified sonata form. The two 

principle themes, Niobe (A) and Amphion (B) are presented in conventional exposition, 

then undergo three developments with interposed ritornelli before a climactic 
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recapitulation of B, then a soft, modified version of A before building to a final, bitter 

climax. The tonalities of movements I and IV correspond, as do the tonalities of II and IV. 

 

I – Niobe The Lover.  

RITORNELLO/EXPOSITION a (Niobe) (over high pedal A). Bar 7 - 38  

x – Bridge (quasi scherzo). Bar 39 (Letter A) – 71 (Letter B)   

EXPOSITION b (Amphion) (E dominant 9th tonality). Bar 79 – 98 (letter D). 

DEVELOPMENT I (a and b) (predominantly B minor). Bar 125 (letter E) – 158. 

CLIMAX I (combination A and E tonalities – bitonal chord). Bar 159(letter F) - 170 

CODETTA/QUASI CADENZA  a (reprise of A tonality/pedal) 

 

II- Niobe The Blasphemer 

x – Bridge now as introduction (quasi scherzo) – (B-flat modal tonality). Bar 172 (letter G) 
– 200 letter H) 

RITORNELLO II (brass fanfares) – 5 bar palindromic phrases (E pedal). Bar 201 - 222 

c (Leto/ritual theme) – (F modal tonality). Bar 231 (letter I) - 238 

DEVELOPMENT II  - Bar 239 – 292 

CLIMAX II – a (Niobe over-reaches herself) (reprise A tonality). Bar 293-298 

 

III – Niobe The Pleader 

RITORNELLO III (7 + 7 stabbing chords, murder of 14 children) (E upper pedal). Bar 
308-346 

DEVELOPMENT III – a and x (scherzo has become panic-stricken fugato) (D-sharp modal 
tonality). Bar 347 (letter M) – 366) 

RECAPITULATION (CLIMAX III) B – Death of Amphion (over pedal A). Bar 432 (letter 
Q) - 454 

 

IV – Niobe The Mourner 

RITORNELLO IV – 5 bar phrases (over high A pedal). Bar 466 (letter S) - 477 

1) RECAPITULATION I  - a (transformed into Mourning Theme) – quasi Chaconne. Bar 
481 (letter T) - 491 
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2) INTERLUDE (over bass pedal A). Bar 492 (letter U) - 518 

3) RECAPITULATION II  - Bar 520 - 545 

4) CODA – fragmentation/despair of Niobe Theme (bass G pedal under modal tonality). 
Bar 546 (letter W – 564) 

 

Summary 

The composition of Niobe was extremely challenging and went through many revisions 

and discarded sections before the final draft. In scale and musical complexity it is the most 

ambitious piece I have attempted. I was fortunate to have a recorded playthrough by the 

Czech Philharmonic in August 2017 in advance of its recording sessions on November 

11th.  As a result, I made some substantial changes, having concluded that the climaxes to 

the first and second movements were neither large nor long enough. The collaboration with 

soloist Tamsin Waley-Cohen was invaluable and made me appreciate how the input a fine 

soloist can bring to a score to life and to bring passion and drama into the work. Niobe was 

recorded for Signum Classics with the Czech Philharmonic, conducted by Ben Gernon. 

Right up to the final take we all found new, often tiny details to bring out, and to squeeze 

every element of drama, expressiveness and power from the score. Whereas Niobe is less 

rhythmically ambitious than Kalon or Polymetric Studies, the experience of those two 

projects have given the music a degree of rhythmic freedom and richness that was not 

evident in my earlier work. Harmonically and melodically it breaks new ground for me, 

especially in its approach to dissonance, harmonic density and transformation of thematic 

material. The orchestration and coloristic textures are more daring and original than in my 

previous orchestral works and I believe I established a relationship between the violin 

soloist and the orchestra as real protagonists in a tragic drama. Whereas Niobe adheres less 

to the polymetric research aims of my stated doctoral thesis it nonetheless provided further 

scope to explore the displacement of the universal pulse, freedom from the tyranny of the 

bar line and the evocation of timelessness in music.  

  



 54 

Chapter 5 - Murmuration 

Background 

This was another opportunity to write for members of Ensemble Variances for a workshop 

at Bristol University. Murmuration describes the soft beating of wings caused by hundreds 

of thousands of starlings in the autumn and winter months. This extraordinary natural 

phenomenon, in which the birds form massive orbs, elipses and oblongs, is accompanied 

by an almost ghostly whirring of the sounds of a million wings as they dive and swoop. 

Scoring such a vast natural kinetic display for just a flute and clarinet may seem obtuse. 

My research aim was to develop the idea of the phantom pulse that formed the basis for 

the first movement of Polymetric Studies and to explore how two players can sound much 

more than the sum of their parts. By constantly overlapping the instruments I also sought 

to exploit the timbral characteristics to the extent that the listener is unsure if he is hearing 

flute or clarinet. The result is a sort of moto perpetuo in which the listener’s ear is tricked 

into hearing inner voices and patterns that occur through the constantly shifting patterns of 

the flute and clarinet. The repetition and transformation of patterns is a feature of Ligeti’s 

Continuum (1968), as is his reliance in that work on recognizable harmonies and tonal 

centres. Just as Ligeti exploits the timbral differences of the two manuals of the harpsichord 

I deliberately chose two woodwind instruments with contrasting timbres but which would 

blend easily to the extent that the ear would be uncertain about which is playing which 

notes. Murmuration was a further stretch since it features no melody and the harmony can 

only be glimpsed through the prism of the overlapping motifs. Just as the flight patterns of 

the starlings expands and contracts so do the groupings of the flute and clarinet motifs. 

 

Musical Structure and Analysis 

The first section features four-note motives that overlap and which mark a distinctive beat 

of crotchet = 126. After four bars the motif starts to vary its intervals and the flute provides 

further complexity by accenting the first beat of every two bars with a sforzando. By 

repetition of the changing motives the effect is almost like changing chord progressions, 

and I conceived these sections as chords which are broken up into dotted quaver patterns. 
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A sudden rhythmic unison a minor ninth apart (bar 24) heralds the first of the swirling 

sections that forms the transitions to the evolving first idea. From bar 34 the rhythmic 

periods expand to groups of five, providing an irregularity to the overlapping phrases, and 

by bar 43 the direction changes from downward to upwards. For the first time the “phantom 

melody” becomes audible (Ex. 23 and 24, both at sounding pitch).  

 

 

 

Both instruments stop abruptly and embark on a much-extended version of the swirling 

transition music, including fast flutter-tonguing from the flute. The final development of 

the murmuration idea requires the instruments to abandon the “groove” of repeated patterns 

and to now execute 7/8 followed by 5/8, then 2/4, creating the most complex pattern yet 

(bar 91). Then, in reverse order, the instruments cycle back through their 5/8 pattern to 

their original four note regular motif. After even more exuberant swirling (bar 154) they 

settle on the interval of a ninth which had featured earlier. 

Summary 

In my first version I had removed the bar lines in the hope that the players would be 

liberated from their tyranny and would “feel” the overlapping patterns. It became quickly 
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apparent in rehearsal that a barred score was preferable for the players, although this meant 

some difficult counting challenges, especially in the 5/8 bars in which one instrument 

resolutely plays 2+3, whereas the other equally resolutely plays 3+2. In rehearsal we 

explored every option to make the notation easier, but after some practice the players 

mastered the barred patterns and could enjoy the interweaving of the two parts and the 

phantom melodies that came out of their combination. The experience of writing 

Murmuration led me to attempt a more ambitious version of this technique in the third 

movement of my string quartet Seven Hokusai Miniatures (2018). 
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Chapter 6  - Seven Hokusai Miniatures 

Background 

Having collaborated with the Solem Quartet in 2017 on Five Naidu Songs, for mezzo 

soprano, clarinet and string quartet, the players requested a purely instrumental string 

quartet for the Aberystwyth MusicFest 2018.  I saw an opportunity to develop the phantom 

pulses and motifs created by overlapping counterpoint that had begun with Murmuration. 

I also welcomed another opportunity to respond musically to not one painting, (as in 

Guernica) but several - Katsushika Hokusai’s Ukiyo-e, or “pictures from the floating 

world.”  In June 2017 I visited the exhibition Hokusai, Beyond The Great Wave, at the 

British Museum and marveled at the richness and variety of Hokusai’s creative output  that 

spans eighty years. The exhibition’s magnificent accompanying publication became the 

source of my research into Hokusai’s vibrant images of Edo in the nineteenth century.29 

The seven prints I chose represent landscapes, seascapes and scenes from Japanese town 

and country life around the iconic Mount Fuji. Whereas some movements are inspired by 

a single picture, others are composites of many scenes or visual variations on a theme. In 

his Thirty-Six Views of Mount Fuji Hokusai’s depictions range from a detailed glowing red 

illustration of that mountain that occupies the entire painting, to a monochrome, minimalist 

outline of Fuji created by a single line. This high degree of stylisation in which the viewer’s 

imagination is required to fill in the detail deliberately omitted by Hokusai became my 

musical starting point. By introducing thematic material and then stripping away its 

constituent elements, or by displacing them, I sought to create aural equivalents of 

Hokusai’s process of stylisation. Whereas some of the images I chose are timeless and 

static, in which the viewer is at the centre of Hokusai’s world, others evoke movement and 

dynamism.  In these pictures Hokusai invites the spectator to observe in a different way, 

not unlike the storyboard for an animated film. In Ways Of Seeing John Berger articulates 

this difference: 

                                                

29 Timothy Clark (Editor), Hokusai, Beyond The Great Wave, London, Thames and Hudson, 2017 
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Every drawing or painting that used perspective proposed to the spectator that he 

was the unique centre of the world. The camera – and more particularly the movie 

camera – demonstrated that there was no centre.30 

The miniatures thus attempt different ways of hearing in line with Hokusai’s flair for visual 

stylisation, humour, parody, the grotesque and the serene. Although some movements 

incorporate formal musical structures (rondo, variation, hocket, canon) my intention was 

that they should display a lightness of touch, a fluidity and freedom that reflect the 

incomparable variety of Hokusai’s images. 

Musical Structure and Analysis 

In Movement III: Waterfalls I developed the interlocking polyrhythmic cells explored in 

Polymetric Studies and Murmuration that produce the illusion of motifs and melodies that 

elude and beguile the ear. Other movements also take further the motivic transformation 

techniques discussed in Niobe and Kalon, especially by altering intervals, and by 

augmentation and diminution. Although constructed in seven contrasting movements, the 

work illustrates thematic planning on a large scale. The set of seven miniatures are framed 

by the two outer movements devoted to the eternal fascination of Japanese people for 

Mount Fuji. The Fuji theme (Ex. 25), like an idée fixe, is made up of wide, leaping intervals 

which convey a sense of space and majesty. 

                                                

30 John Berger, Ways of Seeing, London, Penguin Books, 1972, 18 
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In inversion it becomes the principle theme of the final movement, a sort of apotheosis of 

Mount Fuji. 

 

The Fuji theme also recurs in the inner movements in different guises, especially in A 

Sudden Gust of Wind. (Ex. 27).  
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I – Mount Fuji In Clear Weather. The Fuji theme is introduced in apparent octave unison 

by all four players. Due to octave displacement of the inner parts with the outer two, 

combined with intervallic leaps in each line that call for shifts of playing position and subtle 

portamento, a delicate contrary motion ‘grace note’ effect is produced. Unison sections 

alternate with sections in canon, giving the following structure: unison I (bar 1-21), canon 

I (bar 21-31), unison II (bar 32-43), canon II (bar 43-56). In the second canon the viola’s 

entry is displaced by a quaver, and this produces a sense of rotating cycles that effectively 

blurs metrical boundaries through very simple means. 

 

II – A Sudden Gust Of Wind. Each of the four instruments enters sequentially with trills 

and ‘marcato’ pentatonic flourishes. The trills, internally restless but without metric 

propulsion (a behaviour also reflected in the later use of tremolando), respond to the energy 
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of the foreground gestures and create suspense between them. The whole quartet erupts in 

a rushing semiquaver movement with cascading pizzicato, reminiscent of the overlapping 

groups of three to four to five found in Kalon. The cello presents a tremolo rising theme 

which will appear subsequently in the third and seventh movements. A quartal theme (Ex. 

28) in alternating 5/8 to 6/8 dominates the movement. 

 

It is consequently heard in augmented, diminished and extended iterations in Ex. 29  

 

Against the 6/8 rhythm the cello presents a new theme (Ex 30) in 3/4,  which is immediately 

transformed into a 9/8 version. 

 

In bar 110 the new theme combines with the Fuji theme, as if struggling for dominance. 

The rondo continues to gain momentum as the imaginary gusts of wind turn into a fully-

fledged musical storm. 

 

III -  Waterfalls. In this movement the two-part overlapping texture of Murmuration is  

expanded into four parts, producing complex polyrhythms.  
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The alternating 6/8 and 2/4, along with phrases played across the bar lines give the music 

an irregularity and unpredictability. By changing intervals of the modal sequences every  

eight bars the illusion of a slow harmonic progression is created. At bar 59 the viola features 

an augmented version of the murmuring motif, and by bar 64 the second violin plays it in  

further augmentation. By bar 74 the whole quartet features the motif as principle melody  

before the return of the opening waterfall overlapping texture and a delicate arpeggiando  

conclusion. 
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IV – A Departing Friend In Snow. Over a sustained cluster played “senza vibrato” by the 

upper strings the cello plays a fourteen-bar melody that combines mournful seconds with 

wider intervals that recall the Fuji theme. The upper strings give the impression of the 

Japanese bamboo mouth organ sho. The first violin answers the cello’s phrase, then the 

two instruments develop the theme independently until they unite in two-octave unison. In 

the central section the viola introduces a wistful counter-theme over pizzicato cello which 

it immediately develops into a version spanning the full range of the instrument. The theme 

develops with ever greater intensity until, in a moment of sudden stillness, the viola plays 

its theme softly in fragmented form against cello harmonics and “saltando” violins.  

 

V – Ghosts. The grotesque nature of three of Hokusai’s ghost prints prompted me to explore 

more extreme timbres and coloristic musical effects. Having heard the aural illusory effect 

of the so-called “Shepard tone” in which, like a Max Escher picture of never-ending 

staircases, the ear is tricked into hearing a seemingly ever-ascending or descending pattern, 

I attempted to create an effect of a never-ending downward glissando over the first four 

bars. A 7/8 cello theme on artificial harmonics gives way to agitated pizzicato for the whole 

quartet, followed by a “furioso” section in which the quartet explodes in diverse angular 

lines, punctuated by “snap” pizzicati and a screeching effect produced by drawing the bow 

sharply between bridge and tailpiece. The rest of the movement is atypical of the rest of 

the miniatures inasmuch as it is led entirely by rhythm. 

 

VI – A Wild Sea At Choshi. The rising cello theme of Movement II forms the first main 

theme of this second rondo movement. The second theme (bar 29) is rhythmically fluid 

inasmuch as it strains against the 9/8 metre by frequent duplets and quadruplets. The 

rhythm is further de-stabilised by the addition of quavers in the 10/8 bars and the 9/8 music 

gathers momentum by the reduction of its units to 2/4 and 3/8. By bar 68 the Presto 

interplay of Vln. 1/Viola with Vln. II/Cello evokes the howling wind with its syncopated 

discords. Both themes develop throughout the movement until the “howling wind” music 

gives way to a triumphant reprise of the second theme. 
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VII – Admiring Mount Fuji At Sunset. The original Fuji theme is heard in shortened form 

with a combination of arco and pizzicato. The melancholy Departing Friend theme from 

Movement IV is soon discarded in favour of a new, positive pizzicato version of the Fuji 

theme. At Bar 13 the choice of short bars (i.e. alternating 3/8 and 2/8) helps the players to 

emphasise the contrasting accents in this version of the Fuji theme, first groups of three, 

then two. (A similar effect, also written as short bars, can be found at Fig. 1 in the Suite by 

Frantisek Jílek from Janacek’s opera The Cunning Little Vixen31.) The movement takes the 

form of variations on the Fuji theme with the first and second violins weaving contrapuntal 

versions of the theme as the music moves towards its serene conclusion. In the final Adagio 

the Fuji theme, now in slower triplets, has become part of the undulating texture that 

resolves in E major. 

 

Summary. 

With its development of the “murmuration” process that in itself was the outcome of 

Polymetric Studies, and with its continuous transformation of themes and motifs, Seven 

Hokusai Miniatures attempts a reconciliation of formal processes with intuitive 

composition. Some of the sonorities are unlike anything I had attempted before and the 

work seems to have gained a new confidence, and to have integrated many of the 

polyrhythmic and heterometric elements of Polymetric Studies and Kalon. 

 

Lukas Foss, in a 1990 LBJ Lecture said, “Maybe inspiration is a surprise which, in 

retrospect, makes sense.”32 By endeavouring to constantly surprise and beguile in this 

string quartet, as Hokusai succeeds in doing by the inspiration and range of his visual 

                                                

31 Leos Janáček, arr. Frantisek Jílek, Liška Bystrouška, Vienna, Universal Edition, 1990  
32 LBJ Lecture transcript. November 12th. 1990. https://gato-docs.its.txstate.edu/jcr:ae3e1995-20d0-4a3d-
9fb7-58fed33cb90e/1990-11-02-foss.pdf 
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imagination,  I hope the musical result will have opened doors to fresh new worlds of sound 

and to structures which “make sense.” 
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Chapter 7 - Conclusion 

A measure of the success of this three-year doctoral portfolio and commentary is the 

success of the process rather than the works produced. If a renewal of curiosity to listen to 

and investigate what is new and fresh in contemporary music and to be willing to grow and 

dare to risk defines success, then it was a success. In his programme note for the opera 

Lessons In Love and Violence George Benjamin writes: 

You teach yourself how to hear a piece when you’re writing it through the prism of 

the techniques that you use. You begin to find a way of hearing and you simply get 

more fluent and more confident as the piece evolves and the sound world expands.33  

The past three years have seen a re-appraisal of the techniques I had used up to then and a 

determination to expand them, also to expand the sound worlds of the pieces I wrote during 

that time. My research into polyrhythm, polymetre and polytempo will influence much of 

my future music and is evident in my recently completed choral and orchestral work Pietà. 

Above all, I have tried to confront the issue of how a composer absorbs and assimilates a 

lifetime of musical influences and techniques but still manages to speak with his own voice.  

As I submit this portfolio I am 64 years old. Katsushika Hokusai, on whose drawings my 

Seven Hokusai Miniatures are based, inspires hope with the following observation:  

Although I had produced numerous works by my fiftieth year, none of my works 

done before my seventieth is really worth counting.34 

  

                                                

33 George Benjamin, Lessons In Love and Violence, London, Royal Opera House programme, 2018, p14. 
34 Matthi Forrer, Hokusai, Prestel Verlag, München, 2010, p.9 
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