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ABSTRACT 

Through the eight pieces in my portfolio of compositions, I have addressed the concept 
of musical transformation, exploring it in multiple ways appropriate to the demands of 
each piece. The works are for a range of instrumental, vocal and electronic forces. The 
instrumental pieces include: Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano, Beboonikae for 14 
players, North for orchestra, ceaseless voice for flute, guitar and percussion and empty 
chambers for string quartet. There is also one choral work, The Child for two part choir 
and piano, and an electronic work, Secret Gardens, for six loudspeakers, an installation 
created using MAX/Msp. The central work in the portfolio is a chamber opera, based on 
the story by Oscar Wilde, The SeIrish Giant, for six soloists, children's chorus and 
chamber orchestra. Alongside, and as part of musical transformation, my work explores 
spectral harmony and spectral analysis, spatialisation, the use of borrowed material 
(usually early French carols) and the relationship between gesture and silence. Drama 
and the theatre shape much of the compositional work; informed by an extended study 
of Luigi Nono's Prometeo: Tragedia dell'ascolto. 

2 



for Krista, 
with love 

The author would like to acknowledge the support, mentoring and friendship of Geoff 

Poole, who was always able to pinpoint the heart of the matter and provide the impetus 

to continue. 
I am grateful for the assistance and input of Neal Farwell, a steady hand when the seas 

of programming threatened to engulf. 

Many thanks to Margaret Peirson, who has been invaluable over the great distances 

between Whitworth and Bristol; to Jonathan Scott, always able to assist from the depths 

of the department; and to Arden Sills for his dramatic conversation. 

I would like to acknowledge the support of the trustees of the 'Raymond Warren Prize', 

the 'J. H. Britton Fund for Music', and the 'Ladyman Bequest', for facilitating research 

trips to Freiburg, Germany and Ostrava, Czech Republic. 

Finally, an enormous debt of gratitude is owed to my family, Krista, Ygraine, Imogen, 

Rowan, and Wayland for their support and patience throughout this process. 

3 



I declare that the work in this dissertation was carried out in accordance with the 
Regulations of the University of Bristol. The work is original, except where indicated 
by reference in the text, and no part of the dissertation has been submitted for any other 
academic award. Any views expressed in the dissertation are those of the author. 

SIGNED:. .................. DATE: 

4 



TABLE OF CONTENTS 

Abstract 2 

Author's declaration 4 

Contents 5 

List of tables and illustrations 6 

List of Musical Scores and Accompanying CDs 7 

Chapter 1. Prologue 8 

Chapter 2. The Manchester Year(s) 12 

Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano 12 

The Child 17 

Chapter 3. Heading South, Turning North 20 

Beboonikae 20 

North 26 

Chapter 4. Plugged In 34 

Ceaseless Voice 34 

Secret Gardens 40 

Chapter 5. Downstage Left 48 
Empty Chambers 48 
The Selfish Giant 54 

Epilogue 63 

Appendices 64 

1. Proposal for Course of Study 65 

2. Unlocking Prometheus 68 

3. Words, Words, Words: or, the Tale of a Paper Composer 80 

4. Exhibition Brochure for 'Secret Gardens' 90 

Bibliography 92 

Filmography 94 

Discography 94 

S 



LIST OF TABLES AND ILLUSTRATIONS 

1. Structural pitches for Triofor Horn, Violin and Piano, movement 1.13 

2. Horn theme from Triofor Horn, Violin and Piano, movement 1.14 

3. The pentatonic pitch sets used in The Child. 18 

4. Theme from Princess Zhaojun Left her Home Country. 22 

5. Little Island Cree Grass Dance. 

6. Random dots, Beboonikae rhythmic patterns. 

7. Beboonikae rhythmic transcription. 

23 

24 

24 

8. Formal structure of North. 26 

9. 'Frost' pentatonic sets from North. 27 

10. 'Snow' pentatonic sets from North. 28 

11. The Huron Carol tune, also known as Une Jeune Pucelle. 29 

12. 'Wind' spectral chords from North. 30 

13. Sample of the polyrhythmic grid based on fragments from the Huron Carol. 31 

14. Polyrhythmic grid - model for 'Hail', bars 137 - 144, North. 32 

15. Picardy tune - Let all mortalflesh keep silent. 35 

16. Modes used in ceaseless voice. 36 

17. Picardy tune, transformed through modes (portion of document). 37 

18. Table of melodic cells used in ceaseless voice (portion of document). 38 

19. Secret Gardens Master Patch. 42 

20. Speaker placement for Secret Gardens in Gallery 3, Touchstones, Rochdale. 43 

21. Hanging Garden - made of recycled materials, from Secret Gardens exhibit. 44 

22. Quotes sub-patch of Secret Gardens installation. 45 

23. Conditor alme siderum (first half of tune). 50 

24. The table of Mars in his Compass. 51 

25. The Coventry Carol. 52 

26. Spectral analysis of the word 'Trespassers' using AudioSculpt. 59 

27. Resulting chords from 'Trespassers' analysis. 59 

28. Orchestrated version of 'Trespassers' from Prelude to The Seylsh Giant. 59 

29. Melodic version of 'Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted', Sc. 2. 60 

6 



LIST OF ACCOMPANYING MUSICAL SCORES AND CDS 

1. TRIO FOR HORN, VIOLIN AND PIANO (2000) 6'30" 

2. THE CHILD, for two part choir andpiano (2000) 3" 

3. BEBOONIKAE, for 14players (2002) 3,, 

4. NORTH, Kiwitinohk Acdhk, for orchestra (2003) 1211 

5. CEASELESS VOICE, forflute, percussion andguilar (2004) 6" 

6. SECRET GARDENS, MAXIMsp installation (2004) - on CD-ROM 

7. EMPTY CHAMBERS, for string quartet (2006) 9" 

8. THE SELFISH GIANT, chamber operafor 6 soloists, 
children's chorus and chamber orchestra (2007) 45" 

9. One CD containing recordings of Beboonikae, ceaseless voice and North. 

7 



CHAPTER 1 

PROLOGUE 

The compositions that make up my PhD portfolio have been completed over the 

extended duration of a part-time programme. My writing has coincided with what I 

perceive as a huge change in the musical landscape. Many of the leading figures of post- 

war European modernism have died during this time, including Xenakis, Berio, Ligeti 

and Stockhausen. The major compositional schools and movements of the late twentieth 

century, such as Minimalism, New Complexity, Spectralism and Postmodernism no 

longer retain a central position in musical discourse. No single direction appears to be 

emerging as predominant, leaving the possibilities for composition wide open. I have 

seen this anti-trend reflected close to home, at the Huddersfleld New Music Festival. 

During this period the festival appears to have shifted from a focussed, composer-led 

event to a more ensemble-led occasion, resulting in more fragmented and ghettoised 

audiences. 
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Fortunately, the pluralist milieu that remains suits my compositional aesthetic. It 

is difficult to identify a single thread or issue that continues through my compositions, 

although the original intention to explore the concept of musical transformation has 

remained in various forms (see appendix 1). There are eight pieces: seven for a range of 

instrumental and vocal forces, and a single electronic installation. I have presented them 

chronologically in pairs, as these pairs often explore a single issue in a contrasting way. 

The first two pieces however, are the most divergent. The Trio for Horn, Violin and 

Piano and The Child were written while I was still at Manchester, and finding a way 

into my Phl). Both works were responses to particular stimuli; the first, Ligeti's Triofor 

Violin, Horn and Piano, and the second, a commission for children's choir. The issue 

that connects these pieces has more to do with performance than any compositional 

approach or aesthetic. 

Beboonikae for 14 players, and North: Kiwifinohk Icdhk for orchestra, both 

arose out of the pre-compositional activity for The Selfish Giant, and as their titles 

imply were informed by my interest in Native American cultures. These pieces also 

mark a number of compositional firsts in my work, including the use and transformation 

of borrowed material, and the development of spectral harmony. 

The next pair of pieces emerged out of work undertaken in the electronic music 

studio. I had spent considerable time developing a couple of purely acousmatic studies, 

but decided against their inclusion, primarily because I felt that to do justice to this 

branch of music, I would have to focus all my energies in this direction; a path that 

would take me away from my principal concerns. ceaseless voice for flute, guitar and 

percussion does, however, attempt to recreate aspects of an electronic sound world in its 

approach to instrumental writing. The sound installation for six loudspeakers, Secret 

Gardens, a commission from ImagEngine artists' collective in Rochdale for a gallery 
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exhibit, is the only electronic work in the portfolio. The central focus of the installation 

is the spatialisation of sound, a feature that will recur in the opera. 

Whether or not it is expressed explicitly, theatre is the central concern informing 

the final two pieces, the culmination of my PhD research and composition. empty 

chambers for string quartet, is a distillation of gestures and compositional practices 

from the previous pieces. As a freestanding work, empty chambers does not include 

dramatic or spatial indications, but these are important intrinsic concerns that may be 

realised in certain performance situations. The chamber opera, The Sefflish Giant, and 

the transformation at its heart has been an underlying presence throughout my work. 

This central feature is made manifest in the work in a number of ways, including the 

transformation of text into key musical gestures through spectral analysis, and the 

transformation of borrowed material. 

I have included a paper delivered at a postgraduate seminar at the University of 

Bristol (appendix 3), as I felt it provides a valuable snapshot of compositional matters 

closer to the actual process. It also deals with post-compositional issues regarding 

performance and questions that arise from cultural borrowing in the early works. The 

paper also provides more in the way of biographical background. 

Finally, while not aligning myself with a particular school or composer, my 

work has been affected by several individuals whose work is significant to me. Most 

important has been the study of Luigi Nono's Prometeo (see appendix 2), which has 

thrown long, unintended shadows over my subsequent compositions, particularly The 

Seylsh Giant. Salvatore Sciarrino's stage works, his handling of musical gesture and use 

of silence, James Dillon's balance between complexity and romanticism, and the beauty 
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of G6rard Grisey's spectral sound world, are all models from which I have endeavoured 

to leam. 
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CHAPTER 2 

THE NUNCHESTER YEAR(S) 

TRIO FOR HORN, VIOLIN AND PIANO 

Embarking on a PhD programme, I was full of enthusiasm for the late music of 

Luigi Nono, wrestling with the concept of musical transformation, and considering how 

to start a piece of music theatre (see appendix 1). To interrupt these deliberations and to 

start me writing, a performance opportunity presented itself. Members of the 

Manchester-based new music ensemble, Psappha, were to present a concert including 

Ligeti's Trio for Violin, Horn and Piano at the University of Manchester, and 

postgraduate composers were invited to write for the trio. Although I have a great 

admiration for Ligeti and much of his music, this piece did not particularly inspire me, 

and the disparate ensemble was not one that held any attraction. 

In order to approach this composition positively, I decided that it was the very 

disparity between the instruments that I would endeavour to exploit. The first movement 

became an exploration of specific qualities particular to each of the instruments; piano 
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provides mass and percussion; violin, sustain and microtonal inflection; and the horn 

provides melody and natural harmonics. Structurally the movement works by moving 

from a point of maximum difference and separation of gestures, to unification and 

sharing of musical material. To maintain an even greater distinction between the 

instruments, each part is constructed around a set of structural pitches; the violin and 

horn each have five, including one unique pitch each, and the piano has nine structural 

pitches with four unique. These pitch sets are also constructed to maximize a limited 

number of intervals specific to the instruments, m2/M7 and P4/P5 in the violin, M3/m6 

and tritone in the hom, and M2/m7 and m3/M6 in the piano. The only pitch shared 

between the three instruments is A, the destination of the first movement, on which the 

three players converge in bar 71. 

R%2 -s 

fig. 1. Structural pitches for Triofor Horn, Violin and Piano, movement 1. 

At the heart of the piece is the hom theme (fig. 2), found in 'prime' form in bars 

29-32; a rising gesture built directly out of the horn's structural pitches (fig. 1), which 

bridges the space between the low piano waves and the floating violin harmonics from 

the beginning, becoming the basis for unification near the end. The formal outline of the 

piece roughly falls into three sections: the first consists of the opening gesture (bars I- 

11), followed by two varied repetitions (from bars II and 26). The beginning of section 

two interrupts the second gestural repetition with the introduction of the hom theme (bar 

29), and continues with an elaboration of the theme (bars 35-52). The hom theme 
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returns in a variation at the opening of the third section (from bar 53), but in the final 

section the three streams become more unified, both rhythmically and through a series 

of pitch transformations, culminating in a shared melodic gesture and final unison (from 

bar 64 to the end). 

rig. 2. Horn theme from Tr1ofor Horn, Violin and Piano, movement 1. 

Having reached some form of unity between the instruments, I wanted to create 

a more homogenous sound world in the second movement. This movement simply 

consists of a four-part counterpoint around a cantus firmus in the horn, with all the pitch 

and rhythmic material derived from the original hom theme (fig. 2). The original 

rhythm employs the first six numbers of the Fibonacci series in semiquaver multiples in 

the pattern 5,2,3,2,1,13,5,1,1,8. To continue the feeling of multiple rhythmic or 

temporal streams from the first movement, this pattern was applied to various pulse 

durations, from semiquaver quintuplets to dotted quavers. Throughout the movement, 

there are five theme rows being played simultaneously, each with a different underlying 

pulse or intrinsic tempo; one in the hom part, two each in piano and violin. 

The movement opens with the cantus in the horn, starting on A, with a quaver 

pulse, double the original values. The violin follows after six beats on an ornamented D, 

with a pulse equal to a crotchet plus a demisemiquaver (slightly simplified in the final 

score), and the piano in bar 81 on F, with a retrograde of the rhythm and a pulse of a 

dotted quaver. The second piano entry follows with the E in bar 83, at a pulse of quaver 

quintuplets, immediately followed by the second violin entry on C sharp with a 

retrograde of the triplet quaver pulse. After the rest in bar 87 the movement continues 
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in a similar five-part manner, although the multiple lines have been recombined and 

redistributed in various ways between the instruments. 

Despite the inauspicious beginning to the trio there were several important 

issues that arose out of the composition and performance process. The first was an 

important personal lesson in composition: to learn 'freedom', particularly the ability to 

interrupt or intervene in a rigorous, intellectual compositional process for the sake of 

shaping the music. Coupled with this was the realisation that compositional precision 

must necessarily pass through the imprecise filters of notation and interpretation. The 

implication of these lessons can be seen in the opening bars of the Trio. The increasing 

wave of sound created by strumming the low strings of the piano had originally been a 

fully composed crescendo that gradually evolves into the keyboard gesture beginning in 

bar 15; eventually becoming the melodic material at bar 55. It was the realisation that 

the weight and sound of the gesture were more important than the pitches or system, 

that allowed me to free up the notation and the manner of producing the sound. Working 

with the piano and the violin in this piece marked the beginning of a deepening interest 

in French and Italian spectral music, and the incorporation and exploration of more 

timbral and gestural instrumental techniques in my music. 

Another lesson came from the performance experience. It is fantastic, as a 

student, to have had the opportunity to work with professional musicians like the 

players from Psappha. But even musicians of this calibre, who were able to competently 

sight-read their parts, required a conductor to co-ordinate the music, which prevented a 

sense of chamber music developing within the workshop environment. Unfortunately, 

there is no recording of the performance, as the group were unwilling to leave a lasting 

record of performances that they felt were under-rehearsed. It has subsequently proved 

difficult to find players willing to commit to rehearsing a somewhat 'difficult' piece for 
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recording, without the context of a performance opportunity. The overall process left me 

with rather ambivalent feelings toward composing for less conventional ensembles: for 

players who are not committed to performing the work publicly, or for the workshop 

experience in general. This is an issue however, that will continue to recur in the context 

of postgraduate compositional work. 
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THE CHILD 

The second piece I was asked to write carried a little more resonance for me 

from the outset. The association of music teachers from my childhood home, Winnipeg, 

in central Canada, approached me to write a choral piece for children in recognition of 

the millennium celebrations. Although not an obvious work for inclusion in a PhD 

portfolio, I have included it for several reasons. Most importantly, I had already decided 

on the subject matter for an opera, and as it would include a children's chorus, I felt that 

this piece offered the opportunity to work through some ideas. Next, the work 

demonstrates an approach to composing for amateurs, a very different challenge from 

writing for New Music specialists. The work is 'traditional', in the sense that I do not 

ask for any extended techniques from the performers, but I wrote what I believed to be 

appropriate, while still addressing central compositional concerns. 

The choice of text was mine, and I decided upon The Year of the Child by the 

Canadian poet and novelist, David Helwig, from his collection The Rain Falls Like 

Rain. I had sung in a choir with David for a number of years in Montr6al; I appreciated 

his unsentimental approach to poetry, and knew that his passion for music informed his 

writing. The poem is set out in four quatrains, with each pair of lines set in opposition to 

each other: 'I am the child of the laughing day, I the child of the holy night". This 

structure provided a perfect opportunity to incorporate various oppositions into the 

composition. Not knowing whether the performing choirs would be of primary or 

secondary school age, mixed or single sex, I made the decision to split the choir into 

1 David Helwig, The Rain Falls Like Rain, (Canada: Oberon Press, 1982), p. 169. 
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two equal parts, and to set them against each other antiphonally. Following on from the 

Trio, I endeavoured to give each voice a unique identity through a distinct pitch set. 

Instead of setting the poem in strophic form, following the four verses, I divided 

the poem into three sections; the first section includes the first two quatrains, whereas 

the second and third sections each consist of a single quatrain. In each of the three 

sections, the two choirs have separate pentatonic sets on which their music is based. The 

rationale behind pentatonic sets was the potential for contrast and shape, creating 

melodic and harmonic interest, while maintaining simplicity and ease for the young 

performers. 

Al A2 A3 

BI B2 I cl C2 

fig. 3. The pentatonic pitch sets used in The Child. 

After a short introduction, which highlights the Phrygian nature of set Al, the 

two vocal lines diverge for the rest of the first section (to bar 68); the top voice employs 

A2, the 'black note' set, while the bottom voice uses Al, a tempered approximation of 

the gamelan Pelog tuningý. For the final phrase of the section (from bar 53), the two 

voices come together on the shared pitch, G, and then use set A3, a combination of Al 

and A2. In the second section (bars 69-94), there are still two unique pentatonic sets, BI 

and B2; imperfect transpositions of Al and A2, but there is more overlap between the 

two voices. In the final section (from bar 95) there is again overlap between the two 

2 Although Pelog contains seven pitches, it is most often presented in this five note form. 
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voices, but the pentatonic sets, CI and C2, are now both transpositions (C2 is imperfect) 

of the original Phrygian-flavoured Al set, on which the piece closes. 

Although the commentary on The Child has only dealt with the voice parts, the 

piano plays an equal role in the piece. To support the singers, the piano part usually 

doubles the vocal lines, at pitch or the octave. Beyond this support however, the piano is 

used to realise the harmonic implications of the various pentatonic sets - either 

individually or in combination, although the piano part is at no time limited to a 

particular pitch set. The piano is vital in extending the sound world beyond the limited 

vocal range of an II th 
, and in reinforcing the sense of rhythm, especially during 

sustained vocal sounds. 
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CHAPTER3 

HEADING SOUTH, TURNING NORTH 

BEBOONIKAE 

After taking a year out from my studies, I resumed on a part-time basis at the 

University of Bristol in the autumn of 2001. The first piece I completed after 

transferring arose out of a mix of unrelated pre-compositional activity. I had made 

several attempts to start writing a piece for orchestra, but my file of sketches was much 

smaller than those consigned to the bin; nothing was coming together to my satisfaction. 

I was also desperately trying to find a librettist with whom I could work on my intended 

music theatre project, Oscar Wilde's The Seylish Giant, and refining ideas as to how I 

wanted to shape the story as a drama. Central to Wilde's story is an eternal winter; 

populated by characters that ignore the normal cycle of seasons, a winter that also 

transforms. So, alongside my research into Nono's drama in music, Prometeo, (see 

appendix 2, Unlocking Prometheus: The Dramaturgy of Luigi Nono's Tragedy of 

Listening), I became preoccupied with a sense of North and with alternative forms of 

drama. 
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Despite having been brought up on the vast plains of the Canadian prairie, where 

winter lasts half the year, and temperatures approach -40*C for weeklong stretches, a 

sense of alienation from the land distanced me from my own experience. To gain insight 

into other ways of understanding the experience of winter, I read about the Native 

American tribes, the Cree, Dakota Sioux and Ojibiway, with whom I had shared this 

landscape. It was in Basil Johnston's excellent book, re-telling the oral tradition of the 

Ojibiway, that I came across the figure of the Beboonikae. Beboonikae is the Manitou, a 

God, spirit or essence of the North, responsible for creating winter and its hardships 3. 

The idea of winter as an active personification highlights the difference between a 

northern cultural understanding and the classical, Mediterranean-based, concept of 

winter as a passive deprivation; i. e. winter as Demeter's grief at the temporary loss of 

her daughter, Persephone. It was while developing musical ideas to address this active 

concept of winter and the North, that Beboonikae and North were composed. 

In preparation for the opera, I was exploring more ritualised forms of theatre, 

particularly those from the east. I had developed an interest in and enthusiasm for 

Beijing opera, having seen Chen Kaige's film, Farewell my Concubine 4, years earlier. 

My researches into pre-revolutionary Chinese opera threw up a number of interesting 

issues. Melody arising directly from spoken text in a tonally-inflected language, non- 

harmonic music, and symbolic action would become important as I was composing the 

Selfish Giane. They also impacted more immediately upon the subsequent work. 

3 Basil Johnston, The Manitous: The Spiritual World ofthe Ojibiway (New York: HarperCollins, 1995), 
V. 240. 

5 
Farewell My Concubine, Dir. Chen Kaige. Artificial Eye, 1993. 
Despite having an excellent Chinese library and cultural centre in Manchester it was remarkably 

difficult to rind any source material. There was a single book at the library, Tao-Ching Hs(J's The Chinese 
Conception ofthe Theatre, which proved to be an invaluable resource, and through fortuitous 
circumstance I stumbled upon a copy of Peking Opera and MeiLangfang. *. 4 Guide to China's 
Traditional Thealre, 1nd the, 4ri oflis Great Master, in a local second-hand bookshop. In order to see an 
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Beboonikae was written for the Dutch ensemble, De Ereprijs, as part of the 

bmic's 'the cuttingledge 2002' education workshops. De Ereprijs is a fourteen piece 

chamber orchestra; a fusion between a wind ensemble and a rock band. The group's 

sonic world is one I would naively associate with the high-energy minimalism of Louis 

Andriessen, a composer to whose music I was not drawn. In the midst of composing a 

piece for full orchestra, I set out to make this antithetical ensemble work for me. My 

starting point was a rumination into the similarities and differences between the cultures 

I was exploring. It is winter that can connect the Chinese court opera to the communal 

myths and music of Native Americans, as it makes a bridge of the frozen Bering 

Straight. 

To realise these preoccupations in a short composition, the piece employs just 

three related building blocks. The first is a duet for soprano saxophones (starting in bars 

11 and 2 1), decorated by electric guitar harmonics, and based on a recurring phrase 

transcribed from the Chinese opera song, Princess Zhaojun Left her Home Country 6 

(fig. 4). 

flg. 4. Theme from Princess Zhaojun Left her Home Country. 

The vocal melody in the original is highly inflected; the singer often lands slightly 

below a destination and then rises to the desired pitch, there are frequent microtonal 

glissandi and a certain amount of rhythmic flexibility. These are the characteristics I 

employed in the saxophone lines. 

opera, I had to have a Chinese friend hunt down a couple of video-CDs in mainland China, having been 
unable to obtain anything in Hong Kong. 
6 Classical Chinese Folksongs & Opera. Wei Li. 1997. EUCD 1388 
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The second element in Beboonikae comes from a Cree Grass Dance, entitled 

Little Island Cree 7 (the name of the particular. tribe perfonning). The grass dance is the 

proper name of the communal circle dances with drums, known by European- 

Americans as 'Tow-wows". As this piece is for dancing, the music has a strong regular 

pulse unlike the Chinese opera theme, but the singers share a similar approach to 

microtonal inflections, and the pieces have a similar pitch structure. The dance is a 

traditional call and response; the leader, a man, sings the call and the whole community 

joins in the response. I transcribed the basic shape of the response pattern (fig. 5). The 

first and third bars are repeated any number of times depending on the text, and there 

may be several attacks on any pitch, although the notes indicated by minim noteheads 

represent structural pitches. 

. to, 0. - -&- -du, 71 

rig. 5. Little 1sland Cree Grass Dance. 

In Beboonikae, the Grass Dance theme has undergone a much greater 

transformation than the Princess Zhaojun theme. The line is presented as brass hockets 

(from bars 27 and 41) passed through rhythmic filters, and treated as a miffor canon. I 

attempted to retain the dance's sense of regular pulse in the tom-toms, which remain 

constant throughout the piece through metric modulation. This pulse is in opposition to 

randomly generated rhythmic streams in the brass. Instead of starting from a highly 

controlled durational pattern, as in the Horn Trio, I tried, as an experiment, to create a 

completely random rhythmic pattern, ink dots on a page (fig. 6). 

7 The World's Best Grass Dance Songs. Volume One. 1998, Sunshine Records. SSCD4354 

23 



PrA 
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I I 1L 
11 1 

fig. 6. Random dots, fleboonikae rhythmic patterns. 

rig. 7. Beboonikae rhythmic transcription. 

Placing a grid over the dots, I separated the chosen dots into two groups (divided at the 

horizontal axis) and then translated the distance between dots into durations (fig. 6). In 
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figure 7, the top line shows the higher rhythmic pattern, and the second line the lower 

pattern (durations were quartered from my original notation) to which the pitches of the 

grass dance have been added. The patterns last four bars, and are then reversed, while 

the lower two staves work in rhythmic canon. This was designed to create a cloud of 

attacks in the central section (bars 27-34), but clarifies when the brass returns at bar 41. 

The final elements of Beboonikae are the harmonic fields, derived from the 

work on spectral harmony I was undertaking for my orchestral piece. The chords (in 

bars 4-10,15-16, and 35-40) act as punctuation and structural points within the work. 

Beboonikae was performed by De Ereprijs in a workshop at 'The Warehouse' in 

London, 29 th November, 2002. Roger Marsh led the session, while the ensemble was 

directed by one of the hom players, doubling as conductor and translator for any 

comments made by Professor Marsh or myself. In Words, Words, Words, or the Tale of 

a Paper Composer (appendix 3), 1 have outlined some of my frustrations at the 

workshop process in general, and more specifically on this occasion. 
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NORTH 

The central transformation at the heart of Oscar Wilde's story, The Selfish Giant, 

is the change in the Giant from a greedy, selfish individual to a compassionate being. 

This internal process is reflected and represented in a continual winter. In the story, 

winter is personified by four characters, Frost, Snow, Wind and Hail. As my music 

theatre project was tending towards a chamber opera, I felt that the 'dance' of these 

characters could be projected onto a larger, orchestral canvas8. I had no intention of 

composing an actual ballet, or even a piece of programme music, but I found it a useful 

starting point to compose music for each of the characters and structure the piece around 

their interaction. The overall form of the piece broadly follows the outline in figure 8. 

Rehearsal 
letter: A E F G i K Q 

Musical Wind Frost Snow & Wind Wind & Frost Snow, Wind Frost Wind & 
elements: Frost Snow & Hail Hail 

fig. 8. Formal structure of North. 

The composition of North was a balance between the use of systems and orchestrations 

I established for each character, and manipulating or abandoning them in favour of 

writing intuitively. In discussing the piece therefore, I will set out my intentions, and the 

general shape of the materials and systems used, without making a full analysis. 

g Despite having rather ambivalent feelings towards 'the orchestra' as an institution, it was still a medium 
for which I had a desire to compose. Negatives arise mainly from the cultural position of the orchestra, 
which makes it unsympathetic to New Music for various reasons; from limited rehearsal time to audience 
support. More importantly, presentation of the orchestra is generally restricted to a 'traditional' concert 
hall format by its very size and nature. On the positive side, the timbral palette, the mass of sound 
available, and the possibility of writing numerous simultaneous musical lines all attracted me. 
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The music for Frost, which forms the large section at the beginning of the piece, 

arose out of a vivid memory of driving home in the middle of one winter night, many 

years earlier. Every tree, road and building sparkled in the streetlamps, making this 

silent world appear as if it were encrusted with diamonds. Attempting to create a still, 

scintillating and cold music, I envisioned a line, which may or may not be present, 

around which arabesques would wind. The 'melody' grows from its first suggestion in 

bars 10-13 to a more fully realised version in bars 31-37, and is always shared between 

pairs of instruments, predominantly soprano saxophone and flute, trumpet and oboe. 

The arabesques are also shared between instruments, harp and celesta, vibraphone and 

glockenspiel, and are often mirrored around the line in the winds. A clear example can 

be seen in the harp and celesta, bars 13-17. Most of the Frost pitch material comes from 

a combination of pentatonic sets; for example, the harp part from bar 13 is constructed 

from the first two nested sets in figure 9. 

(A) 

fig. 9. 'Frost' pentatonic sets from North. 

Behind the composition of most lines in the frost section of North lies the opening 

gesture of the 16 th century French song, Une Jeune Pucelle, which is also the melody 

for Jean de Brdbeuf's Huron Carol (fig. 11). For example, the opening intervals of the 

carol form both the harp grace notes in bar 6 and the structural pitches of the melody 

(F-B flat-C), split between the trumpet, flute and saxophone in bars 21-22. 

As the Frost music is mainly concerned with line, its closing dyad in bar 36 (C 

in flute, D flat in saxophone) hints at the spectral harmonies that form the basis of the 
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Wind music, beginning in bar 51. The first appearance of a Bin tlýework9, bar. 37 in the 

double bass, is -the difference tone that arises from this dyad. The sum tone, aC quarter 

sharp, also appears in bar 36, as a solo violin harmonic. This note glissandos down to 

the A that starts the Snow music in bar 39. 

Snow is the one member of this winter quartet that at once has the most 

substance and weight en masse but individual lightness, and is most easily shaped by 

the other three. The principal musical features of Snow in North are a falling gesture, 

and an orchestration of strings, low winds and membranophones. To create the falling 

gestures I constructed a grid of pentatonic sets, in which sets can be combined in 

multiple ways. 

23 
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fig. 10. 'snow' pentatonic sets from Norlh. 

To make longer gestures or chords, these sets (fig. 10) can be joined together in a row 

from left to right (e. g. 1-2-3), at a diagonal (e. g. 1-5-9), or down a column (e. g. 1-4- 

7-10). An example of the column combination can be found in the violin II parts at bar 

39. The rhythm of this gesture in isolation remains steady, insistent and unhurried in 

9 The B pitch class was used at various points in the Frost music as a mirror point for aspects of both the 
melody and the decorative parts. 
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synchronous layers; only when in combination with other musical elements does it 

change pace, and layers become asynchronous (see strings in bars 79-85). 

As suggested above, the musical idea behind the Wind comes from the use of 

spectral chords. I felt that I might capture something of the subtle pitch changes within a 

broad pitch range of the howling northern wind, through the use of large chords. It is 

with the Wind music that the Huron Carol (fig. 11)10 takes on a structural role. 

fig. 11. The Huron Carol tune, also known as Une Jeune Pucelle. 

In the Wind sections, bars 50-99 and 108-170, the piece is built on hannonies that take 

their roots from the pitches of the Huron CaroL I experimented with various means of 

determining the partials to use over a particular root, including random number 

generation, before settling on the first chord, which uses only the odd number partials. 

This chord can be seen to grow from bar 51, and is clearly stated in bar 58. This first 

root note, E, happens to be the foundation upon which Gdrard Grisey builds his work 

for chamber orchestra, Partlels 11 
. As this piece was an important introduction to French 

spectralism for me, I decided to keep the chord as a sort of hommage to Grisey. I later 

re-used this chordal gesture from bar 58-62 as the basis for the opening of the piece. 

10 This version of the tune is a mixed transcription of the version from The Book ofCommon Praise: 
being the Hymn Book ofthe. 4nglican Church of Canada (Toronto, Anglican Book Centre: 1938), pp. 
742-743, and the recording of lesous. 4hatonnia by The Toronto Consort on the CD, Nowell Sing We 
(1991 SRI 002). 
11 Gdrard Grisey, Parliels: pour 18 Musiciens, Casa Ricordi, 1976. 
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Each block of Wind music works by transforming an original chord into a 

second chord based on the next root taken from the carol melody. From the E in bar 58 

the chord changes gradually to one over A, which comes together in bar 67 (fig. 12). 

6 

-W 
fig. 12. 'Wind' spectral chords from North. The first chord, over E, is constructed out of odd-numbered 

partials, with the exception of the second harmonic (the octave E), which was kept to strengthen 
the bass. 

The second chord, over A, is not constructed out of an odd-number harmonic series, but 

was formed to balance slight upward and downward movements from the pitches in the 

E chord, requiring microtonal glissandi in most of the woodwind and brass parts. 

Wherever possible the Wind music employs full orchestral forces; as other winter 

elements are added in, the woodwind section and untuned metalophones carry most of 

the chord. In section H (bars 70-85), the wind chords are presented in a more horizontal 

manner, but still follow the bass line; B moving to C. 

The final winter element from Wilde's story is Hail, which I would not 

necessarily associate with winter proper, but with the coming of Spring. This element is 

also different from Snow and Frost, in that it produces sound. Where Snow had an 

inherently slow and regular rhythm, for me Hail required a much more complex 

rhythmic pattern. Similar to the preparation undertaken for Beboonikae, I constructed a 

polyrhythmic grid. For North, however, I did not take a random starting point, but 

shaped the ostinato grid around rhythmic fragments taken from the Huron Carol, with 
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lengths 9,11 and 13 quavers. These three ostinati are set against a regular pattern of 4, 

an element retained from the Grass Dances (fig. 13). 

flg. 13. Sample of the polyrhythmic grid based on fragments from the Huron Carol. 

The grid was extended until there was a large selection of coincidences, any two parts 

starting their pattern on the same beat, or more importantly, where the four parts came 

together. Sections of this grid are worked into the hocketed lines that run between the 

brass instruments and wood percussion in the Hail music; the points of rhythmic 

coincidence are placed at structural moments in the score. The clearest example in the 

score is section N, beginning at bar 137. The grid that serves as the rhythmic model for 

this section has the rhythmic values from figure 13 halved, and is focussed around four 

points of coincidence (the pink highlights in figure 14). 
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fig. 14. Polyrhythmic grid - model for 'Hail', bars 137 - 144, North. 

As is immediately apparent, the texture would become far too dense and impenetrable if 

all four lines continued incessantly; I have therefore created 'holes' in order to 

emphasise certain entries. The second rhythmic line (11) of figure 14 can be seen in the 

score, passed from horn I- trombone I- horn I- trumpet 11 (bars 137-140), in three 

note groups; the pitches coming directly from the carol. The other hocketed lines (e. g. 

the top line (9) begins in bar 137 in bass trombone, passed to horn 11; the fourth line 

(13) moves from trumpet I to marimba) derive their pitches from various 

transformations of the carol melody. 

From the above discussion of North, it would appear that I was trying to 'paint a 

picture' or create a direct representation of an experience or memory. In the notes for 

the score, I describe it as an 'imaginary ballet', but this was really just a useful tool in 
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composing the piece, using different 'types' of music, and giving shape to a medium 

length, single movement work. I am in the full knowledge that music is an abstract art, 

and that 'representation' can never work in the ways possible in the visual and literary 

arts. With North, I did not intend the work to be understood as a representation; it is not 

meant as a piece of 'programme music', but it is a personal reflection, true to my 

experience and memory. 

North was performed in a workshop as part of the Ostrava Days 2005 New 

Music Festival in the Czech Republic. The ensemble that played through the piece was 

the Ostravskd banda, made up of players from around the world, and conducted by 

Maridn Lejava. The recording of the final read-through gives an acceptable sample of 

the music, although there was no possible way that the brass players could adequately 

cope with the hocketed sections without rehearsal, and the string section was close to 

one per part, and therefore could not Produce the body of sound required from a full 

orchestral section. 
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CHAPTER 4 

PLUGGEDIN 

CEASELESS VOICE 

It was late one night, on my way to Bristol after a full day's teaching in 

Manchester, driving through the pouring rain and trying to listen to Birtwistle's The 

Mask of Orpheus 12 
, that I decided to write a piece for solo woodwind. Having been 

preoccupied with ensemble writing, and still thinking theatre, I looked forward to the 

chance to write for a solo instrument; to concentrate on line and gesture. Oboe was the 

first possibility to spring to mind, although the New Music favourite, clarinet, was an 

equal contender. I had, however, been thoroughly impressed by a recent and charismatic 

performance by the Italian flautist, Mario Caroli at the 2003 Huddersfield New Music 

Festival, in a programme of Brian Ferneyhough and James Dillon, and so decided to 

write for flute. 

12 Harrison Birtwistle, The Mask ofOrpheus. BBC Symphony Orchestra, BBC Singers, Cond. Andrew 
Davis & Martyn Brabbins, 1997. NMC D050. 
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While considering composing for solo flute and interactive electronics, I was 

given the opportunity to write for members of the New Music Players. Three members 

of the ensemble, flute, guitar and percussion were to present a concert at Bristol 

University, 28 th April, 2004; followed by a postgraduate workshop. I thought this 

ensemble would be an interesting alternative, so I quickly realigned my objective by 

amending the orchestration, but decided to retain my original concept for the sound 

world, and relationship between solo line and interactive parts. 

ceaseless voice arises out of silence. I wanted to create a work that was defined 

by silence; by the relationship between musical gesture and the silence that frames it. 

On a poetic level, I was reminded of the images from the seventh century Greek Hymn, 

Let all mortalflesh keep silent, particularly the final verse. 

At his feet the six-wingad Seraph, Cherubim with sleepless eye, 
Veil their faces to the presence, as with ceaseless voice they cry: 
Alleluia, Alleluia, Alleluia, Lord Most High! 

It was the paradox of perpetual, unheard music; music that underlies everything, like the 

ancient Music of the Spheres, that attracted me. The tune associated with the hymn is 

another old French carol, Picardy 13 
,a favourite of my youth, which forms the musical 

foundation of the piece. 

fig. 15. 'Picardy' tune - Let all mortalflesh keep silent. 

The Picardy tune can be clearly seen in the second introductory gesture of 

ceaseless voice (bar 2), passed from the guitar (D-E-F--G) to the flute (A). The pitch 

material for the rest of the piece is also derived from the Picardy tune, but has been 

13 The Book of Common Praise, pp. 235. 
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filtered and -transformed before being reassembled. I first rewrote the melody, by 

substituting pitches from microtonal modes built around D and A. The modes have been 

augmented or diminished by the addition and subtraction of quartertones, as shown in 

figure 16. 
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fig. 16. Modes used in ceaseless voice. On the centre stave are the original D minor modes (D centred and 
A centred). The top stave contains the augmented modes; the bottom, the diminished modes. 

36 



o- fa, 4 o- ýj tgi 
41 

10 li 

L9 

X; - if set -i4, oca VIP 
"d. 

L. Z'4. oj_ iI- 

fig. 17. Picardý tune, transformed through modes (portion of document). Top two systems: diminished A 
mode and augmented A mode. Next two systems: augmented D mode and diminished D mode. 
Bottom four rows are retrograde inversions of the melody. 

The melody was then filtered through these modes, to produce two versions around A 

and two versions around D, and four versions that have undergone retrograde inversion 

(fig. 17). 1 then collected the sernibreves, representing structural pitches of the original 

melody, with their adjoining melodic gestures, into a pitch-based table. This table, 

which includes all microtonal variations of a named pitch class, forms a pool of melodic 

gestures from which I could draw compositional material (fig. 18). 
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fig. 18. Table of melodic cells used in ceaseless voice (portion of document). 

ceaseless voice is in three sections, the first beginning in the fourth bar after a 

short introduction. In this section, the guitar and percussion lines are secondary to, and 

derived from, the flute line. Instead of working against a pulse grid or metre, a situation 

is constructed in which the performers are somewhat free to shape their gestures in time. 

Indications are provided for the triggering of events from the flute part, as one would 

synchronise entries with interactive electronics. This is, however, the normal ideal in 

chamber music performance, when musicians take their cues from each other. The first 

section (rehearsal letters A and B) uses the first line of the Picardy tune, replacing the 

individual pitches with melodic gestures from the table of melodic cells. As can be seen 

in the flute part, first system on page 5 of the score, the original D of the melody has 

been replaced by the last gesture on the top stave of figure 18, which is then echoed 

diatonically, on the vibraphone. 

The middle section of the piece (from rehearsal letter C) opens with the same 

melodic material from figure 18. In this section the three parts have a more equal, 

heterophonic relationship, in contrast to the complete predominance of the flute in the 
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first. Although the rhythms in this section are generally notated more precisely, the 

three parts still take their trigger points from each other without becoming rhythmically 

synchronised. The final section of ceaseless voice (from rehearsal letter D) returns to the 

texture and relationships from the opening section, and makes use of the final phrase of 

the Picardy tune (last bar of fig. 15) 14 
. 

There have been two performances of ceaseless voice; the first by the New 

Music Players in the workshop at Bristol University, followed by an international group 

of musicians at the 2005 Ostrava Days New Music Festival. The flexibility of tempo 

and gesture in the piece was aptly demonstrated by the variation in the duration of the 

performances, the first of which was roughly six minutes, the second was over nine 

minutes. 

14 The final section of Picardy starts on an A, and the flute gesture at letter D can be seen to be based on 
the second melodic gesture/cell on the bottom stave (the A set) of figure 18. 
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SECRET GARDENS 

The installation, Secret Gardens, produced using MAX/Msp, was a commission 

from a Rochdale-based artists' collective, ImagEngine. The piece was to form part of an 

exhibition of the same name in the autumn of 2004, at the Rochdale municipal gallery, 

Touchstones (see appendix 4, Secret Gardens exhibit brochure). The exhibit was part of 

a yearlong celebration of garden spaces throughout Greater Manchester. 

Despite the restrictions inevitably associated with a commission of this sort, 

there were important issues that I felt could be best addressed in an acousmatic work. 

Primarily, spatialisation of sound was an area that I had wanted to explore more fully 

since beginning a Phl). My interest in the placement and movement of sounds in space 

as a compositional device springs from the dramatic potential inherent in multiple sound 

sources. I have been struck by the beauty of pieces from the long tradition of spatial 

music; both as a performer in Allegri's Miserere, to being in the Freiburg audience for 

Nono's Prometeo. Beyond purely compositional and aesthetic concerns, spatialisation 

also imposes a different relationship between the audience and the music, performer or 

sound source. An installation, by its very nature does not have a conventional music 

audience, forward-facing, row upon row, but even within the context of a mobile 

audience I was interested in the listener experiencing the music in a different way 

depending on their position in the space. 

The constraints upon creating the sound installation for Secret Gardens included 

both the audio material I could employ, and the available equipment. The first and most 
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important limitation, which would influence the piece's conception, was that Rochdale 

Metropolitan Council had only three stereo amplifiers available for the installation. 

Therefore, I would have six channels of audio. The second limitation would be the 

audio material that forms the 'sound' of the exhibition. The Secret Gardens exhibit had, 

at its core, community involvement; members of the public who wanted to share their 

gardens were invited, through the local press, to contact ImagEngine. The artists 

involved then visited the gardens to photograph, make sketches and meet the garden 

owners. The artists wanted both the voices of the gardeners and sounds from the actual 

gardens to form part of the installation, so I later re-visited certain gardens with one of 

the artists and recorded, on DAT, both interviews with the gardeners and characteristic 

sounds from each garden. As the interviews could only follow the artists' preliminary 

visits in early summer, it left only a fortnight to choose, clean, edit and manipulate 

audio files, out of several hours of recordings. With limited time, it was more expedient 

to do the editing at home, with basic free software, instead of using the more powerful 

software available at the university studio, where I would have had a greater range of 

tools and possibilities. 

Conceptually, the work was to create a 'virtual' sonic garden, defined by various 

boundaries and pathways. In setting out the garden spaces, I am indebted to an article by 

Natasha Barrett, in which she outlines the concept of acoustic boundaries. I was drawn 

by her discussion of the disparity between our visual and auditory horizons, boundaries 

and spaces; that a hedge may form the visual boundary, while sound easily carries from 

beyond, while an unseen busy road may form a sound perimeter15. In Secret Gardens, I 

devised four overlapping spaces, each with its own set of audio samples, and particular 

pattern of movement or placement. For ease of reference, and to link to the NLkX/Msp 

15 Natasha Barrett, Spatio-musical composition strategies, in OrganisedSound 7(3): 313-323, Cambridge 
University Press, 2002, p. 313. 
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patch, the four space sets can be referred to as: boundary, inner boundary, plants, and 

quotes (fig. 19). 
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fig 19. Secret Gardens Master Patch. 

'Boundary' represents the 360-clegree, auditory horizon of the installation, and 

the sounds that come from outside the garden. The samples used to create this 'sonic 

background' are generally long, from 10-120 seconds, and include sounds such as 

traffic noise, mowers, strimmers, and children playing, as well as passages from Frances 

Hodgson Burnett's children's novel, The Secret Garden'6 , read by my then seven year- 

16 Frances Hodgson Burnett, The Secret Garden (London: Puff in Books, 1994). 
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old daughter, and Thomas Ford's Elizabethan lute song, Come Phyllis 17 
. To set these as 

the most distant background, the samples are processed through a quadraphonic patch, 

where random processes generate a starting point, the direction and number of 

revolutions (from 1/4 to 3 full circles), and distance from the centre. To create the sense 

of distance, the variables which control high frequency rolloff, reverb time, reverb/early 

reflection balance and volume are set so that values which maximise distance are 

chosen (where proximity is 0 and most distant is 1, the random variable chooses 

between 0.75 and 0.99). In the actual space of Touchstones, I used speakers I to 4 as the 

outermost points of Gallery Tluee (fig. 20). 

door 

TOUCHSTONES, 
ROCHDALE 

Gal lerY 3 

-note: all speakers to be placed 
at top of wall (approx. 4m) and 
aligned on midpoint of wall or 

wall section. 

door 

fig. 20. Speaker placement for Secret Gardens in Gallery 3, Touchstones, Rochdale. 

The 'inner boundary' sounds share some original samples with the 'boundary' 

sounds, but are generally shorter (ranging from 8-90 seconds), and have undergone 

17 Elizabethan Love Songs, ed. by Frederick Keel (London: Boosey & Hawkes, 1909), p. 64. 
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some manipulation 18 
. As the space these sounds are intended to define is the actual 

perimeter of the gallery, I used the same movement patterns (arcs and circles), but did 

not apply any distancing techniques, such as reverb, or high frequency rolloff To form 

a space within the original quad setup, I framed the artists' hanging garden (through 

which the audience could walk, see fig. 21), by using speakers 2,6,5 and 3 (fig. 20). 

The randomly selected volume level was also maintained within a range that kept it 

louder than the boundary samples. 

ZA- ' 

fig. 21. Hanging Garden - made of recycled materials, from Secret Gardens exhibit. 

'Quotes' forms the third spatial level within the installation; paths within the 

garden. The audio material is made up of sixty-four quotes, everything from a couple of 

18 Not having a profess ional-level audio editor at hand, editing was done in Felt Tip's Sound Studio, and 
manipulation was undertaken in Tom Erbe's rather unmistakable workhorse, Soundl-lack. 
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words, to lengthy anecdotes from the gardeners. The audio samples follow a linear path 

between two randomly chosen points, located between two randomly chosen speakers. 
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rig. 22. Quotes sub-patch of Secret Gardens installation. 

The number in the yellow box (fig. 22) represents a random speaker, from 1-6, which 

becomes 'left', while the blue box has selected a different random speaker, 'right'. Thc 
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numbers underneath the 'random 9' boxes represent the starting and ending points along 

the speaker pair axis, from -1, far left, to 1, far right. 

The final, independent sound pathway is contained in the 'plant' sub-patch. 

These sounds, which are isolated plant names, are short, stationary bursts. Again, their 

placement in space is determined randomly, by first choosing a pair of speakers, then 

selecting a point along the horizontal axis between them. The last two sub-patches, 

'bouncy quotes' and 'garden sounds' (see fig. 19) are related to the 'plant' patch, as the 

sounds are primarily stationary. But added to the stationary signal in these patches, are 

delayed signals that are sent, after randomly determined intervals to other speaker pairs. 

Although the 'bouncy quotes' sub-patch contains the same audio samples as 'quotes', 

'garden sounds' contains new material, including many of the non-verbal location 

sounds: fountains, chickens, wind-chimes, songbirds, footsteps and gravel. 

As the installation was to run for several weeks, I planned a soundscape that, 

though limited by number and type of discrete audio files, would constantly change the 

way, position and combination in which they were presented. And, as the program 

would be operated by gallery attendants, I wanted to create a front panel that was 

simple, straightforward, and, hopefully, foolproof. The top left portion of the Secret 

Gardens Master Patch is comprised of a counter that runs from 0-120 over eighteen 

seconds. When the counter matches the random number shown on the left, a signal is 

sent (through the gate) to one of the six sub-patches, triggering audio playback. I found 

that this produced a good density of sound, with events occurring in immediate 

succession to once every thirty-six seconds, from the occasional silence to five layers of 

simultaneous sound. 
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For the purposes of the portfolio, I have not reduced the audio output to stereo, 

as it would not give an accurate representation of what one would hear in the six 

speaker installation (resulting in too many simultaneous layers without proper spatial 

separation). It would be best to listen to the work over six channels (configured as in fig. 

20), although it is possible to listen over a stereo configuration with the realisation that 

only the first two of the six channels are present at any one time. 

The installation ran successfully over the span of the exhibit. The ImagEngine 

artists were both satisfied and pleased with the result, and the public were intrigued by 

the extra dimension added to the visual stimuli in the gallery. Although I was not 

completely satisfied with all of the audio samples used, I was very pleased that the 

intended spatialisation and sound movements were effective, producing the desired 

spaces of the 'sonic garden'. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DOWNSTAGE LEFT 

EMPTY CHAMBERS 

Multiple motivations lay behind the composition for string quartet, empty 

chambers. I wanted to write a self-contained piece for a recognised and accessible 

ensemble. At one point the possibility of a song-cycle had appeal, but having just 

completed writing The Seylish Giant libretto and setting the vocal line, I wanted a break 

from the voice. Furthermore, I hadn't recently come across any poetry or text that 

demanded I set it to music. This may have been a failure of imagination on my part, but 

I don't believe so; I hadn't found any contemporary English poetry that suited the 

abstract or absurdist ideas I was looking for, or that I admired in European artists. 

Instead of the literary, therefore, it was the visual and theatrical arts that inspired empty 

chambers. 

In 2006,1 visited a number of spaces that had implications for what I wanted to 

achieve with music and theatre. At the Tate Modem in London, I saw a 1996 film by the 
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artist Tacita Dean, entitled Disappearance at Sea. This fourteen-minute film, inspired 

by the disappearance of Donald Crowhurst, traces the transition from day to night at St 

Abb's lighthouse near Berwick from both within and outside the lighthouse. As either a 

film or an artwork, it did not particularly impress me. As an installation, I found the 

experience fascinating. To reach the film, one had to travel down two short and 

progressively darker passages to reach an entirely darkened space. The projected film 

was rather small on the far wall, and provided only intermittent light, as shots of the 

night sky do not provide much brightness in a room. What I found most intriguing was 

that a non-specialist audience, on an ordinary day in London's summer tourist season, 

willingly gave their silent attention for spans of five to fifteen minutes to this 

intermittent light in the darkness; for a film in which 'nothing happens' and there is 

'nothing' to look at. 

A second work that I personally found more successful and moving, was the 

Deer Shelter - Skyspace by James Turrell, at the Yorkshire Sculpture Park. This work 

has an even more impressive entrance; a subterranean corridor, like the approach to a 

pyramid or temple. It opens however, into a light, bright, underground room, with a 

large portal in the ceiling, framing the sky. Here again, the installation, and more 

directly the artist, manipulates the viewers into a hushed, attentive and receptive 

audience. 

The final inspiration for the piece comes from a possible idea for a future theatre 

project. I have been fascinated for some time by one of the less common of the ancient 

Greek musical myths, the story of Marsyas. While stage composers have so often been 

drawn to the first half of the Orpheus myth and the theme of music's power over death, 

I am drawn to the violence of Marsyas' encounter with Apollo; the satyr's audacity in 

challenging the god of music to a contest, aulos versus lyre; the penalty for losing being 
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flayed alive19. So the final room, although as yet imaginary, is red; the warm, wet red of 

blood, as the walls become the skin of the satyr. 

The first movement of empty chambers, black room: lighthouselzodiac, makes 

an obvious reference to Tacita Dean's work. The main gesture of the movement is a 

four-note chord that comes into and goes out of focus at an irregular interval. The 

reference to the zodiac gives away all the workings and magic of the composition. The 

chord roots throughout the movement, often in the 'cello, come from the first half of the 

medieval tune for the Advent hymn, Conditor alme siderum, or Creator of the stars of 

night (fig. 23)20. 

fig. 23. Conditor alme siderum (first half of tune). 

The three note chords built over these roots were determined using the birthdates of 

myself and the other four (at that time) members of my family. The date gave me a 

partial, from 1-31, over the bass; reducing the day, month, and year to single digits 

provided two possibilities for determining a three-note chord around the partial. 

All durations in black room: zodlacIlighthouse were determined by using the 

magic square associated with Mars. Mars was chosen as it is the dominant planet for the 

greatest proportions of familial birthdays, and because its magic square is five by five. 

19 It was during the 2005 Ostrava New Music Festival, when the violent beauty of some of the musical 
gestures in ceaseless voice was pointed out to me by the composer, Rebecca Saunders, that I started to 
dwell on this myth. Although I already had an interest in more non-narrative, usually European, music 
theatre, the possibility of approaching the Marsyas myth in a non-narrative way became stronger after 
conversations with the German cultural critic and composer, Volker Straebel. 
20 The Book ofCommon Praise, pp. 62. 
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11 24 7 20 3 

4 12 25 8 16 

17 5 13 21 9 

10 18 1 14 22 

23 6 19 2 15 

rig. 24. The table of Mars in his CompasS21. 

The numbers in the magic square each represent a number of quavers. Following the 

first system of the quartet, which corresponds to the top line of the square, the 'cello G 

is 11 quavers long, the upper string chord is 24, followed by a7 quaver rest, a 20 quaver 

E flat in 'cello and a3 quaver chord in upper strings. 

The second movement, red room: marsyas, also has a single gesture at its core. 

This is the movement from an undivided unity at the beginning; unison, homorhythmic, 

and identical articulations, to a pulling apart of these elements. Where the black room 

had a dynamic range of quadruple piano to mezzo piano, with two exceptions, red room 

maintains a fortissimo level, rising with sforzando accents on occasion. 

As the piece was written in the period just before Christmas, I decided to use 

another old Christmas tune as the basis of this movement. In keeping with the 

destruction of Marsyas, I chose the Coventry Caro ý2, for the brutality described in the 

text; Herod's slaughter of the innocents. 

21 Henry Cornelius Agrippa, Three Books ofOccult Philosophy, trans. James Freake, ed. Donald Tyson 
(SL Paul, MN, Llewellyn Publications, 1997), p. 323. 
22 The Oxford Book of Carols, ed. by Percy Dearmer, and others (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1964), 
p. 44. 
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fig. 25. The Coventry Carol 

The movement starts as a simple canon 23 
. An inversion of the original melody begins in 

the 'cello in bar 1, the second entry of the inversion occurs on the rest in bar 2 in the 

viola. The first violin has the original melody beginning on the last quaver of bar 3, and 

the second violin starts on the next note. 

The rhythms used in the movement are also derived from the original Covenlry 

Carol. Wrestling with the unwieldy values thrown up by the Sun's magic square, 

associated with Apollo, which is six by six, I could not produce the type of patterns I 

wanted for the movement. So I returned to the source, and divided the line into small 

phrases that end with each minim or dotted minim. Numerical values are then assigned 

to the bars in each phrase, instead of each note. The top line of figure 25 can be 

reinterpreted thus: 

4+211+3+313+2+211+3+313+2+3. 

The bottom line has an extra bar of six in it. This pattern, rendered in semiquavers, 

provides the rhythm of the first sixteen bars of the movement. From bar 17 the pattern is 

doubled in length, using a quaver pulse. 

In keeping with the original intention of producing a 'self-contained' piece, I 
I 

have presented empty chambers simply as a work for string quartet, without any 

complicating instructions. In performance, however, I envisage these movements being 

23 In the section of the movement, only the pitch material is treated in canon, otherwise it is 
homorhythmic. 
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presented not in a concert hall type configuration, but in the round, in a smaller 

chamber. black room would ideally have the quartet at the centre of a darkened space, 

facing in to each other, backs to the audience. red room should be in an appropriately lit 

or coloured. space, and the members of the quartet could either be located on the 

periphery of the audience, at the four 'comers', or in the centre with their backs to each 

other, but with microphones, so that the sound could be projected from the outer walls. I 

see empty chambers as the beginnings of a larger work. Although it may be performed 

as is, in two contrasting movements, it is a work I would like to add to, perhaps putting 

it into a larger, theatrical context. 
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THE SELFISH GIANT 

The Oscar Wilde story of the transformed Giant has been an ever-present 

element of my postgraduate work from the outset (see appendix 1, PhD Research 

Proposal). It is apparent from the preceding study that the story has played some small 

part in every piece since the Trio for Horn, Violin and Piano, as I have worked through 

musical and theatrical ideas. 

The story has fascinated me for some time. The paradox between the author and 

this work is an interesting vein; a celebrated wit and vilified hedonist, Wilde presents an 

almost puritanical morality in this story for children, with no sense of irony and little 

humour. Even stranger, for a man without apparent religious affiliation, until the 

'inevitable' deathbed conversion, is the overtly Christian imagery of the wounded child 

who claims the Giant for his own at the end of the story. Despite these awkward aspects, 

there were sufficient interesting and positive facets for me, as a 'theatre composer', to 

want to work with the story. I was drawn by the possibilities presented by the winter 

characters, the spatial separation of acting areas, and a ritualised presentation of the 

story. 

Although The SeUlsh Giant follows a straightforward linear narrative, the 

archetypal characters and little need for dialogue make it well suited to a stylised or 

ritualistic treatment. I believed the story would allow for a slightly distanced or 

objective manner, despite Wilde's occasional sentimentality. Equally important to my 

vision of music theatre was the use of a non-traditional performance space. The story is 
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divided spatially between the Giant's garden, an Eden or paradise where the innocent 

are happy, and the 'world' where giants roam and children are miserable. Instead of 

presenting these spaces sequentially on stage, I separate the ideal Garden from the 

audience by placing it onstage, while the 'real' world of the Giant becomes the 

auditorium, shared between the performers and audience. By placing the audience 

within the performance space, my intention is to heighten the impact of the point in the 

story when the Giant builds a wall across the stage, cutting us all off from Paradise. 

Finally, as was already mentioned in the chapter on North, I was drawn to the idea of a 

perpetual winter that ultimately transforms the central character, and the possibility of 

doubling the winter characters onstage with singers and dancers. 

Despite the desire to compose the opera, there was a monumental obstacle to 

overcome before I could begin: the matter of a libretto. Wilde's text is predominantly 

descriptive; there is little dialogue, and what dialogue there is, is in a floral and archaic 

'fairy-tale' style. I knew that I wanted a ritualistic, slightly detached text, but thought it 

best to have a writer provide the libretto. I subsequently spent time both in negotiation 

and working with two writers trying to develop a libretto. The first possible librettist, a 

young playwright, wanted to approach the story as a piece of contemporary social 

realism. Other pressing commitments on her side, and the demand for up-front fees 

prevented the pursuit of this partnership. The second possible collaborator, an English 

teacher, started working on a libretto that was even more florid than the original. I 

therefore determined to develop a text for myself4. 

Other than a single boy, the children who play in the Giant's garden are not 

differentiated characters. Similarly, the winter elements, Frost, Snow, Wind and Hail are 

not developed characters, but abstract embodiments. For all these characters therefore, I 

24 The full text of the The Seyuh Giant libretto can be found on pages vii -x of the score. 
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chose to use the formal language of poetry 25 
. Kathleen Raine's Spell of Creation is used 

as a recurring text for the children's presence in the Garden, while her Northumbrian 

Sequence: 4 provides most of the winter quartet's teXt26. When the children have been 

banished from the Garden and the stage, their text is taken from Benjamin Zephaniah's 

poem, City Friends Advice 27 
. but once back onstage, after the Giant's transformation, 

the children and winter elements are given Charles Causley's poem, At Candlemaiý 

Originally the Giant had also started out as an abstract figure, but it soon became 

apparent that he needed to be a more fully realised character. My quest was to find or 

create a contemporary giant, not a politician or an aristocrat, but someone with a 

different kind of power. It was while I was watching and re-watching Orson Welles' 

Citizen Kane 29 for inspiration that a Canadian newspaper magnate was making the 

wrong type of headlines. Conrad, Baron Black of Crossharbour (a literal Press Baron), 

was stepping down as chief executive of Hollinger International while being 

investigated for fraud. I had found a model for my Giant. As the Giant is the only 

character that experiences any change over the span of the opera, his 'voice', both 

language and sound would have to be transformed along the way. For the outset of his 

journey, setting out from the 'real' world amongst the audience, I created a text of one- 

sided telephone conversations, imagined out of a vast number of news clippings, 

interviews and legal reports on Hollinger and Lord Black, and fashioned in the style of 

25 In scene I the winter characters double as four 'suits'. The texts they present, although not always 
audible or understandable, are derived from public reports on Hollinger International. Their role in this 
scene is like that of a Greek Chorus, as they comment on the Giant's business affairs and telephone 
conversations. 
26 Kathleen Raine, The Collected Poems ofKathleen Raine (Ipswich: Golgonooza Press, 2000), pp. 63 -65, 74. 
27 Benjamin Zephaniah, School's Out. Poems Not For School (Edinburgh: AK Press, 1997), p. 7. 
28 Charles Causley, Collected Poemsfor Children (London: Macmillan Children's Books, 2000), p. 224. 
29 Citizen Kane. dir. Orson Welles. R. K. O. Pictures (Universal). 194 1. 
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David Mamet30. Over the course of the opera, the Giant's language becomes more 

poetic, until, in scene 5 he is given Ezra Pound's poem A GirPl to sing. 

Musically, the opera is a synthesis of all my previous PhD work. Composition of 

the opera began with the complete vocal line, accompanied by an occasional brief note 

regarding the scoring. I was however, constantly aware of ideas for the different 'types' 

of music required in each scene, and certain fixed orchestrations or associations 

between character and ensemble. The children's chorus in scene 2 would 

unquestionably have to be rhythmic, song-like, and sing-able, reminiscent of school 

playground chants, while the winter music in scene 3 would be much more abstract. 

The opera, unsurprisingly, incorporates spectral harmonies, various five-pitch 

note sets, an old French tune 32 
, and hocketed melodies. What was new in The Sey7sh 

Giant was the way in which I developed musical material for the character of the Giant. 

I began by recording an actor 33 reading through the Giant's part from scene 1. Using the 

IRCAM AudioSculpt software, I made a spectral analysis of the recording, from which I 

transcribed the fundamental pitch for each syllable. This data was then used in multiple 

ways. 

In the first scene, the Giant is a fragmented individual, falling apart as his empire 

crumbles. To make a musical analogy, I separated the character's text from his 'music', 

so that he only speaks in the first scene, while the pitch and rhythmic patterns inherent 

30 The film version of Glengarry Glen Ross was another inspiration. 
Glengarry Glen Ross. Dir. James Foley. New Line Cinema. 1992. 
31 Ezra Pound, A Selection ofPoems (London: Faber and Faber, 1942), p. 18. 
32 1 have used the tune for the 15'h century carol, NoelNouvelet. The great thing about this tune is that it 
does double function as an Easter carol in English. The early 20th century lyrics, by J. M. C. Crum, were, I 
felt, appropriate to the theme of the opera. 

Now the green blade riseth from the buried grain, 
Wheat that in the dark earth many days has lain; 
Love lives again, that with the dead has been: 
Love is come again, Like wheat that springeth green. 

The Oxford Book ofCarols. pp. 306-307. 
33 Arden Sills, actor, director and teacher, with whom I've worked at the King David High School in 
Manchester. 
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in his words are performed by the bass clarinet and double bass. This pseudo-canon can 

be seen in bars 42-44 (pp. 16-17) from the Giant's words "the fee is in addition... ", 

followed one beat later by the bass clarinet, reinforced by the double bass. At certain 

points, the four suits also pick out phrases from the Giant, which they transform from 

speech into song (see bars 63-66, p. 23, "the disputed payments were known"). From 

scene 2 onwards, the Giant and his 'voice' become re-unified, but his pitch material is 

derived from the analysed speech patterns from scene 1. In the analysis of 

fundamentals, a hierarchy of pitches emerges, in which six notes were used for almost 

two thirds of the text. 

A# (12%), B4 (11 O/o), C# (I I O/o), C4 (1094o), G# (I M), D4 (10%). 

By omitting the C, these notes can be re-arranged into the first five pitches of an 

octatonic scale 34 
. This partial octatonic set becomes the foundation for all the Giant's 

subsequent music, including his 'aria' at the beginning of scene 5. 

The Giant keeps out the world with a wall, hung with a sign reading 

"Trespassers Will Be Prosecuted". Having recorded and run a spectral analysis on this 

text, I used the result as a leitmotif or 'sonic icon' at various points in the opera, despite 

never using the text. The realisation of this tex4 the wall music, forms the bulk of the 

prelude to the opera, creating a barrier before the stage, or Garden, preparing the 

audience (at least in the mind of the composer) for the drama which begins in the 

auditorium. Figures 26 to 28 below provide a graphic representation of the journey from 

untreated audio data to orchestration of the word 'trespassers' in the Prelude (rehearsal 

letter A, bar 14, p. 2). 

34 (A6 B6 B4 C# D4) 
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fig. 26. Spectral analysis of the word 'Trespassers' using Ircam AudioSculpt. 

J7, 

rig. 27. Resulting chords from 'Trespassers' analysis. 

P ý-Pr /P fp>. 

PP 

igý aý 

P PP 

TRESPA SS ERS 

rig. 28. Orchestrated version of 'Trespassers', from The Se1j1sh Giant, Introduction, bars 14 - 22. 
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The wall music is re-introduced'in sce I ne 2, when the Giant returns to hi's Garden 

and throws the children out (from rehearsal letter L, p. 44). It is transformed, by 

reduction (fig. 29), into the Giant's 'musical' voice, the bass clarinet, in bar 132 (p. 54). 

6W 

fig. 29. Melodic version of 
* 
'Trespassers*Will Be Prosecuted, firom The Selfish Giant, Scene 2, bar 132, 

. bass clarinet. - 

In scene 3, this theme is transferred to the low strings, where it provides a sound screen 

at the front of the stage, while the children sing in the aisles of the auditorium. The wall 

music maintains its presence in chords that appear throughout the winter quartet, in the 

second half of scene 3 (from rehearsal letter R, p. 67), and in melodic form in scene 4 

(rehearsal letter X, p. 89), until the Giant destroys the wall (p. 99). 

The transformation of the Giant's character, the climax of the drama, is an 

interior and unseen process. Even though it is exteriorised in the increasing activity of 

the enduring winter, there is no real conflict, just a quiet realisation. It is for this reason 

that I have 'minimalised' the music at the climactic moments of the opera. The first and 

true denouement of the drama, when the child kisses the Giant (scene 4, p. 98) is 

accompanied by one of the few a Capella choral moments. The final meeting of these 

ch4racters at the Giant's death is framed in silence, the spoken words unaccompanied by 

any sound (scene 6, p. 128). 

As a work, The Seylish Giant is complete. There are certain elements, however, 

that I realise may need adjustment during a rehearsal process in preparation for 

performance. In a BBC Radio 4 interview to mark his 75h birthday, Stephen Sondheim 

remarked that the only way for a stage composer (and he included both opera and 
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musicals) to refine their craft, and to make their piece work 'theatrically', was to get 

involved in the rehearsal process, to be prepared to rewrite and refine before 

performance, and then carry that knowledge on to the next piece35. Having studied, 

watched, performed and conducted both operas and musicals, I have used the 

experience to incorporate the time required for stage movement and such, in my score. I 

am aware however, that some alterations may be needed in order to successfully stage 

the work. 

As a composer who is generally quite meticulous in shaping gestures and sounds 

through dynamics, I have purposely left some out of The Seulsh Giant. This was done 

for two reasons; firstly, as a 'chamber' work, I would expect the musicians to be 

listening and reacting to each other, not relying solely on the conductor for all direction. 

Therefore, in certain places where an instrumental line obviously supports a vocal line, I 

have left it to the musician to find the suitable relative level. I also made the decision 

that, as the singers are also actors, and there are places in the score where multiple 

readings of the text are possible within the musical environment, it would be appropriate 

to allow the actor to make their own interpretation. To extend this, there is also the 

possibility of using microphones and simple electronic manipulation, which would be 

site specific, and therefore developed in rehearsal. 

Finally, I am not looking for an operatic, bel canto vocal sound in the work. For 

the children's chorus, I would prefer 'untrained' voices to heighten the contrast with the 

Boy, who would have to be a 'working' treble. The Winter characters require versatile, 

post-Berio New Music performers, able to find their way around the various techniques 

asked of them. But these are not details I have included in the score, as I believe that 

35 The interview, heard in the car on the way home, was a Front Row Special, with Mark Lawson in 2005, 
while Sondheim was in the UK for Birthday celebrations. It is now available as a Front Row Editor's Pick 
on the BBC Radio4 website: http: //www. bbc. co. uk/radio4/ýrts/frontrow/editors_pick. shtmi 
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what I want can only be obtained by choosing and working with the performers, and 

that the result would become part of the 'oral' tradition of the Piece. This aspect of the 

work obviously played an important part in creating the tradition of sound associated 

with composers like Britten and Berio, and is still an ongoing process for composers 

like Salvatore Sciarrino. 
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EPILOGUE 

This is not intended as a conclusion; any conclusions that I, as a composer, may 

reach should be in the music. The music therefore, should be left to speak for itself. 

A conclusion represents the end of a process. Although this commentary is the 

final step in the PhD process, it is by no means the culmination of my compositional 

activity. As each piece ends, it opens up possibilities to be explored in the next. And, as 

neither empty chambers nor The Seylish Giant have been performed at the time of 

writing this commentary, I do not yet feel that my part in them is quite 'finished'. At the 

end of the section on empty chambers above, I suggested the possibility of incorporating 

the piece into a dramatic work. This possibility is but one of many engendered by the 

last pieces that I am eager to explore as I move forward. 
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Appendix 1. 

Research Proposal for MMus/PhD in Music Composition, 
University of Bristol. 

Trevor A. Siemens April 2001 

In composing a portfolio of works for submission, I intend to explore and exploit the 

concept of musical transformation. It is the dramatic change inherent in transformation, 

with its suggestion of surprise, the unexpected, and non-linearity (while maintaining an 

essential unity with the original material), that I shall pursue at both the structural and 

smallest levels of music. 

At the micro-musical level of sound, I am interested in exploring both the 

transformation of sound quality, as it relates to timbre and sound spectra, and the spatial 

transformation of sound. These transformation processes, which affect the basic 

building blocks of music, will allow me to take a step 'inward' from the domain of 

pitch, rhythm and harmony toward what the composer Jonathan Harvey terms "the 

acoustic world, " in which a sound or tone "is not part of a progression, but contains 

progressions within itself. "' Primary analysis of sound will necessitate the use of 

computers; with the resulting transformations employed in pieces both with and without 

live electronics. My interest in exploring the possibilities of the clectro-acoustic studio 

1 Jonathan Harvey, 'Reflection after Composition', Tempo, New Ser., No. 140 (1982), pp. 24. 



follows on from work undertaken in the electronic music studio at McGill University 

during my undergraduate degree. 

On a structural level of music, I am interested in the implications of transformation on 

musical form, in contrast with traditional concepts of development and variation. Form 

in a piece of music represents the division of, and movement through time, perceived in 

its entirety. In formal terms, development implies an organic growth or unfolding of 

structural elements, whereas variation involves structural repetition. Transformation, on 

the other hand, brings with the change of musical materials a renewal of structural 

elements. Thus, transformation provides a tool for creating a dramatic and unified form 

through a play with formal expectations. 

As I pursue various aspects of transformation, I should like to draw upon the ideas and 

music of the Italian composer Luigi Nono. Although his later works explore the 

transformation of sound in space, and its inherent formal implications, it is his 

insistence on the transformation of listening that is important to my work as a composer. 

In the words of Helmut Lachenmann, Nono's compositional technique was concerned 

"to draw attention to the anatomy and also the structured nature of sound itself - in the 

knowledge that what [is] at stake [is] not the seeking out of new sounds but rather the 

alteration of people's ability to hear. "2 I shall study Nono's attempts to reinvest sound, 

clouded by generations of conventionalised modes of expression, with its primal and 

archetypal expressive power, in an effort to enhance my own ability to communicate 

effectively. 

Since a love of music theatre informed my decision to become a composer, I have, 

during my undergraduate and Masters degrees, studied the music and dramaturgy of 

2 Helmut Lachenmann, "Touched by Nono" in Contemporary Music Review. Vol. 18, Part I (1999), pp. 
25-26. 
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contemporary opera, and have composed a music theatre piece based on a story by A. S. 

Byatt. I intend the primary work of my PhD portfolio to be a chamber opera, in which 

the main textual theme is itself transformation. In working towards this large-scale 

project (involving live electronics), I shall apply the transformational concepts and 

processes mentioned above to pieces that prepare me for the larger work. These smaller 

pieces will include a set of character pieces for piano, a choral work, an orchestral work, 

and work for chamber ensembles. 
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Appendix 2. 

UNLOCKING PROMETHEUS 
The Dramaturgy of Luigi Nono's Tragedy ofUstening 

TREVOR SIEMENS, University of Bristol 12 March 2003 

... But hear how it was with mortals. 
Blank minds. I planted seeds of thought, 
Intelligence. 

I tell it to show how good my gift. 
They had eyes but saw nothing, ears 
But could not hear. Like dream-people 
They blundered from birth to death. 

Aeschylus: Prometheus Bound 

Although it has been twenty years since the Venetian premiere of Nono's Prometeo, it 

remains a work that evades easy definition and consequently receives little comment in 

most of the standard works on opera. There is a growing literature on Promeleo in 

German, Italian and French, but there appears to be little attempt to come to terms with 

the actual nature of drama in the piece, and its place within our contemporary 

understanding of the form called opera. The Grove dictionary of Opera avoids 

describing a work that "aspired to transcend the concrete image-making of the stage: a 

purely aural work realised inside a vast empty shell... that contained both performers 

and audience within a total acoustic space dynamized and shaped by live electronic 

sound-projection techniques" as an opera or an azione scenica, as Nono had labelled his 

previous stage works. The dramatic intent of Prometeo is set out in the subtitle, 



Tragedia dell'ascolto (tragedy of listening), and Stenzl suggests that Nono had turned 

away from the traditional Italian concept of opera as a drama through music (dramma 

per musica) and instead moved toward a drama in music. Despite the semantic twist, the 

question of how to regard Prometeo as 'theatre' remains. The primary aim of this paper 

is to act as a preparatory guide, before attending a performance of Promeleo. 1 

To approach Nono's Prometeo, one must go beyond a basic familiarity with the story of 

Prometheus from Hesiod or Aeschylus' play, Prometheus Bound. As the work is 

fashioned into islands of sound and space, I will endeavour to visit the islands of 

thought and ideas, the fragments that underlie the work as a whole, and point toward a 

new sense of dramaturgy. These islands include the influence of the theatre, from the 

ancient Greeks to the socialist theatre of Meyerhold and Piscator; the texts used in the 

preparation of the libretto, from Aeschylus to Benjamin; elements of Nono's biography 

dealing with political and spiritual concerns, and the importance of the 'traveller'; and 

finally the elements of drama in music. 

NONO 

Prometeo sits firmly within the context of Nono's late works, the pieces written during 

his last decade (from 1979 until his death in 1990) beginning with the string quartet 

Fragmente-Stille, an Diotima. To put this late period into the context of Nono's entire 

oeuvre, compositional practice and aesthetic, it is necessary to briefly outline his earlier 

work. The concerns central to Nono's early compositional practice include the extension 

of post-Webemian serialism, which he shared with his Darmstadt contemporaries 

Stockhausen and Boulez, coupled to a deep seated political conviction. It might be 

1 In the spring of 2003,1 will have the good fortune of attending a performance in Freiburg, Germany, 
where the work was conceived and composed. 
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considered that it was his socialism that set Nono's use of serialism apart from that of 

his contemporaries. Instead of embracing total serialism as an aesthetic position of 

musical abstraction, it becomes the embodiment of socialist ideals: a non-hierarchical, 

egalitarian system. With this fusion of aesthetic and political belief and a different 

musical sensibility, Nono achieved, as several commentators have previously remarked, 

unprecedented lyricism in a serial-based music, especially the 1955 work, R canto 

sospeso. The composer's political position also had an obvious influence on his choice 

of subjects for the stage. For the azione scenica, Nono takes as his subject matter the 

plight of a refugee making his way home though a neo-fascist state in Intolleranza 

1960, and the plight of female revolutionary fighters faced with violence from all sides 

in, 41 gran sole carico d'amore. 

Another thing that separates Nono's approach to serialism from that of his Darmstadt 

colleagues was his affinity with and adherence to Schoenberg's ideas, as opposed to the 

general post-war adherence to Webern's developments. Again, this difference may be 

related more to political and ideological reasons than purely musical ones. Laurent 

Feneyrou draws attention to Nono's notes in the margin of his copy of Schoenberg's 

Moses und. 4ron, where the composer comments on the 'directly political' nature of the 

fourth scene in Act J. 2 This small statement not only provides an obvious link with 

Nono's political nature and propensity to deal with human suffering, but also opens the 

door to his particular interest and identification with Schoenberg's Jewishness. Nono's 

study of Hebrewism (and especially Kabbalist texts) has manifold implications on his 

music and dramaturgy. At a basic level, the importance of commentary in relation to tile 

Torah (God's will as revealed through Mosaic Law) in the Hebrew Scriptures has a 

parallel function to that of the chorus in Greek tragedy. There is also the importance of 

2 Laurent Feneyrou, Moses and the Warsaw Ghetto. 
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consonants in the original Hebrew alphabet, which contained no vowels (the sound of 

vocal music), which informs the dramaturgy of Moses undAron in Schoenberg's use of 

Sprechgesang for the sound of the Hebrew people, and influences Nono's use of various 

types of consonant-rich sounds in Prometeo (NB: the Holderlin section of Isola 

Seconda). Nono's use of microtones, and the 'mobile' sound he achieves through space 

and electronics was influenced by his study of sacred and secular Hebrew music, where 

"there is mobility in the pitch, unlike the static pitch of Gregorian chant: the notes never 

cease to modulate, they change continuously. 0 

In an interview with Phillipe Alb&ra, Nono points to other aspects of Hebraic culture 

and thought which come to have huge implications in the construction of Prometco. 

Regarding the impact and interpretation of word or fragment as opposed to a sentence or 

logical construct, Nono suggests that the search for a correct interpretation is better 

served by the Jewish admonition listen than the Catholic statement credo, or I believe. It 

is to this form of listening, which Nono interprets as "a radically subversive approach to 

musical listening and to life itself, for the awakening of the ear and of the spirit", that 

the subtitle of Prometeo refers. To the ancient Greeks, it was through Prometheus' gift 

that our spirits were first awoken to knowledge. 

If Nono's early works can be described as polemical and politically charged, his later 

works are often described as introspective and metaphysical. On one hand, much has 

been made of the disparity of the two positions, while other commentators have 

focussed on the continuity of the musical concerns in his work: what I would like to 

suggest is a natural shift and underlying continuum from the external and social focus of 

political revolution to the internal realisation of the individual. This shift from the 

3 Phillipe Alb6ra, 'Entretien avec Luigi Nono', from "Luigi Nono" (Livret-programme), Ed. Festival 
d'Automne A Paris, Contrechamps, Paris, 1987, pp. 13-22. (author's translation) 
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external to the internal can be seen in the radical shift from the use of complete twelve- 

note rows in R canto sospeso to the absolute reduction of pitch material down to a single 

pitch (with microtonal inflections) in one of his last pieces, No hay caminos, Hay que 

caminar... Andrej Yarkowskij. In the shedding of traditional musical elements: melody, 

harmony and rhythm, Nono endeavours to expose and enter into the actual structure of 

the sound: 

This drive to penetrate ever inward into the sound, this dissection of sound, 
so as to experience one part of the essence of music is NONO's vision. 4 

The title of this piece comes from an inscription Nono read from the wall of a medieval 

monastery in Spain, and translates as there is no pathway, there is only the travelling 

itsetf This invitation into the work places a burden on the listener; they must make their 

own way through the strange landscape of the piece without traditional musical 

signposts. The potential experience is not only one of moving deeper into the sound 

world created, but also entering a harrowing frame for self-examination. The landscape 

drawn by Nono can be seen as the desert; the desert that purifies and renews, the desert 

of Moses, and the Dark night of the Soul of St John of the Cross. In Prometeo (from 

which No hay caminos seems to derive, both musically and ideologically) the desert 

plays a more explicit role. In the Stasimo secondo, the final text Nono uses is "It Flashes 

and in the desert it is invincible" which makes direct reference to the third act of Moses 

und Aron "But in the desert you are invincible and will reach the aim: united with 

God"5 . Despite Lachenmann's reluctance to apply idea of mysticism to Nono or his 

work, Nono himself seemed to have little problem in applying it to his recent works (in 

1987): 

4 Helmut Lachenmann, Symposium: Luigi Nono and Prometeo. p. 136 
5 This parallel between Schoenberg and Nono comes from Lydia Jesche's dissertation on Prometeo, and 

found in: Friedrich Spangernacher, Schonberg as Role Model, in Contemporary Music Review, 
Vol. 18, Part 1, p. 44. 
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We often use the word "mystic" with horror, especially in the discourse of 
the left; but the mystics expressed, at various times, the need for immediate 
and direct contact with a god, with nature or with a concept, etc. ... I, too, 
prefer to speak directly, without filters or intermediaries. 6 

DRAMA 

To understand Nono's attempt to create a revolutionary dramaturgy, we must try to 

understand the tradition from which he both draws and departs. The subject matter of 

Prometeo and the use of the word Tragedia in the subtitle points directly back toward 

the theatre of the ancient Greeks. As the theatron is a place of spectacles, or a viewing- 

place, Nono's decision to eschew any visual action is perhaps the greatest departure 

from a traditional concept of drama (more on this later). There are however, other, 

stronger links with the tradition of Athenian tragedy. What distinguishes tragedy from 

the earlier poetic form of the epic is the shift from telling the character's story to the 

becoming of character, and the enactment of their story. A seemingly obvious fact, but 

important to keep in mind, as there is so little traditional characterisation in the soloists' 

roles in Prometeo. If we are to come to look at the small orchestral and vocal groups as 

surrogates for the characters of the drama, it is interesting to note that they keep to the 

tradition of a small number of actors, each of whom play several roles through the use 

of masks. It is the role of the chorus, an important element in Athenian tragedy, that 

could be considered central to Nono's concept of Prometeo. The chorus functions 

throughout a play, not as an active part in the plot, but as a sort of running commentary 

on the action. The majority of Cacciari's libretto of assembled texts in Prometeo plays a 

similar function of responding to, and commenting on the story of Prometheus. The 

chorus could also be seen to have a political function that would appeal to Nono, as it 

6 Phillipe Alb6ra, Entrefien avec Luigi Nono 
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represents the demos, or society as a whole, and its function as a commentator has a 

spiritual significance not dissimilar to the commentaries on the Hebrew Scriptures. 

Nono's political interest and involvement as a socialist would explain his interest in the 

theatrical innovations of Vsevolod Meyerhold and Erwin Piscator. Meyerhold, who had 

studied acting with Stanislavski, was a central figure in the cultural avant-garde 

associated with the Soviet Revolution of 1917. His theatrical innovations include a 

system of Biomechanics, which breaks down the stage action into 'acting cycles' of 

intention, realisation and reaction, which leads to a highly theatricalised style of acting. 

This kind of action, a 'construct of movernents, ' means that the characters are more 

types or grotesques, and the emphasis is on the group or ensemble instead of the 

individual. Meyerhold's reforms went beyond acting style to a reinterpretation of the 

acting space. 

[He] abolished the framework of illusion - proscenium, wings, 
representational scenery - to make theatre an 'action space'. Stripping the 
stage to its bare brick walls, he provided multi-level platforms, ramps, 
ladders, and three-dimensional 'constructs' to create a machine for acting 
that also carried a latent ideological meaning. The aim of constructivist art 

,7 was 'to realize the Communist expression of material structures. 

It was in this era of socialist revolutionary pageants, transferred from Moscow to the 

West between the wars that Piscator emerged alongside Brecht. Piscator's legacy to 

theatre was the development of the idea of 'total theatre. ' Again, we have another 

reinterpretation of acting space, as the director turns from the very basic staging of 

agitprop to embrace modem technology, creating plans with the architect Walter 

Gropius for a theatre in which the configuration of acting area and auditorium can be 

changed during a performance, where multiple stages could be used simultaneously, and 

where film could be projected onto the walls and ceiling. The implications of Piscator's 

ideas can be seen in Nono's work, both in the integration of tradition with technology, 

7 Theatre, p. 392 
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as well as the collaboration with the architect Renzo Piano in the creation of "ll 

Prometeo". It could be argued that Renzo Piano's construct for the premiere of 

Prometeo in the deconsecrated church of San Lorenzo is the fulfilment of Piscator and 

Gropius' plans for a 'total theatre', with the exception that it was designed primarily for 

sound instead of spectacle. 

TEXT 

... I've seen Prometeo already seven or eight times, and frankly speaking, 
the text is unintelligible just listening to the sound alone. Given the difficulty 
of the core text, indications are there will be major problems for those who 
come to* hear Prometeo for the first time to make sense of it. It would be 
unreasonable to expect someone listening to this music for the first time to 
grasp the extremely complicated concepts behind the texts. 8 

As the late music of Nono eschews traditional musical elements, so too does the text of 

Prometeo eschew the traditional elements of drama: plot and action, character and 

conflict. The 'libretto' was assembled by Massimo Cacciari, philosopher, one-time 

mayor of Venice, and close collaborator and friend of Nono. The texts, mainly 

fragmentary, which make up the multilingual assemblage, come from Hesiod and 

Aeschylus, H61derlin and Benjamin. The central premise of construction appears to be 

based on the writings of Walter Benjamin, the early 20th century German philosopher, 

in whom the two men shared an interest. It is Benjamin's interpretation of history that 

echoes the mythic Prometheus role as a redeemer of mankind. 

There is a secret agreement between past generations and the present one. 
Our coming was expected on earth. Like every generation that preceded us, 
we have been endowed with a weak messianic power, a power to which the 
past has claim. 9 

The various histories, interpretations and aspects of Prometheus (understood in the 

present, and therefore not in truth or actuality, but in a redeemed context) are presented 

8 Lachenmann, Symposium: Luigi Nono and Prometeo, p140. 
9 Walter Benjamin, Theses on the Philosophy of History, p. 245-246. 
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as islands and arranged into an archipelago, through which we must find our way, like 

Ulysses. (Cacciari's unique contribution to 20'h century philosophy is an archipelago 

thesis - beyond the scope of this present paper) 

The figure of Prometheus carries resonance on many levels for a composer like Nono. 

He is a Titan, prefiguring the personal Godhead, and a rebel who defies Zeus in his role 

of redeemer, obtaining for man the divine spark, fire, intelligence. As an immortal, 

however, he is still subject to the fates over which the Gods have no power, and he 

becomes the model of human suffering. Actual elements from the Promethean myths 

have few appearances in the text, concentrated at the beginning: the Prologo contains 

parts of Hesiod's Theogeny, outlining Prometheus' and Zeus' genealogy, the Isola 

Prima refers to the binding of Prometheus to the rock by Hephaestus, while the Isola 

Seconda makes reference to Prometheus and Io's meeting, the two main scenes from 

Aeschylus' play Prometheus Bound 

Although the fragments of text in Prometeo may be coherent in themselves, they are 

seldom presented in a way to make understanding clear. Within the individual islands, 

several texts are used simultaneously to create a polyphony of sound, while in other 

places the texts are placed in the score to infonn the music, but are never verbalised, a 

technique Nono employed in the string quartet Fragmente-Stille, an Diolima, which 

also incorporates texts by H61derlin. The voiced texts may also be subjected to 

electronic manipulation, rendering them unintelligible. In these manifold ways the texts 

create the music - in contrast to texts that are 'set' to music. Stenzl, in the liner notes to 

the Prometeo CD, puts it thus: 
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No less important was the ability of these texts to act as a catalyst in 
generating purely musical structures. The meaning of the words was literally 
dissolved in sound. 10 

DRAMA IN MUSIC 

If opera is generally referred to as drama per musica, drama through music, then what 

distinction is made by describing Prometeo as a drama in musica, or as Andrd Richard 

calls it, "a dramaturgy of sound? "' 1 If we can accept music as a possible dramatic form 

itself in its ability to embody conflict and resolution (a feature of much 'romantic' 

music from Beethoven to Mahler, and sonata form itself), then the question becomes 

what distinguishes Prometeo as a work of theatre and not 'just' a concert work. To a 

certain extent, Prometeo does work in a similar way to Nono's concert works of the 

same period, forming a musical drama of contrasts; the contrast ofjuxtaposed fragments 

and structural elements, from silence to the huge fortissimo-possibile brass-dominated 

vertical pillars and pianissimo-possibile textures of mobile string harmonics, from 'still' 

passages of crotchet = 30 to active passages of crotchet = 152. Andrd Richard draws 

attention to the fact that in working closely with the musicians and singers, Nono chose 

voices with similar sound qualities, so that the distinctions between a soloist's voice and 

that of the chorus become blurred, creating the possibility of very refined shifts in 

timbre over large distances in space. This hyper-k1ang/arbenmelodie technique also 

extends from the voices to the orchestras, and with the added element of spatialisation it 

takes on a dramatic quality. 

Spatialisation of sound comes to take a central place in the understanding of Prometeo 

as a work for theatre. Each of the four orchestral groups, the instrumental soloists, the 

10 Jarg Stenz), Promeleo - Tragedla dell'ascolto. EMI 5 55209 2, p. 50. 
11 Andrd Richard, contribution to Symposium: Luigi Nono and Promeleo. InterCommunication, p. 138. 

77 



chorus, and the soloists are separately placed in the auditorium in both horizontal and 

vertical planes, with the addition of a multitude of loudspeakers, also arranged spatially. 

The arrangement is not fixed in the score, but is determined acoustically for each venue 

by the team mounting the production (involving the composer, before his death, the 

conductors, players, and engineers of the Experimentalstudio der Heinrich-Strobel- 

Stiftung des SUdwestfunks Freiburg), well in advance of the performance. The spatial 

drama is not only dependant on the listener's attempt to track the movement of sound in 

a purposefully limited visually field, but derives from the incongruity between what is 

seen and what is heard. With the electronic manipulation and placement of sound, a 

conflict is developed between the action or movement seen and the resultant heard 

sound. 

[C]ertainly no other work differs so greatly depending on where in the space 
you're listening to it or keeps you casting about for where the sound is 
coming from. 12 

Thus Nono's use of spatialisation acts as a catalyst, challenging the limits of the 

traditional concert situation in which the mono-directional sound is set in a space that 

favours; a visual dominant experience, and forcing the audience into a new, sound 

dominated listening experience. 

THESCORE 

For an overview to the musical structure of Prometeo, Airg Stenzl's "Promeleo -A 

Listener's Guide", included in most programmes and the CD booklet, is a good place to 

start. It outlines the vocal and instrumental forces that Nono uses in each section, as 

well as describing the music and relating it back to the text. A full musical analysis is 

obviously beyond the scope of this paper, but as Andr6 Richard pointed out at a 

12 Seiji Choki, in Symposium: Luigi Nono and Prometeo, p. 135. 
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convention on "New research into the works of Luigi Nono" at the Fondazione Giorgio 

Cini in Venice in 1997, there is and will be a huge discrepancy between any analysis of 

the printed score and the actual sound of a live performance. An excellent example is 

the HOIderlin section of Isola Seconda. The written score appears to be a fairly simple 

quartet for two Soprano soloists, a bass flute and contrabass clarinet: the music could be 

described as a piece in moderate 4/4 time, with uncomplicated and rather slow moving 

rhythmic figures, vocal lines based on intervals of a perfect fifth and a semitone, and 

often traditional, consonant harmonies. With the seamless addition of electronic 

manipulation however, the voices are multiplied at various speeds to create a rich 

polyphonic texture, while the amplification of the softly playing clarinet brings out an 

intricate and active rhythmic layer, to say nothing of the movement of the sounds 

through space. The notes on the page signify only a small portion of the music 

produced, highlighting the importance of the ongoing collaboration between Nono and 

his performers and technicians: and the oral tradition that is essential for the continued 

performance of his work. 

In approaching a performance of Prometeo for the first time, it is time to approach opera 

in a new way. Instead of preparing to take one's seat to view the stage and be 

entertained, enter into the auditorium space as you would enter the stage itself. The 

main character in tlýs drama is not the mythical figure of Prometheus, but the listener, 

yourself. Do not expect to receive a story, but to become the story, to enter into tile 

scene being performed around you, making your own way through the music. Each 

story will be different not only because each participant is individual, but also because 

each point in space will receive a different part of the complete sound world. 

Caminantes, No hay caminos, hay que caminar. 
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Appendix 3. 

WORDS, WORDS, WORDS 

OR, THE TALE OF A PAPER COMPOSER 

Trevor Siemens, University of Bristol 15 March 2003 

In the research proposal submitted for entry to the MMus/PhD program at the 

University of Bristol, I outlined a composition and research project that centred on the 

concept of transformation. As it comes time to apply for an upgrade in degree status, it 

is also time to analyse the work I have undertaken to date, and gauge how it relates to 

the original objectives. The approach taken in this paper will follow along three broad 

areas which cover my activity and research: my compositional work, my study of the 

late works of Luigi Nono, and finally my interest in the theatre and opera. In this 

approach, I hope to give some insight into the issues and ideas with which I am trying to 

deal as a composer, and to give a formal unity to the multiple threads of my pursuit. 

Speaking with many voices 

works: Horn Trio, The Child, Beboonikae, KIWitinohkIcdhk 

My compositional output, since beginning a PhD program at Manchester University, is 

comprised of four pieces. Despite my interest in and inclination toward composing 



music theatre/opera, my work has so far been largely determined by performance 

opportunities. Although this ought to be a positive statement, these performances have 

instead pointed me toward the disparity that lies between the single voice of the 

composer and the multiple voices through which he, or she, must communicate. It 

would be reassuring to believe that the problem of first performance is most relevant to 

the educational workshop environment, but I am afraid that it is an aspect of 

contemporary music making that I am having to give more consideration to: adequate 

performances are vital both to my growth as a composer, and for any professional 

development. As Nono, said when he was questioned regarding the importance of 

perception on his compositional evolution "... what became significant to me, was to be 

able to listen in real time. And the radical upheaval was, that choices could then be 

made, while listening. " 

My first piece was a Trio for Hom, Violin & Piano, written for a workshop with 

members of Psappha, a new music ensemble based in Manchester, to follow a 

performance of Ligeti's Horn Trio at the University of Manchester. The trio was not an 

ensemble to which I was naturally attracted, and it took some time before I was able to 

write for it. In the first movement of the piece I eventually wrote, I set out three gestural 

streams, each stream being idiomatic to the very disparate instruments. The three 

streams are then transformed into a more homogenous gesture, based loosely on the 

horn's 'melodic' character, at the end of the movement. The second movement 

continues the idea of creating a homogenous sound, and puts the horn melody from the 

first movement through a series of canonic and chorale-type treatments. Unfortunately, 

Psappha would not permit a recording to be made of the workshop performance, and the 

experience provided little in the way of a useful leaming experience. 
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The other work completed while at Manchester was a commission from the Manitoba 

Music Educator's Association, to write a choral piece for use in schools. The challenge, 

as I saw it, was to write something pertinent to my compositional practice; something 

simple enough for children and amateurs, and simultaneously interesting and engaging. 

I chose a poem, The Year of the Child, by a Canadian poet and novelist whom I knew, 

which had interesting antiphonal and spatial possibilities. As the stanzas worked in 

contrasting pairs of lines, I set the choir into two groups, separated in the performance 

space, to sing the contrasts back and forth between them. Attempting to maintain 

simplicity for the singers, the pitch material consisted of a separate pentatonic group for 

each group, with an overlap between the pitch sets. In order to support the divided choir, 

and to add to the implicit range and textures of the vocal lines there is an integral piano 

part. There has, however, yet to be a performance of the piece; either music teachers 

have been put off by perceived difficulty in the work, or perhaps it is just an 

unwillingness to venture into new territory. 

Since moving, figuratively, to Bristol, I have been engaged in writing an orchestral 

piece. This work, which has yet to be given a proper title in English, has arisen out of an 

idea I had for an opera based on Oscar Wilde's fairy tale, "The Selfish Giant". Central 

to the story is the visit to the Giant's garden of the elements of winter: frost, snow, wind 

and hail, who decide to stay there in a perpetual state of winter. After having the idea 

for a choral-ballet in the opera, I decided to make a full orchestral exploration of the 

personification of these elements. As I originally come from Winnipeg, Canada, I 

believe that I have the right qualifications for writing a piece about winter. In the piece, 

I have tried to address the ideas of transformation that I set out in my course proposal - 

by using transformation as a structural tool in building a 'complex' work out of a 

simple, basic material, which acts as a unifying element throughout the work. This work 
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has also sparked a latent interest in Native American cultures'. Elements of Native 

culture and music play a part in the spiritual side of the work, provide basic pitch and 

rhythmic material, and influence various playing styles and 'melodic' treatments. The 

four personified aspects of winter weather were firstly differentiated by timbre and 

orchestration, and further characterised by differing focus on the various musical 

elements of melody, rhythm, gesture and harmony and pulse. Although several systems 

and processes were devised in order to derive most material from a single source, work 

on the piece has predominantly followed an intuitive path, as opposed to being a process 

driven piece. The piece is nearing completion (and should have a proper English title 

soon), and I am looking into possible performance opportunities, including the 

University of Bristol orchestra, which should allow the work to gain a proper period of 

rehearsal and study. 

Beboonikae, an Ojibiway word meaning winter-maker or 'old man winter, ' was written 

last autumn for a workshop in London with the Dutch group, De Ereprijs, and is a 

further working out of ideas I was developing in the larger piece. This marks my first 

real use of folk elements within my music - and here I incorporate music from both Cree 

Grass Dances (or 'pow-wows, ' as they are commonly referred to) and the music of 

I 
In the discussion following the seminar presentation of this paper, I was questioned as to my 'right' to 

borrow from other cultures. Having struggled with a British, cu Itural- imperialist style guilt, I believe that 
I can now answer the question thus. My influences are wide ranging and include ideas from many 
different branches of knowledge and arts stemming from various traditions. The most important factor 
that holds these disparate elements together is an affinity with the ideas or forms and a love and/or respect 
for them. My understanding of 'cultural evolution' is one of continuous meeting and cross fertilisation of 
cultures; although the history of these encounters is obviously not always one of happy meetings, it is 
nevertheless part of my cultural make-up. As a white North American, I know my personal heritage to be 
a mix of several European nationalities and classes, conquerors and fugitives, exiles and pioneers. Does 
this mean that a distant and generic European heritage entitles me to take ideas from Italian composers, of 
whose culture I know little, while it is wrong to use ideas from a culture that I have lived next to, shared a 
landscape with, and may even share blood-ties? I do not believe that it can be considered exploitive to 
incorporate elements of something that you respect and are trying to understand. If it were exploitive, 
then where do the boundaries lay? Must we reject the musical ideas and the instruments that have been 
introduced since Beethoven's incorporation of Turkish music, Debussy's interest in Javanese music, 
Messiaen's foray into India and Ligeti's study of African music? I believe that we must make the most of 
our own traditions, but I am not a great believer in national boundaries or political nationalism. 
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Beijing Opera. The music draws upon the primal similarities between the musics of the 

two cultures that also share a common racial heritage. The Native Cree music is the 

music of a communal celebration, and as a folk and 'untrained' practice has a more raw 

edge to it, while the Chinese music is part of a more 'refined' cultural ethos of trained 

performance, but the music shares microtonally-inflected pentatonic melodies, call and 

response patterns, and dance-influenced rhythms. The work, Beboonikae, was 

envisioned as an almost delicate, melodically based piece, in which the poised finesse of 

a Chinese character travels toward and meets the more 'primitive' sounds of the Native 

American2. The ideas being worked out in preparation for the orchestral piece was the 

use of brass hockets and rhythmic division that occurs in the latter sections of this piece. 

As a final note on the workshop process, as it relates to the bmic cutting edge workshop 

of this work, the recorded performance speaks volumes, as it bears little relation to my 

intention. (The ensemble was under-rehearsed, and, at 9 am they were suffering from a 

late night gig the evening before. ) 

After this kind of repeated workshop and performance experiences, the composer is left 

with some feeling of self-doubt. Was it the music I wrote? What went wrong? What 

must I do to correct it? And what can be done to ensure that there are future 

performances. It is some reassurance to know that this is not a new problem. In the 

words of Luigi Nono, again: 

It is one thing to think the sound, another to organise it, another still to 
compose, and yet another to solve the problems of listening. (referring to 
early pieces) If you listen to the early recordings today, it is almost 
impossible to recognise what is in the score. 0 

2 In referring to the 'primitive' nature of the Native American culture, I do not use the word in a 
pejorative sense. In fact, Natives were existing in a stone-age culture when Europeans arrived in America, 
so in this sense, primitive. I am not, however, under the belief that'progress' or our Western way of life 
is automatically better or more advanced. I do think that there is much to be leamt from cultures that are 
closer to a sense of gnosis or knowledge than our own. 
3 Philip Alb6ra, Entrelien avec Luigi Nono. 
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In considering the composition of subsequent pieces, I will have to take into 

consideration these problems associated with performance, and work towards fully 

rehearsed performances, with an eye towards establishing a compositional career, as 

well as better serving myself in the ongoing learning and development process. 

Plans for the immediate future include working in the electronic music studio - 

continuing where I left off from my work at McGill University. (It is my work in the 

studio with which I am most comfortable in listening to, and playing for others, as it, to 

date provides the closest audible result to my compositional intentions. ) I am looking to 

explore sound transformation, time and the idea of flow, producing a piece to be used in 

collaboration with visual artists in a gallery installation. At present, I am also working 

with a playwright (and upcoming librettist); collaborating on an opera project, with the 

intention of entering the Genesis Opera prize competition. 

Both of these proposed projects will allow me to explore the possibilities of the voice; 

an instrument that I feel is central to creating music. I am interested in the possibilities 

opened up in different vocal traditions - whether in the western range of singing from 

Bel Canto to Cathy Berberian's delivery, as well as popular and jazz styles, to the very 

different approaches of the middle and far east and Native American traditions. I am 

fascinated by the range of sounds that we are capable of producing. Those moments, 

like the amazing transformation in the Queen of the Night's Aria in Mozart's Magic 

flute, where the voice ceases to sound like a human sound. As I tend to compose rather 

slowly, agonising over every note, I do find it easier to write for the voice. Perhaps it 

would be more honest to say that as someone greatly interested in words, I find that I 

can write much more quickly when I use text. 
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Regarding Luigi 

Although I had been directed toward Nono's early work '11 Canto sospeso' during my 

undergrad, it wasn't until I saw the Russian film Stalker by Andrei Tarkovsk Y4, that I 

became interested in the composer's music. I was drawn into his late work "No hay 

caminos, hay que caminar ... ", which is dedicated to the director, on both a musical and 

a spiritual level. Without going into a detailed analysis, the music is an exploration of a 

unity - for simplicity's sake, the single pitch, G. What I experienced in the piece, 

however, was an extraordinary inner landscape, in which the listener, if engaged, is 

forced into making their own way through this landscape, without traditional signposts 

associated with melody, rhythm or harmony. It was a journey inward, prompting 

reflection on our own perceptions. 

I do not believe in immediate listening, immediate vision or immediate 
reading. I believe in the need for penetrating slowly inside the phenomenon. 
Although one might think that they have understood something immediately, 
often only the most external elements were seized. The important thing is the 
need for knowledge, gnosis: to arrive at illumination, penetration. " 

In this quest for 'knowledge, ' Nono places himself fully within the Sophia Perennis or 

Wisdom traditions. Nono's use of gnosis and knowledge springs from Meister Eckhart's 

definition of Intellect in the 14th c., "There is something in the soul that is uncreate and 

uncreatable; if the whole soul were this it would be uncreate and uncreatable; and this is 

the Intellect. "6 In the 20th century Frithjof Schuon stated it thus: 

"Since purely intellectual knowledge is by definition beyond the reach of the 
individual, being in essence supraindavidual, universal, or divine, and since 
it proceeds from pure Intelligence, which is direct and not discursive, it 
follows that this knowledge not only goes infinitely further than reasoning, 
but even goes further than faith in the ordinary sense of this term"7 . 

4 Stalker. Dir. Andrei Tarkovsky. Artificial Eye. 1979. 
5 Philip Alb6ra, Entreden avec Luigi Nono. 
6 Meister Eckhart, Selected Writings, trans. and selected by Oliver Davies (London: Penguin Books, 
1994) 
7 Frithjof Schuon, The Transcendent Unity ofReligions, rev. ed. (Wheaton, II.: Quest Books, 1993). 
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It is also for this concept of supraindividual intellect, that Jonathan Harvey substitutes 

the word 'inspiration' in the central thesis of his book, "Music and Inspiration"8 . 

So it is because of a certain affinity with Nono's concerns as a spiritual seeker, and as a 

composer, that I am undertaking a study of his opera, or "tragedy of listening", 

Prometeo. I have just completed a paper-in-progress on Prometeo, examining Nono's 

exploration of spatialisation, his challenge to traditional listening environments, his use 

of real-time electronic manipulation of sound, and his use of a dramaturgy of sound 

which eschews a visual dramaturgy, as part of my current research, and as a preparation 

for attending a performance of the opera in Freiburg in May. After attending the opera, I 

will be revising the paper, to include my experience of the actual aspects of the 

dramaturgy of the performance, which would be impossible to comment on strictly from 

a study of the score and CD. 

The House of Dreams 

It was the theatre that drew me to composition in the first place. My attendance at a 

strange combination of performances, from Puccini's Madama Butterfly to the U2's 

Zooropa tour, Sch6nberg and Boubil's Les Misirables, to a Celtic folk singer, Loreena 

McKennitt, that introduced me to the possibility of the power of music experienced in a 

theatrical context, and provided the impetus for me to make a major career move. So I 

left my medical studies to study composition and opera at McGill University in 

Montrdal. Until that point my musical background had been anything but in the classical 

tradition. I listened to a steady diet of pop and rock music, played folk-based accordion 

music, and spent years on the tenor sax in jazz bands, and a pub band. 

Jonathan Harvey, Music andInspiration (London: Faber and Faber, 1999). 
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After McGill, I followed up my interest in opera, choosing to study with John Casken, 

whose opera, Golem, had won him the 1990 Britten Prize composition. During my 

Master's degree at Manchester, I composed a tragicomedy based on A. S. Byatt's short 

story 'Medusa's Ankles'. 9 

In a speech entitled "Jung and the Theatre". Robertson Davies asserts that: 

The theatre is a house of dreams, in which audiences gather to share a dream 
that is presented to them by a group of artists who are particularly skilled in 
bodying forth dreams. ... A fine performance of a great play [and he includes 
opera] is one of the most compelling and rewarding experiences our culture 
provides, and it is also a highly sophisticated version of that experience of 
which cultural anthropologists have written, where members of the tribe 
gather together to be told a great dream which is of importance to the tribe. 

Davies goes on to say that "Theatre is primal... The more it partakes of primal quality 

in feeling, the more effective it is as theatrical art". " 

I feel drawn to write an opera now much for the same reason as C. S. Lewis felt the 

need to write children's books - "because no-one had written the sort of book I wanted 

to read". " This is especially strong, after having just attended another performance of 

'Tosca' last week, with a group of my students. For someone passionate about the stage, 

I, unfortunately, have very little patience for much of what I see, from the traditional to 

the contemporary. I do, however, find myself drawn to ritualistic, and non-western 

forms of drama, works that I sense to be closer to the dreams of the tribe. Recent music 

theatres works that fulfil this, for me, include Birtwistle's Punch and Judy and the Io 

Passion, Salvatore Sciarrino's Lohengrin and Inflinito Nero, Claude Vivier's 

Kopernikus, and Georges Aperghis'Zwielicht. 

9 A. S. Byatt, The Matisse Stories (London: Chatto and Windus, 1993), pp. 1-28. 
10 Robertson Davies, One-HalrofRoberison Davies: Stories, Lectures, Secular Sermons (Markham, ON: 
Penguin Books, 1978). p. 145. 
11 C. S. Lewis, Surprised by Joy., The Shape of My Early L ife (Lond on: G eo ffrey BI es, 19 5 5). 
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I had concluded the postgraduate seminar presentation of this paper as a composer at a 

loss for words. I find that in the short time that has passed, I am no longer at such a loss. 

I am busy working on all three aspects of my degree work, and though I have opened up 

unexpected areas in my work, I have not strayed too far from my original exploration of 

transformation. I am becoming more confident in my use of materials, and 

endeavouring to address those areas of composition where it is most difficult to achieve 

an independent voice. I realise that my compositional work may sometimes develop 

rather slowly, due to both my inherent nature, and to many external circumstances, but I 

am now achieving a much better stride in my work. 
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