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Introduction

My main aim throughout this PhD was to develop an electroacoustic musical 

language that would inform my instrumental language and expand my compositional 

horizon. This PhD was an opportunity to explore new compositional approaches and 

to develop a clearer understanding of new technologies and their application in 

pieces for instruments and for fixed media. This portfolio of work plots my 

compositional journey over a period of 5 years as a part-time PhD student and shows 

a gradual development of style in both acoustic and electroacoustic approaches. It 

also reveals a number of surprising directions, which I have explored in some of 

these works and which I hope to develop further in the future.

This commentary deals with a total of seven compositions, which represent the body 

of research undertaken throughout this PhD. The pieces are presented 

chronologically and each individual commentary discusses aspects of the work in 

question and addresses broader issues, which I felt to be relevant at the time of 

composition, thus any discussions or viewpoints expressed in these commentaries are 

done so in this context. I do not always attempt to answer all questions that I pose in 

this document, as often they are more retrospective observations: I simply wish to 

highlight their relevance to this current body of research.

In John Cage’s well-known essay "The Future of Music: Credo\ he said:

1 believe that the use of noise to make music will continue and increase 
until we reach a music produced through the aid of electrical instruments 
which will make available for musical purposes any and all sounds that can 
be heard. Photoelectric, film, and mechanical mediums for the synthetic 
production of music will be explored. Whereas, in the past, the point of 
disagreement has been between dissonance and consonance, it will be, in 
the immediate future, between noise and so-called musical sounds.1

This 1937 prediction is particularly relevant to the works explored in this portfolio. 

Throughout this period of study, I believe I have evolved in a similar way to Cage’s

1 John Cage, Silence'. Lectures and writings by John Cage, (Weslyan University Press, 1961), 3/4.
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predictions. In particular, I have turned to technology, for purely musical 

considerations, as a means of realising artistic goals that can no longer be met 

through acoustic means. To appreciate this development fully, it is important that I 

provide information about my compositional background, which I will begin to do in 

the first part of this introduction. (This topic is dealt with in more detail in the 

commentary on old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain.) With this information, one 

can see a clear evolution from the very first work right through to the final 

composition, some things just are, which reaches a point, to continue Cage’s 

quotation, where ‘The present methods of writing music, principally those which 

employ harmony and its reference to particular steps in the field of sound, will be 

inadequate for the composer, who will be faced with the entire field of sound’.2

A previous compositional language and my choice of piece titles

It is impossible for me to separate my early compositional influences from the matter 

of the origins of my unusual piece titles, therefore I will address both in this section. 

My initial interests in composition were sparked by the music of composers like 

Steve Reich, La Monte Young and Terry Riley. I quickly progressed from these 

influences: up to the beginning of this PhD, I was excited by the work of so-called 

"post-minimalists’, particularly the Dutch composers working in this way, such as 

Louis Andriessen and Diderik Wagenaar. Andriessen, through his musical acts and 

compositions, rebelled against the prevailing musical policies and rebelled 

specifically against the symphony orchestra which was the main type of government- 

funded ensemble in Holland. From these protests came the beginning of new smaller 

and more specialised ensembles, which would take music out of the concert halls and 

onto the streets. The most notable of these was de Volharding. Andriessen relished 

the idea that his music, with its overt musical politics, harsh exploratory harmonies 

and its jazz-based rhythms, was just not suitable for the orchestra. I, too, am much 

more interested in exploring sonorities and rhythms that lie outside the ‘classical’ 

tradition and which can be found in abundance in jazz, traditional music and rock.

2 ibid., 27.
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Andriessen's music provided me with the musical platform that I was looking to 

emulate. Below is a quote from an interview with Andriessen, in which he describes 

his admiration lor past composers. This quotation outlines an important part of 

Andriessen’s thought process.

...Beethoven is indeed a very interesting and veiy great composer, and he is 
like Bach in fact also somebody who was completely different from all the 
surrounding things which happened to Beethoven in his time, not only 
because he was deaf of course but also because he, he was, he did this 
funny thing all the time. Picasso and all these kind of people who seem to 
be outside history in a way also. They do something which helps forward 
history for a long time, the whole oeuvre is in a way anti- historical also.3

Before beginning this PhD my compositional output, with the exception of one 

attempt at electroacoustic composition in 1999, consisted entirely of works for 

instrumental forces. It could be described as post-minimal, process driven, pitch- 

based and complex. Alongside my Dutch influences were American ones, 

specifically, the rock influence in Michael Gordon’s music, which resulted in harsh 

harmonies that I had not heard before and the musical humour of David Lang in 

pieces like Cheating, Lying, Stealing dead Are you Experienced?

The influences of the above-mentioned composers are reflected in my use of quirky 

and seemingly irrelevant piece titles. Andriessen's piece titles, such as De Materie 

(Matter), De Staat (The Republic) and De Snelheid (Velocity), were linked to 

political statements. This idea of moving piece titles away from a description of 

either the structure or the content of the music appealed to the kind of music that I 

wanted to create at that time. I started to employ Andriessen’s outlook as the basis for 

my own piece titles, and while adding some humour, tried to send my own message 

of anti-elitism. My decision to employ humour was partially linked to my awareness 

that audiences hearing my music were largely friends and family, who were not 

necessarily musically trained. I felt that the music they were being asked to listen to 

was harsh, complex and unyielding, and if I named a piece dike piglets at a market' 

it might make it seem more accessible. It is important to point out that, even at this

3 BBC Radio 3, Transcript of an interview between John Tusa and Louis Andriessen, 
^httpi^www.bbc.co.uk/rad^S/johntusaintervicw^ndriessenjran^ript.shtm^. accessed, 5 August
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stage, all of my piece titles carried some connection to me or the composition, 

although this connection was rarely declared.

A few years ago, as my musical style began to move away from its post-minimal 

roots, I began to think about my choice of piece titles again and the reasons behind 

them. I realised that whilst I still believed in their original intention, there was also a 

new aesthetic emerging behind their purpose. This principle is concerned with a 

growing belief that every audience member should be allowed the freedom to 

experience a piece of music as they wish, a principle that John Cage expressed: 

...there is the possibility of looking anywhere, not just where someone arranged you 

should.’4 During any performance of my work, my only hope is that each person will 

hear something of interest to them personally. The direction that most piece titles 

offer can hinder this fresh experience by guiding the listener to hear what the 

composer wants them to hear. I accept that once any piece title has been attached, I 

have no control over its interpretation, however I do supply text in program notes, 

stating that the piece title bears no relationship to the composition, in an attempt to 
clarify this.

As a listener, I do not like going into anything with a preconception of what I am 

about to hear. That perhaps sounds very vague, but what I mean is that, a strong 

enough preconception of what to expect can adversely limit how one can listen.

One’s ears are therefore already partially closed to the discovery of something 

interesting; but for me, having a reaction to something, and on a very primitive and 

basic level is the quintessence of the musical experience. I am not really concerned 

with the actual response - it could be hate, it could just as likely make you sad - but I 

am very concerned with getting some kind of a response from an audience. There is 

also a message in each of my piece titles, which honestly reflects both the quirkiness 

of my musical language and my musical outlook. This outlook is concerned with 

highlighting both the lighter side and the intensity of my music. Although I am very 

serious about what I choose to write, I do not believe that that seriousness should

Pap^rbacU^xToT^ byJohn CaZe’ (Wesleyan University Press, 1961 and

4



always be heard by, or passed on to the listener. I wish to give my audience an 

experience, a performance, because I believe that, my music ultimately is something 

to be experienced as a form of entertainment at whatever level is desired.

The aesthetics of my electroacoustic music

As most of this composition portfolio employs electroacoustic techniques, I believe it 

is important to define what I mean when I use the term electroacoustic music. 

Attempts to categorise this body of music are ongoing and there seems to be many 

different schools of thought about what exactly the term should include (or indeed 

how it should be spelt). Leigh Landy in his book. Understanding the Art of Sound 

Organization, gives his own definition of the term as one of four.

Electroacoustic music refers to any music in which electricity has had 
some involvement in sound registration and/or production other than that 
of simple microphone recording or amplification.5

The definition above is very open and therefore incorporates a number of different 

compositional aesthetics that use technology. This term does not differentiate 

between the many and growing number of styles, therefore it is not perhaps as useful 

as a definition, but more as a starting point that incorporates a number of smaller 

genres under its wing.

My approach to electroacoustic composition is rooted in a desire to capture, explore 

and use acoustic sounds as source material, as a means of creating musical 

compositions that are engaging to the listener. As stated before, I see electroacoustic 

approaches as a way of realising ideas that are beyond the possibilities of acoustic 

techniques. I have two basic criteria when choosing sound sources6. The first relates 

to how I think a sound could, through technological means, be enhanced to create a 

sonority related to the original, but somehow strengthened. The second is a matter of 

identifying why I am attracted to a particular sound. In this instance, I record sounds

5 Leigh Landy, Understanding the art of sound organization, (The MIT Press, 2007), 13.

Throughout this document, I use the term sound source to define a recording made by me of an 
acoustic sound.
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without any idea of how I might use them. In many ways this is my preferred method 

of source recording as it allows each sound to realise its full sonic potential at a 

future, unspecified point. I am simply listening to the whole and natural 

characteristic of each sound and letting that guide me. The most important distinction 

that I want to make in this introduction is that I choose to work with sounds that 

originate from acoustic sources over computer-generated sounds. Personally, this is 

an important distinction to make as I believe that there is a totally different aesthetic 

involved in the use of each. This choice is closely linked to my overall musical 

aesthetic concerning the use of technology creatively, which employs technology in 

the same way as an acoustic instrument. As with an acoustic instrument, there are 

certain things that technology is very useful for and other things that can be done 

more successfully using other means.

In order to introduce the seven works in this portfolio, I will give a brief outline of 

the essence of each composition. As a composer, I try to also approach each 

composition as a listener. As a listener, I like to feel in some way connected with, or 

involved in, the music that I hear. I have, in most of the electroacoustic pieces, relied 

on live performers to maintain this connection with an audience, an alsatian ate my 

dog is my first electroacoustic composition and therefore, given my compositional 

past, addresses personal issues of difference between acoustic and electroacoustic 

techniques, old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain is a short duo piece, which 

begins to move away from a purely pitch-based sound-world through its exploration 

of timbral relationships between violin harmonics and the inside of a piano, yws/ one 

girlplayin around is a collaborative work for cello and tape7, in which all sounds 

explored originate from the cello. Through its unity of source, this piece aims to 

create an amalgam of live instrument and electroacoustic tape part. \n fried rice, 

curried chip and a diet coke, I take a very important step away from my use of a live 

performer to create musical presence in a piece, which gives me a chance to find 

other ways of keeping a composition engaging. Moving from one extreme to the 

other, my first orchestral piece, one piece of chocolate per bar, exhibits an example

7 Throughout this commentary my use of the term Tape’ or ‘tape part’ refers to a fixed electroacoustic 
part that is presented on compact disk rather than on cassette tape.
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of an electroacoustic approach to an acoustic piece. This work emphasises a method 

of visualising music, which realises itself in the piece’s components as they manifest 

equally as sounds and images. The penultimate piece, squeeze birds to improve your 

gardens plant variety acknowledges that all of my works partially originate from 

earlier pieces and that I view composition as a continually developing process. This 

piece highlights my growing interest in performer choice under the broad heading of 

experimental music. The final and largest piece in this body of research is my sound 

and video installation some things just are. This piece realises many of the ideas that 

are implied elsewhere in this portfolio with its emphasis on everyday environmental 

sights and sounds. This piece also incorporates live improvising musicians who 

contribute to the piece’s organic structure.

Both acoustic and electroacoustic pieces in this portfolio show developments in 

compositional languages that are separate, but also have the potential to be 

connected. Therefore, I believe that I have reached my personal goals for this PhD in 

developing an individual compositional voice that engages an amalgam of both 

acoustic and electroacoustic techniques.
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an alsatian ate my dog (2005)

Instrumentation: bass clarinet and tape 

Performer: Deirdre O’ Leary - bass clarinet 

Duration: 8'2r

Premiere: Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland, 20 April 2006

Introduction

an alsatian ate my dog, for bass clarinet and tape, is both the first piece of this 

portfolio and my first electroacoustic composition. As I have already stated in the 

introductory chapter, my initial interest in electroacoustic composition lies in the 

exploration of technology as a creative tool to extend and enhance acoustic 

instrumental sounds and techniques. Therefore, choosing to write an electroacoustic 

piece that uses, as its primary sound source, an acoustic instrument seemed like a 

logical starting place. This piece explores the different ways that a performer's breath 

is transformed through a bass clarinet, in order to create a multitude of subtly varied 

sonorities and colours. In an alsatian ate my dog, these sonorities, which are heard 

simultaneously in both live and pre-recorded elements of the piece, form the 

structural and sonic basis of the entire composition. Most of the pre-recorded sounds 

were made with clarinettist Paul Roe, with whom I worked and recorded during the 

compositional process.

In an alsatian ate my dog, I firstly raise questions about how much of my acoustic 

compositional past is relevant to an electroacoustic future. Therefore, this 

commentary will discuss this piece in the context of these new challenges, 

highlighting some of the new techniques that begin to evolve.

8



A new genre needing a new compositional approach

an alsatian ate my dog took over 5 months to complete, although the actual 

composition time was considerably less. As a composer whose output to this point 

had been solely acoustic and pitch-based, I had a lot to learn about the techniques 

needed to create an electroacoustic composition that places emphasis on sonority 

over pitch. To begin to understand this new language, it seemed logical to first 

examine it in the context of a method of composing I was already familiar with: 

instrumental pitch-based composition.

My first challenge was to change my perception of the level of control I assume over 

my compositional material. In a pitch-based instrumental piece, I usually begin by 

choosing abstract pitch material. From that point, I assume full control over all 

aspects of how those pitches evolve and therefore control the shape of a composition 

from the very beginning of the process. When I began work on this electroacoustic 

piece, it seemed as if the distance between my starting point and what happened once 

I chose the sonic material was vast, and that I had very little control over this 

material. Electroacoustic sounds, at the point of recording, are already fully formed 

and have an inherent association with their concrete source. This line of discussion 

relates to Denis Smalley’s term ‘source bonding’, which he defines as ‘ the natural 

tendency to relate sounds to supported sources and causes, and to relate sounds to 

each other because they appear to have shared or associated origins’8.1, as the 

composer, have no control over this, therefore I cannot expect to shape this type of 

sound in the same way as I would a musical note. Of course I can alter the sound in 

any way I wish, with the use of technology, but initially the sound already has 

associations that I found difficult to hear and see beyond at first.

I began to think about the differences between the two types of material, pitch-based 

(in the context of an instrumental Western art tradition) and sounds with aural and 

mimetic properties. Perhaps this was more an issue of my misperception of pitch and 

whether pitch can ever be fully shaped by the composer? Furthermore, I began to

8 Denis Smalley, Defining Timbre, Refining Timbre. With Lelio Cameleer, Contemporary Music 
Review, (Harwood Academic Publishers, 1994), 37.
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consider whether our decisions are always subconsciously guided by a pitch's 

inherent link to a harmonic structure. In other words, is a single pitch ever just a 

standalone pitch, or does it always, on some level, answer to its harmonic 

surroundings in the same way as a sound is intuitively bound to its source?

Therefore, is working with both materials really so different, or is it more a question 

of changing how I interpret both?

Comparing sounds with mimetic and aural properties to pitch-based instrumental 

material gave me the starting point from which to better understand the nature of this 

new musical territory.

I was particularly interested in the many different types of air or breath sounds that 

Paul Roe produced by altering either the part of the instrument used or changing the 

type of breath employed. Table 1 shows the different types of breath sounds chosen 

and describes the resulting sonorities. We particularly focused on the subtle 

differences between breaths that are about to turn into a pitched timbre and those that 

are simply breaths. I was excited by the pregnant air produced just milliseconds 

before playing a multiphonic. These breath sounds imply a series of pitched 

components, although the sonic implications are not always realised in the following 

multiphonic. In each case, this coloured air represented a whole new sound-world for 

me, focusing on miniature inflections between sonorities. This highlighted an entire 

sonic palette that exists between silence and sound, which I chose to use as the basis 

for this composition (I will discuss this in more detail in the next section).

My final challenge lay in reconsidering how I perceived time and space in my music. 

Electroacoustic composition employs a different method of mapping time, where one 

does not think or hear in bars and beats (I refer specifically to my own style of 

instrumental composition and acknowledge that not all instrumental music uses bar- 

lines). This might seem like a rather obvious statement, but it was one that I initially 

had difficulty in coming to terms with. As an instrumental composer, I had always 

challenged this idea of segmenting time and increasingly my scores ‘played with 

time’, by using multilayered rhythms that crossed and silenced bar-lines. I wanted to 

escape from this notion of hearing music in small allotments of time and to begin to
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hear sound and silence pass by ‘in real time'. The score of an alsatian ate my dog 

continues to use bar-lines to structure the piece, although the performer is guided, not 

by metrical structures, but by real time.

Table 1 - a table of the breath sounds chosen during the recording session for an alsatian ate 

my dog

List of breath sounds using 
the bass clarinet

Description of the sound produced

Breath through open

instrument

Breathing slowly and evenly through the bass clarinet 
without any keys depressed. This produced a very 
low and steady breath sound that resonates through 
the instrument.

Breath through closed

instrument

Series of low and high breaths with all the keys of the 
bass clarinet depressed. This sound is more closed 
and concentrated than the previous one.

Breathing out without the

reed of the instrument
Breathing through the instrument without its reed.
This produces very little instrument in the sound.

Breathing out while changing

embouchure

The tighter the embouchure, the more controlled the
breath sound.
Loosening the embouchure produces a very messy, 
uncontrolled and unpredictable breathing sound.

Breathing out while leading

into a multiphonic

Exaggerated breath that is coloured by the imminent 
multiphonic. It produces a kind of coloured air 
sonority. By delaying the entry of the multiphonic, 
subtle changes in air colour are emphasised.

Combination of breathing in 
and out quickly through the 
instrument

Breathing in produces a sucking and slightly watery 
air sound. Breathing out sounds similar to breathing 
quickly without an instrument except that the sound 
is louder and intensified.

Breathing while changing 
fingering and changing 
diaphragm

The change in diaphragm accents changes the colour 
of the sound. When accented the sound is darker.

Flutter tongue without any 
pitch

This sounds like an air trill but has a watery, fuller, 
and heavier tone.
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Finding an alternative to using pitch as a structural device

So many composers think that you can take any sound and use it. That’s 
true insofar as you really can take it and integrate it and ultimately create 
some kind of harmony and balance. Otherwise it atomizes...You can 
include many different forces in a piece, but when they start destroying 
each other and there’s no harmony established between the different forces, 
then you’ve failed. You must be capable of really integrating the elements 
and not just expose them and see what happens.9

Up to now my compositional language had relied heavily on pitch to create unity and 

structure in a piece of music. Now that I had begun to work in a medium that 

encompasses all sound, I needed to find a new intuitive and structurally cohesive 

method of organising this sound. More specifically, besides recognising and 

grouping sounds by their source, I needed to learn how to identify deeper audible 

connections between sonorities to be ‘capable of really integrating the elements’, as 

Karlheinz Stockhausen’s quotation states above. I found it very challenging to hear 

sounds separated completely from source, and to identify shared sonic characteristics 

to ensure some sense of sonic cohesion throughout the piece. Having identified 

breath sounds as the main material of this composition, I decided to root the structure 

around the physical action needed to produce this sound. I wanted to translate the 

breathing action that the instrument relies on to produce sound into a tangible and 

unified structural device. From an examination of an alsatian ate my dog's structure, 

one can see how the exaggeration of this one action, broken into stages below, 

permeates the piece.

This happens in six distinct sections:

• Section 1 (O'OO'' - 0'34") - After brief introductory material by the live 

instrument, we hear the opening statement of breath sounds from the tape part.

• Section 2 (0'34" - 2'36'') - The performer moves into a series of multiphonics 

that place emphasis on the breathy aspect of the tone, rather than the tones 

themselves. During this section the performer is surrounded by a variety of 

faster and sharper breath sounds in the tape part.

9 Karlheinz Stockhausen, Electronic and Instrumental Music in Die Reihe 5, (Bryn Mawr, 1961). 
Cited in: Michael Nyman, Experimental music: Cage and beyond, (Cambridge University Press), 29.
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Section 3 (2'36" - 3'30") - This section begins in silence. The performer enters 

sounding whisper tones that, combined with the tape build up, form a rhythmic 

breathy soundscape.

> Section 4 (3'30" - 5'10") - In this section the performer is asked to improvise 

using key-clicks, which highlight by contrast with single random pitches the 

skeletal and pregnant absence of breath in their sonority. The pitch tones 

become more frequent as a pattern begins to emerge.

• Section 5 (5*10" - 7'20") - We hear very definite use of pitch in the live part of 

this section. The performer is instructed to play sotto voce to emphasise breath 

over tone. This fast and rhythmic passage serves to connect with the earlier 

rhythmic whisper tones, but with more emphasis on tone.

• Section 6 (720" - 8*21") - Finally, during this last section of the work the player 

comes closest to sounding the purest tones. These pure tones, which are 

supported by softer tones in the tape part, are left to linger. The whole piece 

fades out with these ghostlike echoed tones.

Through the creative use of technology, I was able to employ an action that is 

common to the creation of the material for both the live performer and the tape part, 

as a unifying and structural compositional device. Sounds and sonorities that were 

common to both parts were of particular interest to me as a method of establishing a 

tangible link between the two worlds.

As this compositional process evolved, I became more comfortable with this new 

means of hearing. I extended my sonic palette to include sounds from different 

sources. For example, in the opening 10 seconds of an alsatian ate my dog’s tape 

part (beginning at 0'14"), I placed sound samples recorded from the bass clarinet 

alongside recordings of pieces of wood being scraped along a wooden surface and a 

recording of the beginnings of a thunder storm. The sonic effect produced by rubbing 

wood on wood is similar to the sound produced by breathing softly through the reed 

of the bass clarinet, while the rumbling of thunder resembles a more violent 

breathing sound. The resulting combined timbre is connected by a single sonic
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characteristic that I believe is strong enough to produce a unified soundscape. I also 

needed to extend this method of hearing to the live instrument, changing my 

approach to instrumental writing in this context. Example 1 is an extract from section 

4 of the score. This demonstrates one example of a unified approach to both acoustic 

and electroacoustic sources. The player is asked to improvise using key-clicks. I have 

suggested rhythmic groupings to help guide the improvisation, although these can be 

discarded by the performer. The rhythmic freedom of this section is intended to 

simulate the irregularity of the key-clicks in the tape part beginning at 3'42''. This 

section is set up by the tape, which opens with the combined sonority of key-clicks 

and a sample of coins being scraped together. The key-clicks are then performed by 

the live instrument enabling a duet between the live and pre-recorded parts. The pre

recorded key-clicks have been enhanced with effects, creating a slightly higher 

frequency and smoother sonority, which gives the section a degree of depth as the 

pre-recorded clicks move around the live sonority.

Forming intuitive and logical sonic connections between materials in a composition 

is common to any musical genre. The point that is relevant to this composition is that 

I am developing the skill to hear and use these connections, for the first time in an 

electroacoustic environment, as a new way of unifying and structuring a 

composition.
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Example 1 - excerpt from an alsatian ate my dog ( beginning at S'SO”)

(3’33")
(This section is from 3'30" - 5'10" - total time: r40")

Using technology as new compositional tools

an alsatian ate my dog uses a variety of software tools native to the audio editing 

program Adobe Audition. I used this program to lay out the ‘score' of the tape part 

whilst also using many of its processes in the construction of the same part. As this is 

the first piece to use such tools, I think it is appropriate to discuss my approach to the 

use of technology as compositional tools. In my view, the primary function of this 

type of technology is to enhance a musical idea. In an alsatian ate my dog one can 

hear that my use of technological effects is quite subtle. This decision was made 

partly in acknowledgement of my inexperience in using technology, which might
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lead to an over-reliance on flashy effects without creative substance. The other 

reason for this subtle use relates to my preference to only use technology to 

embellish natural characteristics of a pre-recorded acoustic sound. For example, 

technology was used to enhance the quiet and delicate sonorities of the human 

breath, a sound which might otherwise have been lost because of its natural 

quietness. It is important that my use of technology is, at all times, both necessary 

and beneficial in the realisation of a compositional idea.

I viewed the recording process as an important preliminary compositional step. Both 

identifying sounds and making sure that I got the cleanest and closest recordings was 

very important, therefore all recordings were made using a very close stereo 

microphone in a controlled studio space. While I was recording these samples, I was 

aware that the sounds themselves had to be both acoustically interesting and should 

also contain subtler sonic characteristics that could be enhanced with effects. In this 

way, each sound would still remain recognisable as the one that was originally 

recorded. The function of the technology was to simply highlight or enhance some 

aspect of a sound depending on its surroundings. For example, in the final section of 

an alsatian ate my dog (1'20" - 8'21''), the tape part is constructed from recorded 

multiphonics. By using a spectrum analyser, I was able to analyse and extract certain 

partials of each multiphonic. From these partials I created different sonorities around 

the original multiphonic. These newer sonorities still have the same pitch inflections, 

caused by the human breath, as the original and are therefore familiar to the ear. Yet 

the multitude of sonorities could not have been created by a single bass clarinet.

The end of Section 2, from 2,00" to 2'36'' provides a further example of this 

approach. This section opens with the live instrument at the end of a multiphonic.

The tape enters with short breath sounds sourced from a recording of Paul Roe 

breathing quickly into his bass clarinet. The original source file, which remains intact 

except for an artificial layering of one breath sound, has been time-stretched and it 

has had a slight echo added. The resulting sonority was then superimposed over the
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original file. The effect of the echo helps the sound to merge with the next sonority, a 

pre-recorded multiphonic.

Conclusion
During the creation of an alsatian ate my dog, I took the first important step towards 

a new way of hearing and thinking about sound. As it was my first electroacoustic 

piece, there are small signs of immaturity related to initial stages of the development 

of a new language. For example, a future ambition is to find a better balance between 

acoustic and electroacoustic elements. There are moments in this piece where I found 

it difficult to find space for the acoustic instrument with the result that, at times, the 

live part sounds secondary to the tape.

This piece demonstrates that my use of technology comes about through a desire to 

explore creative ideas that are outside the realm of possibility using acoustic 

techniques. In today’s society, where we are faced with almost limitless 

technological possibilities, I try to think carefully about whether my use of 

technological tools in a composition are there because they are creatively necessary 

or simply because they are possible.
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old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (2006)

Instrumentation: violin and piano

Performers: Darragh Morgan - violin, Mary Dullea - piano

Duration: 6 00''

Premiere: National Gallery of Ireland, Dublin, Ireland, 15 October 2006

Introduction

At one level, this piece is an exploration of the fundamental sonic connections 

between the violin and the piano. Although there are a great number of pieces written 

for these forces, the emphasis in these works seem to be on the exploration of pitch- 

based materials to investigate core musical connections. In contrast, this piece 

focuses on timbral elements as the shared musical palette between these two stringed 

instruments.

old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain is the first acoustic piece of the portfolio 

and it marks a transition from a musical language that is characterised by an 

emphasis on pitch and rhythm to one based on timbre and colour. For this reason, I 

think it would be useful to structure this commentary around issues of an old and 

new language. The first half of the chapter will look at the rhythmic, harmonic and 

structural language of this piece in the context of my older compositional style, while 

the second half focuses on how this work, through its emphasis on timbre and colour, 

begins to incorporate the strength of subtler sonic attributes. I will also use this latter 

section to discuss the broader issue of whether the notion of a standard notation is 

still relevant today and how this continually has an impact on my compositional 

language.

18



An old compositional language

As stated in the introduction to these commentaries, the origins of my compositional 

language lie in the music of Dutch composer Louis Andriessen and to a certain extent 

an American thread of ‘post-minimal’ music like that of Michael Gordon and David 

Lang.

In this chapter, I wish to highlight these compositional origins in order to supply 

background to this composition and to show important developments that I have 

made, based on this earlier style. The common approach of the composers listed 

above is rooted in processes. These composers have used many aspects of minimalist 

processes and repetitive patterns in their music, but have, in most cases, removed a 

sense of predictability in place of musical uncertainty. For example, in the opening of 

Louis Andriessen’s De Materie, Part 1, we see a reference to a minimalist rhythmic 

subtractive process. Andriessen creates a written acceleration by decreasing the 

number of crotchet beats between successive chordal attacks (see Example 2). In 

Andriessen’s own words: ‘just like someone hammering something. In the beginning 

he is unsure. He needs to find a rhythm and as he does the speed at which he works 

accelerates’.10 Looking at Example 2, you will see that, as this accelerating pattern 

progresses, Andriessen introduces what I have termed a musical stutter, which 

temporarily interrupts the acceleration and leaves the listener unsure of when it might 

continue. This musical stutter, whether rhythmic, harmonic or structural occupies 

much of Andriessen’s writing. It was a strand of this musical style, combined with 

other factors, that preoccupied much of my early works. This led to the development 

of a compositional language that was loosely process based, and which played on the 

notion of musical surprise. I have broken this section in three categories; harmonic, 

rhythmic and structural language.

10 Louis Andriessen, Private interview with Karen Power, 26th of June 2000, Amsterdam. Cited in: 
Karen Power’s MA in Original Composition, 2000, 227.
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Example 211 - excerpt from Andriessen’s De Materie Part 1 (Opening chords)

. = 144 2(1 IS 16 IS 16 14 14 12

non staccato

instruments
and pitches as be fore

S S 7 S 7 6 7 6 6

etc.

A - fl, vln, hrn, tpt, pno, syn, via, trb, vie, bgtr, db

Attributes of an old harmonic language

I have always aimed to create a harmonic sound-world that bears no relationship to 

any conventional harmonic language. Therefore, I have never thought of my 

language as being either tonal or atonal, but rather an abstract sound-world that is 

loosely governed by basic principles of voice-leading techniques, which seeks to 

create fresh combinations of sonorities. These principals continue to guide my 

output, although the means of achieving these goals have changed. Previously, by 

using a process akin to the additive and subtractive rhythmic process described in 

Andriessen’s De Materie, Part 1,1 created pitch clusters that formed the harmonic 

direction of an entire piece. I used this method in the initial construction of pitch 

materials in old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain, resulting in the clusters: Bi>, B /

E, Eb, D, C# / F#, F, A, G. These notes are gradually introduced during the opening

section of the piece, although sometimes not in the order seen above. Each pitch 

cluster is divided between the piano and violin to provide an audible connection 

between the two instruments. Importantly, unlike previous instrumental works, these 

pitches are sounded as either harmonics or as pizzicato, rather than as ordinario, 

highlighting the percussive and timbral nature of this piece. Therefore, although an 

older technique has been employed to create the harmonic material for this work, the

11 Yayoi Uno Everett, The Music of Louis Andriessen, (Cambridge University Press, 2005), 121.
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pitches themselves are only the beginning of the timbral soundscape. By presenting 

all of the pitch material towards the beginning of the piece, I allowed myself space to 

explore smaller combinations in detail throughout the rest of the work. The only time 

the whole series of pitches are sounded again is at the very end of the piece, where 

the harmonic focus has shifted from single pitches to a series of connected sonorities, 

therefore disguising their appearance. These connected sonorities are created through 

continuous glissandi, which emphasise the internal movement rather than the starting 

or finishing pitches. This journey from pitch alone to the whole timbral sonority of 

pitch marks an important transition from my older language to a newer sound-world 

based on timbre, which I was beginning to explore.

Attributes of an old rhythmic language

Working alongside my process-based harmonic language was a rhythmic style that 

explored the layering of multiple rhythmic patterns, that at first appeared to be 

independent of each other, but which gradually interlocked to create an unpredictable 

and exciting rhythmic polyphony. Example 3 shows an excerpt of one of my earlier 

compositions, dedication to pooh (2000), where this rhythmic language is used. Note 

that the clarinet line is in 10/8 time, while everything else is in 4/4. In this example, 

the two pianos, clarinet and violin create one interlocking rhythmic pattern, while the 

trumpet and viola emerge from inside to sound the beginnings of a harmonic line. 

old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain employs some aspects of this earlier 

rhythmic language, but in a more condensed way. In this piece the rhythmic layers 

are not allowed to develop into patterns, but act more like momentary bursts of 

activity. Example 4 is an excerpt from old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain, bar 

15 to 18. The violin plays triplets against the piano’s semiquavers. This material is 

continually interrupted by sporadic rests, which displace any sense of an emerging 

pattern. The effect of this rhythmic agitation is a kind of musical discomfort, which 

seeks to leave the listener wanting some kind of resolution. Using this type of 

rhythmic language immediately detaches the instruments from a simplistic 

instrument plus accompaniment world, whilst also highlighting their percussive 

nature, allowing me to instinctively perceive them in a more timbral way. (I will 

discuss this further in the second half of this chapter.)
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Example 3 - excerpt from dedication to pooh (2000) (bar 154 to bar 157)

J= 154

p,tr..a%tuip n. m, tnr-rf

Example 4 - excerpt from old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (bar 15 - 18)

accel.

mf ppp
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Attributes of an old structural language

old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain also references the block-like structures of 

my earlier language. I developed this structural technique in accordance with the 

nature of my process-based material. These types of pieces naturally divided into 

sections, with the aim of each section to establish and develop a particular process. 

Once this process was achieved, the section was complete and a new one would 

begin. This way of structuring pieces meant that each section was developed 

independently, old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain begins with the first two 

sections (bar 1 - bar 22 and bar 23 - bar 38) appearing to use this structural 

technique. In the third and largest section (bar 39 - bar 118), I break away from this 

technique and develop a more organic and continuous structure, which relies on 

previous sections for its continuity. This continual development of material suggests 

a more through-composed structure. This piece references an earlier structural 

language and uses this as the basis for exploration of a newer and more organic 

structural style.

A new compositional language emerging

The following section examines the beginnings of a new acoustic compositional 

language, old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain for the first time in my acoustic 

music, emphasises more than notes and rhythms to achieve structural cohesion and 

begins to recognise subtler attributes of sound as being as important as pitch. Two 

issues are explored in this section. Firstly, the sonic potential between violin and 

piano and the space that this creates, and secondly, questions about the relevance of 

standard notation in today’s compositions.

The sonic potential and connections between violin and piano

As I stated in the introduction to this chapter, the goal of this composition was to 

create a duet for piano and violin that emphasises some natural, and possibly 

overlooked, connections between the instruments. At this stage, I had already begun 

to move away from purely pitch-derived compositions in my electroacoustic pieces. 

Therefore, in this piece, I was interested in extending this exploration into timbre as a
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means of connecting acoustic instruments. The first sounds that came to mind were 

of plucked and rubbed strings. These string actions were to form the basis of the 

piece’s material. Example 5 shows one way in which I used the sonic connection 

between a violin glissando and a hand sliding up a string inside the piano as a 

unifying tool. After experimenting with many sounds, I found that using string 

harmonics gave a delicate and unsure sonic result that was easily emulated by 

playing the piano strings inside the instrument. I therefore decided that the entire 

piece would restrict itself to using harmonics on the violin (both natural and 

artificial) and the strings and frames inside the piano. Another reason for this 

decision is my belief that by limiting the palette of sounds one is encouraged to 

investigate and choose options more thoroughly. (This preference extends from the 

previous chapter where I used this approach in an electroacoustic context.) This in 

turn can create a more intense, subtly varied and unified composition. In this case, by 

limiting my options, I hoped to explore a less familiar sound-world and not be 

distracted by more conventional sounds. I discovered that these self-enforced 

limitations encouraged a more focused listening experience, resulting in the 

exploration of natural resonance, in both the strings of the two instruments and the 

wooden frame of the piano.

Example 5 - excerpt from old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (bar 58 - 64)

60
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Finding space through an illusion of silence

One of my underlying goals throughout this PhD has been an aim to incorporate 

more space into my compositional style. Previously, I had focused on filling in space 

in as many complex and exciting ways as possible. This piece is the first to explore 

space in composition through silence, natural resonance and timbre. Example 6 

shows bars 37 to 43. Bar 39 opens with a single strike to the piano frame with the 

performer’s knuckles. This sonority is left to resonate within a sound-world, which is 

almost totally silent. The only sound still audible is that of the previous bar’s violin 

harmonic, which was left to fade out. The harmonic has stopped, but remnants of the 

coloured air remain, which is picked up in the dying resonance of the piano-frame 

strike. Then follows a high pizzicato on the piano together with the piano-frame, 

which sets up an infused natural resonance, giving a whole palette of sound, which is 

left to linger on the ear. Allowing space to hear the natural resonance of each 

instrument gives an illusion of the silence needed to appreciate timbral inflections 

that might otherwise be lost.

Example 6 - excerpt from old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (bar 37 - 43)

^ J = 70 40

Strike the inside frame of 
piano with knuckles.
Let fade out

Finger tips on 
strings

Flat hands on 
strings i—3—i

mf PPfEcho like) PPP fff
_ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ A ‘Sed -

Notation and the composer it creates

Conventional notation methods and their use in today’s contemporary Western music 

is a subject that I would like to address, as I feel it is an issue that relates not just to
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this piece, but to all the works in this portfolio. I will begin by highlighting some 

broader issues and then include examples relevant to old fashioned chocolate fondue 

fountain. I would like to stress that I am highlighting these issues not to offer any 

solutions, but to discuss the subject’s growing relevance to my own compositional 

output.

Every composer continually struggles with both their own compositional language 

and in finding the best way to communicate this language to both performers and 

listeners. Standard musical notation has served the majority of Western art composers 

very well over the last number of centuries and for the most-part has evolved with 

the creative process in finding new ways of expressing ideas. As a composer whose 

roots lie in the Western art tradition, I have followed this path to a point. (Please note 

that I am referring here to a majority within the Western art tradition and 

acknowledge that the use of standard notation has never been applicable to all 

music.) Throughout this last century however, with the increasing number of 

composers and performers constantly expanding the possibilities of sound, the notion 

of there being only one standard notation for all musical output seems less relevant.

I would like to take as one example the expansion of extended instrumental 

techniques. Even within this specific area of notational practice there are problems. 

Not alone are we missing a standard way of notating a huge number of these 

extended techniques, but we also have to acknowledge that there is no standard 

approach to these techniques themselves, as many are specific to an individual 

player’s capability. One example is notating multiphonics for wind instruments. 

There are a number of books that list suitable multiphonics for each member of the 

woodwind family, however there are differences in the notation of these 

multiphonics and in the resulting sound. Part of the problem is that the successful 

creation of this technique differs for every player. Therefore, each performer will 

often adapt their own notation to create the sound that is required, depending on 

different makes of instrument, which have different bores, different mouthpieces or 

reed set-ups. Even then, the number of partials that are produced depends on any 

individual player.
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On the subject of conventional notation, Trevor Wishart states the following:

A preoccupation with conventional notation can lead us into formalism, a 
situation where there is no longer an experiential verification of our 
theories about how to compose music.12

One relevant question that arises from the above quotation, is whether the creative 

process is being hindered by a lack of standardised notation or is this current lack of 

a standard enabling more freedom for creativity? Possibly the limitations of 

conventional notation have led composers to seek other ways of communicating with 

their performers through collaboration and the use of interactive techniques. We now 

find ourselves in a situation where an increasing number of musical styles are 

moving away from purely note-based composition and are trying to find ways of 

translating this to their performers and audience. This suggests that standard notation 

represents a pitch-based music only. So, how do we notate timbre or tone? old 

fashioned chocolate fondue fountain's main focus is on timbre and yet the most 

accurate means of consistently translating this music still seems to be through a 

score. I would, at this point, like to draw on Trevor Wisharf s reference to Descartes' 

distinction between primary and secondary qualities, which Wishart applies to 

musical qualities.

For Descartes, a phenomenon such as motion which could be given a direct 
quantitative mathematical description was regarded as primary, whereas 
qualitative phenomena such as colour were seen as secondary qualities and 
ultimately reducible to descriptions in terms of primary qualities.13

In the case of old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain, the performer is given a score 

which depicts the notes of the piece, but which additionally needs a whole page of 

descriptive words and symbols to try to translate the whole composition. In this 

piece, I devised symbols to explain unpitched material and described the types of 

sound that I was looking for, but even with this level of detail I am relying on a 

performer having a similar interpretation to my own to ensure an accurate

12 Trevor Wishart, On Sonic Art, (Routledge, Taylor and Francis Group, 1996), 11.

13 ibid., 31.
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performance. Of course, to some extent interpretation has always been part of any 

performance process, but I believe that the margin for interpretation is now greater 

than ever before.

Edgard Varese once drew attention to the disadvantages of the mechanics 
of traditional notation: with music ‘played by a human being you have to 
impose a musical thought through notation, then, usually much later, the 
player has to prepare himself in various ways to produce what will - one 
hopes - emerge as that sound.’ 14

Notation, traditional or otherwise, serves only as a starting point for both the 

composer and performer. It will never fully represent what is being expressed, 

although I believe that what it represents is becoming cloudier the further we move 

away from a purely pitch-based music, and this needs to be acknowledged. As a 

composer, I believe that we should continue to question and push the methods and 

means we use to communicate our music, for if our ideas fail to be translated 

accurately then they will become redundant.

Conclusion

old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain marks, for me, a very clear departure point 

from one compositional language to another. To fully understand the piece, I believe 

it is useful to have some background about the style of composer I was at the 

beginning of this PhD process. I have not abandoned all of this early language, but I 

have acknowledged a desire to explore beyond a particular style into something new. 

This piece exhibits my intentions to discover new musical genres throughout this 

PhD and indicates where this new language might lead.

14Nyman, Experimental music: Cage and beyond, 4.



just one girl playin ’ around (2006)

Instrumentation: cello and tape 

Performer: Kate Ellis - cello 

Duration: I'lS"

Premiere: The Triskel Arts Centre, Cork, Ireland, 17 October 2006

Introduction

This piece was the result of a conversation with the cellist Kate Ellis, which revolved 

around current trends in Irish contemporary music. In this context, I was explaining 

to Kate the concept behind my piece an alsatian ate my dog. We spoke of how the 

creative process was greatly improved by interacting with a performer who was 

willing to guide me and help me better understand the possibilities of their 

instrument. We were both keen to extend this process into a collaboration between 

composer and performer, and this formed the basis for just one girl playin 'around. 

Our primary goal was to explore possible sonorities that the cello could produce, 

without the worry of practical restrictions that must be considered during a live 

performance. These sonorities would be recorded and developed for use in a tape 

part that would then be presented alongside the live instrument. The aim was to 

create a unified and organic piece connected through its source material, which 

would encapsulate some of the characteristics of its collaborating performer.

This commentary will address three aspects of this composition. The first explains 

the composition process involved in creating the tape part of the piece. The second 

identifies some of the unifying techniques used to bring the tape and the live cello 

parts together. The third and final section addresses my approach to the collaborative 

process behind this work.

29



Composing the tape part for just one girl playin ’ around

The material used to create the tape part was all sourced from inside or around the 

body of the cello. Particular emphasis was placed on recording sounds that were 

either deemed to be impossible to perform live due to the preparation time required 

to execute them, or timbres that had been dismissed as being outside the realms of 

‘musical sound’.

This question of what constitutes ‘musical sound’ penetrates most of the works in 

this portfolio and culminates in the final work some things just are, in which 

overlooked sights and sounds form the basis of the entire work. (This is discussed in 

the final commentary.) In the context of the piece under discussion however, I was 

interested in investigating ‘accidental sounds’ made by the cello. I refer to ‘accidental 

sounds’ in this context as sounds that are embodied in the cello, which were 

discovered unintentionally, and that have interesting sonic characteristics.

The material for the tape part was recorded in one continuous session with cellist, 

Kate Ellis. We began by discussing the type of piece we were interested in creating, 

which would exploit some of the more distinctive and unusual timbres that the cello 

encompasses. After an hour of experiments, I discovered that I was most excited by 

the raw percussive and gestural sounds produced by the instrument. This emphasis 

on gesture links closely to both the physicality of the cello and that of Kate’s playing, 

where the sight of an action can be as powerful as the sound that it produces. The 

percussive sonorities provided the necessary sounds for an intense, lively and 

rhythmically driven piece. I particularly wanted the sound-world of this composition 

to have a raw and primitive quality throughout, pulling the instrument away from its 

lyrical associations.

The recording session was divided into two sections. During the first part, we 

concentrated on the percussive and ‘accidental’ sonorities. I asked Kate to recreate 

and exaggerate the natural progression of events from when she enters a venue prior 

to a performance.
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Below is the list of the actions that she performs upon entering a venue:

• Manipulation of cello case, locks and other fixings

• Setting up instrument and releasing restraints

• Adjusting the instrument’s spike

• Tightening/loosening hair of the bow

• Applying rosin and tuning the instrument

I recorded and used the resulting sounds, creating a sonic backdrop that is familiar 

and yet unidentifiable as cello sonorities. Connected with my overlying interest in 

using ‘accidental sounds’, there are three other reasons for choosing the above- 

mentioned resulting sonorities. The first relates to the uniqueness of these sounds to 

Kate and her cello. For example, the straps on the case of the cello squeaked as Kate 

removed the case from her back, which produced a sound that I was not expecting. 

This, for Kate, was a completely familiar sound, though it is unknown and largely 

irrelevant to everyone else. The exploration and inclusion of such sounds sought to 

add an intimate and personal quality specific to this collaborative partner. The second 

reason relates to the inherent sense of progress and development in these sounds. As 

listed above, the performer was asked to reproduce a series of necessary tasks before 

an actual performance. The resulting sonorities share a progressive linear action, 

which leads to the end goal of a performance. It is this linear action that partially 

informs the structure of this piece. (This is discussed in more detail in the next 

section of this commentary.) The third reason lies in the sounds themselves and their 

innate qualities. Each sound chosen requires a physical action in its production, that I 

felt was audibly translated in the resulting sonority. In the tape part, these actions are 

implied through sound, but in the live part they can be linked to the many different 

possible physical actions of the performer. This emphasis on gesture plays an 

important part in the connection between live and pre-recorded sound throughout this 

piece.

The second part of the recording focused on Kate’s exploration of unusual 

techniques, which sought to enhance the previously recorded sonorities and, which
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could not be performed live without interrupting the flow of performance. For 

example, loosening the bow hair and rubbing it against and inside the strings.

We also focused on the bridge area of the cello, using a combination of the back of 

the bow against the strings and wood. Hearing the variety of sounds that the cello 

was capable of producing gave me a limited and yet hugely varied palette of sounds, 

which shaped the entire composition. While writing the tape part, I was always 

thinking about how to write a live part that could lead an independent but connected 

existence alongside such a full and intense sound-world.

Unifying the live and the pre-recorded sounds

Restricting the tape part to sounds originating from the cello gave me a solid 

framework from which to create a unified piece. The key was to discover 

connections between the sounds and the physical gestures implied by these sounds, 

in order to create a tangible link between both sound-worlds. I wanted the live cello 

part to draw from the sonic material of the tape and extend its sounds and gestures 

outwards toward the audience, making the live part an extension of the pre-recorded 

and vice-versa. I focused on sounds that imply physical movement to articulate many 

of these connections. Example 7 shows the opening 40 seconds of the piece, where 

the live cello and tape seem to react to and develop on each other’s gestures. The 

piece opens with the cello holding a soft, gradually rising, sustained chord, which is 

used as a sonic springboard by the tape in its development of this chord into a 

glissando. The live cello then switches chord and another glissando emerges from the 

tape. After this, the tape part moves off in a different direction and the live cello 

reiterates the glissando with an airy and distant tone. In this example, it is the tape 

that takes its lead from the live part. This opening establishes a key action, that of the 

gestural language of a glissando, which the rest of the piece is built on. Example 8 

shows the score from 2'18". At 2'35" the cello re-enters. Here the cello plays a very 

slow, scratchy tone with only a slight sense of pitch while, in the background, the

32



same gesture is being sounded in the tape without pitch, highlighting the gesture of 

the glissando only.

Example 7 - excerpt from just one girt playin' around - O^O")

J = 60
O'00" O'04" - Tape enters

0'24"

Rough scratchy uneven tremolo 
Gradual rise a semitoneGradual slide up a semitone Very airy and unsuresound

Example 8 - excerpt from just one girl playin' around (2*18'' - 3*02")

2'35" - chord in tape
2'18" - Tape series of

descending bangs

Scatchy tone.
Gradual rising glissandi with smallest intervals possible.

gliss.__________________

«/ mp

i’00" - chord
2'50" in tape

In addition to the interaction between the live and the pre-recorded, where the 

beginning and ending of gestures are interchangeable, I also wanted Kate to feel a
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very physical closeness to her pre-recorded self. I hoped that this would add a sense 

of competition and drama on stage. To further evoke this, I matched types of material 

by the physical propulsions they implied. A good example of this is the final section 

of the piece (Example 9). In this example, the tape part has narrowed its focus to just 

one sound, which is based on the action of velcro being tom from the cello's strings. 

This sound sample has been treated and transposed, with the sonic results presented 

simultaneously. The action naturally moves from low to high because of the direction 

of the velcro across the four strings, so that the sound of the action is always rising. 

The cellist has, throughout this section, a series of notated and un-notated glissandi. 

The notated, although written as straight semiquavers, are played with a rubato 

instruction, which asks the player to speed up as the notes ascend. There is also an 

instruction for the section to begin with a percussive scratchy tone so as to delay 

sounding a clean tone until the very end of the passage and piece. The diamond note 

heads indicate that the player can decide how long the first note should be held. In 

this section, the sonic results of the glissandi and the velcro connect, although the 

actions themselves are very different.

I also used gestural connections as a method of developing materials. For example, at 

1'20'' the sound in the tape is of the bow being dropped on very loose strings. 

Thereafter a rhythmic interplay begins between the tape with the sound of tightening 

of pegs, and the live cello, with the cello playing repeated notes that gradually ascend 

in pitch. This action of the tightening of pegs is linked to the resulting live sound, 

although the sound and the action do not directly correspond. The dramatic dropping 

of the bow on strings, that opens this section in the tape, is then developed by the live 

part. All the source material in this section is very fast and continuous, which helps 

to propel the section forward in keeping with the overall pacing of the piece.

This focus on gesture also serves to highlight the physical energy and exertion it 

takes to produce a single note on the cello. The fact that it takes extreme control of 

both hands, arms and legs to produce even a single tone has always been of great 

interest to me. This piece, through its focus on glissandi, tries in some way to 

represent these physical acts. The action of a lengthy ascending glissando, with its
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movement from low to high in a smooth and continuous action, is mirrored across 

the entire piece, starting with the cello’s lowest tones through to the highest note 

possible. Both pitched and unpitched materials follow this pattern, resulting in a 

piece that is intense and audibly driven forward from beginning to end through its 

exaggeration of one unified action.

Example 9 - excerpt from just one girl playin' around (6'08” - 6,35”)

6’08"
Tape H H----------------------------------------1

Vc.

6’16"
Tape

> > > > m tr-r-rTf,Vc. mrrr.frLrrP1
jr f

6’29"

The collaborative process between composer and performer

The decision to collaborate on a composition begins, for me, with people and 

circumstances. This piece evolved as a collaboration from the very beginning, after a 

conversation in which it became clear that both performer and composer had a 

similar outlook for a new piece. I am very careful to establish that whomever I work 

with has a similar outlook and goal for a particular project, thus allowing all parties 

to successfully utilise an interchange of skills and ideas to create a piece of music 

unique to that partnership. In a collaboration between composer and performer, I, as
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the composer, want to be freed of much of the technical instrumental groundwork in 

place of time spent on the actual composition process. This is the performer’s area of 

speciality and therefore should be trusted over any composer’s book knowledge of 

the instrument in question. The collaborative process, if working correctly, should 

enable both composer and performer to concentrate on their respective skills.

In this context, I am referring to one particular type of collaboration, but I think the 

principles of this one example are relevant to all types. Each member of the 

collaborative team should feel a sense of contribution towards the end product and 

therefore establish a sense of ownership in their work. Encouraging participation 

opens a dialogue between composer and performer, which will allow each member 

access to skills outside their own medium. For example, in just one girl playin' 

around, I left the actual span of the glissandi at the end of the piece up to the 

performer. There is an instruction, which restricts the performer’s choice, stating that 

the top and bottom note in each glissando should extend higher and lower 

respectively. Besides this instruction I have left the audible outcome to the performer. 

There were two reasons for the improvisatory nature of this passage. Firstly, I was 

able to trust that the performer was in a better position at that moment to choose 

intuitive pitches. As the composer, I can only hear the piece from the outside during a 

performance. In this particular case, my performer was surrounded by her own sound 

and the inflections that they caused, therefore she was hearing things that I could not 

have fully anticipated. Secondly, leaving this decision open for the performer was a 

tactical decision, to encourage a natural sense of spontaneity in the composition. I 

wish to leave a more detailed discussion of this subject to a later commentary on my 

composition squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety. Mentioning it at 

this stage serves to highlight one aspect of a compositional technique in this work, 

which, while blurring the line between composer and performer, contributes to this 

collaborative process.

As I stated earlier, this composition is singular in its direction and execution giving it 

a powerful energy. Some of this energy has been created through choice of material 

and other compositional techniques. However, much of the energy comes from the
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character of the performer. Knowing that I was writing a piece with and for Kate 

Ellis allowed the composition to take on some of her performing characteristics. 

There are particular aspects of Kate’s playing that I integrated into the composition. 

For example, her ability to produce clean and pure sounds through extreme bow 

control. While hearing these sounds, the idea came to me to use the anticipation of 

this purity of tone as a kind of release at the end of the piece. After all of the rough 

scratchy tones, the performer finally rises above the noise, sounding these high and 

beautifully pure tones.

I found the collaborative approach, between composer and performer, both 

exhilarating and natural as it utilises each of the professional’s abilities. This 

understanding allowed us to concentrate on the areas that we are trained in. A basic 

acknowledgement of each collaborator’s expertise seems an obvious requirement for 

a successful collaboration, but so often this requirement is ignored. The term 

‘collaboration’ has perhaps been misused to cover any piece of artistic work that has 

been interdisciplinary, regardless of whether there has been substantial contributions 

made by the involved parties. Personally, an artistic collaboration only exists where 

two or more artists contribute to the creative process of a work. Each artist must be 

aware of their own role within the process, but must also be part of the overall 

planning and execution of the work.

Conclusion

Collaborating on and composing/ms/ one girl play in ’ around was a very rewarding 

experience. This piece both develops ideas and concepts of previous electroacoustic 

works and explores new ways of integrating a live instrument with a tape part to 

create a more unified composition. Working so closely with a cellist allowed a freer 

approach to my own compositional process where every sound and gesture was 

discussed before its use. This seemed a more intuitive way of creating a piece of 

music of this kind. Therefore, I have no doubt that this piece could not have been 

achieved without the collaborative process that it involved.
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fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke (2007)

Instrumentation: stereo tape 

Duration: lO^"

Premiere: International Rostrum of Electroacoustic Music, Lisbon, Portugal, 17 

December 2007

Introduction

fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke was written in answer to a call, from RTE 

lyric fm, for electroacoustic works to represent Ireland at the International Rostrum 

for Electroacoustic Composition in Lisbon, Portugal. RTE selected the piece, which 

resulted in its premiere taking place at the 11th International Rostrum for 

Electroacoustic Music in December 2007.

Writing a fixed media piece was a desirable challenge for me, as previously I had 

relied on the interaction between live acoustic instruments and a fixed tape part in 

my electroacoustic compositions. Incorporating some live aspect in a piece can help 

to maintain a humanistic element for an audience, which I feared a tape piece would 

lack. Coming from a conventional classical background, I understand, and in some 

cases share, an audience’s need to have something, such as performers, to engage 

with visually in a musical performance. Therefore, the concept of sitting in a room 

and watching speakers might lead to an incomplete performance experience for some 

listeners. This issue also brings up the question of the level of connection that a 

listener will make with a piece of music without any human presence, as most people 

find more pleasure in a music that they can relate to on some physical level. On the 

other hand, taking the visual aspect out of a musical performance could lead to a 

heightened listening experience. Without any performance distractions, the listeners' 

sole focus can shift to the sound, creating what Pierre Schaeffer referred to as 

‘reduced listening’ or ‘acoustic listening’. Being aware of these potential issues
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shaped many decisions about how best to proceed with this piece, such as in my 

choice of compositional material and techniques, and it is in this context that I will 

proceed with this commentary.

The decision to base this piece on vocal samples

The voice is often referred to as our most natural acoustic instrument. Therefore, its 

use as the main material in this composition is intended to allow the listener to 

connect with its human attributes and to feel some sense of familiarity.

In recent times, I have become very interested in using the sound of words and 

syllables as musical material. I wish to draw on Trevor Wishart’s view in support of 

my approach to words and language in the context of this piece. ‘I am going to 

propose that words never ‘mean’ anything at all. Only the people ‘mean' and words 

merely contribute toward signifying peoples’ meanings.'15

While visiting The Gambia in 2005,1 recorded a number of vocal samples in a range 

of local Gambian dialects. The words themselves are basic phrases such as 'hello and 

welcome to The Gambia’ and T hope you are enjoying your stay here’. Local dialects 

such as Wolof and Mandinka have very angular features and yet flow in a beautiful 

and seamless manner. In most cases, I focused on the angular aspect of the language 

by breaking words into syllabic subsets. At the same time, I was keen to keep the 

overall fluidity of the language, which I expressed through my use of sustained 

harmonies based on the same vocal phrases (I will discuss this material in more 

detail in the next section).

I also made recordings of myself reciting a selection of nonsensical syllables, like 

caazoo, gggggrr, dac and ku, which were selected because of their harsh attack and 

elongated decay. Throughout each recording process, I was predominantly interested 

in the acoustic effects of the syllables rather than their meaning. I was also drawn to

15 Wishart, On Sonic Art, 13.
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the particular colouring of the voices used. The prominent voice in the Gambian 

samples is a woman named Tismay, who has a very jovial character and a strong, 

clear and friendly voice. One can almost hear a smile in her voice, which I felt to be 

in keeping with the ‘tone’ of the desired composition.

My intention was to maintain a natural setting in these recordings, making it 

necessary to capture them in their original environments. Therefore, many of the 

samples have background noise, which I chose to explore as a feature of the 

composition (this is discussed in more detail in a later paragraph).

Layering technique and its development as both a technique and as a 

structural device in this piece
As I stated in the introduction to this commentary, the main challenge for this 

composition was to create a piece of tape music that evokes the same sense of human 

presence as a piece that incorporates some live element. There were two key parts to 

this process: one was in my choice to use vocal samples as the main material of the 

work, as previously discussed, and the second involved the development of what I 

call a layering technique, which features throughout this work as both a technique 

and as a structural device. At the core of this layering technique, is an outlook which 

is very much in keeping with an idea of Edgard Varese:

We have actually three dimensions in music: horizontal, vertical, and 
dynamic swelling or decreasing. I shall add a fourth, sound projection - 
that feeling that sound is leaving us with no hope of being reflected back, a 
feeling akin to that aroused by beams of light sent forth by a powerful 
searchlight - for the ear as for the eye, that sense of projection, of a journey 
into space.16

In the context of this quotation, I perceive the dynamic swelling or decreasing and 

the sound projection as one and the same; I refer to this as the 3rd dimension 

throughout these commentaries. This 3rd dimension produces a two-way projection

16 Edgard Varese, The liberation of sound, (Contemporary Composers on Contemporary Music, 
Expanded Edition, Elliot Stewart and Barney Childs, Editors, New York: Da Capo, 1998). Cited in: 
Christoph Fox and Daniel Warner, Editors, Audio Culture, Readings in Modern Music, (Continuum 
International Publishing Group, 2004), 18.
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between a virtual sonic background and foreground, which I use on a small scale (as 

a technique) and a large one (as a structural device).

Developing the layering technique as a technique
I developed this technique to produce sonic depth in the music, which in turn would 

encourage the listener to become part of the sonorities and not feel so distant from 

the musical experience. By layering certain sonorities and textures, one can create a 

sonic effect as if the music is moving towards and away from a static listener (rather 

like what Varese called sound projection). I found that the most effective use of this 

technique involves utilising a single sound source that has been transformed, through 

filtering and granulation, in a number of different ways and the results then 

superimposed on top of each other. It is important that each transformation of the 

sample contains characteristics of the original sound, thus ensuring a basic sonic link 

throughout the resulting soundscape. The result is a rich tapestry that spirals 

simultaneously inwards and outwards from the one source like a single voice moving 

around a room. For example, from 7'45'' to ^29“ there is a single sound source being 

used, but it is presented to the listener in three variations as a layered texture. The 

source material in this case was recorded in a restaurant and contains background 

voices. I used this aspect of the recording to enhance the layering effect.

Below is a description of each layer:

Top layer: Using Max/MSP, I have run a single line (with the background noise 

removed) of speech through an mdeGranular17 object which alters pitch, grain

17 ‘This Max/MSP object performs time granulation of sampled sound in real time. Input in the form 
of a fixed, pre-recorded sample buffer or an incoming signal of user-specified length is used to 
randomly select segments of sound (grains) whose durations (grain length) may be modified on-the- 
fly. These grains are (amplitude-) enveloped and reconfigured each time one comes to an end. The 
granulation is performed in a user-specified number of streams (also known as voices or layers): the 
more streams, the denser and thicker but also the smoother the effect. An increase in streams also 
implies an increase in processing time and is the main factor affecting real-time performance. The 
streams may be subject to transposition whereby a list of semitone values sent to the object forms the 
set from which a randomly-chosen value is selected for each grain of sound output by the object.’ - 
Michael Edwards, developer, <http://www.michael-edwards.org/software/mdegranular/ 
mdegranular.htm 1>. accessed 20 June 2009
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density, grain length and amplitude. I have included a randomisation of segments and 

durations to create irregularity in the results.

Middle layer: This layer deals with the processing of the same sentence, but this time 

with the background noise included. The processing was achieved using the program 

SPEAR, which was designed to analyse sonic partials. I highlighted specific partials 

and transformed their pitches, before running them through Adobe Audition effects 

to speed up and slow down the results. The partials were then superimposed on the 

original sound to create a dense sonority, with some attributes of speech still audible.

Bottom layer: This lower frequency is limited to one syllable. The original sound is 

that of the start of a word that sounds like ‘chu’, which is integrated with a sound 

resembling someone clicking their fingers. Upon extraction of this syllable I played 

it through the groove- object in Max/MSP18.1 also used filters to enhance the bass 

end of the frequency. The result is an insistent rhythmic sonority that helps propel 

this section forward.

Another example of this technique occurs at the very beginning of the piece. In the 

opening 30 seconds, the sounds have been edited to embody a sense of continuous 

movement from background to foreground, although I have used multiple samples. 

The piece opens with a throbbing vocal gesture, that begins in the distance and 

moves into the foreground, culminating with the first vocal syllables of the piece. 

This opening action identifies the boundaries of the three-dimensional aural space 

that the rest of the piece aims to fill. Opening the piece with the most obvious 

version of the technique offers the listener a clear impression of how the piece might 

proceed.

18 Groove- Is a Max/MSP object that can play back the contents of a sample buffer in various ways.



Using the layering technique as a structural device

As a structural device, this concept sets up and maintains two sides of a three- 

dimensional space; background and foreground. The 3rd dimension is the space in- 

between, which is gradually filled in as the composition progresses.

I have used the three-dimensional feature of the layering technique to create a 

structural space that embodies a constantly underlying textural sonic background 

against a sharp and penetrating foreground. The background consists of large, 

interconnected sonorities, that very gradually, smoothly and seamlessly create a 

continuous texture. The foreground consists of momentary angular sounds that seem 

to emerge from inside the background textures and push forward to rest temporarily 

in the foreground. These sounds do not break the textures, but simply slip through 

and act as brief aural focal points. This constantly slow rate of activity exerts a shape 

on the composition that is devoid of a need for a climax. The overall structural aim of 

the piece is to fill the space in-between with material from both the foreground and 

background in order to create unity between the two extremes. In this sense, one 

could argue that I am simply treating the foreground as a live instrument and the 

background as the tape part (or vice-versa). Subconsciously, perhaps this is the case. 

However, the original concept for this piece was to explore dimensions in sound, by 

presenting many simultaneous layers that would envelop listeners and which would 

eventually converge as one whole wall of sound.

For convenience of analysis, I have divided the piece into sections, which are shown 

in Table 2. These sections are divided by material content, although there are no clear 

gaps between sections because of the nature of the interlocking background 

sonorities.
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Table 2 - Division of fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke into sections

Section Duration

Section 1 O'OO" - 1'52"

Section 2 1'52" - 4'55"

Section 3 4'55" - 5'52"

Section 4 5'52" - 6'27"

Section 5 6'27" - 8'30"

Section 6 8'30" - 10*32"

Section l:0,Q0,,-l,52"

This section can be further subdivided into two: O'OO" - 0'30" and 0'30" - f 52". The 

second part opens with a background rhythmic idea, which is enhanced by a further 

rhythmic layer. This brief sounding of a second layer closes some of the audible gap 

between background and foreground. Thus, when the vocal foreground snippet 

enters, (0'52") the listener is expecting it. The pitch of the constant background 

unifies the section, while also indicating its importance as a sonority, through its 

disappearance and recurrence in a new setting at 1'30".

Section 2: l,52"-4,55"

This section begins with the emergence of midrange sonorities (midrange in the 

context of the overall pitch range of the piece), which are interrupted briefly by the 

vocal foreground at 2'22", before they develop into a fuller textural wall. This section 

can again be subdivided into two, with the second part beginning at 4'06". At this 

point, the foreground emphasis shifts to rhythm, which prepares us for the 

succeeding section.

Section 3: 4,55"-5,52"

Section 3 emphasises the angular foreground sounds as they move freely between the 

foreground and background structure. This section is the only one not to have a
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constant background texture. Here the focus lies on snippets of individual voices. I 

have used a combination of simple filtering techniques and stretching effects that 

alter amplitude, pitch and duration, to create the sonic effect of sound moving toward 

and away from the listener. The main material, which has been broken into syllables, 

is processed through the same granulation tool, the mdeGranular patch, as other 

sections of the work. This section refers to and develops upon the opening of the 

piece through its concentration on syllables. Given the close memory of hearing the 

foreground against the background, it is my hope that the ear still perceives these 

sounds in this context.

Section 4: S'Sr - tilT

This section begins with the previous section’s foreground material. As the section 

progresses, the foreground material remains. Underneath, a texture develops that 

contains attributes of the sustained material, but which is based on developing the 

previous foreground vocal samples.

Section 5: 6'2T - S^O"

This section, with the growing intensity of the textural wall, returns to the gradual 

harmonic background buildup. These series of harmonies are intertwined with 

distorted vocal samples, which fill the gap between background and foreground even 

further, while simultaneously maintaining a separate path.

Section 6: S'SQ" - IQ^"

This section begins in silence, before foreground and background material emerge 

equally. This final section brings together the foreground and background, forming 

one sonority through the convergence of once-disjointed syllabic material into 

sustained textures. The sense of movement from foreground to background is still 

maintained, although the entire wall of sound is constructed from the amalgamation 

of the two extremes. During the final two minutes of the piece, the gaps in this 3rd 

dimension are gradually filled in, thus creating one continuous sonority out of the 

convergence of foreground and background.
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Conclusion

\n fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke, I have made substantial developments to 

my electroacoustic compositional language, by discarding acoustic instruments. 

Without aid from the familiar, I developed techniques and methods solely based in an 

electroacoustic environment. Perhaps the most important part of this piece was the 

identification and use of the layering technique. I have always admired the successful 

use of musical depth in other people’s compositions, but it is only in this piece that I 

have fully identified with its use in my own work.

Finally, this piece has provoked further use of spoken language in my compositions. 

As a consequence of the new ideas in the piece, I have begun to research the idea of 

creating a series of works that integrate live singers with pre-recorded syllabic 

phrases, which I hope to develop in due course.
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one piece of chocolate per bar (2008)

Instrumentation: Symphony Orchestra (3.2.2.2 4.2.3.1 IPerc. 12.10.8.6.4)

Duration: SW

Recording: workshop by the Ulster Orchestra (conductor Gregory Rose), The 

Whitla Hall, Queen’s University, Belfast, 13 June 2008

Introduction
I was presented with the opportunity by Queen’s University to write a piece for 

the Ulster Orchestra, which they would perform in a workshop at the university. 

Having just completed a series of electroacoustic pieces, I was excited by the 

prospect of writing, not only a purely acoustic composition, but a piece for a large 

force such as an orchestra. As this was to be my first work for orchestra, I spent a 

great deal of time thinking about the possibilities of writing for such a well- 

established and large-scale resource. As outlined below, working with an 

orchestra, particularly one which is noted more for its performances of music 

from earlier periods, provided a unique challenge in how best to integrate my 

compositional style and approach to experimental notation and performance 

practice with this type of ensemble.

With such a varied palette of instruments at my disposal, I could not resist the 

possibilities of basing the composition on large-scale textures, which intertwine 

seamlessly with each other. This initial idea translated very naturally into an 

image of the piece and this, in turn, led me to conceive and develop the whole 

work from a visual perspective. One idea - one considered at the outset and 

subsequently modified for practical reasons - was to exploit the general two- 

dimensional layout of the orchestra in a way which was less about instrumental 

families and more about exploring the layers of seating within an orchestra's
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layout. For example: one sonority might include the back desk of all the strings 

plus flutes and oboes, another layer might be the second row of all strings with 

one row of brass. One creative solution to this idea, given the realities of time 

constraints, resulted in subdividing all instrumental groups within their own 

families (see Table 3). These subdivisions would still enable layered sonorities, 

but in a less disruptive manner.

Table 3 - one piece of chocolate per bar - Subdivision of instruments

Instruments Number of 
subdivisions

Number of instruments 
per group

Piccolo 1 1

Flute 2 1

Oboe 2 1

Clarinet 2 1

Bassoon 2 1

Horn 4 1

Trumpet 2 1

Trombone (1 bass) 3 1

Tuba 1 1

Percussion 4 4

1st Violin 3 4

2nd Violin 2 5

Viola 2 4

Cello 3 2

Double Bass 2 2
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Drawing on visual references

To a certain extent, I have always visualised aspects of a piece by sketching out a 

rough diagram of its harmonic or rhythmic shape. I find this a useful way of 

mapping out initial ideas to ensure a clarity of thought within the overall shape 

and direction of a work, one piece of chocolate per bar extends this method of 

working so that the visual representation of sound guides the overall progression 

and shape of it.

I believe that writing a work for such a large force contributed to this method of 

working as a practical way of tracking each independent line within a large-scale 

structure. Working this way also gave me more of a literal sense of passing time 

and a feel for how each individual voice fits into the work’s overall timeline (see 

Figure 1 below). What makes this different from earlier instrumental pieces is 

that, in this case, the visualisation of how events unfold is defined in terms of 

audible progressions.

Figure 1 - one piece of chocolate per bar - visualisation of the work (approximate initial 

sketch of the harmonic shape of composition)

PITCH RANGE (Low to High)

TIMELINEVisual outline of one piece of chocolate pei bar (apptox.f
A B CD G H I J K
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one piece of chocolate per bar begins with two extremes of register: the piccolo 

at its highest and the double bass at its lowest. This separation was conceived in 

order to articulate a visual void (in the diagram) and an audible void (in the 

orchestra) that would be filled in as the piece progressed. At first, these extreme 

timbres seem to go unresolved, being replaced by an evolving texture in the 

middle of the register. Gradually, as the piece moves very slowly onwards, one 

hears references to those original outer lines. The piece tries to move out towards 

these extremes, each time filling more of the void, but never really completing 

the full spectrum. After the last and closest reference to the beginning (rehearsal 

mark K), where all sonorities of the opening are present although not at the 

extreme high range, the piece culminates on middle range A^s.

I would now like to address the two main types of musical material - glissandi 

and block chords- and their visual importance in this piece.

Glissandi

My extensive use of glissandi in this piece is perhaps an obvious development 

from earlier works like just one girl playin 'around. However, in the context of 

this piece, the technique’s primary use is strongly linked to the visualisation of 

the work. Although the term glissando is a musical one, its audible action, for me, 

evokes a visualisation of sound moving from a to b.

There two types of glissando utilised in this piece.

• The first asks the performer to only slide from the first note at the very 

end of its duration (portamento), creating a very fast smooth glissando.

• The second, and more extensively used, asks that:

Performers should stay on the first and last note for the written durations. 
Glissando need not be smooth or continuous. Each player may choose to 
play through certain parts faster or slower than others, but the entire 
glissando must be completed in the overall time given. Individual decisions 
of speeds should not be coordinated within sections.19

19 Karen Power, one piece of chocolate per bar, (Performers’ Notes, 2008).
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The freedom within this second type of glissando is an important feature of this 

piece. The desired result is for all instruments to begin at the same starting point, 

but from there they are free to decide at what speed to progress. I sought to 

produce a natural smearing of tones as each musician falls slightly ahead or 

behind their neighbour. The players are also given the following instruction: The 

most audible part of each glissando should be the micro-tonal journey between 

the two points. Players should really emphasise these sounds’.201 wanted to 

highlight the space between pitches and the multitude of possible sonorities in 

this piece. In some cases, for example at rehearsal mark B, the first group of 

double basses have 23 seconds to travel from G3 down a semitone to F

Allocating a large amount of time for such a small distance was designed to 

encourage players to really focus on their own tone and on altering the coloration 

of the micro-tonalities they chose to highlight. Importantly, I want to 

acknowledge that this was not an easy concept to realise given the historical 

emphasis on uniformity within an orchestra. That is, normally the emphasis or 

primary goal of a traditional orchestra is for section unity. Here, I was asking 

each member to try to either ignore, or react to, what their neighbour was playing. 

Although you can hear some of the desired result in the recording submitted, I 

feel that the realisation of this concept would have taken more time than was 

available to develop fully.

Block Chords

This piece, through its use of block chords, links a visually static and block-like 

shape of a chord to an audible harmonic pause amidst an otherwise freely flowing 

series of textures. In a very literal sense, these chords function as momentary 

interludes that cut through the fluidity of the glissandi. They were conceived as 

sharp edges in an otherwise smooth wall of sound. Structurally, they disperse or 

redirect the intensity of the music for a few moments before it restores its 

continuous crawl forward.

20 ibid.

51



Much like the build-up of glissandi, this piece, through a series of gradual 

progressions, alludes to each chord before it is fully revealed. Harmonically, 

these chords amalgamate pitches of a previous section, enabling a partial climax 

before a new combination of sonorities emerges. The piece opens with the series 

of pitches F 3, F^, F#, G^, G# and Eb. These pitches outline the harmonic goal of 

the work and are present, at least in part, in all the block chord progressions. 

Example 10 shows a piano reduction of a three-chord progression, starting two 

bars before rehearsal mark F. The first two chords combine significant pitches of 

the previous section. Note the highest and lowest notes are F# moving to G^ and 

Eq to Fa respectively, referencing the opening of the piece and progressing the 

note cluster downwards to include E^; therefore, reshaping the cluster to E^, F^, 

F# and G^. This reinforcement of the bottom E^ marks an important development 

of the original cluster as its inclusion joins the Eb to the series of semitones, 

resulting in, Eb, E^, F^, F#, G#. This gradually unfolding shape of ascending

semitones parallels the natural shape of an upward glissando, forming a visual 

and sonic connection between the two main types of material. This connection is 

further developed two bars before rehearsal mark K, where the block chords 

dissolve into runs of semitones before resting on A^.

Example 10 - excerpt from one piece of chocolate per bar (b73 - 75)
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Implications of moving from an Electroacoustic to an Acoustic 

Environment

one piece of chocolate per bar occupies an important position in my output, as 

the first purely instrumental composition completed since old fashioned 

chocolate fondue fountain (2005). All of the pieces written in the interim have 

included the recording of acoustic sounds of some description. Whilst this work 

is devoid of electronic materials, it nevertheless utilises skills and techniques that 

I associate more with electroacoustic composition. As is outlined in my 

introductory chapter, it was always my intention to integrate compositional ideas 

from both media and in this piece I have, in two ways, created a work that is 

electroacoustic in its approach to the orchestra and acoustic in its execution and 

structure. Firstly, I believe that we hear and treat conventional instruments 

differently from all other potential sound sources. Throughout this piece, I have 

tried to listen to and work with each instrument in the same way as I would when 

working with an individual sound source, prioritising the natural sonic potential 

of my materials over historical and traditional considerations. As in Example 11, 

which highlights the pairing of two horns with a group of violins and violas. This 

grouping is then joined by a sonority combining a bassoon, two trombones and 

two groups of cellos. I chose to group certain sounds together based purely on 

their collective sonority, rather than by their instrumental families. I acknowledge 

that this approach to orchestration has been seen throughout history in the music 

of Stravinsky and many others, however, in this instance, I was guided by the 

similarities between arranging instruments in an acoustic setting and defining a 

bank of collected sounds in an electroacoustic environment, and this enabled me 

to create a unique timbral palette within the practical confines of the instrumental 

resources.
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Example 11 - excerpt from one piece of chocolate per bar (b 13 - 22)

s

Secondly, a strong influence on the language of this composition came from a 

technique I developed during my electroacoustic piece fried rice, curried chip 

and a diet coke (2008). The previous commentary discusses my use of a musical 

third dimension to explore sonic depth in my electroacoustic material. In 

hindsight, I believe that I subconsciously developed another version of this 

technique while writing this orchestra piece. Unlike my use of this technique in 

my electroacoustic piece, here its application connects directly with my visual 

representation of the piece. I wanted to extend my material, as I had done with 

the orchestra, beyond a two-dimensional state and into a third. I considered the 

natural, physical and directional shapes of my material and employed these 

characteristics to create a sense of depth in the music. (I refer here to a definition 

used in the previous chapter, which is based on Varese’s 4th dimension of sound 

projection, see page 40).
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Below is an outline of the physical and directional shape of the main material:

• Glissandi that naturally move up and down in a linear motion.

• Block chords that are stationary by nature and can span many registers 

simultaneously.

By combining material that functions both vertically and horizontally, I opened a 

third dimension of musical depth. An example is heard at rehearsal mark J where 

I have used layers to achieve a particular texture. Here chords, trills and glissandi 

come together to create a continuous wall of sound. By identifying each type of 

material one begins to hear sonic layers, which, with the help of dynamics, 

appear to move round this third dimensional space. Each layer, at any particular 

moment, is ranked by its importance to the ear. As the passage progresses, the 

layers reform, allowing sounds from the background to come forward and vice- 

versa.

At rehearsal mark L, this technique is extended to the rhythmic language of the 

piece, with the use of cross-rhythms on a single pitch. By scoring a multitude of 

unaccented cross rhythms, the music loses its sense of drive, therefore producing 

a directionless and smeared rhythmic motion similar to the multitude of pitches in 

a series of slow glissandi. The remaining glissandi held by the brass section 

become fewer as the complexity of the rhythmic layers subside, until we are left 

with one low A ^ on the double bass against a single triangle.

Another example of this technique can be heard at rehearsal mark I. By keeping 

the woodwind trills in the same register as the string glissandi, I created a very 

tight texture that sounds both stationary and dynamic. This combination of 

gradual motion and alternating pitches disguises the overall progression of the 

section, leaving the listener trapped between status and motion. This blurring of 

sounds allows the listener to move in between the written notes and discover a 

third dimension of sound that envelops the ear.
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This piece relies on the natural characteristics of its core material in both a visual 

and auditory sense. I hoped that by linking the physical act of each player's 

motion to the audible result, the audience would better apprehend this piece and 

the nature of its material.

Influences

My approach to ensemble, material and structure for this piece were influenced 

greatly by the writings of R. Murray Schafer, and specifically by his book The 

Soundscape.

The psychologist of visual perception speaks of “figure” and “ground,” the 
figure being that which is looked at while the ground exists only to give the 
figure its outline and mass. But the figure cannot exist without its ground; 
subtract it and the figure becomes shapeless, nonexistent.21

I would like to relate aspects of this work to the particular strand of discussion 

quoted above. Although I acknowledge that Schafer was specifically talking 

about soundscapes in the context of this quote, I found relevance in this logic 

while composing one piece of chocolate per bar. I suggest that the block chords 

in this piece serve as ‘figures’ and the glissandi as ‘ground’, as categorised by 

Schafer. Going a step further into this viewpoint, I suggest that the final Aa of the

piece serves as ‘keynote’.

Keynote is a musical term; it is the note that identifies the key or tonality 
of a particular composition. It is the anchor or fundamental tone and 
although the material may modulate around it, often obscuring its 
importance, it is in reference to this point that everything else takes on its 
special meaning.22

Importantly, Schafer goes on to say that the keynote is appreciated more on a 

subconscious level, which is exactly how I perceived the arrival of the A^. The A“

that eventually ties up the piece is never really presented to the listener during 

important stages, but it is constantly implied by the structuring of other

21 R. Murray Schafer, The soundscape: our sonic environment and the tuning of the world, (Destiny 
Books, Second Publication, 1994), 9.

22 ibid., 9.
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sonorities. For example, by examining the opening pitches of the piece and their 

implied direction - F#, F^, F#, G^, G^. Following on in this series of ascending 

semitones the next pitch should be an A^, but this is not the case. As discussed 

earlier, the music moves in the opposite direction, extending the series of 

semitones downwards, therefore keeping the allusion to the A^ alive. The piece 

continues to set up the A^ as a possibility, but it is not until the very end that the 

listener hears it clearly. It is my hope that upon hearing that final A^, the ear 

adjusts itself and retrospectively hears the whole piece as leading up to that point.

I feel, having written a piece that uses glissandi as an extensive technique, that I must 

mention Gloria Coates and the influence of her string quartets. Coates’ lengthy 

glissandi fill entire passages, leaving its listeners unsure of passing time. This result 

is one that I hoped to achieve in one piece of chocolate per bar. Although this piece 

is written using very precise tempi, it is devised, through its extensive use of 

glissandi, so that the audience never hears any pulse or tempi.

The music of Ligeti, particularly pieces written in the early to mid 1960s, also played 

a part in the shaping of this composition. Flaving studied works including 

Atmosphereres (1961) and Lontano (1967), I began to understand how to capture that 

enormous sense of space and spatialization in music. I also looked to Ligeti’s voice

leading techniques while thinking about the chordal progressions in this work. 

Ligeti’s harmony seems to allow sonorities to appear out of nowhere and yet leaves 

the listener comfortable in the sound, as if they had been hearing it all along. This 

aural deception is a very important part of the way that one piece of chocolate per 

bar, with its slow, minimal movement, unfolds. At times, the listener is not sure if the 

music is standing still or is in motion, and yet, when a new sonority is reached, one 

wonders how it was achieved.
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Conclusion

one piece of chocolate per bar was an appreciated challenge in the context of its 

chronological position in this portfolio. Being surrounded by electroacoustic works, 

this piece was, in itself, a look back at an older tradition, both personally and 

historically. I feel that I approached my tradition with many new compositional tools 

developed through my integration of technology. As I stated in the beginning of this 

commentary, although there are no electroacoustic elements in this work, they are 

present in my approach to and treatment of compositional material. Therefore, one 

piece of chocolate per bar exhibits acoustically one of my goals for this PhD, which 

is to combine skills and techniques developed in both media to expand my overall 

compositional palette.

Visualising a piece from its conception to realisation is a new thread in my 

compositional language, which proved a very useful and clear way of organising so 

many independent and interlocking musical elements into a coherent piece. This 

visualisation process partially inspired the final piece in this portfolio, some things 

just are, with its organic amalgamation of video, fixed audio and improvising 

musicians.

Finally, writing for such a large and established force as an orchestra is a somewhat 

exhilarating and overwhelming challenge. The sonic colours and possibilities that 

writing this piece has unearthed will not go undeveloped in the future.
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squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety (2008)

Instrumentation: partially free with the minimum requirement of 2 brass or 

woodwind, 3 strings and tape. (The instrumentation for the submitted version is tenor 

saxophone, horn in F, viola, cello, double bass and tape.)

Performers: Ensemble ICC (Irish Composers’ Collective)

Duration: 8'56''

Premiere: The Aula Maxima, University College Cork, Cork, Ireland, 15 October 

2008

Introduction

In squeeze birds to improve your gardens plant variety, I primarily sought to develop 

a more organic amalgamation of an ensemble of acoustic instruments and an 

electroacoustic tape part. This piece also develops my use of improvisation as a 

compositional tool by integrating performer choice, both as a means of creating 

material and as a way of evoking an intuitive sense of motion throughout the work.

The opening sections of this commentary will introduce another piece,who 

dreamt of more than windscreens, to help explain the origins of some of the ideas and 

new techniques employed in squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety. 

The second half of this commentary will explore the latter composition in the context 

of its influences from experimental music and will finish by discussing my use of 

semi-free instrumentation.

Compositional ideas originating in an earlier composition

I have submitted my piece,who dreamt of more than windscreens, which dates 

from earlier in the same year, as an appendix to this portfolio (Appendix 3). This
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piece was written for the Quiet Music Ensemble and was premiered at the Quiet 

Music Festival, Cork, in July 2008. The ideas explored in this piece paved the way 

for squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety in a number of ways. I have 

not submitted this earlier piece as part of the portfolio due to the similarities between 

the two works. I believe that squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety is a 

better-crafted composition, however it is necessary to discuss some of the 

compositional processes discovered in this earlier piece as background to the 

creation of the submitted work.

This section examines three ideas, which originated in flies who dreamt of more than 

windscreens, and which were then developed in squeeze birds to improve your 

garden s plant variety.

1. An emphasis on micro-tonal harmonies

Micro-tonal harmonies permeate both pieces. I have always been interested in 

creating new harmonic sound-worlds in my works and here I have focused on the 

multitude of sonorities that lie in between two semitones as a means of achieving 

this. Such an emphasis implies minute movement, as the sonorities and the 

differences between them are very subtle, and refer as much to changes in timbre as 

to changes in conventional pitch. In flies who dreamt of more than windscreens this 

idea was developed because of the nature of the source material for the tape part, 

which focuses on crystal glass recordings. The sound of crystal against crystal 

simultaneously implies a single pitch and all sonorities associated with and around 

that pitch. In an attempt to combine tape and live instruments, I intended the 

instruments to imitate this natural resonance around the salient pitch. This resulted in 

a series of guided improvisations in which the performers slide slowly between 

micro-tonal pitches depending on what was happening around them. (See Example 

12, which shows one of these guided improvisatory sections.) This idea was further 

developed in squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety. Here the players 

are asked to oscillate with another micro-tonal pitch, depending on what they hear 

around them (Example 13 shows a section where the oscillating pitches are indicated 

above each instrument).
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Example 12 - excerpt from flies who dreamt of more than windscreens (0 30 - 2 30 )

Tape

Cl.

Tbn.

Vc.

0'30" - First pitch 
in Tape
Instruments gradually enter under tape pitch

0'30" - 2'30" (2,00" total duration of section)

2'29" - Loud sonority cue 
for instruments to exit

2'30"

tt
Rhythm is free. Note-heads do not mean semibreves.

All begin on D. Each player may choose when they wish to move from the first pitch. Once players 
being to move off first pitch they should listen to each other to inform their next choice.
Movement should be as minimal and as smooth as possible.

gliss.

mp /

Whispa Mute —ete— -------- ~r

mp /

Begins after others
____ _________________ -----------------------tin-----------------

End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority 
ring

End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority 
ring

End abruptly, 
leave strings 
to resonate 
and fade out

mp f natrually

Example 13 - excerpt from squeeze birds to improve your garden's plant variety (3 44 -

Note to all players: ,, , . .
Pitch oscillations should vary in speed for all instruments. Players should listen to others and vary speeds to make them difierent to create
a kind of rhythmic smearing.
Smaller staves indicate approximate pitches.

60 4-00" 65 4,2°"

srever necessary. Make sure not to leave gaps in the sound.

Breaths should be taken wherever necessary, making sure that they do not leave too many gaps in the sound.
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2. A new approach to improvisation

The role of improvisation in current compositional practice is too large a topic to 

address in the context of this commentary. Perhaps a more relevant question relates 

to how I view improvisation in composition and what its primary function is within 

my works. In the context of art forms outside of jazz, the answer is straightforward: I 

hear and use improvisation as another compositional possibility, to be utilised when 

appropriate to a composition. In these pieces, I use improvisation to enable a sense ot 

freedom and space for the performers to explore subtle sonorities that either a) 

cannot be translated into notation, or b) should be approached more intuitively by the 

performers' ears and not their eyes. In this context, the improvisatory element at 

work is less about the excitement of spontaneity and more about finding a natural 

way to encourage the performers’ initial sonic reactions to what they hear. For this 

reason, I refer to my use of improvisation as guided rather than free. (The final 

commentary on some things just are addresses my use ot tree improvisation further.) 

Learning from the experience of writing flies who dreamt of more than windscreens,

I was able to fine-tune my use of this guided improvisation technique in squeeze 

birds to improve your garden s plant variety. For example, while in the first piece I 

left the decisions regarding pitch, timbre, duration and rhythm up to the performers, I 

restricted the improvisatory elements in the latter piece so that the pertormers 

attentions would be focused on producing a more intense and controlled sound (See

Example 13).

3. Hearing and treating tape parts as a single instrument

The tape part for squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety explores a 

single sound source. In this respect, one could compare this piece to earlier works 

like just one girl playin around, although the source here is not the live instrument. 

The idea for this tape part originates in the electroacoustic part oi flies who dreamt of 

more than windscreens, which, as stated earlier, is based on samples of a full set ot 

crystal glasses. The concept behind my use of a single source was to restrict the 

electroacoustic part, just as a single acoustic instrument is restricted, to a palette ot
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sound. In the case offlies who dreamt of more than windscreens, unaltered crystal 

glasses have natural pitch restrictions, which in turn placed restrictions on the live 

instruments and guided the harmonic direction of the whole work.

In squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety, I chose to further develop 

this idea of restricting the sonic palette by using sections of a recording of my 

orchestral piece, one piece of chocolate per bar, as source material for its 

electroacoustic part. The previous commentary outlines the type of material I was 

working with. With specific timbres in mind, I extracted two sections with the 

longest and slowest glissandi, which I then further extended and layered to 

exaggerate their sonic effect. Upon analysis of their pitch spectra, I began composing 

the pitch material of the instrumental parts, which would be based around the same 

sonorities, in order to create a unified sound-world for both parts. The two sections 

contained material played by both strings and brass consecutively. Example 14 

shows the beginning of squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety. The 

piece opens with the horn and saxophone introducing the sonic spectrum of the work. 

The tape part slowly and quietly enters and, combined with the instruments, forms 

the first part of the sonority. At 0'39'', the first of the strings enters along with the 

second layer of tape, and from there the sound-world grows. This opening example is 

representative of how the whole piece moves as one, whether the source is live or 

pre-recorded instruments. Tape and ensemble come together in a way that is strongly 

hinted at m flies who dreamt of more than windscreens but is more audibly realised 

in this later piece.
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Example 14 - excerpt from squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety (O'OO" - O^S")

Note to dll players:Pitch oscillations upwards in this section. Begin with nearest possible interval. Speed of oscillations should vary. 
Interval should get larger as passage progresses.
All entries should fade in un-noticed, as quietly as possible.

In these three compositional areas, there is a distinct feeling of progression from one 

piece to the other. Although both pieces were successful, I do feel that squeeze birds 

to improve your garden s plant variety exhibits a more confident compositional 

approach. This confidence in language was achieved through the experience of 

writing flies who dreamt of more than windscreens', therefore, one could not exist 

without the other.

The next part of this commentary will look at the compositional styles explored in 

squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety and address the influences that 

experimental music has had on this piece.

64



Examining the influences of Experimental Music

Over the last few years, I have become interested in the writings and music of 

experimental composers including Alvin Lucier, Pauline Oliveros and Mark 

Applebaum. Given that flies who dreamt of more than windscreens was to be 

premiered at the Quiet Music Festival alongside these composers, it seemed 

appropriate to use this opportunity to write my first experimental piece. From this 

came a better understanding of my own personal preferences within the genre, which 

helped shape squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety.

On the subject of experimental music, Christian Wolff makes the following general 

comment:

Notable qualities of this music, whether electronic or not, are monotony 
and the irritation that accompanies it. The monotony may lie in simplicity 
or delicacy, strength or complexity. Complexity tends to reach a point of 
neutralization; continuous change results in a certain sameness. The music 
has a static character. It goes in no particular direction. There is no 
necessary concern with time as a measure of distance from a point in the 
past to a point in the future, with linear continuity alone. It is not a question 
of getting anywhere, of making progress, or having come from anywhere 
in particular, of tradition or futurism. There is neither nostalgia [n]or 
anticipation.23

This comment, although made more than fifty years ago, is appropriate to both this 

piece and, as a more general guide, to what interests me about this type of music - 

hearing purely for the sake of listening to sound. Listening without anticipation of 

progression alters the way we hear. Pauline Oliveros’ thoughts on her Deep Listening 

Practice support this idea: ‘To hear is the physical means that enables perception. To 

listen is to give attention to what is perceived both acoustically and 

psychologically.’24 For Oliveros and her Deep Listening Team, inner listening 

through sonic meditations is the basis for Deep Listening, ‘...inner listening - an 

altered state of consciousness full of inner sounds’.^ It is important to also draw

23 Christian Wolff, New and Electronic Music in Audience, vol. 5, (No. 3 Summer 1958). Cited in, 
Nyman, Experimental music: Cage and beyond, 27.

24 Pauline Oliveros, Deep Listening: A Composer’s Sound Practice, (Deep Listening Publications, 
2005), 22.

25 ibid., 15.
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attention to a completely different viewpoint from another key figure of experimental 

music, John Cage.

People expect listening to be more than listening and so sometimes they
speak of inner listening..., or the meaning of sound.....when fm talking
about music, it finally comes to people that I am talking about sound that 
doesn’t mean anything. That is not inner, that is just outer.26

Although the comments by Oliveros and Cage suggest some extremes in view, at the 

core of each is a reference to listening to sound for sound’s own sake. Learning to 

appreciate sound is appropriate to a number of my current compositional practices, 

whether they include electroacoustic elements or not. This involves a different 

approach to listening, composing and performing, which is evident in 

squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety.

I would like to summarise this section by examining the specific influence of Cage's 

model for the classification of experimental music on squeeze birds to improve your 

garden’s plant variety. Cage’s model is that of the compositional ‘trinity’: 

composing, performing and listening.

For experimental music emphasises an unprecedented fluidity of 
composer/performer/listener roles, as it breaks away from the standard 
sender/carrier/receiver information structure of other forms of Western 
music.27

By working through Cage’s compositional ‘trinity' one can see that this concept has 

influenced the composition of squeeze birds to improve your garden s plant variety in 

a number of ways.

•Composer

•This piece contains elements of free notation and improvisation.

26 John Cage, Cage about Silence.<http://www.youtube.com/watch?v-pcHnL7aS64Y>, accessed, 10 
July 2009.

27 Nyman, Experimental music: Cage and beyond, 22/23.
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•Although the composition’s overall shape and direction are prescribed, 

individual sections are open and only partially directed by the composer.

•This piece uses standard notation although text is used to give certain 

directions to performers where the notation falls outside the capability of 

standard notation.

•There is a process at work here that possibly falls into the category of ‘people 

processes’28 although only certain decisions are left to the performers.

•Performer

•The performers are asked to be the listeners in this piece. I see them as the first 

phase of listeners who will control what the next phase, the audience, will 

receive. In this instance I have kept the idea of the performer’s role but added a 

level of control.

•The performers are also part of the compositional process. They can choose 

the shape of certain sections. However, they are guided through these sections 

by both the score and the tape part. As the composer, I still feel that I can 

control the overall direction of the composition by the restrictions and guidance 

notes placed in the score.

•Listener

•The listener is only partially dependent on both composer and performer for 

their experience. Since the surface sonorities are dense and deliberately lack 

salient features, listeners may choose which aspects of the sonority to focus on. 

Thus, they may creatively select independent paths of attention.

As has been demonstrated above, there are a number of ways in which this 

composition is influenced by Cage’s compositional trinity, where I have adopted 

some of his concepts and altered them to suit my own compositional preferences. I

28 This term has been borrowed from Michael Nyman. Ibid., 6.
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do not adhere to the total abandonment of progression in this, or any other of my 

works. There is always a sense of overall progression albeit without an obvious sense 

of time. This piece has a predetermined structure, which requires that the players 

complete each section within a certain time. Therefore, although there is a sense of 

freedom and time to explore sonorities within each section, there is simultaneously a 

strict and structural timeframe at work. There are also temporary sonic swells 

throughout the piece. Example 15 shows these temporary swells in volume, which 

produce momentary tension before returning to pianissimo and using just strings. 

From both Wolff’s and Cage’s quotations above and my perception of experimental 

music, this piece, with its goal-orientated path, does not sit well in this compositional 

style. To conclude, I suggest that this piece encompasses a core connection between 

listener and composer. I began as a listener exploring experimental music. Over time, 

I have become the composer by adapting aspects of what I originally heard and using 

these to create something new.

Before concluding this chapter, I would like to introduce a final idea on a new 

approach to instrumentation in this composition.

Example 15 - excerpt from squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety (7'20" - 8'00")

Note to all performers: Tape reaches maximum
Do not emphasise the beginnings or endings of the glissandi. volume before dropping to p again

7'40" 8'00"

Note to all performers:
Throughout glissandi, really focus on the 
smallest possible changes in sonority

T. Sax.

/ >/*■
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Semi-free instrumentation

The instrumentation for this piece was initially predetermined by the commissioning 

ensemble, although I was free to decide how many of the instruments to write for. I 

chose to use the full ensemble because of the combination of horn, saxophone, viola, 

cello and double bass. Thinking about this instrumental line up immediately brought 

a particular sound-world of competing instrumental sections: the dichotomy between 

brass and woodwind against strings. This emphasis on the tone colour of entire 

sections over individual instrumental timbre allowed some freedom in the amount of 

instruments that could be used. Specifically, as it was the combination of these 

sections of instruments that was of interest to me, rather than the individual 

instruments themselves. This allowed for the creation of a piece that could be re

orchestrated using different instrumental combinations within the same families and 

still maintain the original goals of the composition. Therefore, the only requirement 

for the performance of this piece is that there is a minimum of two brass or 

woodwind against three strings and tape. Individual instruments are not prescribed 

and the score also allows for octave transpositions where necessary. The score 

submitted here is for the initial ensemble. I have to date orchestrated this piece for 

two other ensembles:

1. alto flute, clarinet, trombone, electric guitar, violin, viola, cello and 

bass. (3 brass/woodwind to 5 strings)

2. alto flute, clarinet, viola, bass, piano. (2 brass/woodwind to 3 strings)

It is important to stress that the preface to the score states ‘the composer has sole 

permission for the re-orchestration of this piece and all instrumental alterations must 

be approved by the composer.’29

29 Karen Power, squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety, (Performers’ Notes, 2008).



Conclusion

Simplicity has mostly to do with texture and limited musical choices. 
Simplicity is also defined by cultural norms associated with the rate at
which musical events occur in time......... Simplicity or complexity or the
spectrum of ideas in between is only a compositional choice.30

This quote from Jon Appleton resonates with the ideas behind this composition. The 

simplicity of a single sound source, the simplicity of a single and slowly evolving 

sonority, and finally the simple use of technology. As the quotation states, this is a 

compositional choice and one that I have been moving towards over the last few 

years. This approach was first realised in flies who dreamt of more than windscreens, 

where I made a decision to keep both content and technology simple. Minimising my 

material and options helped me to create squeeze birds to improve your garden s 

plant variety, a piece which I believe translates its clarity of purpose to the audience. 

In this piece, I have opened a new sound-world that I have only begun to explore and 

that I intend to develop in future works.

30 Jon. H. Appleton, (Paper presented at SEAMUS National Conference, Fort Wayne, 16 - 18 April 
2009).
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some things just are (2008)

Instrumentation: Sound/Video Installation with live performers: The Quiet Club 

Duration: 40'00''

Premiere: Ceramic Space, Limerick, Ireland, (supported by the Belltable Theatre, 

Limerick), 4-21 November 2008

Introduction

some things just are, which is the final work in this portfolio, incorporates many of 

the techniques that I have been developing throughout the PhD. This piece has a dual 

existence, as an independent sound and video installation and as the fixed media in 

an improvisatory live performance. The premiere ran over a three-week period, with 

the continuous installation playing daily from 1pm - 6pm and a live performance 

once a week. The performers are an artistic duo, The Quiet Club, who specialise in 

improvisation using a wide range of home-made sound sources. The three live 

performances occurred at the beginning, middle and end of the installation’s run.

This piece began as a question about why we listen attentively to certain sounds and 

why we dismiss others as being uninteresting. ‘Ordinary noises and mundane sounds 

that are not perceived as either annoying or musical are of no interest.’31 My 

objective was to explore this question by emphasizing ‘ordinary noises’ and, by 

merging them with a creatively controlled environment, highlight sonic and visual 

experiences that we may otherwise dismiss.

While the original idea is rooted in everyday sonic and visual environments, the 

overall goal of the piece is not to simply capture these environments and import them 

into an artistic setting. Simon Emmerson uses the term ‘mimesis’ which may come

31 Augoyard, Jean-Fran^ois and Torgue, Henry, Editors, Sonic experience: a guide to everyday sounds, 
(Andra McCartney and David Paquette, trans., Me Gill-Queen’s University Press), 3.
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closest to a more accurate description of the thought process behind this work. 

Emmerson uses this term ‘to denote the imitation not only of nature but also of 

aspects of human culture not usually associated directly with musical material.*321 

have recorded moments in time with strong associations and transformed their 

function by placing them in the context of a piece of art. The desired result is for the 

audience to walk into a sonic and visual space that has been entirely designed and 

altered by an artistic action, and to experience an imitation of the sights and sounds 

as Emmerson’s ‘mimesis’ suggests.

The underlying concept and the choice of sound samples for some things just are are 

inherently connected. This commentary’s first section will focus on the methods of 

choosing and using sounds in the work. The next section will briefly discuss both the 

structure and the improvisatory features of the piece. The final section will examine 

aspects of how the video was constructed and its primary role in creating this 

organically unified work.

Choice of sound sources

Source recognition forms only part of the understanding of a work, and, in 
fact, may impede understanding. Nevertheless, real-world sound references 
also form part of the communality of experience, a necessity when looking 
for some things to hold onto.33

Leigh Tandy’s above quotation summarises the challenges associated with the use of 

everyday sound sources. There is a fine line between providing comfort to an 

audience through audible recognition of a source, and stimulating an audience with 

more abstract and independent sounds. My ear is particularly drawn to sounds 

resulting from a combination of sources, such as, the sonic result of placing a light 

bulb in a glass bowl. In this case there are two independent and easily recognisable 

sound sources, however, combining these sound sources both increases the sonic

32 Simon Emmerson, Editor, The language of Electroaoustic Music, (Macmillan Press Ltd., 1986), 17.

33Mary Simoni, Editor. Leigh Landy, Analytical Methods of Electroacoustic Music, (Routledge Taylor 
& Francis Group, 2000), 30.
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possibilities and produces sounds that are further removed from their original source, 

making them less identifiable.

The sound sources used for this piece fall into two distinct categories:

• Industrial or mechanical sounds with natural percussive qualities

• Other environmental and everyday sounds

Industrial or mechanical sound sources with natural percussive qualities

All the samples chosen under this loose heading contain inherent pulsating rhythmic 

patterns caused by the regular and irregular qualities of their movements. The main 

source for this type of sound originated from old engines recorded at vintage car 

rallies, many of which are staged throughout Ireland during the summer months. The 

particular engines that interest me are small and produce quite a delicate and yet 

industrial sound. Each machine’s motor creates a natural repetitive rhythm when it 

sounds. This rhythmic pattern is randomly interrupted by a mechanical stutter as the 

machine struggles, due to age, to continue. These machines were once used to propel 

small water pumps or to turn a wheel, and the pureness of their action is reminiscent 

of an older time. One can hear an example of this type of sound sample from 27'30'' 

in the piece.

These engines were deliberately recorded outdoors, so that aspects of their 

environment could potentially form part of their eventual use. A substantial part of 

the piece uses these background noises to impart a particular character to the work. 

(This relates to a concept developed by Rajmil Fischman that explores the idea of 

‘mimetic space’ which I will return to later in this commentary.) For example, 

listening to 30T0'' - 32'10", one can hear a dense and layered texture made up of 

very crisp engine chugs on top, constant and less piercing engine sounds in the 

middle of the texture and background activity and humming on the bottom. All 

sounds except for the humming were part of the original recordings of the vintage 

engines. The extract, therefore, fully references its original context.
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As well as the natural rhythmic patterns inherent in each chosen sound sample there 

is a second commonality. Each of these samples share a percussive hammering sound 

caused by some kind of impact. For example, light bulbs placed in a glass bowl and 

swirled around very gradually result in timbres with similar sonic characteristics as 

the delicate engines. In the context of this piece, the sound that I was interested in 

was the impact of bulbs striking thick glass and particularly the dullness of these 

strikes. These samples were used to open the piece and they formed a substantial part 

of the first section of the work. Similar actions using samples of glass hitting glass, 

or stones hitting glass, produced a sharper and more recognisable sound, but the light 

bulbs produced a softer and more rounded strike, which is less familiar to the ear.

The listener will recognise the type of action used to produce the sound, but perhaps 

not immediately connect it to its source, thus leaving the possibility of hearing a less 

obvious link between the action of this sound and that of a single engine chug.

Another series of samples that share these percussive qualities are recordings made 

in a resonant bathroom while draining a bath. The most interesting samples were 

heard when all the water had been drained and all that was left was the foam from 

the bubble-bath. A stereo microphone was placed very close to the foam bubbles as 

they burst. The results were treated using a selection of filters and by slowing the 

recording down and selecting particular partials, layers of sound were created. The 

results, which can be heard in the section 5'26" - 6'18", exhibit a more subtle version 

of the impact action than either the engines and the light bulbs. This sample also 

contains a natural rhythmic pattern, which connects with the vintage engines 

mentioned earlier.

Samples were also taken from an old-fashioned espresso pot as it reached boiling 

point. These samples were chosen for both their similarity to bird song, enabling an 

audible link between the environmental and industrial sources, and their connection 

to the aforementioned pulsating rhythmic actions. I recorded a number of pots 

coming to the boil and the chosen samples are pieced together from several of those 

recordings. The sonic result produces a much softer action than the machinery, but
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the intensity of the pulsating effect is similar. From 21,30" - Il'SS'' one hears how the 

resulting sonorities are integrated with bird calls to produce a seamless wall of 

sound.

The last sound source with industrial characteristics was a recording of The Quiet 

Club performing a live set (for an example of the resulting sound listen to 9,04''). By 

including these samples I sought to create a strong visceral link between the live 

performers and the installation.

Other environmental and everyday sounds

The concept behind sourcing these sounds was to capture interesting sonorities found 

in everyday environments. Many of these samples have been recorded over a number 

of years without any predetermined artistic purpose, simply because of my interest in 

the sonic results. Others were made specifically for this piece by placing recording 

equipment in areas of activity, such as next to flowers where bees were active.

Sifting through the hours of recordings, I selected samples based on three principal 

factors. Firstly, their ability to connect with and enhance other chosen samples. 

Secondly, their capacity to evoke an image close to the video imagery and thirdly, the 

closeness of the relationship between the natural state of the sample and the 

underlying concept of this work.

Bird calls - these were sourced in Australia, The Gambia, and Ireland. I was 

interested in bird sounds that were not familiar enough to be immediately 

identifiable. These samples can be heard at 20'00" - 22'00'' where they take on the 

role of melodic fragments.

Bees hovering around flowers - the sound of bees hovering around flowers is 

naturally grainy. An example of this can be heard at 10'42". Accenting the granular 

nature of this sonority connects it to the mechanical sounds of the vintage machinery.
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Outdoor sounds / backgrounds - these samples consist of some of the 'unwanted' 

noise that was captured while making some of the outdoor recordings. This natural or 

background noise provides useful links to multiple environments captured on video.

Cows - these samples were taken during a single recording session on location at my 

father’s farm. I was particularly interested in the sonic qualities of a chorus of cow 

calls, specifically their depth and range, which one hears in the last few minutes of 

the work. This sample was combined with recordings of wine glasses to create a new 

but related timbre.

Chinese Medicinal Balls - The medicinal balls samples were recorded using a 

number of different surfaces. An example of these can be heard at 10'04", where their 

inclusion enhances the sound-world of The Quiet Club. The balls reacted differently 

depending on the roughness of the surfaces on which they are rolled, thus producing 

different sounds.

In hindsight, it is interesting to consider which of the sounds came first and which 

ones shaped the treatment of others. My methods of organising sonorities are always 

guided by a desire to create a whole soundscape, rather than arranging a collection of 

individual sounds. In the context of this piece, I know that it was the concept of the 

piece that guided my selection of sound samples. The decision to attach one sound to 

another in this way was like putting together a jigsaw puzzle. The individual pieces 

do not mean much on their own, but each is necessary in order to both see and 

appreciate the end picture.

Structuring an installation

I carefully considered the differences between writing a piece of ‘concert music' and 

a continuous installation. Perhaps what was most important to consider is the 

different way people listen to each type of music. In a concert setting, the listening 

experience is generally carefully timed and it is expected that the listener perceives
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the piece as a whole from beginning to end. In a continuous installation, the audience 

is free to wander in and out of the space throughout the piece. A listener may arrive 

at any point and may not hear the whole piece. For this reason the structure of this 

type of piece will be quite different from that of a concert piece. This structure aims 

to provide moments of independently interesting and involving material, while also 

providing the listener with some sense of overall shape and direction. The emphasis 

is on creating a kind of musical landscape, which has a combination of temporary 

excitement and long-term stimulation. While this can also be a formula for a concert 

piece, my focus in this context was on creating a novel listening experience for the 

audience to engage with, where they could enter and exit as they pleased.

In a 40 minute work, attaining an acute sense of pacing is crucial to achieving long

term stimulation for those audience members who choose to remain for the full 

duration. In this respect, this work was carefully structured into sections. Each 

section’s content was divided into types of sound to ensure that there was variety in 

the classification of sounds throughout the piece. For example, I ensured that a 

passage with short, angular and sharp sounds was followed by a passage with long 

sustained harmonies, allowing the ear a temporary lull, before presenting the next 

flurry of activity. It is in examples like this, as well as in my organic approach to the 

organization of the piece’s main components, that the overall pacing and structural 

cohesion of the work is achieved.

Working with improvisers and The Quiet Club

This was the first time I had included improvisers in a composed piece of music. 

Aspects of my compositional style have been moving in this direction for quite a 

while and at the time of writing this piece, it felt like the next logical step to take.

Some of the questions I had to consider were:

What is the role of improvisers in this composition?

What role, if any, will I, as the composer, have over the improvisations?
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How do I create a piece that can function as both a fixed installation and as 

the fixed media in a live improvisation?

How do I anticipate and create space for something, which by its very nature 

is unpredictable?

How do I communicate my musical intentions to the improvisers?

The Quiet Club is a duo of artists, Mick O’ Shea and Danny McCarthy, who 

improvise using sound sources ranging from circuit bending, home-made 

instruments, amplified textures, stones, theremins, samplers and various other 

electronic devices. I chose these musicians for this installation both because of the 

types of sounds they use and the specific concepts underpinning their work. The 

union of a piece based on natural sounds and natural pacing, with a duo whose 

performance centres around improvising with sounds from found objects seemed 

perfect. One reviewer describes a Quiet Club performance: 'A meeting of sound, 

mind and space for those whose mind is sound enough to wander in the furthest 

recesses of resonance.’34 Having heard the collective play a number of times, I was 

intrigued by their underlying sense of structure and timing. One always felt a sense 

of time passing when listening to their improvisations, with the result that even 

during the busiest moments there was still a magnificent sense of overall space, 

which I hoped would permeate my installation.

The duo approached each performance as a three-way conversation between 

themselves and the installation. In keeping with the nature of improvisation, there 

was no rehearsal in the conventional sense. We met and discussed the concept behind 

the piece and listened to the installation once to get an idea of the sound-worlds 

involved. During the performances, the performers faced the audience and had their 

backs to the screen. We all made this decision to avoid any sense of visual 

anticipation, preferring that the improvisation be guided by sound rather than by 

visual reference, to allow for a more abstract interpretation. This was the way that I 

had approached the link between video and audio, therefore we felt this would be the

34 Anonymous, Cork Independent Newspaper Review, (10 October 2008) <http:// 
www.corkindependent.com/entertainment/entertainment/the-quiet-club/ >, accessed, 4 May 2009.
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most natural setting for the improvisations. In my opinion, the more obvious the link 

or connection to something, the less chance there is of creating or experiencing 

something unexpected. One aim of this piece was to create space for the audience to 

listen in their own way. There is a certain amount of directed listening, but there is 

also much freedom to wander. The Quiet Club have a similar ethos, which is another 

reason why I feel that this combination works.

Each performance by The Quiet Club was recorded. Then, during the next 

performance, I subtly mixed in elements of the previous improvisation. Choosing 

improvisers as the live performers allowed for the possibility of a different 

performance every time. On top of this, I created a further new layer by integrating 

moments of previous improvisations into each live performance. The idea was to 

create a piece that was continually evolving for the listener, but that always had an 

anchor, that of the set installation, to connect performances. The desired result was 

for the audience to come to all three performances and to feel part of this unfolding 

organic structure.

The results of continually adding elements of previous improvisations to each 

performance were interesting:

• The Quiet Club found it strange to hear their sounds from earlier 

performances being replayed to them in subsequent performances. They 

found it challenging to listen to these sounds and react to them in a new and 

fresh context.

• Those that experienced the work more than once felt that each of the 

performances was so different that it helped to have at least one aspect that 

remained constant, that of the installation, which supplied a certain amount of 

familiarity amidst the new sounds. Interestingly, they seemed to use the 

visuals more than the audio as their point of reference.

To continue with my earlier reference to Simon Emmerson’s use of the concept of 

‘mimesis’ and its relevance to this work, I now wish to draw on a further idea, which
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Raj mil Fischman introduces as the concept of‘mimetic space’35, which uses 

Emmerson’s Language Grid as its starting point. I am particularly referring to his 

writings on the duality of space that can be produced through the combination of live 

performance with fixed media. In some things just are, I suggest that the fixed media 

exhibits a combination of aural and mimetic attributes through its reference to both 

real and imaginary spaces. The live improvisers alter this perception of space, by 

refocusing the listener back into the present performance space. The extra layer of 

recorded performances might be perceived as yet another dimensional space, which 

lies in between the present performance space and the distant imaginary/real space.

In some things just are, through the reintroduction of previous performances during 

live improvisations, the listener is presented with multidimensional mimetic spaces, 

as suggested by Fischman.

Placing improvisations on top of improvisations was an interesting and challenging 

experience for everyone. I found it very exciting to feel increasingly part of the 

overall process with each new performance. Having familiarized myself with each of 

the recordings made, I was listening for connections between what was happening 

live and the material that I had at my disposal. As a result, my additions were 

sometimes quite minimal, particularly towards the end of the final performance as I 

felt that the sound-world was already, by that point, quite full.

The video

The video footage in this work aimed to capture and highlight everyday movement 

of events that have very natural, internal and gradual rhythmic cycles. This 

movement is all around us and its at times transfixing natural flow is remarkable, but 

sometimes overlooked. I felt that it was vital to the organic process and concept of 

this piece that I sourced and edited all of the video footage.

35 Rajmil Fischman, Mimetic Space - Unravelled, Organized Sound 13 (2) (Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), 111.
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The first footage captured was of crows landing on one spot in a field of wheat. This 

process is known as dodging’. The crows repeatedly fly in low and hammer down a 

patch of crop, so that they can land and feed. Watching the crows appear and exit 

forms a large-scale rhythmic pattern. The flow of activity moves through cycles of 

activity and stillness. In a sense, it was this motion that inspired the pacing of the 

entire piece. I have tried to capture this natural motion and synthesise it into a more 

unnatural organisation of material. The camera was left running over a period of 

about 24 hours for this scene. I then edited the footage in a way, which I felt 

summarised the motion in a shorter time-scale. Other scenes were treated similarly.

To enhance my organic approach to this work, I treated the video and audio material 

using similar techniques, which I derived from compositional techniques. An 

example of this organic approach to both audio and visuals can be found by 

comparing two passages of the piece:

1. From 9'18" to 15'27"

2. From 32'00" to 35'00"

The section from 9'18" to 15'27" begins with an image of silky mud that gradually 

transforms into a grainy and unclear picture, hiding the real focus of the next visual 

passage. When the image clears up and begins to reveal its source, which is a weed 

bush with bees and wasps feeding, the picture begins to evolve into colour. The 

transition from grey ness to colour is very gradual, so that the audience will not notice 

it happening until there is a definite yellow colour on the screen. The fact that some 

of the weeds are dead and naturally discoloured helps with this static illusion. The 

audience is unable to identify when this transition into colour occurred because of 

the slowness of the process.

Comparing this to the passage from 32'00" - 35'00", one will hear the same technique 

being applied to the audio. The music moves seamlessly from one section to the next, 

picking up on the sonorities between the sections and using them to create a new
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series of textures. The buildup of these textures happens very gradually, giving the 

impression of stasis, though with obvious hints of movement in the changing of 

timbre. As each strand of the sonority reaches its goal, it is replaced by a new thread 

that has been introduced under the disguise of a climax and so goes unnoticed until it 

is fully established. As with the video, there are high levels of activity in the 

background, which are working at such a slow rate that they creep up on the viewer/ 

listener. This method of introducing sound and visual materials permeates the piece 

and I believe that it is what allows the work to maintain its characteristic presence 

against a constantly changing improvisatory partner.

Conclusion

I see this latest piece as both a new development of my language and as a 

culmination of previous concepts and techniques. Through the composition of some 

things just are, I have extended my ability to hear, organise and appreciate 

environmental sounds, which continues to inspire new compositional ideas. This 

piece allowed me, although in a very restricted capacity, to be part of the live 

performance. This is something that I am very interested in extending in the future 

through a development of interactive and live processing techniques.

Considering performance spaces and the effects on an audience is another aspect of 

this piece that I hope to expand upon in future works. The setting for this installation 

was a small, intimate and casual space, which I felt was in keeping with the intention 

behind the piece. Although this piece is not site-specific, I have considered the 

suitability of performance venue. I am now more aware of the effects that a space 

can have on how a piece is performed and perceived by everyone involved.

Most people mistakingly think that when they hear a piece of music, that 
they’re not doing anything but that something is being done to them. Now 
this is not true, and we must arrange our music, we must arrange our art, 
we must arrange everything, I believe, so that people realize that they 
themselves are doing it, and not that something is being done to them.36

36 John Cage, Contemporary Composers on Contemporary Music, (Holt, Rinehart and Winston,
1967), Elliott Schwarts and Barney Childs, editors, 339.
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In some things just are, I used the live performances as a way of involving the 

audience in the overall progression of the work. Since finishing this piece, I have 

become increasingly interested in finding ways of changing the role of the audience, 

so that they can become more involved in the music they being asked to listen to. 

Over the next few months, I aim to extend this idea in accordance with John Cage’s 

quotation above by writing a series of three short pieces, which have been 

commissioned by RTE lyric fm. These three pieces will be divided only by silence, 

offering the audience a choice about how they perceive the work/works. Specifically, 

the audience can choose whether to hear the works as three separate pieces or as one 

whole piece where the silence is simply part of the piece.
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Conclusion and future directions

The most valuable aspect of undertaking a period of study such as this is the 

opportunity that it provides to contextualise one’s work and to reflect on the aesthetic 

and technical features of individual works and the body of pieces as a whole. Being 

aware of an overall sense of evolution is very important to me, as it insures that each 

composition challenges me and drives me towards creating something new that is 

based on the experience of a previous piece, whether that experience is positive or 

negative. At this stage in my life I am at the height of exploration. Therefore, this 

PhD was the perfect way of focusing on different aspects of my compositional 

language, which would enable the creation of a fresh and new body of work. This 

portfolio shows musical growth as a result of various compositional approaches. 

Some styles suit my overall aesthetic better than others and these are the directions 

that future compositions will aim to further develop. Therefore, it is important to hear 

this portfolio as a series of exploratory pieces, that aim to utilise the skills that I have 

developed thus far.

an alsatian ate my dog, as my first electroacoustic work, used unpitched attributes of 

an acoustic instrument as source material for both the live and pre-recorded parts. 

This piece aimed to understand the possible relationships and strengths in the 

combination of acoustic and electroacoustic materials and techniques. This idea is 

further explored in my collaborative work,yws/ one girl play in 'around, in which the 

unification of material is reinforced through its incorporation of the physical gestures 

needed to produce each acoustic sound. Hearing, thinking about, and using musical 

materials in a more timbral way lies at the heart of this body of work, which I believe 

is strongly linked to my development of electroacoustic techniques. My instrumental 

piece, old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain, deliberately avoids the use of pitch 

as its main structural device and employs more unconventional means through its 

development of percussive and timbral materials. This identification of the 

connections between acoustic and electroacoustic techniques is particularly evident 

in the orchestral piece, one piece of chocolate per bar, where my approach is heavily 

influenced by the preceding electroacoustic work, fried rice, curried chip and a diet
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coke. The visualisation of both materials and structure in this orchestral work is a 

surprising and exhilarating development in my language and one that I believe 

partially influenced the original concept behind some things just are.

My goals when I started this process were to focus on electroacoustic composition 

and to develop a compositional language that would both realise my developing 

electroacoustic goals and bring a new approach to my writing for acoustic 

instruments. By researching electroacoustic techniques, I developed skills in the use 

of a huge variety of hardware and software. Also, and perhaps most importantly, I 

wanted to have the confidence to stretch out musical ideas and allow space for some 

sense of stillness in my compositions. Before beginning this PhD, my pieces were 

extremely busy and cluttered with sound. As was discussed at the introduction to 

there commentaries, much of this activity was part of a stylistic choice. However, 

some of the clutter was more about an emerging composer being afraid of the 

bareness of silence. Each step in this portfolio shows a clear realisation of this goal.

While the body of research in this portfolio exhibits continuity and evolution, it also 

shows some surprising compositional choices that I had not anticipated. For 

example, originally I had not planned to write a piece for tape only. I felt that, given 

my experience with acoustic composition, my language needed a live component 

working with a pre-recorded tape to ensure enough interest for both the composer 

and the listener. However, as I developed my electroacoustic language, I relished the 

challenges of writing a piece that would achieve musical presence without the aid of 

a performer. Through fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke I extended my 

compositional skills in a way that surprised and thrilled me. This is something that I 

will return to in the future.

A second surprise was in the final large-scale piece, some things just are. This piece 

was an exploratory journey for me, as it was the first time that I moved away from 

‘musical sounds’ in a composition and focused on environmental and industrial 

noises. I envisage that this new interest in the human perception of interesting sounds
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will remain an aspect of my musical output for some time. George Eliot once said the 

following:

If we had a keen vision and feeling of all ordinary human life, it would be 
like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel’s heartbeat, and we should die 
of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of 
us walk about well wadded with stupidity.37

This piece also provided a huge challenge because of its duration and technical 

requirements. I have only begun to explore the possible uses of integrating 

technology in music. In the future, I hope to tackle this type of piece with a more 

advanced technological palette. Upon the completion of this PhD, I intend to spend 

some time extending my knowledge of software and hardware tools, as these will 

assist with future compositional goals. One such goal is to develop my interest in 

moving away from predetermined outcomes. In squeeze birds to improve your 

garden’s plant variety, one can see a gradual development of compositional methods 

that invite both the listener and performer into a single space, which is only partially 

defined and allows freedom in how a composition might randomly evolve. I feel that, 

through interactive techniques, I will be able to create that perceived sense of 

freedom, but still maintain control over the shape and direction of a piece.

The body of research in this PhD has helped me to both develop many additional 

compositional skills and to identify future compositional interests. I began this 

process with a limited number of goals in mind. I now reach the end of the process 

with so many more goals built on the previous ones. Importantly, this process has 

made vital contributions to my development as both an electroacoustic and 

instrumental composer, by extending my palette of tools in both media separately 

and collectively.

37 George Eliot. MiddleMarch, (Bantam Books, 1985, p.177-78). Cited in, Christoph Cox and Daniel 
Warner. Audio Culture, Reading in Modern Music, 64.
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Appendix 1

List of recordings of submitted compositions

CD 1:

Track 1: an alsatian ate my dog (2005)

Instrumentation: bass clarinet and tape 

Duration: 8'2r'

Recording: Deirdre O' Leary - bass clarinet. Home Studio recording,

Mallow, Co. Cork, Ireland, 3 August 2009. Recording Engineer: Karen 

Power.

Track 2: old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (2006) 

Instrumentation: violin and piano 

Duration: 6'00"

Recording: Darragh Morgan - violin, Mary Dullea - piano. Live performance 

recording. National Art Gallery, Dublin, Ireland, 8 October 2006. Recording 

Engineer: Alexis Nealon.

Track 3: just one girlplayin ’ around (2006)

Instrumentation: cello and tape 

Duration: 7'25"

Recording: Kate Ellis - cello. Studio Recording made at Asylum Studios, 

Dublin, Ireland, 3 December 2007. Recording Engineer: Jimmy Eadie. 

Mastered by Karen Power. Extracted from Contemporary Music from 

Ireland, Volume 7 CD.

Track 4: fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke (2008) 

Instrumentation: stereo tape
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Duration: 10'32"

Recording: Mixed at: SARC Studios, Queen's University, Belfast, Northern 

Ireland. Home Studio, Mallow, Co. Cork, Ireland.

Track 5: one piece of chocolate per bar (2008)

Instrumentation: Symphony Orchestra (3.2.2.2 4.2.3.1 1 Perc. 12.10.8.6.4) 

Duration: 8'30''

Recording: The Ulster Orchestra, The Whitla Hall, Queen’s University, 

Belfast, Northern Ireland, 13 June 2008. Workshop recording. Recording 

Engineer: Una Monaghan.

Track 6: squeeze birds to improve your garden's plant variety (2008) 

Instrumentation: horn in F, tenor saxophone, viola, cello, double bass and 

tape

Duration: S'56"

Recording: Ensemble ICC (Irish Composers’ Collective), Aula Maxima, 

University College Cork, Cork, Ireland, 15 October 2008. Recording 

Engineer: Enda Bates.

DVD 1: some things just are (2008) - Installation

Set Installation by Karen Power 

Duration: 40'00''

DVD 2: some things just are (2008) - First Performance

Set Installation plus The Quiet Club First Performance, 4 November 2008. 

Recording Engineer: Karen Power 

Duration: 40'00"
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DVD 3: some things just are (2008) - Second Performance

Set Installation plus The Quiet Club Second Performance, 14 November 2008. 

Recording Engineer: Karen Power 

Duration: 40'00''

DVD 4: some things just are (2008) - Third Performance

Set Installation plus The Quiet Club Third Performance, 21 November 2008. 

Recording Engineer: Karen Power 

Duration: 40'00''

CD 2 - Appendix 3: accompanying recording of piece 

Track 1: flies who dreamt of more than windscreens (2008)

Instrumentation: clarinet, trombone, cello and tape 

Duration: 812''

Recording: Quiet Music Ensemble, Quiet Music Festival, Glucksman Gallery, 

University College, Cork, Ireland, 5 July 2008. Recording Engineer: John Hough.

CD 3 - Appendix 3: accompanying tape part of piece*

Track 1: flies who dreamt of more than windscreens (2008)

Tape Part Only

All other tape parts are attached to submitted scores.



Appendix 2

List of all compositions completed plus notable achievements 

Compositions

• as happy as owlies in their hammock (2004)

Instrumentation: Large Ensemble plus five voices 

Duration: 4'00"

Premiere: 11 February 2005, Apeldoom, The Netherlands. D' Ereprijs 

Ensemble.

• that night of the geckos (2004)

Instrumentation: Percussion Ensemble and flute (4 percussionists)

Duration: 4'00''

Workshop Performance: 5 December 2004. Royal Irish Academy, Dublin, 

Ireland. Royal Irish Academy Percussion Ensemble.

’ an alsatian ate my dog (2005)

Instrumentation: bass clarinet and tape 

Duration: 8'2r

Premiere: 20 April 2006, Trinity College, Dublin, Ireland. Deirdre CT Leary - 
bass clarinet.

we ’re not there yet (2005)

Instrumentation: alto flute, bass clarinet, violin, cello, 2 percussionist playing 

pieces of wood and stone.

Duration: 9'00''

Premiere: 9 June 2005. National Art Gallery, Dublin, Ireland. Concorde 

Ensemble. (In association with SPNM.)
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freight trains and manuscript paper (2006)

Instrumentation: percussion and tape 

Duration: 6'30"

old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain (2006)

Instrumentation: violin and piano 

Duration: 6'00"

Premiere: 8 October 2006. National Art Gallery, Ireland. Darragh Morgan - 

violin, Mary Dullea - piano.

grounded (2006)

Instrumentation: sound and video installation (collaboration with visual 

artists, Sinead Dinneen and Maria Finucane 

Duration: 14'30''

Premiere: 4 May 2006. Mary Immaculate College, Limerick, Ireland.

just one girl play in 'around (2006)

Instrumentation: cello and tape 

Duration: 7'25"

Premiere: 18 October 2006. The Triskel Arts Centre, Cork, Ireland. Kate Ellis 

- cello.

Dan (2006)

Instrumentation: tenor saxophone, cello, double bass and tape 

Duration: TOO"

Premiere: 9 December 2006. EAR Ensemble Festival, The Lab, Dublin, 

Ireland. EAR Ensemble.

are you sure you 're hearing what s written (2006)

Instrumentation: bass clarinet and tape 

Duration: 5'00"
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You Me (2007)

Instrumentation: string quartet and tape 

Duration: 7'10''

Premiere: 19 August 2007. Somber, Serbia. The Seasons String Quartet.

fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke (2007)

Instrumentation: stereo tape 

Duration: 10'32''

Premiere: 17 December 2007. International Rostrum for Electro-Acoustic 

Music, Lisbon, Portugal.

ducks and chickens (2008)

Instrumentation: trumpet and tape 

Duration: O'OO''

Premiere: 13 May 2008. Bergamo, Italy. Amy Horvey - trumpet. 

one piece of chocolate per bar (2008)

Instrumentation: Symphony Orchestra (3.2.2.2 4.2.3.1 1 Perc. 12.10.8.6.4) 

Duration: 8'30''

Workshop: 13 June 2008. The Whitla Hall, Queen’s University, Belfast, 

Northern Ireland. Workshop by the Ulster Orchestra (conductor Gregory 

Rose).

flies who dreamt of more than windscreens (2008)

Instrumentation: clarinet, trombone, cello and tape 

Duration: 8'12''

Premiere: 5 July 2008. Quiet Music Festival, The Glucksman Gallery, 

Cork, Ireland, Quiet Music Ensemble.
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squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety (2008) 

Instrumentation: partially free with the minimum requirement of 2 brass or 

woodwind, 3 strings and tape.

Duration: 8'56"

Premiere: 15 October 2008. Aula Maxima, University College Cork, Cork, 

Ireland. Ensemble ICC.

some things just are (2008)

Instrumentation: sound and video installation with live improvised 

performances by The Quiet Club 

Duration: 40,00''

Premiere: 4 to 21 November 2008. Ceramic Works, Limerick, Ireland.

Notable Achievements

Composition Courses

• February 2005, 11th International Composers’ Meeting, Apeldoom, The 

Netherlands.

• August 2007, Summer in Somber, Somber, Serbia.

Conferences

• ICMC 2008, SARC, Queen’s University Belfast, Belfast, Northern Ireland.

• SEAMUS 2009, Fort Wayne, Indiana, USA.

• SMI 2008, Waterford Institute of Technology, Waterford, Ireland.

Festivals

• SPARK festival of electronic music and art 2008, Minneapolis, USA.

• Women’s Electro-acoustic Listening Room, Fullerton, California, USA.

• EAR-plugged Festival, The Lab, Dublin, Ireland.



• The Hilltown New Music Festival, Westmeath, Ireland.

• Spitalfields Festival, London, United Kingdom.

• DEAF (Dublin Electronic Arts Festival), Dublin, Ireland.

Awards and Honorable Mentions

• some things just are (2008) - Experimentation Award, The Belltable, 

Limerick, Ireland.

• fried rice, curried chip and a diet coke (2007) - Represented Ireland at the 

International Rostrum of Electro Acoustic Music, Lisbon, Portugal, 

December, 2007. This piece was also a finalist in the SEAMUS/ASCAP 

Student Composition Award, 2009.

• just one girlplayin 'around (2006) - Included on the 7th Contemporary Music 

from Ireland CD. This piece has also been selected as one of Ireland's 

submissions to ISCM, 2010.

• one piece of chocolate per bar (2008) - Received an honorable mention in 

The International Alliance for Women in Music, 28th IAWM (2009), Search 

for New Music by Women Composers.

• squeeze birds to improve your garden's plant variety (2008) - has been 

selected for performance on the Annual Concert of the International Alliance 

for Women in Music (IAWM) by the NOVA Ensemble, directed by Professor 

Elizabeth McNutt.
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Appendix 3*

flies who dreamt of more than 
windscreens

by Karen Power

for QME (Quiet Music Ensemble)

Instrumentation:

clarinet in Bb, trombone, cello and tape

2008

Score in C

Duration: H'll"

CD of live recording and tape part in accompanying score box.



flies who dreamt of more than windscreens

Performers’ Notes

This piece is a kind of guided improvisation, in which the tape part acts as an aural 

score for the live musicians. One of the pieces main aims is for the performers to 

enhance the character of the tape. The tape part consists of samples made from a 

selection of wine, champagne and brandy glasses, which are moulded to create the 

basic sound-world of the piece.

Guided improvisation

What I mean by this term is that, for each section I have written a set of guidelines 

for the performers to follow. The rhythm throughout the piece is free (although at 

7'55" the ratios between rhythms should be roughly maintained). The durations for 

each section are very strict. Each section has a certain amount of time to be 

completed.

The performers are restricted to using a set of pitches. This is also strict. The piece 

relies on signals between performers for its motion and fluidity. There should be a 

strong sense of cohesion between each player and the tape part. Although I have 

created individual parts, I think it would be useful for each performer to follow the 

score.

I recommend using a large stop watch (on a laptop) as a means of keeping time with 

the tape. Please avoid using any type of a click track as it will hinder your ability to 

hear.
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Special Notation

^ = Clarinet Multiphonic. I have indicated which notes are most important

within each multiphonic (these are coloured in black). If the whole multiphonic is not 

possible these are the notes that should take priority.

J = Cello Harmonic. I have notated the actual sounding pitch.

rlist
= Glissando. Each glissando should place emphasis on micro-tones. Every 

possible pitch should be squeezed out!

vvvvvvvvv - Oscillation. These should never extend beyond a semitone in either 

direction. Players should emphasise quarter tones and everything in between.

- Oscillating Glissando. You should oscillate as the glissando is in progress.

^® = Undecided pitch. This appears at the end of an improvised section. Each 

player is asked to sustain whatever note they are on at that point.

100



flies who dreamt of more than windscreens

Karen Power

O'OO" - 0'30" ( 0'30" total duration of this section)
O'OO"

Tape

Clarinet

Tenor Trombone

Violoncello

41-
Tape enters following 6 seconds of silence

Silence

0'30"

Silence

Silence

S*

Tape

0'30" - First pitch 
in Tape
Instruments gradually enter under tape pitch

0'30" - 2'30" (2'00" total duration of section)
tt

2'29" - Loud sonority cue 
for instruments to exit

2'30"

Cl.

Tbn.

Vc.

Rhythm is free. Note heads do not mean semibreves.

All begin on D. Each player may choose when they wish to move from the first pitch. Once players 
being to move off first pitch they should listen to each other to inform their next choice.
Movement should be as minimal and as smooth as possible.

-------------- --- Slissi________ ________

mp /

Whispa Mute
tvs------- ----------------------otfrw ---------eHss-.------------------r
7 » -----------

mp /

Begins after others

o -1“

mp /

End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority 
ring

End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority

End abruptly, 
leave strings 
to resonate 
and fade out

/ natrually

Tape

Cl.

Tbn.

Vc.

2'30M
If

2'30" - 2'55" (0'25" total duration of this section) 2'55'

Silence - except for the ringing of earlier pitches

Silence - except for the ringing of earlier pitches

S
Silence - except for the ringing of earlier pitches
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2'55" 2'55" - 4'12" (1'17" total duration of this section)

Rhythm is free - the Clarinettist should lead the others. Try to establish a very slow flow within the section.

Add multiphonic partials as gradually as possible

PP —

vwwwvwvww%01 i

Harmonic

Tape gets louder, 
climaxes at low bang sound. 
Cue for instruments to exit.

4'12"
Tape

Cl.

--------
, ... K 35:

is

mp^=i mf p —= T mf ^==1 /—=: fff

4'12"
End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority 
ring

Tbn.

wwwvwwCll

^ g;i”

mp----- /- M

4’12"
End abruptly. 
Raise end 
of instr. to 
let sonority 
ring

Vc.

'mf

■wwwwwwwwwwwwvw

p

4'12"
End abruptly. 
Leave strings 
to resonate 
and fade out 
natrually
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Guided improvisation

Tape

4'14" - Low 
rumble on tape

If

4'12" - 7'00" (2'48" total durtion of this section)

Cl.

Tbn.

Vc.

6'50"

—+

7W

6'52" - Crack on tape
Use the tape part as a kind of aural score. Try to work your improvistion in with what you hear around you. 
Please use the following guielines.

Choose from the following pitches in any octave.
Not to be played in this order

IK

Dynamic shape of section

PP

Rhythmic shape moves from light to dense. Begin with short note durations followed 
by a lot of silence in between notes. The silence gradually becomes less.

Sustained notes should only feature in the final 10 seconds of this section.
At 6'50" each player should begin to sustain the pitch that they are on 
to enable a smooth transition into the next section.

>: Ord.

Tape

7'00" - 8'12' (1'12” total duration of this section. Divided into 2: 7'00" - 7'55" / 7'55" - 8'12")

7*00" 7'55"
H------------------ --------

Free rhythm. Player may decide the durations of each note but the series must be completed by 7'55"
Approx Dynamic contour

TOO" - 
mp —

T16M 
P —

T26" 
mp -

735”
! m/-

752' 755"
:/ ==— mP

Notes tied from previous section
jgliss,-------

Cl.

Tbn.

Vc.

<"V|.............................. .....................VNVv>vvvvw>w>vvvvv«»vW>
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7'55'

Tape
J= 120 approx

Written oscillations. This notation does not need to be followed exactly,* but should be a guide for harmonic and rhythmic 
shape of the section.
All 3 parts should blur in and out of each other in a kind of three-tiered oscillation. Movement should be as minimal 
as possible so that the sonic effect is blurry.

Continuous ascending trill between two 1/4 tones as fast as possible. Aiming for E.
to"

Cl.

mp PP

Tbn.

Vc.

3 3 3 3 3 3 3 3
- mp ----

fi.iff- kr br ffri* frr- ^if br-' r^ if if

mp

Tape

Cl.

Tbn.

(tof"

mf

9
Sftfii^if jfifj^fiftr kr. tf^Hf

3 3 3 33333 3 3
~ -------------------------- P ------------------------- — mf

Y ^ jfttf ij> fif
Vc.

mp mf mp^

: pPP —=
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S'll'

Tape

Cl.

Tbn.

m
pp

I«VVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVWVWWVWW

Jff
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an alsation ate my dog

by Karen Power

for bass clarinet and tape

2005

Score in C

Duration: 8'21"



2

an alsation ate my dog

Performers’ Notes

^ J

^ J

^ - Note heads indicate key-clicks which are notated, with the exception of the 

improvisatory section (3'30" - 5'10")

^ - Note heads indicate multiphonics

v * - Note heads indicate unpitched whisper tones

Note heads indicate breathing or sucking through the bass clarinet 

depending on the direction of the arrows indicated below

\
- Indicates suck in through clarinet

- Indicates breath out through clarinet

Notes on individual sections

0*34" - 2*20": Multiphonics Section

Multiphonics are notated according to Bruno Bartolozzi’s book. New Sounds for 

Woodwind.
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~==::==^ - These markings correspond to changes in embouchure and adding

of partials. That is, the louder a passage the more partials used. The addition and 

subtraction of partials should be done as smoothly and seamlessly as possible.

2'36" - 3'24": Whisper Tone Section

Please adjust the overall volume of this section so that it blends with the tape. The two 

should be equal. The Slap Tonguing in this section should be played aggressively.

3'30/' - 5* 10”: Partially Improvised Key-Clicks Section

This is a partially improvised section, which takes most of its shape and direction from the 

tape part. I have made suggestions about some aspects of this section, such as the amount 

of key-clicks in each cluster. The tempo of each cluster can vary, as should the silence 

between clusters. The overall shape of the section is as indicated, moving from sporadic 

clusters to more consistent activity.

The only notes that are prescribed are notated using standard note heads. The overall 

duration of the section is also set, however, the performer may choose to spend more time 

over one cluster and omit another one. The section ends at 5'10".
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an alsation ate my dog

Karen Power

O'OO" J = 120

key-clicks

7Bass Clarinet

O'jo" O'14" - tape begins - a fast swish

Tape 41

W-iB. Cl.

/ iff

0'20"

Tape H
0’26"
-l—

0'28" -a rough single scraping 
. sound j

key-clicks

ff

/

/

0'34"
0'40" 0'44" - breath 0'48" - two fast breaths

Tape hit

Multiphonics - partials should be added and subtracted in keeping 
with the dynamic markings.

key-c licks

B. Cl.

0'54"

Tape ft
I’OO" iw no"

r: mp< mf > mp — P mp P



5
ns" 1'22"

Tape

B. Cl.

-ff

r28" r38"
Tape

B. Cl.

mf f

2'16"
Tape H

2'20"

4H-
2

2'37M rustling of coins

I

B. Cl.
^ 6 2
o —1 J!^"

Whisper through instrument 
- unpitched

-7 n -7 1 i

- pp

2'38n

Tape H

V VV ▼ y ▼>- V V ▼>- ▼ y ▼ y y* V y>-
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2'42"

Tape H

T7" J7 T' V / J I ^ y y^V ^ J V J J ^ y^ ? I JjTJ ^ JJ ^ yH ^ JTv ^
> >

mp mf

>• >

:/ <-

> >-

2'49’
2'48'

Tape H

_______  Slap tongue
y^^y ^ 7 i 7 £

Whisper through instrument - unpitched

7 f y
5=,= ^ vTT: I vTT, ;T^ y’ J? j i

ff

2'54" 2'56"
Tape H

tongue Whisper through instrument - unpitched

Klu,'/ r>^

==- mf ~---

3'00"
Tape II

3'02"
—I—

Whisper through instrument - unpitchedSlap tongue
T7 “ T7 T7 T7 | T7 ^7 lT .r 7 .-| 7 ^ T7 T7 y^ T7 T7

> >

mp —= ^ # :/

3'06"
Tape H

j7^r'y^y'J^7,JT^i rTT^y1
> >

fz=~mf- \ff

3’12"
Tape [41

T7 y y T7 Y^^^y T7 y y T7 yl | 7^ V T7 yT^iy ^VyVyl VyyVVyJyyyVy y^^^^y I

rrr
JJJ ■ff- f ff-
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3'18"
Tape II

Build up to a big bang in tape

▼

V V V ▼VVVVVVVVVlvVyvVVVVvVVVyV

as loud as possible

▼* J J J ▼ J J v ▼ J J J J J J J 3
-M f- #< ^r-

3’24"

B. Cl.

(This section is from 3’30M - S'lO" - total time: r40")

key-clicks - partially improvised section.

mf mpcmf mp<mf >mp

This section is to be partially improvised. Please see performers' notes for guidelines.

B. Cl.

/ mf mp mf

B. Cl.

"P ff
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Loud Bang on tape

Flurry' of keyclicks as fast as possible

B. Cl.

Tape

B. Cl.

s'io" J - i io

» t
sotto voce and breathy/gaspy

1 -r^r^ .^rr, > h-/a • • •/• L.l,,., 1 1 1 Lzji^ */ ' ' */: y ^ p | y? t --

ff

5’16"
Tape H

B. Cl. Wr8f^f,frr»rfhrrr-rrritrrs/[ri[[/fr,rritr_g^

5'23"

Tape H

B. Cl. ^r*rr«rr /

5'29"
Tape

B. Cl.

II --------------------------------------------- 1-----

—p—ftp #r r—®;——"ttr—*• h j ft'

--------------------------------------------- 1

>
—; ——-gP—y

Tape II
S’iS"

• *
B. Cl.
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5'46"

B. Cl.

6'00"

B. Cl.

B. Cl.

ffi fB. Cl.
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6'17"

Flutter tonguing
Breaths to be taken discreetly.

p - very softly and breathy. 
Haunting feel.

- PPP pp

B. Cl.



old fashioned chocolate fondue
fountain

by Karen Power

for violin and grand piano

2005

Score in C

Duration: 6,00"
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old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain

Performers’ Notes

Background Information

This piece was conceived as a duet between violin harmonics and the inside strings and 
frames of the piano.

Performers should rely on each other for overall dynamic levels and for entry and exit 
points.

Special Notation

♦ ^ = Used to indicate plucked strings inside the piano and pizzicato on violin. These 
strings should be allowed to fade out naturally.

Note to pianist:
Throughout faster sections, where there are repetitive notes, you should alternate between 
the outer strings of a single pitch to allow for a quicker action.

^ ^ = Used to indicate a sliding action up and down particular strings inside the piano 

with the performer’s fingertips. This action should be quick with one exception, b47 - b50. 
The string/strings should be left to resonate and fade out naturally.

= Indicates an upward sliding action

= Indicated a downward sliding action

! = Used to indicate a hammering action on the frames inside the piano. The pianist 
should choose the most resonant frames. These differ in each piano, but I found that the 
frames between the lowest section of strings and the next up seemed to resonate loudest on 
average. Where you are required to strike two frames at once you should use two different 
frames. The performer should use their knuckles to strike the frames.
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and ^ ^ ^se(^ two different types of hand positions to strike specific

strings inside the piano.

li =
11 =

impact.

Hand should be curved so that the fingertips contact the strings on impact. 

Hand should be fiat so that the whole hand is in contact with the strings on

^ = Artificial violin harmonics.
Ghssandi moving between artificial harmonics are notated using two lines. These should 
be interpreted as ghssandi from harmonic to harmonic only.

u u

J J = Natural violin harmonics.

Note on Piano Pedaling

The pedaling throughout this piece acts as a connection between violin and piano 

sonorities. Sometimes you are asked to put the pedal down before any note on the piano is 

played in the hope that you may catch some of the violinist’s sonorities.
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old fashioned chocolate fondue fountain
Karen Power

J = 70 5

Violin

» Plucked - (with finger nails)
\ Alternate between strings.
* r3n :

All notes are played inside the piano.

Vln.

Pno.

J\
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ft

accel,

i accel.

mf ppp

*
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20

mf f

*4

J= 100

ppp---------

- J= 100

(3 lowest strings)

S'* throughout section

Gradually lift the pedal until it is lightly dampening the strings.
There is a point where you will hear some disortion or noise. Use this and sustain 
it for as long as possible.
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(4 lowest strings)

sul pont
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Vln.

Pno. <

^ J = 70 40

Strike the inside frame of 
piano with knuckles.
Let fade out

Finger tips on 
strings

Flat hands on 
strings ___

mf PP(Echo like)
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Use fingertips to 
slide up and down strings.

Flat hands on 
strings

PP (Echo like)

3

Slide up/down
string quickly then release
and leave natural fade out.

60

A A A
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pizz - as smooth as possible.

Alternate between same 
pitch strings 
throughout this section.

. 8™................

75
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80

Vln.

Pno.
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arco
spiccato

ord. spiccato
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100

105

Finger tips on 
strings

J= 100

Finger tips on 
loco strings
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-i»- i»- -p- -m- -m- -m-

Flat hands on 
strings



15

rit..................

rit._ .
Slide up/down
string quickly then release
and let ring. ____ _

Finger tips on f 
strings _

1* £ I* I*

A



just one girl play in9 around

by Karen Power

for (amplified) cello and tape

2006

Score in C

Duration: T'ZS"



2

just one girl playin9 around

Performers’ Notes

One of the main features of this piece is to create a unified sound-world between a live and 

pre-recorded cello. In keeping with this idea, the performer should take his/her volume 

levels from the tape part depending on the size and type of performance space.

Partially Improvised Glissandi

All glissandi should be played as smoothly and continuously as possible. Each movement 

of the journey between the two notes should be emphasised throughout.

The choice of pitches, in some places, is open to the performers' interpretation. However, 

the overall contour of the glissandi must remain. This is particularly important for the final 

section at 6'50", where the bottom note descends as the top note ascends, creating 

continually larger glissandi.

Cello Tone

The tone of the cello throughout this piece is very specific. For most of the piece the 

cellists’ tone is rough, scratchy or airy (as indicated in the score). It is not until the end of 

the piece that one hears the smooth and lyrical tones of the cello. This journey from rough 

to smooth should be exaggerated by the performer.

Special Notation

vwwwvwvwwwwwvwwwww

- Let the bow drop loosely across the strings. Leave sound to

resonate.
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1 * I - Different speeds of tremolo.

J - Unspecified duration at the beginning of a glissando.

Player chooses when to move off the first note and begin the 

glissando.

- Unspecified duration at the beginning of a 

glissando, which moves to an unspecified end 

pitch.

This is a ‘tongue in cheek1 piece and should be played with that attitude in mind.



4

just one girl playin' around
Karen Power

J = 60
0'04" - Tape enters

Gradual slide up a quater tone 
gradual change in tone colour

PPPP

0'24"

Tape |4f

Rough scratchy uneven tremolo 
Gradual rise a semitoneGradual slide up a semitone Very airy and unsure sound

0'44,,

Tape I!

ro4’

Gradual slide. Motion should be as small as possible. Emphasise stressd pitches.
gliss.

- m i m
= “

Tremolos should be rough 
and uneven.

Ffpi
mp f PP

1'20" r26"

Really bring out the stressed notes

Tape H

Vc.

1'42"
-I—

1'50"
—I----

51 :iT5 i mmmmm
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2'02"

descending bangs

Scatchy tone.
Gradual rising glissandi with smallest intervals possible.

mf mp~'

3'02" 3'14" - chord in tape

mf mp f<ff f<ff f

3’18" 3'26"

Let bow drop 
on all strings
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3'42"

Let bow drop 
on all strings

Gradual glissando on unspecified pitches. 
Emphasise bow hair sound

Let bow drop 
on all strings

f

4'18" - Another change in tape part 4'34"

Let bow drop 
on all strings

Let bow drop
on all strings „ , , ,Rough bow sound

Bangs in tape 
become more frequent

Let bow drop 
on all strings

f

The semiquavers throughout this section 
should be played with rubato. Scales should

I (y.p. speed up as they ascend.5 02 ^ = 90
Tape H

5'07"

This section should begin with a rough and almost unpitched sound, which 
gradually become more pitched.

f



7

5'15"
Tape [ H

Vc.

S^O"

f>P —=

5'36"

5'52"
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5'57"
Tape f H

Vc.

6'03"
Tape H

6'08'
Tape H

Vc. ,t(nirrr rrT rrr

Tape

Vc.
j/iss. if

/■

# /«/ -------— = ff f

6'35"
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6'40"

Top pitch of glissandi gets higher as bottom pitch of 
glissandi gets lower. ___

-------mf

6'53" 7'04"

> mp

Choose the highest possible harmonic

--------- PPPP



one piece of chocolate per bar

for Symphony Orchestra

by Karen Power

2008

Duration: S'SO"



one piece of chocolate per bar

Instrumentation

1 Piccolo

2 Flutes 

2 Oboes

2 Clarinets in Bb 

2 Bassoons

4 Homs 

2 C Trumpets 

3 Trombones (1 Bass)

1 Tuba

1 Percussion:

Bass Drum

Suspended Cymbals (3)

Temple Blocks (5)

Triangle

1st Violins 12 (Divided into 3 groups of 4)

2nd Violins 10 (Divided into 2 groups of 5) 

Violas 8 (Divided into 2 groups of 4)

Cellos 6 (Divided into 3 groups of 2) 

Double Basses 4 (Divided into 2 groups of 2)

Score in C

(usual transpositions for Double Bass and Piccolo)
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one piece of chocolate per bar

Performers’ Notes

Program note:

I have included a sketch of the sonic direction of the piece (see next page). This should give a better indication 
of the overall shape intended.

In one piece of chocolate per bar, I have created a series of textures that can be appreciated independently of 

each other but, that are also reliant on each other to achieve their sense of progression. Performers should bear 

this in mind and not be in too much of a rush to move from one sound-world to the next. The desired effect is a 
piece that is undecided about whether it wants to move forward or to remain in the space it is in.

Glissandi are the main feature of this piece. There are two types used, and a clear distinction should be made 
between them.

Meaning performers should stay on the note for almost the full duration and only slide 
at the very end {portamento).

(? ? l >

- Meaning performers should stay on the first and last note for the written 
durations. Glissando need not be smooth or continuous. Each player may choose to play through 

certain parts faster or slower than others, but the entire glissando must be completed in the overall time 
given. Individual decisions of speeds should not be coordinated within sections. The rests in brackets 

are simply there to indicate the duration of the glissando. The most audible part of each glissando 
should be the micro-tonal journey between the two points. Players should really emphasize these 
sounds.

Other special notation:

ifc
l>

Meaning a finger tap on the Bass Drum 

Meaning to play the highest pitch possible
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Dynamics

In cases where the dynamic mark appears directly under a note, then the dynamic applies to the beginning of

that note. In cases where the dynamic mark appears towards the end of the written duration of a note, then it 
should be reached by the end of that note.

Where there are stresses over tied notes, players should lean into the note indicated by the stress.
In some places, I have notated crescendo markings across rests. This is to indicate the dynamic range of a 

particular section and to indicate continuous dynamic swells within sections.

Brass and Woodwind

Towards the end of the piece, there are passages where I have not allocated adequate space for breathing. During 

these sections, each player should coordinate with their section to ensure staggered breathing.

Rough sketching of one piece of chocolate per bar 

PITCH RANGE (Low to High)

TIMELINEVisuol outline of one piece of chocolote pei bar (appiox.)

A B CD EF GHIJKL M

As shown in the above diagram, the piece begins with a statement from just two instruments at the very top and 
bottom ranges. It ends with the whole orchestra culminating on one pitch in the middle and low ranges. Once the 

opening statements have been made, the piece moves into different sonic worlds highlighting a variety of 
registers and pitches. The piece moves from different extremes through the use of glissandi. It gradually makes 

its way through two climaxes to reach a ‘resolution’ where everything lands on an A^.



one piece of chocolate per bar 7

Karen Power

Trumpet inC 1.2

finger tap (undampened)finger Up(dampened)

Temple Blocks

possible Focus on tiny chances 
in pitch rather than on progressing 
to the next pilch

Violin 1(1)

Violin I (3)

Violin 11(1)

Violin II (2)

Viola (2)

Violoncello (1)

Violoncello (3)

bossed very lightly
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f) tremolo
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Obi

B»CI. j

Bsn |

Hn. |

CTpt

Tbn. 1.21

B Tbn

T Tbn.

Cyn.

Vln. 1(1)

Vln 1(2)

Vln 1(3)

Vln 11(1)

Vln II (2)

Vln. (I)

Vln. (2)

Ve.(l)

Vc.(2)

Vc (3)

Db.(l)

Ob (2)

C
J 90 Tempo pnmo

Tempo phr
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VIn 1(1)

DM!)
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F

mp /



13Woodwind and Bmw for last note, raiar end of instrument up to keep resonance 
of sound going until it naturally fades out.
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[HJ

pizz



15

s
accel.

* ) r
•rr'r ••• ♦ -

B "V
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Ptcc

FI. \2\

Ob. |

B*CI.

Bsn

Hn |

C Tpt |

Tbn 1.2

B Tbn

T TU.

B D

T.BI

Vln. 1 (!)

Vln I(2)

Vln I(3)

Vln 11(1)

Vln II (2)

VU.(1)

Vln. (2)

Vc. (I)

Vc. (2)

Vc. (3)

Db (1)

17

n Icgahi

D*> (2)



18 IU All rK>lcs even. No stress given to any beat ol the bar.
J- 100

All notes even. No stress given to any beat of the bar
. J- 100



19M

bowed up

VI*. (2)



squeeze birds to improve your garden’s
plant variety

by Karen Power

Instrumentation:

(Semi-free with minimum requirement of 2 brass or woodwind, 3 strings and tape)

Instrumentation (for this version):
tenor saxophone 

horn in F 
viola 
cello

double bass 
stereo tape

2008

Score in C

Duration: 8,56"
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squeeze birds to improve your garden ’v plant variety

Performers’ Notes

The aim of this piece is for the live performers and the tape part to combine their respec

tive sound-worlds to produce a single series of continuous sonorities. This sonic series al

ternates between a stationary state and temporary swells. As the piece progresses, so too 

does the intensity of each swell. Each player should be aware of the overall progression 

and their role in it. There should be a dynamic balance between all the instruments and the 

tape so that no one thing is heard over the rest, creating a unified and relentless wall of 

sound.

This piece is written for a semi-free instrumentation with a minimum requirement of two 

brass or woodwind, three strings and tape. (This approximate ratio should be maintained.) 

There is no maximum number of performers and all instrumental combinations will be 

considered (octave transpositions will be made where necessary). The composer has sole 

permission for the re-orchestration of this piece and all instrumental alterations must be 

approved by the composer.

Rehearsal and Performance Aids

This piece can be conducted or un-conducted.

II un-conducted: Performers should use a laptop or computer screen running a stopwatch 

through Max/MSP or a similar program. (Using one communal clock is preferable to indi

vidual stopwatches.) Players will need to follow this stop-watch at all times.

Ideally, the stopwatch will flash or otherwise indicate every 20 seconds.

Pitch Oscillations

Pitch oscillations require that each player oscillates between varying degrees of the same 

pitch. These oscillations should never extend beyond a quarter tone on either side of the 

notated pitch. The speed should be irregular and chosen by each individual performer. The 

desired result is for each player to focus on a variety of tone colours within each pitch and
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to combine their choice of pitch inflections with the rest of the ensemble to create new so

norities.

Each player should choose varying speeds, which should change throughout each section. 

Transitions between oscillations should be as smooth as possible. There should be no obvi

ous jumps between notes. Some pitch oscillations are notated (3'44" - 728"). The staves 

above indicate the pitches. These pitches are approximate.

Where pitches are not notated, players should use the smallest and most varied pitch inflec

tions possible.

Tremolos

Strings are asked to tremolo at different speeds in this piece (as notated below). Varying 

speeds are there to create an effect of blurred sonorities.These speeds do not need to be ex

act, although a difference between speeds should be maintained if indicated.

At different points, players are asked to slide to the next note during a tremolo. This should 

be done as smoothly as possible.

Brass and Woodwind

One of the points of this piece is that it is relentless. I have given both players breaks so 

that they are alive by the end! I realise that I have not given players breathing time 

throughout active sections. I ask that you take breaths where necessary, making sure that 

these are discussed and co-ordinated, so that there is no obvious hole in the sound. If you 

can circular breath for these passages then please do so.

Special Notation
gliss.

° ° - Glissando. These must be very gradual with some taking up to 40

seconds to complete. Players should really focus on the minute changes in colour and 

pitch. Rests are notated in brackets above each bar only to indicate durations.

- Pitch Oscillations. All oscillations should focus on the smallest possible 

inflections unless otherwise notated.



°v' vvvvv^ vv'^ ° - Oscillating Glissando. Here the player continues to oscillate while 

sliding to the next note.

• Notated pitch oscillations. These appear from 3,44,, - 7’28”. The pitch

inflection is indicated but speed is free. These pitches are repeated until the next set.

.* j i - String Tremolos. Each line indicates an increase in speed.
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squeeze birds to improve your garden’s plant variety

Karen Power

Note to all players:
Pitch oscillations upwards in this section. Begin with nearest possible interval. Speed of oscillations should vary.
Interval should get larger as passage progresses.
All entries should fade in un-noticed, as quietly as possible.

0'39" - second tape sonority begins
O' 1U" - tape enters sortly as a single sonority Via and tape entry coincide here

O’-tO"

Circular breathing if possible 
con sord 

unsure tone

Tenor
Saxophone

Circular breathing if possible 
con sord

.unsure tone ( _

Horn in F

sul pent

Violoncello

Double Bass

IT8" - Tape begins to
grow in intensity

T. Sax.

airy tone (con sord (

' mp
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T. Sax.

55 2'20" 40 2'40"

T. Sax.

mp p

">/ P



8

45 3'00" 50 3.20”

T. Sax.

Tape begins to gradually ascend

3'40"

T. Sax.

mp
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Note to all players:
Pitch oscillations should vary in speed for all instruments. Players should listen to others and vary speeds to make them different to create 
a kind of rhythmic smearing.
Smaller staves indicate approximate pitches.

60 4'00" 65 4'20"

Breaths should be taken wherever necessary. Make sure not to leave gaps in the sound, 
(circular breathing if possible)

Breaths should be taken wherever necessary, making sure that they do not leave too many gaps in the sound.

• i* - j‘

Tape really begins 
to gather momentum.

T. Sax.



75
Tape If

5'00'

Tape almost
reaching climax point before Note to all players: 
a temporary drop in volume. Pull everything back here.

1 80 5.20"

10

•
■vwvwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwvwwwwwwwwwwvwwwwwwww

/

€ o o o o a
T Sax

Hn.

■ f > pp

VVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVWVWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWWW

f>PP

• > q* t*
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

Via.

Vc.
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

mf

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv^vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

Db.

mp

Tape

T. Sax.

85 5'40"

5’46" - Another temporary drop in 
volume on tape. 90

Hn.

ppp

[SI* 5* si*
vwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwwww

2*2:*

ppp

'• S* i* S*m

Via.

Vc.

mf mp

11* I* i* i?*

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

mp - p

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv^vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv

Db.
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Tape reaches max volume

vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv»vv»vvvv»ww**vv»vv*v»vvvv*vvvvvvvvvvvvv»v»v»^^

6'40" 105
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7'18" - drop in volume on tape.

Another buildup begins.

VVWVVVVV>^VVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVV»VVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVWVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVVV

T. Sax.

Note to all performers: Tape reaches maximum
Do not emphasise the beginnings or endings of the glissandi. volume before dropping to p again

7'40"

Note to all performers:
Throughout glissandi, really focus on the 
smallest possible changes in sonority

T. Sax.
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Tape cuts at 8'54" 
at loudest point

Off with tape

T. Sax.

Off with tape

) Off with tape

Off with tape

Off with tape


